My experiences in Ecuador

Let me begin this with a story from the Bible that doesn’t really apply to my time in Ecuador, just in my time getting to Ecuador.  This is based on the story in Exodus 13 and 14 which talks about the Israelites crossing the Red Sea and the road that they took to get there. 

“When Pharaoh let the people go, God did not lead them on the road through the Philistine country, though that was shorter.  For God said, “if they face war, they might change their minds and return to Egypt.”   Ex. 13:17

Later…

“But I will gain glory for myself through Pharaoh and all his army and the Egyptians will know that I am the Lord.”  Ex 14:14

Later…

“The Lord will fight for you; you need only be still.”  Vs. 14

“And I will gain glory.”  Vs. 17

Later…

“And the Israelites saw the great power the Lord displayed against the Egyptians, the people feared the Lord and put their trust in Him.”  Vs. 31

“So awesome story about learning to trust God and to fear Him and to put all faith in Him.  To be still and let Him do what He needs to so that all the glory may go to Him.  He led them this way, knowing how weak their faith was that He might grow their faith and that He may be glorified.  The two most important things ever.  Have faith in God and give Him all the glory.  But I find assurance in His leading and guidance given to the Israelites as they start out.  That He would lead them on a way that He knew they were able to “handle” and trust Him through.  He truly does give us only what we can handle.  And here is the perfect example set out for us in the Bible.  

“What an awesome promise, an awesome example, an awesome God!  May the glory be His in everything and in every part of me, let my life and body cry, ‘He is worthy and He deserves all my praise and worship.  Let everything I do honor and glorify my God!’”

17 October 2002

So my time in Ecuador began while I was still in Lima.  I was led on a longer road to get my tickets just like the Israelites were led on a longer road.  I don’t know what road He kept me from, but He was glorified through it all.  Of that I am sure.  My plane tickets took a million years, or what felt like a million years to get there.  They were first sent to the States on accident and then overnight expressed to Lima.  The doorbell was not working in the apartment that I was staying at and so the tickets were not delivered on Friday afternoon like they were supposed to be.  They had to be redelivered and did not get there until 6:45pm.  My flight was leaving at 8:00pm, and I was supposed to be there at 5:00 to check in.  The airline had been called and was going to wait for me until 7:30, otherwise it would be closed and I would have no way to get on the plane and no way to get to Ecuador until Sunday, which would be too late.  So God stepped in just in time and totally saved the day.  He is getting glory every time that I tell the story and that is good enough for me.  I had already told the project director that I would be there and that my tickets were coming.  And I believed that I would make it there.  I knew that was the place that I was being called to and was ready for God to get me there.

I spent many hours on the roof that Friday as I waited for what seemed like an eternity for my tickets to get there.  I had been shocked with the message on my email that previous Monday that said my tickets were being sent to the States and then frantic as I tracked them from LA to Lima.  They were stuck in Miami for a day and were not scheduled to arrive until Friday afternoon, which was cutting it close, but I was assured that God was holding my tickets in His hand and they would reach me.  When they missed the arrival time on Friday afternoon, my heart broke and I went to the roof to ask God what was going on.  I wanted to know right then, why the tickets were not in my hands, and He just said, “Trust me.”  

I said “I trust You, but how long will it take to get here?”  

“There are to be no ‘buts,’ trust Me.”  

I said, “I’m trying.”

And trust I had to do, there was no other answer, no other way.  He was the one in charge, and I knew nothing of His plans for me at this time.  I just prayed that I would be satisfied with whatever the answer would be.  I prayed that if I missed my flight that He would bless the time in Lima that I would have.  I prayed that I would be satisfied with His will, whatever it was.  I once again let go of everything.  I let go of my desire to serve Him in Ecuador with MMI.  I let go of my schedule, of my timing.  I let go of everything that I thought I had already turned over to Him once more.  

