My experiences in Peru

After going home for a quick visit with family and friends I headed to Lima, Peru.  I had just enough time to change the clothes in my suitcase, wash everything, do a presentation at church and have a small gathering at my house.  When all the dust had settled, I found myself in the middle of Lima working with a pediatric cardiologist in one of the poorest communities there.  

It took me awhile to get used to life in Lima as I was still transitioning from the Dominican and my quick weekend home.  I said goodbye and hello to two different countries in the matter of a few days.  I was in a whole new culture, so different from the ones that I had just left.  I also had a case of jet lag as I had traveled back and forth between time zones.  

During the first few days that I was there, we spent time traveling to different places that the national director had contacts with for medical opportunities.  We visited with a medical clinic that worked with the church that the national director went to.  It is a beautiful clinic that serves the poor of Lima with dental care and eye care.  They also do projects into the highlands to bring medical care to those that have never had it.  They also distribute first aid kits to each community that they visit and teach them how to use it.  Another one of their projects is to travel to different schools in Lima and give health education to the students, the teachers and the parents.  Just basic things like brushing teeth and washing hands and boiling water are new concepts for many of the people.   We also visited with the national director’s pastor, the YFC office, and with the Cayetano Heredia Nacional Hospital.  

I met with the YFC staff and they were awesome.  They work very hard traveling from school to school teaching the Sex, Lies and the Truth curriculum to the students.  They come together every week to think of fun ideas to keep the kids interested and to learn more about what they are teaching.  They want to be the best for these kids so that they may reach them with the Gospel and share God’s love with them.  I enjoyed seeing the work of YFC in the area and began to see the impact that they were making in Lima.  It is always exciting to be a part of God’s work anywhere in the world, but to be able to join in where God is always working is amazing.  To see the fruits of the workers before and to enjoy their excitement as well is awesome.

We also took a few hours to go to the center of the city while we were waiting for a few more meetings.  The national director took me to the oldest church in South America and I learned so much about the culture there.  There were so many “things” around the cathedral and so much superstition that had been steeped into the culture.  It was very sad to see the people here stuck in this religion that was mostly superstition and worship of the saints and especially the Virgin Mary.  My heart was moved to compassion as I saw that so many had been led astray and swept away in a religion that would give them no joy and no hope for the future.  I wanted them to know the Truth, to know my Savior.  To know that He is the only way to salvation and that He is the only One that can fill every desire and yearning in their hearts.

The first week went well and I would be working in the hospital with a pediatric cardiologist for the first few weeks or more depending on how things went.  My first week in the hospital I spent going back and forth between consultations with the pediatric cardiologist and the ICU and a few other places.  I was just getting used to things in the hospital.  Everything is run so much differently than in the States and yet the care and love for the patients from the medical staff was amazing.  They worked hard to give them the best care that they could with the limited medical supplies that they had.  I saw them struggle with so many of the same problems that we have in the hospitals in the States and with so much more as well.  I learned so much from the pediatric cardiologist about the hearts of children.  It was beautiful to watch her work so carefully with each child and I know that they could feel her love for them through her touch.  There were times of playing with the kids and praying for them.  They were very sick and many needed surgery, but would not be able to get it for a few months.  

My work in the hospital ended around 2:00 or 3:00 every afternoon which felt so early to me, but that is just the way that things run here in Peru.  The hospital schedule is much different.  As to fill my afternoons, I felt led to pray for Peru.  And I committed to praying for an hour every day for Peru.  Prayer became my life.  I prayed for Peru as a nation, for Lima and more specifically for each patient that I came in contact with.  I would gather their names throughout the day and what illnesses they had and I would go home and pray for them.  I would pray for their spiritual health as well as their physical health.  I then watched them move out of the ICU and onto the regular floor and heal.  Prayer became a very important part of my ministry in Peru and I was led closer to Christ through my time spent with Him asking Him for the hearts of the Peruvians.  Praying for the Truth to be known and for the Truth to set them free from the bondage that they found themselves in.  

I worked in the pediatric ICU for two weeks with the nurses and doctors there and learned so much.  The nurses who worked with me were amazing and they were able to be so creative in giving the patients the care that they needed.  Amazing, just amazing!  I enjoyed learning from them and talking with them about the work that I was doing.  I realized as I shared that my ministry included changing the concept of mission work in their eyes.  They thought of missionaries as people that were only out in the jungle or doing ministry with the indigenous people.  They now saw me as a medical professional doing mission work and were amazed by it.  It was a new idea for them.  Many of them were Catholic, but not necessarily practicing, they were Catholic because they were born in Peru, not because they believed it.  I had some great conversations with them.

