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Guyana:    A Pearl of Great Price!
“The Kingdom of Heaven is like a merchant looking for fine pearls.
When he found one of great value, he went away and sold

everything he had and bought it.”

· Matthew 13 v 45, 46
Rev Barry Ayers     - October 19th 2011

Guyana – A Pearl of Great Price!
Nestled in the north-east coast of South America is the nation of Guyana, a former British colony now hosting a multi-racial population of approximately 800,000 people. Guyana is a country of contrasts – from the low-lying coastal plains to the inland savannah and on to lush forest and rolling hills and mountains. Along with being known as the ‘land of many waters’ it is also the ‘land of six peoples’ – comprising people of Indian, African, Amerindian (the indigenous people), Portuguese, Chinese descent and the growing ‘mixed race’. The history of this nation has been at times turbulent and even through the process of becoming independent this country has struggled to find and develop its true identity.

It is into this place that I travelled a long way from New-Zealand to spend six weeks of cultural research and understanding on the “New Face 2011” programme working with the Guyana Congregational Union Church in association with Christian World Mission (CWM). And what I discovered surprised me and touched my heart. For I discovered in this short period of time that Guyana is a “pearl of great price”. There is a richness here that cannot be understood at first glance or from a tourist perspective. However, spending time with the people and listening to their stories and seeing people touch the lives of one another has taught me many things about this place. It is a place of striking beauty, deep emotion, relaxed informality and people who are searching for truth and purpose. There is a long and deeply-imbedded Christian mission history here. Guyana is a place where wonderful things can be discovered along with significant challenges that need to be faced. Life is not always easy here, but there are signs of hope and many opportunities to explore and develop.
To underscore Guyana’s effect on me, I distinctly remember one evening driving home in a taxi in New Amsterdam on one of my last days there; my arm on the open window rest, listening to the music and conversation of people, enjoying the warm evening breeze, smelling the aromas of the area, catching the last of the day’s sunlight as it disappeared over the horizon and thinking – “this is home”… the spirit of the land had captured me. I felt at peace. I could be here. It was good. God is active in this place. There is hope. There is a future. God’s people have a great purpose here. This nation is open to more of what God has in store for them. This land is a pearl of great price! People may not all realise it, but there is much in store for this land.

First, let me take you back to understand my more recent journey…

In the past two years I have experienced significant training events in my ministry. Over 2010 & 2011 I completed a “Transition Ministry Training Qualification”. I learned how to help churches transition and adapt for changes in ministry and circumstances. I gained some good practical and theoretical experience along the way and learned a lot about myself as well as church ministry. The church is New-Zealand is facing huge changes and God provided an opportunity for me to train in this important area. My second important experience was to lead a Transition Team that brought four regional Presbyteries together in the north of New-Zealand. This was a major task. The new Northern Presbytery is the largest in our country and covers our largest and most multi-cultural city in our nation. I have finished this task and the new Presbytery is underway and completing the changes we begun two years ago.

So as I headed to Guyana I was asking myself why was I going there? What was the purpose of this long journey? I realised that in my country we are learning more and more about the complexity of multi-culturalism, but I was not sure specifically why I was going to a faraway country that I knew practically nothing about! Little did I know what was awaiting me. Little did I know what potential there was in this nation which is similar in size to New-Zealand but with less than a quarter of our population. There are gems of experience here and the “New Face” programme is well-organised to help us in the process of discovery.
From the first moment I entered the country and met Rev Austin and then the rest of her team I felt warmly welcomed. That continued throughout my stay. I have met many people here and they have all been so kind and generous in their hospitality and helpfulness. The people of this country by and large have a welcoming spirit. That is not always the case in my homeland of New-Zealand. In the larger cities of my land there is increasing isolation and division between rich and poor and between differing cultural groups. I realise that a similar challenge also exists here in Guyana to some extent but I was touched by the loving nature of people here particularly in the churches I was involved with and those that I visited.
Perhaps one of the keys to this difference is the level of Christian involvement of the people here. In New-Zealand there would be at best only 7% of the population who would have any sort of active involvement in church. Here in Guyana the percentage is still much higher. Despite the challenges that face the church here, people must hold on to this advantage. People are still generally more open to the work of the gospel here than in my home country. The challenge in my country is one of apathy – people just do not care or do not want to take time to discover more about God. It is no longer their priority. They have other things that fill their lives. They have other things that have become their ‘gods’. I did not find that here to the same extent. I wonder if the issue here is more about a lack of confidence?  I believe that people here in Guyana still have an advantage to feel confident in the gospel and its power to transform lives. People are open to the work of God. The church continues to have an important role to play here. In the challenging times ahead the church must not lose confidence in this advantage that God has provided. It is not good to look to western developed countries and wish that you were like them! They do not have the advantages that you have here. God has provided the church in Guyana with an opportunity to position itself for the changes that lie ahead. In God everything is possible!

