Working with local churches;

Spearhead program trains young adults for ministry
By Kenneth D. MacHarg

LAM News Service
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Mexico City, Mexico (LAMNS)—As Spearhead missionaries Teresa Ciampaglia and Ruth Wilson walk down the streets of a Mexico City suburb, heads turn to check out the two young adult Americans who live and work nearby. Others stop them to say hello or to ask a question.

Teresa, who is from Baltimore, Maryland, and Ruth, from Birmingham, Alabama, are on their way to two evening meetings along with their supervisory pastor. The first will be an informal get-together with several college and high school youth who gather each week for discussion and mutual exploration of their faith. The second will be a weekly Bible study for adults in the middle-class neighborhood.

Both young women are part of the Latin America Mission’s Spearhead program, a training and ministry experience for those between 19-30 who want to find out more about being a missionary and work side-by-side with Mexican Christians. The ministry, which has been in operation for over 30 years, is recruiting participants for this coming year in Mexico and expanding into new programs in Honduras and Brazil.

In another part of this sprawling city, Spearheader Sara White of Boston, Massachusetts takes two visitors to an apartment near the city’s center. There, she is a participant in a small group, a part of a growing church that is being planted in Mexico City.

The leader of this cell is a Christian from the Dominican Republic whose husband is here on business.  She has delayed her return to her native country in order to assure that the small group will grow strong enough to survive. 

“The cell churches are a part of church planting,” explains Kristen Larsen who works with Sara and is in her second year with the Mexican Spearhead program. “We are working with a new church plant that started last spring and now has about three or four cells. It’s growing and is really amazing.” Kristen adds that she and Sara are training to become cell leaders in the future. 

Working with local churches is at the heart of the Spearhead program, as young adults test the waters of missionary service and learn what is involved in working under Latin American church leadership. “The biggest thing (about Spearhead) is working with the local church,” Kristen explains. “That involves living with a local family and working under the leadership of the Mexican pastor. It’s not Americans coming down and doing what they want to do.”

The Mexican experience begins during the summer months when participants study Spanish, learn about Latin American culture and explore appropriate ways of working within the Mexican church. “In the summer you work in a group, for instance going door to door or working in street evangelism,” explains Kristen who is from Minneapolis, Minnesota. Those who stay on for a year’s ministry work even more intensely under a local pastor and thus “have more responsibility, more autonomy and more independence,” adds Kristen.  By January, the short-term workers spread out to more distant parts of Mexico and seldom gather with their peers for classes or other instructional opportunities.

Man of those who go just for the summer end up staying on for one or two years or return to the program when they finish their college studies. “Last summer was just incredible, that’s why I wanted to come back for a longer period of time,” explains Teresa. “What really made me want to come back was the experience of disciplining two girls for four weeks at the end of the summer. I realized that I could do that for a whole year. I really just had to keep my passion for serving God.”

Spearhead participants not only serve, but grow in their own faith. “I’ve learned just how I can see God so much more clearly and I can pray without being distracted,” says Ruth. “I can really talk to God and hear Him.”

The program is expanding into Honduras and Brazil this year with the development of opportunities to work in holistic ministries in Honduras and Christian camping in Brazil. “We are extending a concept that has worked beautifully in Mexico for 30 years,” says Polly MacHarg, LAM’s short-term coordinator. “We have had a lot of response to all three of the programs for this coming summer.”

Participants must raise their own support. The cost for the summer program in Mexico and Honduras is $1,195 plus airfare, for Brazil the cost is $2,500 plus airfare.

Those who are interested are encouraged to complete their application process by April 1. Information can be obtained by writing to mobilization@lam.org. 

The 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.
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