I came into the ICU wanting to interact with the patients and with their families.  I would sit on each child’s bed and if they were awake and conscious I would play with them and help them to forget that they were in the ICU for a few minutes.  I told them Bible stories and we talked about who Jesus was.  Some of them wanted to hear more and others just wanted to play.  If they were sleeping, crying or unconscious I would sit on their bed and caress their hair and their arms and the sides of their faces, praying for them, as they lay so sick in their beds.  They are precious in His sight and my heart was moved towards the heart of God as I wept for my children in the ICU.

Baby Saki was my little baby and I would come to sit on his bed every day and hold him if it was ok with the staff.  One day he had been crying for quite awhile and nothing was helping, so I picked him up and cradled him.  He was so beautiful and he stopped crying almost instantaneously.  One of the other nurses came over to feed him, he had been crying because he was hungry, and then said that I had to put him back down as he had fallen asleep in my arms.  She said that it was like a party for him for me to be there.  So in order to keep the workload for the nurses lighter, I had to put him down.  Otherwise, he would continue to cry until one of them picked him up and they didn’t have time for that with all the other patients that they had to care for.  I was a party for one little boy that day and I hoped that as I had my arms around him, that he would know the love that God had for him.  The arms that would never let him go.  The love that never ends and is unconditional.  I prayed for his family and especially for his mom, who faithfully came everyday to see him and was only allowed into the ICU for a few hours everyday.  She was there all the time.  When he moved to the regular pediatric floor, she slept at the hospital and stayed with him all the time.  She became a dear friend and I continue to pray for her and write her letters.

Every morning before the doctor and I headed to the hospital, we met at her house to pray for the day.  She has such a beautiful heart for the children that she works with.  She genuinely cares for each one and wants them to have the best care that they possibly can.  She would share with me about her cases and about her love and frustration for her job.  There was so much that she wanted to do, but was limited by the finances that were provided by the government.  She saw so many sick children and she wanted to fix each and every one and would fight for their surgeries and treatment.  Our time together was very special to me and she taught me about working in a place that seemed to have no possibilities, but that through prayer all things are possible.

She invited me to observe an open-heart surgery on one of her patients one morning.  It was amazing.  There were so many people in the room it seemed like it was crowded.  I was standing in the back for most of it and I was thinking it would be so cool to be able to see the heart and then all of the sudden it started pumping out of the chest cavity.  It was amazing.  I am always amazed as I see the body function in the unbelievable way that it does.  Perfectly designed just as God created it.  We are such complicated creatures and he thought it all up and created it all and that amazes me.  The surgery was very complicated and there was a time when we didn’t think that he was going to make it through.

“There was a time of grave danger and I left my spot to go in the corner and pray because I wanted to make sure that I wasn’t in the way if they needed to defribulate.  It was really scary.  I had an amazing view of what was going on and saw the heart and was watching as they transfused the blood because he was losing so much and then his heart was just pumping blood out at times.  Completely breathtaking.” 

(24 September 2002)

As I watched his life almost fade away and the blood pressure drop, I was reminded of how short our lives really are.  I was reminded that we are only here for but a moment and like the mist we soon fade away.  This heart was in perfect condition after the surgery.  It was a long and tedious surgery that lasted nearly six hours, but when I arrived the next morning I was amazed to see him sitting up in bed and doing so much better.  It was this beautiful example of God’s purification and correction of our hearts.  Some are fixed easier than others.  Some take years and decades.  Some face points of almost utter destruction.  Some need transplants and some need transfusions.  But God works to perfect every heart, so that it may work as it was meant to.  So that it may worship and glorify Him.  So that it may live the life that it was called to and the only life that will make it truly happy.  In watching this surgery, God gave me the gift of seeing him at work, both physically and spiritually in the lives of His children.  He doesn’t leave us with a heart problem, He strives to fix it through surgery, medicine or other means.  He cares that much about each person in the world.

I continued to work at the hospital and finally learned all the buses that I could take to get home and started doing it everyday on my own.   I was scared the first few times as I didn’t know what my stop looked like and all the street signs are either non-existent or they are unable to be seen.  It only takes an hour and a half to get to the hospital and an hour and a half to get back.  I have so enjoyed the rides through the city as it gives me an inside view of the lives that people lead there in a fairly safe manner.  I do get a little worried every once in a while, but the bus driver is usually watching out for his riders and I have not had any problems so far.  The first time that I rode it, I actually was on the wrong bus and it still ended up where I wanted to go and that was a huge blessing.  The bus driver yelled to me when we got to my stop and let me off.  He was such a gift from God and I know that God was watching out for me as I struggled with not knowing the Spanish to explain where I was going, just to get the names of the streets out.  