In saying that there are two areas of challenge that I see for the church here – certainly for the churches of the Congregational Union that we were involved with. I would assess the two challenges as:
1. Maintaining and developing relevance and commitment in the local congregations;

2. Continuing to build and develop a mission focus in the communities of those churches.

Firstly, in the local churches there are some obvious strengths and weaknesses. We are facing the same issues in our Presbyterian Churches in New-Zealand! 
Some encouraging things I noticed…

· You have gifted / talented ministers and pastors;

· You have dedicated deacons and leaders;

· You have a strong and vibrant tradition of praise and worship;

· You have many hard-working and very supportive members in your churches;

· You have fine leaders and potential leaders among your young people…

Some challenging things I noticed…
· Some of your ministers / pastors are over-worked;

· There are issues of lack of commitment from some deacons and congregational members;

· Some children and youth work is struggling;

· Financial and practical resources are limited;

· Men (in my experience) are not as involved as they could be;

· There is a loss of confidence as numbers have fallen in some churches;

· There is a concern that some other churches e.g. Pentecostal Churches are in ‘competition’ with you…

So, there are encouraging signs to celebrate and concerns to be aware of in the churches. None of the concerns should cause despair but they do need attention. The role of the GCU is crucial here. My experience in New-Zealand shows that the Presbytery (equivalent of a regional GCU) needs to take a proactive role in helping churches recognise their needs and also helping to resource the churches to help them meet those needs. The GCU cannot solve churches’ challenges alone! There needs to be partnership as concerns are clarified and solutions are explored. People need to work together!
My experience of working in Transition Ministry is that many churches do not want to face the reality of their situations. They just hope that God will ‘bless’ them and solve all their problems! However God has given us brains with which to think and plan and evaluate. There is always God-inspired wisdom in the wider church that can help as we guide churches to be relevant and to use their resources wisely and well. One concern I have, however, is that of ministers’ / pastors’ workloads. The GCU may well have to consider bringing in resource people from outside the ministers’ ranks to assist with the process of evaluation and resourcing because adding to the workload of already busy ministers may just overwhelm and frustrate them. Our Presbyterian church in New-Zealand has put in place some very good processes of review for ministers and churches in recent years and we have needed to use people from outside the circle of ministers to provide quality time and gifts to help us. At the same time I believe the issue of ministers’ / pastors’ work-loads here needs to be addressed. God has clearly said in His Word that we need time to rest and be refreshed. Working all the time is not a sign of commitment. It is unwise and will lead to tiredness, frustration and burn-out. The leaders of the church need to show by example by learning to live balanced lives.
Secondly, in the area of continuing to build and develop a mission focus into the community…

Some encouraging things I noticed…

· I saw ministers / pastors / deacons who are spending time and effort to care lovingly for people in their community. I learned some good new things from their practises that I believe I can adapt back into our New-Zealand situation;

· Good practical outreach activities that provide food  / meals for children & families in schools and in the community;

· Educational programmes that help children with their learning through tutoring and support;

· Church members who are involved in their local community on councils; teaching first aid; visiting prison; advocating health programmes; involved in community organisations and helping to plan community events…

Some challenging things I noticed…
· Church leaders who are struggling to find time to add activities to their schedule even though they realise there are issues which need attention;

· Concern about children and youth but unsure what to do or how to help;
· The need to ‘adjust’ guidelines for food distribution so that people will not take advantage of or abuse the help that is being offered;

· People who feel they are powerless to be involved or help with community needs;

· Lack of funding and resources to help with needs.

