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When a young boy went hiking with his grandfather one day, they came upon a cocoon swinging back and forth wildly on the branch of a nearby bush.  Entranced by the chaotic motion of the cocoon, the young boy took out his pocket knife and slit the cocoon.  A wet, straggly butterfly fell into his palm, struggled a little and then ceased to move.  “Grandfather, I freed the butterfly.  Why doesn’t he fly away?”  the young boy exclaimed in despair.


“Grandson, what have you done?  The struggle the butterfly puts up to crack the cocoon strengthens his wings and makes him able to fly.  If you take away his struggle, he will never learn that which makes him a true butterfly.  It’s too late for this one.  Next time observe and encourage; don’t do it for him.”1

The caterpillar struggling in the cocoon, emerging as a beautiful butterfly, is a wonderful picture of resilience and yet resilience seems too weak a word.  It seems to have become a new buzz word in missionary circles because of the concern to strengthen missionary families.  It seems, however, from reading the Scriptures and looking at the lives of missionary families who persevere in the midst of hardships, that it needs to be defined at a deeper level than the ability-to-bounce-back sense in which it is usually defined.


Webster defines resilience as “an ability to recover from or adjust easily to misfortune or change; capable of withstanding shock without permanent deformation or rupture,” with synonyms such as flexible, hardy, tenacious, stalwart, faithful, and valiant.  These are all good, yet they still seem to fall short of the Scriptures’ standard of going through the refiner’s fire and coming forth as gold.


The missionary community is indebted to Laura Mae Gardner, Wycliffe counselor, for her detailed work in this area.  She defines resilience as “a luminous quality that requires a dark screen to bring its parts to life.  Like courage, it shows up when situations are fearful.  Like integrity, it shows up best in an atmosphere of corruption and deceit. Like excellence, it is most startling when seen on a background of mediocrity.  Like righteousness, it takes conscious effort.


“Resilience is an added component to health, one that is essential in those who live and thrive in cross-cultural ministries…. Health may simply equate … comfort and adjustment.  I believe a healthy missionary family must have and demonstrate the quality of resilience in order to remain stable, effective, and productive.”2

For the past two years, the annual MK Educators and Caregivers Consultation, made up of representatives of sixteen mission organizations, has concentrated on the importance of strengthening the missionary family, recognizing that resilient MKs come from resilient missionary families.  The MK CART/CORE research has turned its emphasis from adult MKs to missionary families because research up to the present has shown that the higher the family relationships are rated, the higher the spiritual/emotional well-being of the MK.


But this does not mean becoming ingrown, neglecting the primary purpose of the Great Commission in order to focus on the family.  The missionary task will always be to win men, women, and children to a personal relationship with Jesus Christ.  If this is not done within the context of strong, healthy families, the declaration of the gospel will fall on skeptical ears.  Dave Pollock illustrates this dramatically with a story from Kenya.  During a meeting with missionaries and Kenyan church leaders, a missionary was mentioning the difficulties of being away so much in ministry when another missionary said, “But if we hadn’t done that, perhaps Kenya would not be evangelized to the extent that it is now.”  The African bishop replied, “If you had come and shown us in the beginning how to take care of our families properly, we would not have to reevangelize Kenya every generation.”


Rev. Pollock quotes a leading evangelical from Latin America, “If Latin America needs one thing, it is the demonstration of a healthy family that bespeaks the reality of God. Psalm 78:5-7 reminds us that God “commanded our fathers to teach their children so that the next generation might know them, the children yet unborn, so that they should set their hope in God, and not forget the works of God, but keep his commandments.”  The proper response seems to be the sending of strong missionary families who both teach and model, within and without the family circle, a vital, visible faith.  This must be a faith that demonstrates the faithfulness and power of God through the transitions, troubles, and trials of missionary life, including everything from normal stress to coups or catastrophes.  Dr. V. Raymond Edman, past president of Wheaton College, firmly believed that committed Christians should be able to go through trials not just somehow, but triumphantly. 

Building Resilience in Today’s World

The world today proclaims that we should never have troubles or problems.  If there is physical pain, take a pill.  If there is emotional pain, seek out a therapist.  If circumstances get you down, change them.  If there is stress on the job or in the family, discard one or both.  Thank God for pills to relive pain and for Christian therapists who help people work through damaged emotions.  Let us not forget, however, that God never promised his people stress-free lives.  On the contrary, like the caterpillar, we are reminded many times in Scripture that the struggle is the very means of growing godly character.


Romans 5:3-5 is one of the clearest statements to this effect: “We rejoice in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces endurance, and endurance produces character and character produces hope and hope does not disappoint us.”  The end result of suffering is not hopelessness but hope, and godly character is a side benefit!  James 1:12 tells us plainly that the one who endures, when he is tried “shall receive the crown of life, which God has promised to those who love him.” Romans 8:28-29 is not a Pollyanna “everything will come out all right” statement.  It declares that “In all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.”  Verse 29, often left out of the quote, tells us that the purpose is “that we might be conformed to the likeness of his Son” – made to look like him, whose life was full of stress including both emotional and physical suffering.  He endured for the joy set before him.