The life of a missionary is a process of letting go.  Letting go of my home.  Letting go of my family.  Letting go of my friends.  Letting go of my desires.  Letting go of my dreams.  Letting go of my ideals.  Letting go of my idea of Christianity.  Letting go of my language.  Letting go of my clothes.  Letting go of how I look.  Letting go of my food.  Letting go of new friends.  Letting go of my customs. Letting go of throwing toilet paper in the toilet.  Letting go of using a washer and dryer.  Letting go of a dishwasher.  Letting go of the oven.  Letting go of living without bugs. Letting go of everything familiar to me.  I know that I have not completely let go of everything, but I am working on it and I am letting go of more and more everyday.  The best thing is that as I let go, as I sacrifice all that I have, God is able to lead me and guide me more clearly as I focus on just Him.  

“We are so cocksure we know what will happen if we let go—of something or somebody, some control, some possession, some dream, even some promise that we believed was from the Lord.  Here comes the BIG TEST.  Will you open your fist?  Can you trust God on this particular day in this year, in this matter He has put His finger on?  What surprise of blessing may come because you have not withheld it?”


Elisabeth Elliot  Music of His Promises

It took me until 6:30 that Friday night to really let go and as soon as I did the blessings poured forth and so began my time in Ecuador.  

Ecuador has always been an enchanted country to me because it was the country that my role model and hero worked in as well.  Elisabeth Elliot worked in the highlands of Ecuador with an Indian tribe there.  Her husband as well as four other missionaries were killed as the proclaimed the Gospel to this tribe in Ecuador.  To serve there as a missionary was such an amazing opportunity for me and I was so excited to be there.  

Trying to sum up five weeks of my life in a few pages seems to be impossible, but I will try.  I arrived on the flight just as planned by God, not my way, but His.  The airline company waited for me to arrive and we left on time.  I flew over the Andes, but could see nothing as it was completely dark already and headed toward the equator.  That night began a time of surprises and enjoyment.  My project director, who picked me up at the airport was from the Dominican Republic and knew all my friends from the DR as well as many others.  I could hardly believe it and we had a great time talking about all our mutual friends and the DR.  It was like a piece of heaven to have someone understand everything that I experienced in the DR.  I loved it.  He cooked me Dominican food the next day as we waited for the rest of the group to arrive and it was so wonderful.  He made tostones, something that I thought that I wouldn’t have for a long time and other great Dominican food.  It was a gift from God.  We prepared for the project ahead and had a wonderful time.

The group arrived that night and we welcomed them and took them to the hotel.  It was awesome to meet with them and to learn the skills and talents of the group that I would be working with.  Each group has its own feel and flavor.  The first people that I met were two of our doctors for the weeks.  They were finishing their last year of residency in general medicine and were the youngest people on the project besides the staff and I.  We had fun talking and it was their first mission trip ever.  I was so excited to watch them experience all that God would bring for them and it widened my eyes for the future.  Once again it was reinforced how much I love guiding people through the mission experience.  How much I love being there as they take their first steps in an unknown world where they rely completely on God.  We talked a lot on the drive to the hotel which was an hour from the airport and I learned that they were interested in doing this in the future as well and that their hearts longed to serve the Lord in whatever capacity they could.  They were so humble and so willing to do whatever they could.

I spent the night with two beautiful ladies who reminded me of my grandmas and it only made me miss them all the more.  They took care of me and were so sweet.  We worked together that week as well and they were a joy and a delight to be around.  They had been in nursing school together and still remained friends after all these years and had been doing missions trips together every few years.  It was so much fun to listen to their experiences and gain insight as they have seen so much more than I have.  Always wanting to be open to learn was something that I also took from them.  They have experienced so much, but never assumed to know everything.  They were always willing and ready to learn something new or a new way of doing things. 