There are wonderful things happening through the local churches – perhaps these stories need to be shared more widely across the GCU? Good stories can encourage people and also give others ideas of how they could create relevant ministries. Sharing ideas and resources is a wonderful way of strengthening the church! Once again the challenges the churches are facing are not the end of the world! There are still many people, many ideas and significant resources in the churches that could make a difference if they are called to serve and harnessed together to do good things. People usually respond to a good vision and when they realise that there is a practical need they will support it if they see it makes a positive difference. Perhaps the churches could talk more together about what they see as needs and discuss possibilities of meeting those needs. Remember, however, that our ministry is not to be just ‘needs-based’ but directed by the leading of God’s Spirit. We always do better when we are led by Him, not just following our own good ideas!

Two areas of focus really touched me…

Firstly the care of the senior members of the community….
In my placements I saw some wonderful care for those who are the senior members of the churches and community. There were home visits, home communions, ‘cottage meetings’, and general pastoral care. These events were always done with dignity and respect for the people who were visited. There was also fun and laughter and the opportunity to share meaningful worship, prayer and study. I was greatly impressed and saw the loving-kindness of God at work in these valuable events. God indeed calls us to remember those who are alone, those who are in need, and to respect and value our senior people. Too often in our country of New Zealand our senior people are neglected and left alone. We can learn a lot from the respect and care shown to senior people here. It was inspiring to see people sharing a hug, combing hair, singing old familiar songs the seniors loved, talking about precious memories and bringing words and prayers of encouragement. This was the love of God at work!

Secondly the ministry to children and youth…

It is often said “the young people are the church of tomorrow”. That is not really true! If the young people are not the church of today they will not be the church of tomorrow! We should not forget to minister to all ages in the church, however ministry with young people is a special ministry. I have had a long involvement in children’s ministry in New-Zealand, so I have a deep appreciation for this ministry. I also have a background of primary teaching before going into church ministry so I have a particular concern for what happens in schools.

I must confess that I was surprised by the ‘formal’ style of most of the children and youth ministry I saw here in Guyana. Youth Group meetings had a formal structure with meetings and minutes and decisions as well as worship and teaching. I wondered if young people would learn a lot from that style, but they seemed to do so, at least from the teaching. I wonder especially for boys if they could manage to sit still and focus for very long in that style, but there were not a lot of boys present at the meetings I saw. When I had the opportunity to take children / youth meetings I included a lot of games and songs and activities that mixed people up and gave them movement. I never let them sit still for too long! They seemed to appreciate it, but maybe it was the novelty of having someone new from overseas doing different things? Our young people in New Zealand would never sit still for long to listen to teaching or have formal meetings. Our children and youth events are mostly activity-based. I realise that young people around the world always have a context however young people are often very aware of what happens in churches near and far.
Obviously the history of schooling in Guyana has undergone huge change. The churches were once involved and eventually the government took over control. I understand that things may well change in the future but schooling seems to be entirely non-religious and the little I gathered from meeting teachers suggested that many schools are under-resourced and have significant challenges with discipline. Teachers do not always feel valued; they believe that they are under-paid and struggle to find resources for their work. In New-Zealand most schools are run by the government and are non-religious, although the NZ Education Act provides for up to 30 minutes of Christian teaching each week in schools who wish to have that option. We have a large number of volunteer ‘Bible-in-School’ teachers who help with this weekly programme. About 40% of schools in the north island and around 95% of schools in the south island of New-Zealand participate in this programme. It is a wonderful way to get Christian teaching into schools when many children are not involved in churches. We also have a number of private schools in New-Zealand often run by churches so they have a religious section in their curriculum.

