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When a couple makes the decision to pursue cross-cultural ministry, every member of the family is affected, usually for a lifetime.  For that reason, overseas preparation must address the unique challenges faced by each family member as well as the whole family unit.  Hardly anyone would disagree with that lofty ideal.  But how does one translate that ideal into a coherent program that addresses the complex interpersonal and intercultural issues in age-appropriate and relevant ways?


Including children in a candidate orientation program presents some problems.  Thus, many mission agencies continue to focus their pre-field training efforts on adult candidates and relegate the children to caring people who can keep them occupied.  Some missions make few exceptions to their policy of requiring parents to leave their children with relatives or friends while they attend the candidate orientation program.  Other missions have children accompany their parents but make inadequate provision for their needs, thus finding it almost impossible to keep parents engaged.  If these policies are going to change, mission administrators need to see viable family orientation programs in operation that are really making a difference.


The challenge of effective pre-field preparation for families lies not in recognizing the importance of preparation for children, but in finding ways to implement a viable program.  The process of meeting that challenge can begin with an examination of some commonly held assumptions about missions, MKs, and missionary families. 


It is assumed that “missionary” is a role filled by an adult.  Children accompany their missionary parents to the field.  They may even be included as integral members of the missions community, but they are the primary concern of their parents rather than the agency.  Most mission agencies organize themselves around the assumption that they are made up of adult missionaries with dependent children who need to be cared for and educated, but they are incidental to the “real work.”


In reality, missionary families function best in the unique role of reflecting God’s glory in a new culture when they function as “ministering units.”

The relationship between family and the mission of the church is so intimate that each is enhanced by the other.  Reflecting the Gospel’s power to transform people and to bring purposeful unity, the missionary family is an important part of the witness of the Word.  Incarnation of Christ into family is central in the work and witness of the missionary.  The Gospel is evident in the family’s redemptive responses to its own weaknesses and failures.

The unity for which our Lord prayed in John 17 begins in the missionary family and then works its way outward through the rest of the family’s ministry. (Sojourners, Rowan and Rowan, Associates of Urbanus, 1990)


This vision elevates each member of the family to a central focus in the communication of the Gospel.  In this context, children are more than dependents, or even elements in the team’s strategy to build relationships in the community.  They are integral to fulfilling the ministry to which God has called their family.  That fact alone warrants giving each person in a family the best preparation possible for the crucial role they will fill.


Another common assumption is that “kids will adjust,” especially when they are younger.  “We don’t need to take on responsibility for something that will happen naturally.” Why is that believed so readily?  From infancy a child is in a continual mode of learning – learning to walk, talk, identify people and things, learning right from wrong. Adjustment for a child is a constant.  Since they are continually learning, “kids do adjust.”  But, even a cursory understanding of early childhood development should cause us to question the cost and lifelong impact of the trial-and-error approach to the complexities of cross-cultural adjustment.


The experience of moving and learning to live in another culture greatly increases the amount of learning and stress that a child must go through.  Helping children as well as parents develop ways to talk about their fears, their losses, their strategies for handling change, their trust in God, and dozens of other issues will contribute significantly to the overall effectiveness of that “ministering unit.”  Sending organizations need to help every member of the family anticipate what they will experience in their new setting so they can align their expectations with reality.


Life’s experiences are like a tapestry f interwoven threads.  As one considers helping children prepare for radical change, it must be understood that the affective rather than the cognitive domain is in focus.  These feelings, perspectives, and expectations are interwoven with each other and with concrete experiences creating a differing pattern for each member of the family.  With children, the affective issues are not often considered until they hit a “snag” and there is a crisis.  Preparation for each child will strengthen the “threads” and tighten the “weave” for the whole family.  With the right kind of preparation, children can go through the upheaval of moving to and living in another country with fewer “snags” and actually grow in positive ways through the experience. 

Personal Identity


There are three essential areas in which the threads of pre-field preparation may be interwoven: personal identity, the transition process, and unrealistic expectations.  As children grow in self-understanding, they are better able to accept differences, develop relationships, respond to change, learn effectively, and grow through the experiences of living interculturally.  Each child’s unique development must be considered in the training process.  Missionary children begin to understand their personal identity as they gain experience with the following issues:

· Understanding one’s strengths and challenges: these affect the ay a child relates to others and learns new things

· Understanding the way one learns best: knowing this can enable to plan ways they will learn about the new culture and language and choose from differing educational options

· Understanding what is personally important: some values will change and some will not change as a family enters a new culture

· Understanding how to respond to differences in others (outward appearance, way of doing things): it is important to approach differences with openness, a desire to learn, and an attitude of loving acceptance

· Understanding feelings: “How do I feel about going overseas?  

· Understanding how to enter another culture

Transition Process


The second essential area to address in preparation for cross-cultural ministry is an understanding of the transition process.  Each person will progress through the predicable stages of transition. Reactions to each stage will often differ for each family member.  An understanding of where they are and the characteristics of each stage can help a child feel more secure and remain open to learning throughout the process.