The next morning we left for Huaquillas which would be our home for the next two weeks, but before we left I made my way to the coffee shop right below our hotel.  I had been told that they had excellent cappuccinos and was craving one as I had not had any for the past five weeks.  I went down to order and found myself in a conversation with the staff and another guy in the shop.  One of the guys asked what I was doing in Ecuador and I shared with him that I was a missionary and that I was here to do a medical project.  He asked if I was Jehovah’s Witness, and I said no, and he smiled.  He looked at me and said that he had been away from the church for 11 years and wanted to go back and was just waiting for the extra push.  I encouraged him to go back to his church and to read the Bible.  He said he would and I told him that I would be praying for him.  It was one of the greatest experiences of my time in South America.  The whole conversation had been in Spanish and it was one of those times that God just gave me the words that I needed to be able to talk with him.  I drank my cappuccino and we continued to talk.  I continued to converse with the staff every time that we stayed in that hotel, which was four times.  It was great to have friends to come back to and to encourage towards Christianity.  It also reminded me that ministry happens anywhere and everywhere as long as we are open to what God has in mind.  I tried to be ready and willing to do ministry whenever He called me to it.  A great lesson in missions and in life, where ever you are and in whatever you do be ready for God to use you.

We worked in different villages near the city of Huaquillas.  It borders Peru, and we crossed into Peru twice while we were there.  From the roof of the hotel, Peru could be seen as well and the area that we ministered in.  I went to the roof a few times to pray for Peru while I was away and for the ministry that was occurring here in Ecuador.  The roof was an awesome place of quiet and serenity away from the loud streets and a perfect place to pray.  I also wore a ring that I got in Peru to remind me to pray for the ministry that was occurring in Peru while I was gone every day.  The ring also served as a source of questions about Peru and I was able to share about my work in Peru and with YFC many times with many different people. People were always interested to hear how everything began and what led me to missions.  It was an awesome time of sharing what God has been doing in my life over the past 7 years.  And it encouraged them as well to hear what God was doing in different parts of the world.

I worked with Anita in the pharmacy translating and fixing prescriptions.  We were much busier than I had been the last time in the pharmacy because we had four doctors writing orders rather than just two.  Anita has been working with MMI for the past five years and is from Quito, Ecuador.  She was trained by MMI to run the pharmacy and while she is not a pharmacist and does not claim to be one, she has learned a lot about drugs over the past few years and knows where everything is.  We worked great together and she became one of my best friends in Ecuador very quickly.  I also had the opportunity to practice Spanish with her as she taught me new words and phrases for the pharmacy and for life. 

During my time in Lima, God had really been shaping my ideas and plans for the future.  My time in Ecuador only confirmed those things.  I spent a night talking with the project director about my plans for the future, as to where I saw myself in the next few years.  He once again encouraged the idea of leading short-term mission trips and my mind continued to be formed and molded.  I felt that God was leading me towards the way that he would have me go for the future.  I still feel that I am called to long term work outside of the United States, but I want to have involvement with short-term work also.  Organizing teams and leading them on outreach wherever I am stationed long term.  I am excited for what the future holds and how God will direct my future.  While I was in Ecuador, the idea of leading a group from my church down to the Dominican Republic on a project with MMI came to me.  I began to pray about the possibilities and as the idea grew, my excitement grew as well.  While MMI would do most of the work, I would arrange for everyone to get there and the preparation before hand would be my first chance to test the waters of the vision that God had given me for the future.  

During these first two weeks, I also had the opportunity to work in Health Education for an afternoon.  I had been helping with handing out the prescriptions and giving instructions when they needed more people, but this time I heard the message as well.  It was beautiful.  I had heard about the Health Education time in the DR, but never really seen it because I had been too busy or at the hospital.  It was awesome to hear Pr. Gilbert talk about all the health problems that they have and relate them to Bible verses and stories.  He talked about constipation relating to the sin that builds up in our souls when we don’t confess them to the Lord and ask for His forgiveness.  He talked about sore muscles and pain in the body as it relates to doing things on our own and not letting the Lord lead us.  Also that when we don’t “stretch” our muscles become sore, just like when we don’t “stretch” our faith by reading the Bible and praying and fellowshipping with other believers our faith becomes “sore” and we have to work to “stretch” it again.  He also talked about boiling the impurities out of the water and God boiling the impurities out of our souls to make us into the perfect creatures that He wants us to be.  He used these and so many more examples relating health to the Gospel while teaching them better health practices.  He then went on to share the Gospel and the way to become a Christian and then offered to pray with those who were willing to accept Jesus’ initiation and become a Christian.  Over those first two weeks there were over 500 people who committed their lives to Christ.  