But How?

Martha Strickland of CB International reminds us that the desire to feel trim and fit requires the effort of exercise.  “Unfortunately, our innate desire to be comfortable permeates our lives and the lives of our children.  In making educational choices for MKs, we tend to lean toward the comfortable, avoiding decisions that introduce challenge or any kind of hardship.”3 It happens in the classroom when challenging students to think takes too much energy because they would rather do something fun.  It happens in choosing curriculum because we naturally shy away from that which is unfamiliar or which requires a great deal of preparation.  Martha speaks the truth when she says we cannot hope for strong muscles while avoiding exercise any more than we can hope for strength of character and resiliency in our MKs while protecting them from challenges.

Teachers and MK school personnel do have opportunity to incorporate resilience-building activities into the lives of their students but it happens much more easily if it begins at home.

Essential Characteristics of Healthy, Resilient Families
· A God-focused family living Deut. 6:1-7.  Families who obviously love the Lord with all their hearts then teach their children.  Faith in the person, the character and the power of the living, loving God must show in everyday family life.  Their “personal relationship with God is central to who they are and what they do.”4 Without this, the other ingredients lose their meaning. 

· A strong father in the home and a strong father-child relationship.  Too often, children of Christian workers say, “Father was there for others but not for me.  Carol Herrmann, in her study of MK adjustment concluded that the best way for a father to care for his children is to demonstrate love for their mother.5 The MK Cart/Core research came to the following conclusion: When the father showed either acceptance or rejection, it was more powerful than the mother’s acceptance or rejection.

· They work through stressful situations together.  As parents learn to avoid a victim mentality and practice working through tough times along with the children, depending on the Lord together, the children will begin to incorporate that process into their own lives.  Nick Pauls states, “What takes place in the family sets the course for what will continue to be…. The MK’s experience today sets the foundation for how he or she will adjust to the changes or recover from the misfortunes of tomorrow.”6
· They live in an atmosphere of encouragement and affirmation, given in terms of who they are more than what they accomplish.  There are creative ways of demonstrating this, both in the home and in the classroom.  One family makes placemats or banners for birthdays, writing on them the fruits of the Spirit which they see in the child.  There are many in which both teachers and parents can say, “We love you and you are important.”  The story is told of the little boy who had trouble memorizing.  When his class planned to do a play, he desperately wanted a part.  The afternoon of the tryouts, his mother stood anxiously in the doorway, waiting to comfort him.  To her surprise, he came skipping happily down the sidewalk.  “Did you get a part?”  she asked.  “Yes!” he exclaimed.  “I’ve been chosen to clap and cheer!”  Smart teacher!
· They have developed meaningful family rituals.  Having been released from the Nazi prison camp, Corrie ten Boom was once asked, “During your childhood years, did your father ever do anything that helped you in that difficult time of your imprisonment?”  Corrie responded, “Every night, when he tucked me in, my father used to place his hand lovingly on my cheek as my father had done.”  Most families have some such rituals and they need to be continued on the mission field.  This tells the children that, in the midst of many changes, there are some things that don’t change and they belong to us, just as we belong to each other.  Many classrooms have also been knit together by rituals developed by a creative teacher.  Celebrations, both planned and spontaneous, should be a major part of every family and classroom.  They should be frequent and creative, expressing appreciation and affirmation.

· They show physical affection to one another.  Carol Hermann’s study on MKs strongly supported the premise that children who saw their parents showing affection to one another were more secure in their own emotional lives.  Showing physical affection to children is equally important.  Let us not forget how Jesus used the magic of touch with children, an adolescent, and even adults.  What can we learn from this?

· They have fun together. Are we fun to live with? To be with? Some of the most godly families are the ones who also have the most fun!  This is also true of some of the best teachers.

· They know the meaning of gentle, but firm and consistent discipline.  One of the requirements for Christian leadership, according to Paul’s instruction to Timothy, was that the children should be obedient and respectful.  Respect is a missing ingredient in many families today.  Both stability and trust are built into children’s lives by knowing what is expected of them and having the standard field firmly in place.  A thought-provoking magazine article points out that a child’s trust is destroyed when he is told, “If you…, then I…” and the “then” doesn’t happen.  At that moment, the child has learned our word cannot be trusted and we become guilty of emotional child abuse!7

Another part of discipline is developing a sense of responsibility and wholesome work, allowing the child to learn both the rewards of accomplishment and the consequences of neglect.  When families live by principles instead of rules and every family member understands the principles behind the rules and expectations, discipline becomes less of a problem.  When children are in control, they become extremely insecure because they instinctively know they are not capable of handling that much power.  They will continue to push the boundaries until they hold firm and the ensuing level of family stress becomes explosive.