“I feel like God sends me special people everyday that I take the bus to make sure that I don’t get lost or off at the wrong place.  They are so wonderful to me.  And it happens everyday.  Although I do pray for help and protection everyday and as my mom wrote to me in an email, I have no need to fear, because I have the Lord’s protection.  Even as bad or dangerous things occur, I can be assured that the Lord is in control and that He will provide for every need and in every situation.  I am always so thankful about how he takes care of me everyday as I come and go from the hospital.”

(26 September 2002)

The next day, I got on the bus that I had been told to take and it went the opposite direction.  I had to get off the bus and cross the street and take it going to the other direction.  Such crazy times on the bus.  As soon as I became familiar with the buses and all the places that they went I was able to visit the sights of the city on my weekends.  It was fun to be independent and to know what I was doing and where I was going.  The city became familiar to me and it became my home.    

Prayer was constantly on my mind as I came home every afternoon anxious to present my day before my Lord and have Him lead me to what I should pray for Peru, Lima, and my work here.  This song became a very important part of my time in Lima, as I learned what it meant to be broken on my knees crying out for a nation to be claimed by Christ…

Prayer for the Nations

You said, Ask and you will receive whatever you need

You said, Pray and I’ll hear from heaven and I’ll heal your land

You said, Your glory will fill the Earth, like water, the seas

You said, Lift up your eyes, the harvest is here

The kingdom is near

You said, Ask and I’ll give the nations to you

Oh Lord, that’s the cry of my heart

Distant shores and the islands will see as Your light rises on us

Ask and I’ll give the nations to you

Oh Lord,

That’s the cry of my heart

Then I wrote this in my journal as I realized the truth of these words in my life and for the world all taken straight from scripture…

“That’s it.  What do I have to do in order to have that prayer fulfilled?  That part scares me a little.  And why should it scare me.  I am a missionary right now and my heart should be crying out for the nations.  What is wrong with me?…Lord please forgive me for my small heart, for my selfish desires to go where I want and when I want.  Take my heart, cleanse it and create a new heart in me.  That I may weep for the nations.  That I may know your heartbeat, that I may embrace the tears that you cry as your children turn against you.  Let me be more like you.  Make me compassionate, make me right with you.”

29 September 2002

My kids in the ICU started to do better and they continued to move out onto the regular floor.  It was beautiful to watch their recovery.  There were two kids who were chronic and had no prognosis for moving out, but the others continued to get better and leave the ICU and the hospital.  My two chronic kids were very dear to my heart.  One was now in a coma after having eye surgery a month ago.  It was a risk of the surgery, but so sad that it happened to this girl.  The other chronic child had many problems and a few birth defects that had left him in this condition since he was born.  He was only 6 months old and had been in and out of the hospital all his life.  These two children broke my heart as did the others, but to see children suffering so, was very hard on me emotionally.  I found strength in knowing that the Lord cared for these children even more than I did and that He held them in His arms.  They are precious in His sight.  

I then moved on to the regular pediatric floor for a week where I worked in the step down unit with the more critical patients.  Each one was so amazing.  I connected with a little boy named Daniel right away.  He had an ileostomy that had become infected and then turned into a fistula.  Basically, he was having a lot of problems.  He was very active and just wanted to be able to move around. He had worn his mom out and she was tired of having him whine about everything, so I came in and played with him for a while and every day he would ask for me.  I was able to give his mom a break so that she could have the patience to keep him entertained the rest of the day.  The other child that I connected with was in the same room and he was only three years old.  He was on his way to the regular floor, but needed oxygen every once in awhile as he was healing from pneumonia.  He had a smile on his face all the time and would play so much that he would just fall asleep in a few seconds.  He even fell asleep once sitting up while we were playing.  He just closed his eyes and was out.  Adorable kids.

