 “The main thrust is all for Christ:”

LAM Missionaries serve hurting kids on the streets of Tijuana
By Kenneth D. MacHarg

LAM News Service
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Tijuana, Mexico (LAMNS)—Sandy Burt says that shortly after she made a profession of faith in Jesus Christ in her 20’s she was introduced to missions and the idea that she might serve the Lord overseas someday. 

That realization came to husband Charlie much later in life. “When I was in my twenties, I was the mission field,” he jokes.

Today one can find both Charlie and Sandy at night on the streets of Tijuana’s infamous nightclub district reaching out to kids who work there among drugs, prostitution and other types of criminal activity. By day, they can be found walking the dusty streets of Grupo Mexico, a squatter community where they minister in The Arca, a child-care facility for children who might otherwise be on the streets. 

Their journey from typical suburban life in Minneapolis, Minnesota to service with the Latin America Mission in Mexico was a long one. After his profession of faith Charlie says, “I had the sense that I wanted to be in on what God was doing. I wanted my life to count for something bigger than my own career.” 

For Sandy missionary service was an impossibility because of family commitments.  “When I heard missionaries talk, I knew that was what God was calling me to do, but I felt it would happen when my children were older.”

Now, in their 50’s, the Burts spend their days reaching out to the lonely, homeless, exploited children of this rough and tumble city. “The risk is that in the culture of the nightlife these kids become accustomed to the excitement, the beat of the music,” Charlie says about the children that he sees selling gum and candy or opening taxi doors for North Americans who come to sample Tijuana’s nightlife. “The issue becomes, if you can make so much money opening car doors, how much more can you make selling survival sex? It’s the danger of living on the street.”

“The boys opening the car doors come from a good home with a hard work ethic,” he explains. “I can’t tell why the parents let them out to work here. I think they have a desire to have more things and the kids are caught up in that early in their life. I don’t think that the parents recognize the danger.”

“The families of these kids are mostly disorganized, without a strong bonding,” says Guillermo Guadalajara, a Christian Mexican social worker who has been teaching Charlie and Sandy about life on the streets. “There are six thousand kids working or living on the streets in Tijuana and five percent of them are at high risk in this environment.”
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But, Guillermo says, the kids are hungry for the Gospel. “They want to know the Lord and many cry to accept the Lord,” he says.

“The main thrust behind all of this is that it is all for Christ,” Sandy explains. “The other things are just taking care of the other part of the person.”

Sandy tells about one boy she and Charlie met on the streets. “He was just a nice, clean, sweet, courteous boy. His Mom told Guillermo that the boy was on the street too much and she wanted Guillermo to tell him that he needed to go home more.”

Instead of heeding the social worker’s advice, the boy remained on the street. “Now he is dirty, boisterous, totally different and he smells of urine,” Sandy says. “At one point he was rolling his body over the sidewalk to get a marble that got out of his reach. This was the red light district and the streets are dirty. It is like he lost his humanness.”

Charlie says that drugs and alcohol play a big part. “All of the kids that we see at The Arca are from broken homes and at least one member of the family is involved with drugs.”

Getting the kids off of the streets is difficult. “If we can give them an alternative income they can go back to their family,” says Guillermo. “They are illiterate and they don’t have the opportunity for work and they have low self-esteem.”

Guillermo is building a center for street kids several miles away from Tijuana’s nightclub district. “The center will house a psychologist and a nurse practitioner or doctor,” Sandy says. “It will be a place where kids from the streets can come and have their different needs met. We have begun a small cottage industry making puppets to help with employment. They will have to sign a contract saying they won’t work the streets and will go back to school.”

For now, the Burts work alongside Guillermo every Friday night on Tijuana’s seamy streets. Children who are out working flock to them as they find an empty place on the sidewalk for an impromptu Bible story, craft time and some refreshments. They pray that these contacts will provide an alternative to the negative, violent nature of the street and will be an open door for the children to make use of the new center. 

“Sadly, the church in Mexico is not ready for this kind of ministry,” explains Guillermo. “Three years ago I started to take the kids to Iglesia Arena, my church, but the church wasn’t ready. You cannot mix the street kids with the regular kids in the classroom. We had to create a church for them.”
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Guillermo says that little by little, however, churches are starting to cooperate. “One of the students in our church did their thesis on street kids and went to Brazil to work with children.”

How do Charlie and Sandy it in to this type of hands-on ministry? “We were on a support raising tour and a farmer came up and shook our hands,” Charlie says. “His hands were like concrete from hard work and he said he couldn’t do what we were doing.”

“We talked about his job. He said that he gets up early, has chores to do, a quick breakfast then goes out in the fields. His day ends when it gets dark and then he has the business end of the job. I told him, ‘man, I don’t think I could do what you are doing!’”

The Burts says that both they and the farmer back home are engaged in mission work. “A certain amount of time when you are at work and using your expertise, you are doing mission work because that amount of time that you are working to earn money to send to missions is God’s work and God’s will.” Charlie says.

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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