We know that numbers can be deceiving and that they are not always accurate in showing the heart, but we can be sure that the word did not go out and return unfruitful. 

“’For my thoughts are not your thoughts, 

Neither are your ways my ways,’ declares the Lord.

‘As the heavens are higher than than the earth, 

So are my ways higher than your ways 

And my thoughts than your thoughts.  

As the rain and the snow 

Come down from heaven, 

And do not return to it 

Without watering the earth 

And making it bud and flourish, 

So that it yields seed for the sower and bread for the eater, 

So is my word that goes out from my mouth; 

It will not return to me empty, 

But will accomplish what I desire 

And achieve the purpose for which I sent it.’”

Isaiah 55:8-11

Numbers can be deceiving one way or the other, we could have had many more people become Christians than we know about or much fewer people become Christians.  We can not know the hearts of the people, but we can know our hearts and know that we did our best to present the Gospel in a way that they would understand and that God would cause a response with.  We pray before, we pray through and we pray after for the hearts that we come in contact with.  We don’t want to lose a single soul.  For we know that our God desires that all would know Him.  

There also came another point of letting go.  I left my freshly cleaned clothes in the black bag that they came back to me from the laundry one afternoon and came back to find them missing.  I searched the room and I searched the hotel and they could not be found.  No one knew where they were.  I asked at the front desk and they said that they had not seen them. We finally discovered that one of the maids had probably thrown them out on accident because it looked like a trash bag.  I had only brought my carry-on suitcase with me and now half my clothes were gone including all of my uniforms and I still had four more weeks left in Ecuador.  The hotel offered to buy me more clothes, but I knew that they felt so bad about throwing them out that I said it was fine.  I thought that I would be ok, I still had a few things left and I could just wear them and wash them a lot.  

When I found out that my clothes were gone, I went back up the stairs towards my room.  As I walked, I said, I am not going to cry about this, I am not going to cry about this and then the tears began to flow.  I ran to the roof before anyone else could see and asked God once again, what more I needed to let go of.  I thought that everything had been let go, but I was wrong.  If my clothes meant this much to me, then I still had a lot to learn about letting go.  And once again I let go.  The good that came of this was unbelievable.  I now had a great devotion for the next day, all about letting go and letting God.  Letting God do whatever He pleased with everything that I have and everything that I am.  And through letting go, God is glorified.  He is glorified in relinquishing all control to Him.  He is glorified in the sharing of our relinquishment.  He is glorified in the results of our relinquishment.  Letting go of my clothes meant that those on the trip had the opportunity to offer what they had to clothe me for the week.  Letting go meant that I got to bring back some adorable Ecuadorian clothes that never would have fit in my suitcase if I had my other clothes as well.  

“And why do you worry about clothes?  See how the lilies of the field grow.  They do not labor or spin.  Yet I tell you that not even Solomon in his entire splendor was dressed like one of these.  If that is how God clothes the grass of the field, which is here today and tomorrow is thrown into the fire, will he not much more clothe you, O you of little faith?  So do not worry saying, ‘what shall we wear?’  For the pagans run after all these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need them.  But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well.  Therefore do not worry about tomorrow for tomorrow will worry about itself.  Each day has enough trouble of its own.”

Matthew 6:28-34

What words of truth spoken to me!  Do not worry about what you will wear, for the Lord will clothe you.  And he did, my roommates provided me with clothes and with comfort in the loss of my own.  And really, clothes are something that I have been working on letting go for quite awhile.  This was just the next thing that I needed to really let go of them and let God control my wardrobe!  He knows and He plans for the future, I have no need to worry or to hold onto the things of this world.