Baby Saki was also on the regular pediatric floor where he was waiting to be transferred to another hospital where he could have heart surgery.  My poor little baby had to be transferred because the surgery was too complicated to be done at the hospital that I was working at.  He had to be well enough to be transferred and sat on the pediatric floor for a few weeks before being able to be moved to the other hospital.  I was able to talk with his mom a lot more and we became great friends.  She shared with me the struggles of being at the hospital all the time and that she had another son who was nine years old.  He was a precious child in her life as well and she felt that he was being left out because she had to be at the hospital all the time.  I was able to pray for her and encourage her.  It was a divine appointment for us to spend those few weeks together.  

I also was able to talk with the nurses that I worked with and the nursing assistants.  We had lots of fun trying to communicate with each other.  I taught them some English and I learned some Spanish from them.  They were very sweet and very genuine.  We had fun working together and sharing nursing experiences together.  They were all very interested to hear what I was doing here and wanted to know everything.  We plan on keeping in touch with each other.  

So ended my first five weeks in Lima.  Those are the activities and the work that I did, but they only scratch the surface of the things that went on while I was in Lima.  There was something about being away from everything familiar to me that made me better able to hear the words of the Lord.  The most significant time that He spoke to me was about the future ministry that I will be involved in.  God has continued to shape and mold my ideas for what I will to do in the future and I will never be completely sure until I get there.  I know that I am called to medical mission work and that I am called to a foreign country, but beyond that the plans change all the time.  

In Peru, I was able to work in both a long-term mission setting as well as a in short-term settings when I went to Ecuador.  I loved the mixture of both.  I loved being able to do both short and long term work.  It was like a dream come true.  I loved having a little bit of permanency, but being able to travel all over and work with people who had never had medical care before. This is what I realized about my future while I have been in Peru and the DR.  This is how this time has helped to shape my ideas for the future and what I want to do…

“The more I think about it and the more that I learn, I think that I love short-term outreach in that I love enabling others to be missionaries.  I love to encourage mission opportunities for everyone and I love to enable others to do medical missions specifically.  I loved knowing what was going on, on the last two projects and being able to function in a leader role rather than just being there.  I love that.  It lets my passion grow.  I also love being in a place long term.  I know that I won’t ever live I the States, that’s not for me.  But I would love to be stationed long term somewhere and be traveling at least six times a year doing short-term teams and also doing short-term teams where I am stationed.  The more I think about it, the more I would love to do what Art asked me to in YFC.  Right now I can’t, I need to learn so much more and go to more school, but I would love to do it in the future and I think that I would love to do it for Bethany and work on a team with Pr. Kritzer while I am in grad school for nursing.  I am also thinking that if I work during grad school in Chicago I could get enough experience to get my maternal NP in three months at Harbor.  I would have to have three years experience by then and I would be able to do that and then be ready to leave for long term just three years from now rather than five which is much better, which would have been the case had I gone to the general NP.  I may still take classes by correspondence to get my licensee eventually, but what I really want to do is be a missionary and organize that as well.  I still want to work in an area that speaks Spanish.  I love Spanish.  I love the people and I love Central America and the Caribbean.  That is where I have wanted to be for so long.  

“My dream right now is to have a clinic for prenatal and postnatal care with a birthing center as well.  I also want to have a general clinic to serve all and work with an opthamologist and an audiologist to take care of a few of the most common problems.  From that clinic we would run short-term outreaches with those from the country and foreigners as well.  That is my dream.  That is what I want.  I want to speak Spanish fluently and work in a poor country.  As God shapes and forms my dreams I see how much others know about me more than I know about myself at times.  So I use this time here to learn all that I can about long term medical work and recognizing signs and symptoms so that I can take care of my patients I the future and so that I can talk with doctors and nurses here.  That is my ministry.”

11 October 2002

My dream for the future was created in my heart during my time in Peru.  For the first time, I saw things coming together and working like they were perfectly planned.  I could see my future and it was bright.  So exciting.  Not only that, but God taught me so much about understanding life as a missionary.  I wouldn’t call culture shock or learning a new language suffering, but it was very hard.  It was very hard to be in a place where the language that is so much of my identity was never spoken.  Where I had no one to sit down and really talk to.  Where I had to think about every sentence and form it in my mind first and then try to get the words out with the right accent.  It was hard to have to listen so carefully for words that I could understand and then mix them with the ones that I didn’t and somehow come away with the main idea of what they were saying.  It was not suffering but it was hard work.  

“My time here right now was so that God could show me that mission work is not all glamorous and not always enjoyable.”

9 October 2002

God taught me that while I may not always enjoy every day of being away from home and that everyday will not be easy, I am still called to be there.  Through out my time away from home, I constantly “heard a voice behind [me] saying, ‘This is the way, walk in it.’”  (Isaiah 30:21).  Just because everything does not go as planned, doesn’t mean that the call was heard wrong.  We were never promised that things would be easy or even enjoyable, but we can be sure that there will be suffering.  

