Prayer, faithful service are key to church planting in Mexico
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Chiconaultla, Mexico (LAMNS)—A church that today serves a low-income community clinging to a hillside north of Mexico City began because of the faithfulness of a Sunday School teacher over a decade ago.

Pastor Manuel Vivanco, a missionary with Latin America Mission from Oaxaca, Mexico, was teaching a Sunday School class in Mexico City. Someone visited his class and made a commitment to Jesus Christ. Manuel decided to follow up with a visit to her home.

“He had no idea where her home was,” says Manuel’s wife Laura, a native of Carpenteria, California. “He soon found out it was a 45 minute bus ride. Manuel committed to visit her family every week and soon her husband became a believer.”

Manuel began a weekly Bible study in the community that soon grew into a fledgling Baptist congregation. After a year, the pastor quit his job in the city and moved out to the community of Chiconaultla, a blue-collar low-income area where most residents are commuters to jobs in the city, vendors or bricklayers. “It was a big challenge the first year because he had not income whatsoever,” Laura reflects. “But he knew it was what the Lord was calling him to do.”

Today the Bethlehem Baptist Church has nearly 120 people in each of two Sunday worship services and the church has experienced a recent spurt in growth. The church is affiliated with the Mexican Baptist Convention.

“I believe that the growth is the result of a large focus on prayer and also the fruit of many years of working with people and taking them by the hand,” Laura says. “Now the members are the ones bringing their neighbors and teachers."

Manuel says that the church offers a concentrated 24-hour prayer period each week beginning Wednesday morning. “Each person goes to the church and prays for an hour,” he says.

Manuel and Laura say that prayer in depth is important for the growth of the church in light of the problems they face in the community. Chiconaultla is what is termed a popular community as opposed to a planned development where the infrastructure, such as streets and utilities, are already in place when people move in. “Here it is just the opposite,” Laura says. “The pavement is just arriving. A sewer system was put in three years ago, telephone lines have been popping up over the last year or two.”

“The socio-economic background makes our type of work a lot more difficult, a lot slower because the people have low education,” she says. “Poverty also makes for low self esteem. A poverty mentality says ‘I’m not worth anything, I can’t go anywhere with my life, so don’t even try anything with me.’” Laura laments that many parents tell their children repeatedly that they are ‘stupid,’ so the children grow up thinking that. 

“When people become Christians it gives them a new hope,” she affirms. 

The Vivancos say that they come into contact with spiritual opposition as they labor among the residents of Chiconaultla. “Our community is big on witchcraft,” Laura explains. “There are certain times when we have all kinds of encounters with people who are struggling with some effect of spiritism, either demon possession or oppression.” 

The couple prays and works long hours to help people free themselves from such spiritual darkness. “I was thinking recently, we see so much of the Devil and the power he has over people. Why shouldn’t we see the power of Christ? So, we’ve been getting to know God’s power and see what he can do,” Laura says.

With faithful work, the church is growing and looking for new fields of service. Several members have been commissioned to help start two new churches in nearby towns. They are being joined by LAM missionaries John and Tracey Pieters who will assist a church plant in La Presa.

The key to successful church planting is raising up national leaders to do the work and not relying as missionaries. “I think it is much healthier for the mission, as well as the church, for them to see that their own people can do it,” John says. “When the missionary does have to leave, they realize that this is just a member of the team who is leaving, not the leader or the preaching person or the main teacher.” John is a graduate of Pacific Coast Baptist Bible College in San Dismas, California and Talbot Theological Seminary in La Mirada, California. 

“We don’t see ourselves as pastoring the mission, but rather being part of the team,” says Tracey, a native of London, Ontario. "You don’t do a ministry in a church unless the church can do it without you. In other words, you don’t do crafts in Vacation Bible School unless the people can buy the supplies in the local market.”

Both couples see a growth in the Evangelical church in the near future. “People in Mexico are definitely open to the Gospel, and people in the poor areas even more so,” John explains. “There has been a tremendous change in Mexico, and the Evangelical church has actually elevated the people economically and socially and morally. I think that has been a very positive thing.” 
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