As children respond to the various elements of change, it is helpful to look at some biblical examples of those who moved and lived in other cultures.  Jesus, Abraham, Moses, Joseph, Jonah, Ruth, Esther, Paul, and others provide familiar models for children.  Issues to be addressed through the transition process are:

· Understanding the stages of change and assessing where one is in the process

· Learning about what makes up culture

· Developing strategies for dealing with cultural differences

· Exploring ways people learn in a new culture

· Anticipating ways one might handle frustration and stress that are magnified through cultural change 

· Knowing how to say “good-byes” and “hellos”

· Recognizing the “unchangables” in the transition – the constants in the chaos

Expectations


The third essential area is an objective evaluation of one’s expectations.  What does each child expect of this new world to which he or she is going?  Knowing and modifying expectations ahead of time can lessen fears, motivate learning, and develop inner flexibility.  Inner expectations are usually based on five things: (1) past experience, (2) current knowledge, (3) personal values, (4) needs and (5) desires.  These are filtered through the affective screen of one’s worldview.  It is fairly simple to filter concrete information regarding past experiences and current knowledge.  However, helping children assess their inner expectations and helping them talk about what they are anticipating requires sensitivity.  One must ask open, yet directive questions that can help the child and parents identify what the expectations are and where they come from.


Once identified, a child should be helped to modify unrealistic expectations.  One way to begin this change process is to work toward creating an environment in which children can hold their expectations lightly and be encouraged to remain flexible.  In a safe environment like this, expectations can be modified as new information is gained.  Listening to the “why’s” of a child’s expectation is critical in this process.  Expectations that are unexamined and held tightly will often result in frustration and may lead to anger, resentment, and bitterness. “Hope (expectations) deferred makes the heart sick, but a longing fulfilled is a tree of life” (Prov. 13:12).  Children, even at an early age, can be helped to express and reshape their expectations. 


The second element in helping children deal with unrealistic expectations is to learn specific information.  For example, a child may have certain expectations about what school will be like.  Based on past experience he or she may expect to be in a class with children all the same age.  If one schooling option is a small school in which there are several grades in a classroom, the child could visit that type of school here.  This experience would help to mold a more realistic expectation.


Interconnected with each of these issues are the cross-threads of relationships and cultural understanding.  Here is where the affective issues interact with life’s experiences, where choices are made, where inner character is revealed, and where “snags” occur.  When children are asked what their greatest concern is about moving overseas, the overwhelming response is “friends.”  Relationships with God, family, and friends are crucial for a child who is learning to live in a new culture and with a new language.


It is important to assess a child’s expectations of God throughout this new adventure.  Parents and teachers can be encouraged to ask questions that will help the child talk about his perspective on God’s role in their transition.  Children should also identify their expectations of themselves as they go through radical changes.  Inner expectations have a great deal to do with the critical element of any relationship, trust.

In addition to these core pre-field issues, there are concepts that need to be addressed by each person at a level of abstraction appropriate to his or her developmental level.  For example, an issue with which everyone must deal is handling difference.  A general objective might be to help people understand and respond positively to difference.  The age-appropriate levels of understanding might be divided as follows:


Level 1: Discovering differences in the way people look (color of skin, clothing), ages 2-3.

Level 2: Developing acceptance and a positive attitude toward differences in appearance, language, and actions; ages 4-6.

Level 3: Identifying thought processes and value differences; ages 7-12.

Level 4: Understanding worldview and problem-solving differences and how they are reflected in one’s actions; teens.


The difficulty in establishing objectives in affective areas is that the outcomes are somewhat abstract.  How do you test the extent of an attitude change or a broadened worldview?  Nevertheless, it is essential that affective issues be addressed in a pre-field training experience.  The true test of the results will come months or years later when the child has demonstrated real growth through the transition and is thriving in the overseas community.

Designing a Program to Prepare Children


Effective programs for preparing children for cross-cultural life grow out of the same objectives as those developed for adults.  The key issues of effective ministry and how individuals relate to cultural change and relationships are relevant for every member of the family.  With these objectives, age-appropriate experiential learning activities can be developed and implemented with insight and purpose.


Children will remember best what they have experienced, not just what they have seen or heard.  Since most of the issues lie within the experience-based affective domain, they are more easily taught through interactive experiences.  When well designed, these learning activities can give a concrete framework for abstract concepts.


For example, when teaching about building and breaking trust in relationships, an approach that may be used is building a structure block by block (Jenga or Don’t Break the Ice games).  Each block represents something that builds a relationship such as kindness, sharing, honesty, and accepting another’s ideas.  When one block at a time is taken out (telling a lie, cutting words) the structure is weakened until eventually the “trust” is broken.  Additional concepts may be taught by modifying this activity.  Just as the threads of vital issues are interwoven throughout a person’s life, multiple themes and objectives are interwoven and may be covered in a single learning activity.


