Hard work,

Planting churches in Mexico difficult but rewarding

By Kenneth D. MacHarg

Planting churches is a lot of hard work. Just ask Mike and Tami Palumbo or Jim and Robin Heimberger. Both families are LAM missionaries who have been working for over a decade to plant evangelical churches in Mexico City. And, while churches have been planted and people have come to know the Lord, the work has been strenuous and, at times, frustrating.

“We had worked for over a year on a team together with the Heimbergers, but after we found a house to rent in another section of the city, the Lord gave us the desire to start a church there,” says Mike Palumbo, a native of West Covina, California. “We started by knocking on doors and having special events in the neighborhood. After a brief time of having studies in homes we started youth meetings, women’s studies and Sunday services in the house that we rent.”

The Heimbergers began in a similar manner in one church they planted. “Short-term teams of Costa Ricans presented outdoor and door-to-door evangelism and we followed up on the contacts,” says Robin, a native of Endwell, New York. “We started a kid’s club and from that the need arose for an after-school program to help the kids with their homework. 

Despite the hard work, the missionaries are not complaining, but give credit to the Lord for His support and encouragement. “It is a joy to seeing people come to the Lord and grow in Him,” says Mike. 

The Palumbos work in Prado Vallejo on the northwest side of Mexico City. The church began in their home ten years ago and met there for seven years until church savings and contributions from supporters in the U.S. allowed the church to buy their own property. Now, the congregation has remodeled the buildings on the property into a practical church building and is reaching out to others in the community.

Meanwhile, the Heimbergers have helped plant several churches, one of them unintentionally! In Ojo de Agua, a community north of the capital where the missionary family lives, Robin started a women’s Bible study in their home several years ago. With no plan for a more formal organization, she was soon approached by members of the study asking when she and Jim were going to start a church. “The ladies are more and more concerned that their family members also have the opportunity to know the Lord,” she says.

A Christmas party for husbands and children, a Vacation Bible School for neighborhood kids and a youth group for junior and senior high youth have all come together to form the base of a fledgling congregation. “It has been a joy to see their thirst for the Lord and to have the idea for planting a church come from them,” she says. Jim and Robin and working with the various groups and hope to bring them together in a church plant soon. 

Across town, meanwhile, work goes on at two other sites, one in a middle class community of Lindavista where there were few evangelical churches eleven years ago and the other in La Forestal, a poor squatter settlement stretching up a mountain. 

The ministry in Lindavista began with outdoor evangelism including the distribution of tracts, musical presentations and door-to-door evangelism. Mike and Tami Palumbo were involved with the Heimbergers in the early years of this project. Robin says that the work in this community has been the most frustrating because people had little interest in spiritual matters or attending church. Starting a community-based church was difficult because the people in the area have no sense of community. “Although we lived in Lindavista for six years, it was very difficult to establish relationships there,” she says. “The relationships people there have are not with neighbors, but generally with relatives or work-related.” Nevertheless, Robin says that “the Lord has assured us repeatedly that he wants His church established there.”

Finally, after moving from place to place, the church has its own building and is slowly taking root. “We are now being blessed with seeing the results of our work bear fruit,” she says. “We see those who came to know the Lord through our feeble efforts bringing others to Him.” Robin says that the church has now appointed elders who are zealous to see the work grow and are taking on more responsibilities. 

In La Forestal, there were three or four families asking for leadership when the Heimbergers arrived. Along with more traditional outreach efforts, Jim, who hails from Kennett Square, Pennsylvania, started a clothing bazaar and credit union as a way of witnessing and a tool of evangelism. Robin says that the social programs were implemented “with the goal of sharing Christ in the community.”  While Jim served as the church’s pastor for nine years, leadership is now in the capable hands of a member who is finishing his seminary studies. “The church has had their own building for a number of years,” Robin says. “It is now in the process of expanding its facilities through their own offerings.”

Robin points out that each church plant has used different methodologies to reach the people. “What was really a simple strategy in Ojo de Agua—inviting friends to a Bible study—had been attempted years ago in Lindavista with very limited results,” she says. “The social programs in La Forestal are unnecessary in both Lindavista and Ojo de Agua. We have had to be open to different options in different circumstances.”

But, for both couples, the frustrations and hard work have been worth it. “Seeing people come to know Jesus as Lord and Savior, seeing their lives changed, seeing them reach out to others, seeing the church grow has got to be the most rewarding work this side of heaven!” Robin exclaims. 

SIDEBAR

Would you like to help plant churches in Mexico City? Contributions for the work of either the Heimbergers or the Palumbos may be sent to Latin America Mission, Box 52-7900, Miami, FL 33152. Be sure to indicate which family you wish to support. Donations may also be made to the Lindavista Church Building Fund.  
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