Through the hard times that I faced with language and work, I had wonderful people around me at all times.  They were given to me as a gift and they were the most enjoyable part of my time here.  I had an instant family with aunts and uncles and grandparents.  I had a church that I could call my own with two wonderful pastors.  Everyone was so welcoming and it was so fun to see them all again after having been here in January and then to return home from Ecuador as well.  They are people whom I daily prayed for and continue to pray for now.  I have two amazing brothers who I love to play with and share candy and chocolate with.  The pediatric cardiologist and the other doctors and nurses that I worked with were excellent.  They were so welcoming and so accepting of me and my purpose in being there.  Everyone that I worked with on staff with Juventud Para Cristo and everyone at the hospital where I worked were amazing.  I was in the company of some of the nicest people that I have ever met.  And I hope to come back and visit each of them some day.

On my return home from Ecuador, I had no idea what the next two weeks would hold in store for me there.  I knew that I had many things to do in preparing for my return home and finishing up the last two weeks of a six-month journey.  Part of me wanted to jump back in and be super busy for the last two weeks so that I didn’t have to think about all that I was leaving behind.  So that I wouldn’t have to think about saying goodbye or ending this period of my life.    I wanted to have my thoughts consumed by other things so that I didn’t have to think about all that I would be missing.  But once again God had other plans.  I was supposed to be working in a clinic for the last two weeks, but when I arrived I found out that the director was out of town for the week and I would only be working there with her for the last week.  So I had the week of Thanksgiving free to work on all the reports and summaries that needed to be done for the International YFC Office in Denver.  I would be ready for the debriefing and was also working on setting up a plan for medical missions in the future for Youth For Christ should they choose to move in that direction.  It gave me a chance to process both my time in Ecuador and my time in Peru.  It was an amazing week of remembering all the things that God had done in these six months.  As I looked back, I was in awe of all that God had taught me and all that I had been through.

He led me through everything exactly as I could handle it.  Exactly as He ordained it.  Exactly as He wanted me to pass through it.  I am so thankful to Him and to everyone who made this time a reality to me.  To my supervisors and to those who have supported me with prayer and donations.  I think about my ideas of what I would be doing when I first left at the end of May and how different things turned out.  All better than I could have imagined.  I think about my fears and my desires to just stay home where I was comfortable and how glad that I didn’t give into them.  I think about how long I thought six months was going to be and it just flew by.  I feel like I just left yesterday at times and also like I have been gone forever.

The last week I worked in the clinic with Pat Blanchard a contact that I had made when talking with MMI Peru months ago.  We had been trying to get in touch with each other the entire time that I was in Peru and finally connected.  She is involved with many different ministries in Peru and has been here for years.  She actually was a good friend of the lady that I am staying with and it was fun to have them all interconnected with each other.      We also talked about work in the future with MMI and with her ministry and where she was headed.

I also communicated with one other clinic in the area about future medical work with Youth For Christ.  If YFC moves in this direction in the future, Peru would be a great place to have a medical ministry, especially in Lima.  There are so many people that need medical help and who need Christ.  Many ministries do exist here for that cause, it is beautiful to see the church coming together under one Name as they strive to reach a people who need the Lord.  I have heard about inter-mission conflict and interpersonal conflict among missionaries and it was a joy to mostly see Christians all working together to further the kingdom of God.  I have worked with people of all different denominations and different backgrounds and God formed a beautiful tapestry in bringing all of us together to work as the Body of Christ.  Our purpose is to reach a world for Christ, let us continue in this work.  Let us never give up.  Let us move forth in prayer and with thanksgiving for the things that He has already done. 

A missionary

Is a person who is following God’s heart…

To the place of His calling…

For the time He has appointed…

For the purposes He has in mind. 

Roy Lessin

Missionaries are ordinary people who strive to live extraordinary lives through Christ.  Being a missionary over these past six months has opened my eyes to the extraordinary work of Christ in taking normal Christians and putting them in the middle of a place that they are unfamiliar with and leading them through some of the best and worst circumstances they will ever face.  I have seen God work in amazing ways.  I have seen myself fall broken before His throne wondering what I am doing.  Wondering how and why He would call someone like me.  And knowing that only by His grace and His power has any of this been possible.  

So ends my first six months as a full time missionary. 