Prescriptive teaching keeps the child’s needs, development, personality, strengths, and challenges continually in focus.  This perspective prepares teachers to adjust instruction to fit the student.  It also gives flexibility for responding to teachable moments.  In one program, a situation required the planned lessons to be set aside in order to deal with some interpersonal conflict.  How appropriate, following a morning activity focused on trust building!  The lesson for resolving conflicts was to be two days later.  Instead the teacher and students were able to turn the potentially disruptive situation into a teachable moment.


“Stepping-stone” experiences can be set up to assist children in making the necessary gradual adjustments.  Experiences such as hearing another language, figuring out the use of significance of artifacts from another country, or eating something never tried are all good examples.  In a positive, emotionally safe environment, children are able to overcome some of their fears of the unknown, deal with conflicting feelings, practice culture learning strategies, and develop new mental “pockets” in which to put future cross-cultural learning.


One “stepping-stone” experience that has been used successfully is to take the children in the language learning program to a Chinese restaurant where one of the waiters speaks Cantonese or Mandarin.  The children are given a few key phrases like “How do you say . . . ?” in the language, and strategies for asking questions.  They are encouraged to order something they have never tasted before.  This has proven to be one of the most feared, but also most positive, learning experiences.


Small “stepping-stone” are provided by debriefing children in short segments throughout the activity.  It is helpful to put a short “insight phrase” such as “Laugh and Learn” (used when afraid of being embarrassed in trying something new) with key lessons which the children can quickly pull from memory when entering similar experiences.


The intercultural and missionary experience of a teacher adds valuable depth to this type of program, as children learn from the teacher’s experience.  Cultural flavor of the experiential activities can be based on the teacher’s background.


In a program with other children also preparing to go overseas, a great value is added by the interaction among them.  Children learn from each other.  Many of the relationship concepts can also be put into practice in living situations. 

Family Preparation


Many missionary parents ask, “What can I do to help my children prepare for our move?”  Preparation for children is a process just as it is for adults.  It cannot be completed, and certainly not guaranteed, in a single program.  The sessions provide a foundation for learning on which other things can be built.  Preparation of the family begins in the initial decision to serve God as a missionary family and continues through life’s experiences on and off the field.


Parents should realize that even before the final decision is made to move into another cultural setting, they have begun the preparation process for both themselves and their children.  From that point on every part of their life is focused toward some phase of the preparation process.  Open communication with children plays a critical part in the way a family moves through this process together.  Each member of the family has a vital part to play in a successful transition.  Children often express valuable insight on what is happening if parents will take the time to draw them out.  They also have the rich treasure of simple faith that moves mountains. From parents, children can learn how to deal with their own feelings as they go through the processes of leaving and transition.


Along with open communication, families need to encourage an openness to appropriate expressions of feelings.  Children experience the same paradox of negative and positive feelings as adults – excited about going, sad about leaving.  In their concrete world of right or wrong, it’s often difficult for children to understand how both can exist side by side and that it’s OK.  Parents can use each event as a learning opportunity.  The experiences of life set the stage for some of the best lessons.  One young girl was getting very frustrated with another in the close living situation of a training program.  The parents could have told the girls to stay away from each other, but instead they were able to use their conflicts to teach them how to work through frustrations and personality differences in a close missionary community.


Preparation of the family also needs to have a structured element so that parents can target a full range of relevant issues.  Ideally, you could plan to have a family night each week to which everyone is committed.  Using the same process of developing objectives and creating experiential activities as explained above, parents can design a preparation plan for the family.  Families that prepare together are better able to serve together because they have a common set of experiences and language to build mutual understanding during transitional stress.


Regardless of the idealized vision often cited, few families will be strengthened by living in a different culture.  If the members of a family have not developed healthy relationships and reasonable ways to resolve conflicts in their home culture, it is unrealistic to expect those behaviors to emerge in the stressful context of an unfamiliar environment and even more complex relationships. 


Comprehensive pre-field preparation must address the relationships and patterns of interaction a family usually follows.  If the relationships are generally balanced and mutually affirming, each member of the family can be given resources and encouragement to continue meeting each other’s needs and remain healthy in their new setting.  If their relationships with one another are potentially detrimental to the growth of the family and they appear to have few viable strategies for coping with new stresses, it is critical that they be given resources and encouragement to establish new patterns before they leave for the field. 

Summary


The life-changing decision to serve Christ in a cross-cultural ministry greatly impacts every member of the family.  Children and adults both need to be prepared in critical affective as well as cognitive areas.  Personal identity, the transition process, and expectations are the main elements. Through a well designed program that includes the entire family, parents as well as children will gain a heightened awareness of the issues each person is facing.  This can provide the foundation needed to help guide each person as they are transplanted into a new culture.  The family can be bonded through a unified strategy for living with the complexities of this new life.  The open communication and new insights that are inherent in carefully planned pre-field family activities can provide the foundation for the skills and attitudes for a resilient Christian family. 
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