While on our weekend break, we visited one of the three largest petrified forests in the world.  Situated in the southern end of Ecuador, our tour guide had a family member that had been paralyzed only six months earlier.  He had not seen a doctor and they asked if one of our doctors would come see them.  We took the opportunity to follow God’s lead in ministry, even on our day off and saw the paralyzed man.  He could move only his eyelids and had lost the function of every other muscle below that.  He had large pressure ulcers and lay just on a wooden bench.  The family had nothing else to lay him on.  Our doctors checked him over and our pastor prayed with him and that day the angels rejoiced in heaven because one of the lost sheep had returned to his true heaven.  He became a Christian as he blinked his eyelids to signify that he understood and accepted Christ as his Savior!  As a group we collected money to buy him a mattress, food, medication and dressings for his ulcers.  Later that week a few people went back out to visit him and clean his wounds and give teaching on taking care of him.  Another amazing example of God using us when He desires as long as we are ready and willing!

I spent a few days in between projects visiting missionaries in the area and learning about the follow up after a short-term trip.  Quito was first on the list and I stayed with the assistant project director in Ecuador and met his family.  They are also involved in mission work with Through the Bible in Spanish that is broadcast on the radio all through Latin America.  His dad is also on the board of directors for MMI Ecuador and a wonderful man.  We visited the Basilica where the Virgin had been removed to be taken through the city for good luck while the ash was falling from an erupting volcano.  I learned so much about the influence of Catholicism and Superstition in the people of Ecuador and also in Peru.  Much of the culture is the same in these two countries and many of the things that plague the people of Ecuador also plague the people of Peru.  The ash covered the city and we had to wear masks the entire time that we were outside.  We also visited the middle of the world, the Equator. 

I then went back to Guayaquil where I stayed with the project director of Ecuador.  MMI has both a hospital and a clinic in Milagro, a city near Guayaquil.  The clinic manages mostly eye exams and lens prescriptions while the hospital deals with eye surgery of all kinds.  There is also a clinic at the hospital that has an OB/GYN and general doctor at select times during the week.  The hospital is growing and expanding to other areas, but began with eyes, just as most of the MMI hospitals begin.  I visited with the MMI director of Ecuador and his wife for an afternoon and had a wonderful visit with them.  He shared with me the opportunity of working with the hospital in the future and working with more projects.  His wife is from California and we spent the afternoon talking about all the things that she had experienced as a missionary away from home and away from everything that she had known.  She went to the Dominican first and was there for a few years.  There she met her husband and they were married.  They have been in Ecuador for 5 years and just returned from the States after being on furlough for a year.  She brought Starbucks coffee with her from the States and we sat and drank a cup together.  It was so wonderful!  It was just what I needed and my time with her was a blessing from God as I was able to ask her questions and really talk about hard issues with someone who understood exactly where I was coming from.  You know Americans are not all the same, and neither are Californians for that matter and even though she was from the North, it was like we were long lost friends who just found each other again.  I saw her only a few more times, but she will remain in my heart forever.  She gave me so much advice and let me in on so much that she has learned through out the years as a woman missionary who is married and has two kids.  She is so wise and I was so blessed to have some of her wisdom pass on to me as she shared what she knows.

The next project began that Saturday, we went back to the same hotel and I saw my friends at the coffee shop again.  We left that next morning for Guayaceo a village near Cuenca, the third largest city in Ecuador.  We drove through the Andes and into the highlands.  It was a beautiful drive, and even though we were extremely high, there was no snow and the temperature was only cool.  We stayed at a Catholic camp next to the river.  

We traveled up and down the mountains to villages all over the area.  We also had an opthamologist surgeon with us who did surgeries at one of the hospitals in the area.  There was a dentist, an optometrist, a chiropracter and four general physicians.  We had quite a team and worked hard in the pharmacy to keep up with all our prescriptions.  We saw over 2000 patients in 8 ½ days of clinic.  And nearly 500 people gave their lives to Christ during our time there.

