Seminar on Self Sustaining Mission Stations
(a modern reality for the ultimate purpose of extending the Kingdom of God.)
Some historial background

In the past few hundred years, in particular since the rise of Evangelicalism in Britain and America, mission stations have been set up all over the world. It was considered quite normal for the missionaries to be multi-skilled. They needed to know medical skills, how to teach, preach, plant crops and provide clean water. Some of this knowledge was taught at Bible Colleges; most of it was learned on the mission field itself. It became the norm that mission stations had schools and hospitals (or clinics). And, they were able to plant crops to feed the mission staff and some of the neighbours. By providing education, medicine and food, the Gospel was seen as practical and inherently capable of uplifting individuals, families and whole communities. 

As the years went by mission stations have been in steady decline for a number of reasons:

1. The “short-term” missionary approach

2. Missionary fatigue (conflict and burnout)

3. Political reasons: In South Africa, schools and hospitals were mostly taken over by government since 1948. Financial pressure was one of the main reasons. (Could it be that lack of self sustainability caused some missions to give in to pressure?)

4. The false belief that mission stations were one of the main weapons of the colonial empires. Many Christians have fallen for this error simply because they don’t know their history. Though there were a few cases of missionary societies taking advantage of the colonial push by Britain, Netherlands, Spain, Portugal, etc, it is unfair to make a blanket statement that the missionaries came to impose a colonial life-style on peace-loving indigenous people. 

5. Evangelicals have gotten tired of sending money to far-off mission stations when they can’t see immediate, multimedia-friendly, results. A single Powerpoint presentation of 100,000 people in Kinshasa raising their hands to accept Jesus, has a dramatic effect on pockets but has little effect on real, lasting mission work. The missionaries who are slogging away, in little known places, and who are not gifted with making Powerpoint presentations and are too humble to coerce Christians into giving their dollars, remain unknown and mostly unsupported. But they are known in heaven. Often, these are the missionaries who are forced to do some “tent making” for themselves and those around them.

So where are we now with regards to classic mission stations? 

Are we to accept that they are from a bygone era and God no longer needs missionaries who permanantly settle in a foreign land? Is it now the dispensation where the Lord uses people who are committed for 3 months because they’ve had a crash course on how not to tread on cultural toes? They arrive, in a foreign country, paint some buildings, offer help (really sincere help), and then leave after a few weeks or months. I don’t say this to denigrate the short-term missionary concept. It has its place and we are thankful for the help rendered by wonderful young people who come for a few weeks to offer their services at our mission station. But this is not missionary work which will advance self sustainability.

The Lord works in many ways and the mission station concept is just one of  His ways. One on one witnessing, house churches, mass evangelism, radio evangelism, tent outreaches, tracts, etc – all these are important and Christians should be open to use whatever tool God gives them.

Back to the topic of self sustainability of mission stations

Over the years, many mission organisations simply withdrew their missionaries and handed the mission station over to the locals whom, they hoped, would continue with the original vision of evangelizing. In most cases, these stations are run down, the schools are totally secular because the government runs them. There is usually a remnant of Christians but they find themselves at a loss as to how to continue with the mission work. And, there is virtually a complete standstill regarding projects that were once thriving sources of income, employment and furthering of the Gospel.

Through history, various mission organisations have used different techniques for self sustainability. Take the Hermannsburg Mission for example. When they sent missionaries from North Germany (who were instructed by Pastor Louis Harms to “never come back”) they also sent farmers and other skilled workers. Very soon, the Hermannsburg Mission didn’t need to depend on their home church in Germany for financial support. This was a fine arrangement because all the mission work was paid for by the farming and other skilled work.

Allow me to use Kwasizabantu Mission as an example of continue self sustainability. The sustainability part is very minor compared to the crucial importance of Christ being at the very centre. If a mission becomes the work of a group of people, or a mission society, then it forfeits its right to exist. “Unless the Lord build the house, the builders labour in vain” – should be the motto of every ministry. 

Started in 1966 through a group of praying Christians desperate for revival, the Lord came down in power and began a movement which created the need for a mission station, and many more. When God is at work He brings the people. They are under conviction of sin, they need a Saviour, they need a place to stay while they receive Bible teaching, prayer and counselling. In 1970 some Christians got together and purchased a property in the area on Kranskop in the KwaZulu-Natal Midlands.

Since day one there has been continual expansion – people coming for help, opportunities for outreach evangelism, and growth of projects for self sustainability.

Rev Erlo Stegen, the director of the mission, has always said that spiritual work goes hand in hand with practical every day living. So to find him on a tractor in the morning; checking on the cows in the afternoon; and preaching in the evening, is quite normal. In the middle of his preaching he will speak about the importance of using the land you’ve got. He doesn’t only make invitations to repent but also invites people to come and get avocado or chilli plants, with free lessons on how to plant them.

Many good Christian people have made the mistake of trying to replicate Kwasizabantu Mission in their areas. Our advice is always: seek the Lord for yourself and your ministry. Make sure that the inner core of missionaries are walking in the light of the Lord (1John 1:7) where there is “cleansing” and “fellowship one with another”. There is true sustainability! Without this cleansing by the “Blood of Jesus” things fall apart; even good mission organisations begin to disintegrate. I cannot emphasize this point strongly enough!

Now, we can look at some slides of examples of projects which we have at our mission and some newer mission stations. Keep in mind that, except for one or two slides, I am going to avoid our very high tech projects because that gives a false impression of a `Self Sustaining Mission Station’ – and because this does not convey the agonizing, prayer, and problems, on the way to great success. So, I will look at some of the smaller projects which help sustain our mission (and it’s 150 missionaries and their families, and the approximately 1200 people whom we feed every day).

AFTER SLIDES

I’m going to give a few minutes for questions but let me preemt some questions because they are asked so often:

· Is it wrong to do fund raising?

We have been led by the Lord not to do fund raising or hold collections in church services. This is not meant to be a principle for other missions which may need to depend on foreign resources and tithes.

· How does one know which project will work?

We pray much about it. We ask for advice and then try it out. Never start big and always be willing to stop a project if it is not working. Markets change, weather is unpredictable, etc. 

· How can one get information to start a project?

Start with prayer. God can give information and send the right people with the expertise. You are welcome to visit our mission. We gladly give practical courses on how to start a project such as: chicken farming, jam making, pasta production, weaving, etc. If we need professional help we go to the experts. For instance, some of our sweet pepper plants were dying of an unknown disease. We took samples to a local agricultural department of a university. They diagnosed it as a tobacco spread disease. We get many visitors. Some may smoke – not all are Christians. They probably touched the leaves when we took them on tour and that was the source of the problem. So now, we ask tour groups to come into the hothouses on condition that they are not smokers.

We trust that this short seminar has been helpful. You can contact us at Kwasizabantu Mission:

Tel: 032 4815500

Fax: 032 4815510

Email: mail@ksb.org.za
Web: www.ksb.org.za
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Kjell@cft.org.za
