Microenterprise expands the ministry of churches in Latin America

By Kenneth D. MacHarg and Joshua S. Hopping

Imagine that you are a very poor single mother in Honduras living in a dirt covered, one-room house of rotting wood that is ready to fall down.  You don’t have the money to send your two youngest kids to school, so they spend their time running around the gang-controlled neighborhood playing in the sewer lined streets.  Your older daughter, who is about fifteen, helps you as you stand over an open fire from seven in the morning until four in the afternoon cooking tortillas that you sell to anyone who walks by.  This is your business, cooking tortillas.  

The way that some Christians have found to share Christ and help with the physical needs of the people is to help them start or improve their microenterprises.  Microenterprises are businesses that are run with very few workers, have simple technology, low capital and are usually run out of one’s home just like the tortilla business mentioned above. 

Christian organizations throughout Latin America are turning to microenterprise development projects as a means of both serving the poor and reaching them for Christ. However, they often face the problem of losing their focus in the busyness of their work and the growth of their programs.

“We need models that combine business with a clear focus on Christian outreach,” says David Befus, president of the Latin America Mission. 

The tendency to move away from an overt Christian witness comes when an agency starts to grow and seeks outside funding, Befus explains. “Many want to obtain contracts from government sources,” he says. Government funds usually come with prohibitions that prevent an organization from evangelization or open witness to their faith.

In addition, as agencies increase their programs, they often find it difficult to contract Christian personnel. “The vision becomes watered-down because you have to contract new professional specialists who don’t have this (Christian) vision,” Befus says. “The need for growth and expansion sets the agenda. I have seen agencies, in a short period of time, go from a very Christian outreach on a small scale to becoming completely secularized as they expand.” 

“People say they are going to do Christian ministry using economic development as a means to that end, but they find themselves doing economic development and they forget what the end really was,” he adds.

Befus warns that misunderstanding what it means to be a Christian organization can have serious, unintended consequences. “There are some people who believe theologically that to do good education or good health care is in itself, Christian. The problem is, that if you help someone in Latin America to have a better income through a job or income generating project, the net result can be that they are able to drink more on Friday night. In the case of some adult males, a sign of increased income is to have a mistress. Basically, one can help them to go to hell in style when one helps them without Christian values.”

To address this issue, Befus challenges Christian ministries to think about the reason for doing microenterprise work and not lose sight of their vision.

“In a business contact you have the most wonderful opportunity to present the good news,” Befus asserts. “When you visit a project, you see how people live Monday through Saturday, not just on Sunday. You see how they spend their money, how they treat their family and employees. They talk to you about their personal problems and there you have the time and space to present the Gospel.” 

Remember the lady at the beginning? The end to that true story is that she got a loan from a Christian Private Development Organization (PDO) to help improve her micro-enterprise.  The PDO did not stop there, but gave her son a scholarship to go to school and built her a new concrete-block house.  They also were able to share the Good News with her and her family, strengthening her faith in the Most High One.

Befus has written a book, Kingdom Business-Economic Development as a Tool for Ministry, (available only in Spanish from the Latin America Mission.  An English version will be available later this year.) that is being used widely as a tool for those wanting to combine business efforts and Christian ministry. 
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