Mexico’s “Mister Evangelical,” Juan Isáis dies;

Known for evangelistic efforts throughout Latin America 
By Kenneth D. MacHarg

LAM News Service
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Miami (LAMNS)—Juan M. Isáis, one of Mexico’s leading evangelical leaders died April 2 after a short illness.

Isáis, 76, was known throughout the Americas and around the world for his efforts in evangelism and expanding the reach of the evangelical church in his own country.

Recruited in 1952 by Latin America Mission President Kenneth Strachan to serve with the mission’s Evangelism-in-Depth (E/D) program, Isáis and his wife, Elisabeth (Liz) worked with the program in several Latin American countries, later settling in Mexico where he continued to promote the ministry until his death.

The Evangelism-in-Depth program worked to mobilize an entire community or country in evangelism and outreach projects. It is a holistic concept, embracing everything from evangelistic preaching crusades to door-to-door visitation and social ministries reaching people in need.

“Juan and Liz went from country to country developing a publication to support each E/D project,” said Miguel Angel De Marco, LAM’s Director of Ministries. “They showed me some of their publications from 40 years ago and my thought was, I would like to see that concept at use in Latin America today. They were way ahead of their time.”

Isáis continued to assist churches around the world in developing similar evangelistic mobilization projects. Within the past year he visited India at the invitation of church leaders there who wanted to improve their methods of reaching people.

“Rev. Juan Isáis initiated a change in the evangelism process in India also. We the people of India are shocked to know about the death of Rev. Juan,” wrote Rajesh Sebastian of Mission India upon learning about his death.

His book, The Other Evangelism, the story of Evangelism in Depth was recently reprinted by the Latin America Mission.

Isáis met his wife, Liz, while serving with LAM’s Christian radio station TIFC in San Jose, Costa Rica. After traveling with the E/D movement, the couple settled in Mexico City where they established Latin America Mission of Mexico (MILAMEX) in 1964, a broad umbrella agency that has been involved in evangelistic campaigns, radio programs, camping ministries and other efforts. 

The goal of MILAMEX is “evangelizing Mexico on an interdenominational level and by many different means,” Isáis wrote in 1989. 

Those means included the development of Camp Kikoten located just outside of Mexico City, and the purchase of property along the Gulf of Mexico to establish Camp Kikomar. Today, Camp Kikoten is viewed as one of the premier camping facilities in Latin America and serves as the model for developing camping programs in other countries.

“Milamex missionaries are also teaching in numerous seminaries and Bible institutes in and around Mexico City,” Isáis wrote. “In the Yucatan, a fruitful film ministry is being carried out.”

Publications have been a strong emphasis of Milamex work. Today, it  publishes several magazines including Prisma, a general circulation family publication and Noticiero Milamex, a newspaper aimed at church leaders. Milamex also provides a regular column to a Mexico City newspaper with news about evangelical churches that are otherwise forgotten in the Mexican press. 

The organization also offers regular courses for Christian journalists to train them in skills for Christian ministry or to work as Christians in the secular press. 

A recent project has been the effort to establish a Christian university in Mexico City. Isáis developed a board of directors and recruited some personnel before his death. 

Isáis was also influential in establishing the Evangelical Confraternity of Latin America (CONELA) during the 1970’s and 1980’s. This group was organized to bring together evangelical churches for cooperative work.

Born in Zacatecas, Mexico, in 1926, Isáis was ordained in Brooklyn, New York, in 1957. He married Elisabeth Fletcher of Terre Haute, Indiana, in Costa Rica in 1955. The couple had four children, Raquel, Cynthia (deceased), Sally and David. 

In addition to his work in Mexico, Isáis participated in evangelistic campaigns in Venezuela, Colombia, Costa Rica, Paraguay, Argentina, Uruguay, Cuba, Nicaragua, Ecuador and New York City. He served as an instructor at several international congresses, including the Billy Graham evangelism conferences in Amsterdam 1986 and 2000. He was also a participant in the Lausanne Congress on World Evangelization since its inception. He was educated at Wheaton College, The University of the Americas in Mexico and Central American Theological Seminary in Guatemala City.

The ministry of Juan Isáis has been appreciated for both its depth and breadth. As the Latin America Mission said in a statement following his death, “In his long ministry, he founded churches, preached in thousands of campaigns, pastored congregations, taught in seminaries and Bible institutes, wrote scores of articles, songs, books and manuals, trained many leaders, and practiced skillful, courageous and  pedagogical journalism.”

“Our beloved brother, Juan Isáis, was a true ambassador for the Gospel in all of Latin America and beyond,” the statement said.

It continued, “For the Latin America Mission it has been an honor and a precious privilege to have Juan and his family to be counted among our missionaries.  His ministerial legacy, as rich and varied as his gifts, is imbedded in thousands of hearts, as it is in those institutions that glorify God and promote the Gospel of salvation in Jesus Christ.” 

“He wrote songs and poems,” remembered De Marco. “Just a week ago he called me from his sick bed and read me a poem called In Death’s Door.”

In a hymn that Isáis wrote nearly 50 years ago, he said, "I come to tell you, I come to tell you, oh my Savior, that I love you, that I love you with all my heart." 

“Today we know that this is Juan's song that he is now singing, face to face, to his Lord and God,” concluded the LAM statement.

Latin America Mission works in partnership with churches and Christian agencies throughout Latin America and supports missionaries and projects in many Latin countries as well as in Spain. LAM is seeking to place new missionaries throughout the region. The U.S. headquarters can be reached at Latin America Mission, Box 52-7900, Miami, FL 33152, by e-mail at info@lam.org, or by calling 1-800-275-8410. The mission’s web site may be found at http://www.lam.org. LAM’s Canadian office is at 3075 Ridgeway Drive, Unit 14, Missassauga, ON L5L 5M6.

SIDE BAR:

When speaking to pastors, Juan Isáis likes to throw out a challenge: “I’d like somebody here to show me where in the New Testament it says Jesus taught his disciples a method for evangelism.”

Then, after the usual silence, a knowing smile creases the veteran LAM missionary’s face. “You see, Christ never taught a method.”

Jesus did tell Legion, the man healed from demon possession, “Go home to your family and tell them how much the Lord has done for you, and how he had mercy on you,” Juan says.

But this merely illustrates Juan’s next point: every believer has the innate capability to share Christ successfully. 

Fancy training programs aren’t the key to becoming a successful witness, Juan says. Many Christians just need to return to their “first love,” he affirms. Then they will have the irresistible desire to testify and they will do it with joy and power like the man who’d been demon-possessed.    –From Latin America Evangelist, April-June, 1989
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