· They have, as a family, a deep sense of calling and commitment to the task.  According to a study on missionary family adaptation, missionary families with a collective sense of meaning and purpose to their lives adapt better on the field.  “For this reason, it seems important that missionary families take time to identify their sense of calling to the mission field as a family. This family calling would enable the members to have a shared belief that the experience of the stresses, strains and hardships of missionary life and service is insignificant in comparison to the glory of God being revealed in and through them to the world.”8

The MK CART/CORE researchers have also found that the adult MKs who felt they were a significant part of their parents’ ministries had, as adults, a greater sense of spiritual/emotional stability.  Every effort must be expended, both by parents and by mission organizations, to keep missionary children from feeling they are tag-alongs to their parents’ ministry.  One missionary family who has successfully brought their children “in” said that praying through the possibility together from the beginning made a big difference.  Searching the Word together also played an important part as they enjoyed giving each other Bible verses that seemed relevant.  “Once our boys felt they were invited into the call in these ways, no hardship, adjustment, hassles, or inconveniences seemed to trouble them.”
· They have meaningful family, as well as personal devotions.  Children must know that their parents maintain a daily, deep, and personal relationship with God.  Family worship should be creative, varied, and flexible, but no haphazard.  Children will draw their own conclusions from the importance given to this part of the family schedule.  For example, instead of foregoing prayer as a family after a late evening appointment, the family can pray together in the car on the way home.9

Many families use music, teaching, and discussing the words to meaningful hymns and choruses that coincide with current family experiences.  Singing together often becomes part of their most treasured memories.


Memorizing Scripture together as particular verses meet special family needs is a great way to pass on the family faith.  Reviewing favorite Scripture passages is an effective way of remembering God’s faithfulness and can have a lasting impact on the faith of each member of the family (Isaiah 38:19b).  Clear evidence that family devotions are “taking” is when the family prays together at other times as well.
· They have learned the importance of delayed gratification and self-denial for the sake of future benefit for themselves or others.  This element is one of the most glaring empty sets in today’s world.  Elisabeth Elliot comments: “the earlier parents begin to make the laws of order and beauty and quietness comprehensible to their children, the sooner they will acquire good, strong notions of what is so basic to real godliness, self-denial.  A Christian home should be a place of peace and there can be no peace where there is no self-denial.”10 


Laura Mae Gardner speaks eloquently to this issue, “The hardy person does not insist on having all his needs met.  He understands that going without won’t kill him.  He is able to forego gratification.  He knows that Philippines 4:11-12 precedes Philippians 4:19 and he remembers that Jesus had unmet needs too.”11  
Implications for MK School Personnel and Caregivers

Most of what has been said so far has been directed toward parents.  While acknowledging that parents are, indeed, primarily the ones responsible for the strength of character of their children’s lives, there are ways that other MK caregivers can encourage and reinforce these elements of resiliency in the lives of those who are in their temporary care.
1. There are many opportunities for input into the lives of missionary parents, whether through parent-teacher conferences or in more direct counseling sessions.  Parents are usually looking for tangible, practical ideas which they can implement in their own families.  The family ingredients mentioned here can be shared spontaneously or deliberately, informally or formally, in part or in total, as the occasion allows.

2. MK caregivers can recognize the importance young people place on belonging and relationships.  Dr. John Powell points out that, as Psalm 8 shows how significant we are in God’s eyes, “…so our children should be in our eyes and so our families should be in the mission’s eyes.”  He gives the Three R’s related to a sense of belonging.  People need to have a response from others.  The need for relationship cannot be overestimated.  There is also a need for redemption.  When mistakes are made that hurt relationships, those mistakes need to be redeemed. 


In this context, how can children be taught about making mistakes and be assured that they are still loved?  Too often the confrontation process between young people and adults, whether parents, teachers or boarding parents seems to be more punitive than redemptive.  One way to correct this is to keep discipline in the context of the Three R’s, remembering that Discipline without relationship leads to rebellion.12 

3. Nick Pauls affirms the role of MK caregivers when he states that, along with parents, “MK caregivers also have a profound impact on MK resilience.  They are the adults who have the privilege and responsibility that comes from spending significant amounts of time with MKs during their formative years.  Sometimes they are the only adults who are physically and emotionally close enough to the MKs to notice times of crisis or great joy in their lives.  The way they respond has the potential of lifting or breaking the child’s heart.  The way they see caregivers adjust to change or recover from misfortune in their own lives will also be the model from which MKs will choose elements for their own lives.”13  

4. All MK caregivers can incorporate many of the family elements into their particular contexts.  There are at least six of them which can be incorporated easily into classrooms, boarding homes, MK training programs, and other MK counseling situations.  The most important task of missionary parents and all MK caregivers is to make God visible to children by reflecting him in all areas of life.  Just as real estate agents declare that the three most important factors in buying a home are “location, location, location,” so the three most important ingredients in raising, strong, resilient MKs are modeling, modeling, modeling.


Wherever they are in the world, missionary families will face the trials of life.  To
 welcome the refiner’s fire because it brings us closer to the Lord Jesus is to have the faith of Job when he said, “when he hath tried me, I shall come forth as gold” (Job 23:10).  As MK caregivers, let us commit ourselves to implanting into the lives of young people those qualities which will enable them to become, as Oswald Chambers writes, “radiantly and joyously God’s.”  This is true resilience. 
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