The people of the highlands are much different from the people who live near the coast.  They have their own traditions and their own heartaches.  They have their own way of living and their own dress.  They have beautiful spirits in both places.  Being able to see the differences and appreciate the hearts of both gave me such depth in understanding the Ecuadorians.  The people in the highlands continue to wear traditional dress and the women have beautiful skirts.  I had thought about buying one to use for presentations and I had talked with a few people on the team and one of the members had offered to pay for it in light of the work that I was doing as a missionary.  I found a bright pink skirt with beautiful embroidery on the bottom and was able to wear it to the Incan Indian ruins where we took lots and lots of pictures.  There were even a few people who took pictures of me because they thought that I was authentic and one person asked me where I was from.  It was fun to be thought of as someone who lived there rather than always being the foreigner.  The other ladies who were dressed as I and lived there all smiled as I walked by and said hello.  It was like an instant connection to have me identify myself with them.  A great insight in living with the people that I serve.  To be in the world but not be of the world, to be as much like the people as possible but to serve Christ and identify with Him.  

I once again served in the pharmacy with Anita at her request and had a wonderful time.  With my added language skills, I was able to translate for the doctors a few times and do registration as well.  It was fun to be able to interact with the doctors and patients on a more personal level as I was involved with the exams.  As I became more secure and sure of my Spanish, I was encouraged to be able to understand more, but know that I have a long ways to go to be fluent.  I was encouraged by the other translators and by the amount of Spanish that I have learned.  I want to go study it and learn so much more so that I can listen and understand and say everything.  It truly is a beautiful language and has such depth.

I also shared a devotion with the group on this project as well.  I shared with them about how God was glorified through the needle stick that I had in the Dominican Republic.  The devotion focused on our need to daily die to the things of this world, to our own thoughts and ideas, to our idea of ministry, to our idea of timing, to everything that is our own.  It was based on the death of Lazarus and that Jesus waited for him to die in order that He was glorified and that there were many people that followed Him after raising Lazarus from the dead.  Jesus had other things in mind than just saving him from death and healing him from his sickness.  He had in mind the dying souls of many others who would not believe unless Lazarus died.  He also has in mind the souls of many others as He calls each of us to die to our earthly desires so that He can be glorified.  I didn’t know this at the time, but one of our nurses had been stuck by a needle the day before and it was just the encouragement that she needed.  How good God is in ordaining words, devotions, and circumstances to match perfectly to His perfect plan.  

As I prepared to leave Ecuador, I said goodbye to friends from Ecuador, the Dominican Republic, Canada and the States.  Leaving is always one of the hardest things that I have to do.  One of the ladies that I was sharing with told me, soon you will be an expert at saying goodbye and you will think nothing of it.  I’m not sure that I would ever think nothing of it, but I hope that it does get easier.  I have left friends around the world, who I hope to see again in this lifetime, but if not, we can count on seeing each other in Heaven.  That is one of the promises that I love from the Bible.  It makes saying goodbye just a little bit easier.  

I left a day early to return to Lima and said goodbye to everyone at the park.  The Ecuadorian staff came with me to the airport to say goodbye and it was so hard to leave.  I had connected with each of them over the five weeks working together and to leave was like letting go of a piece of my heart.  One of the girls had told me a few days earlier that I would be in each of their hearts and that I would never be forgotten.  While I couldn’t be there in person, I would be there in their hearts.  And so I left and once again, I want to go back to every place that I have left.  As I flew back I could see the Peruvian Andes on one side and the sunset on the other side.  It was like trying to choose between two of my favorite things as to which side to look at.  The Peruvian Andes were covered with snow as they are just entering the middle of spring and the sunset was spectacular with bright oranges, pinks, reds and purples.  A perfect end to a wonderful five weeks spent in Ecuador.  