I wonder if this is something that the churches in Guyana could explore? I realise that some churches have food programmes helping school children and there could well be other activities. The government here may not allow religious activities in school time however some New-Zealand schools have ‘values education’ programmes that churches assist with. We also have School Chaplains – trained ministers or lay people who visit schools and are available to talk with students, teachers and parents about anything that may be troubling them. There are also a number of churches that run after-school Christian clubs – some meet in churches and some in the schools themselves. If it is not happening already it may be a good possible opportunity for churches to reach children (and families) in a new way.
In our Orientation week one comment that struck me was made by Dr Winston McGowan who said, “The Church has lost its impact on children.” That is a profound statement and does not speak well for the future of the church. I think there is an urgent need for churches in many countries, including my own, to re-think their ministry especially to young children. Many resources have been put into youth ministry over the years, however I think it is crucial that we increasingly target younger children. Children actually form most of their important values and habits when they are very young, often well before they reach school-age. By the time they reach teenage years the values and habits that they hold are very well established and very difficult to change. If we could reach them when they are much younger, even in pre-school years, I am certain we would have a much greater longer-term success. “Train a child in the way he should go and when he is old he will not turn from it.” (Proverbs 22 v 6).
The churches here in Guyana have a great opportunity to develop strong ministry to children and through them to their families. Once again it may not be easy for the current ministers or pastors to devote sufficient time to this concern. They already seem weighed down by their responsibilities often overseeing more than one congregation. However I believe that there are a number of very talented congregational people who could be the people who would lead and develop these ministries. They would just need resourcing and training. Children’s ministry, in my experience, is a very rewarding ministry and can make a huge difference on the future of our churches and our wider society. This could be a ‘pearl of great price’ for the GCU to consider.

It is important to say that outreach and community mission must be driven by the leading of God’s Spirit and not just by our own good ideas. As we listen for God’s voice, as we see where God is already at work in the community, as we consider the resources and people that God has provided, and then as we step out in faith, we can be sure that God will lead us wisely. If we are walking in His will and keeping close to Him then we can be confident that He knows what is best for our lives and the mission of our churches. There are many opportunities in front of us, but we need to be doing what God has called us to do so that we can make sure that we are doing the best we can with what God has blessed us with.

These six weeks here in Guyana have shown me that God is certainly at work in His church here and also in the wider community. God is touching people’s lives and opening doors to allow His people to share the Good News. We need to be encouraged! There will always be things that stand in our way. We will sometimes think that other, newer churches are ‘taking our people’ or competing with us. We need to pray our way through those challenges and bless those who would persecute us! We may be despondent about the government and the future of this country. We may even be hoping to leave Guyana so that we can find ‘greener grass’ in other places. We need to realise that the timing of God is important and, for now, He has placed us here and we have work to do. This country has more than gold or bauxite, diamond, oil or agricultural or fishing resources – it has a deep richness of multi-racial people and their cultural heritages. The people of this nation are, I believe, a ‘pearl of great price’ and we should do all we can to ‘purchase’ that pearl and bring it into the presence of the living God. There is much to do, and time is short. We need to be listening to God’s voice and hearing His call.
I have greatly appreciated my time here in Guyana on the “New Face” programme. I believe that the Guyana Congregational Churches’ Union, in association with CWM, has done a great job of hosting our group in these past six weeks. It has been a joy to live and work with people in some of the local churches. It has given me the opportunity to see at first-hand what is happening in the mission of the church here. It has opened my eyes to a new cultural experience and it has given me much to think about and consider when I return to my home country.

When I was preparing to come here I wondered how I would cope with such a different experience. I have found myself surprised and encouraged by my experiences in this wonderful country. I have been able to adapt and learn new things. I have experienced the thrill (or is that the need to pray?) in fast mini-bus and taxi rides! I have been able to try some of the local foods. I have wished I knew more Creole so that I had a better ability to communicate at times. I have appreciated the time taken, especially in our orientation week, by people who gave us insight into their country. I have enjoyed the hospitality of members of the church as they have opened their homes. I would have preferred the mosquitos to have not noticed my presence quite so much! I have appreciated the opportunity, in most cases, to have internet access to family back home – connection when so far away is so important! I have marvelled at why people don’t hit more cows, goats, sheep, donkeys, horses, dogs as well as people and cyclists when driving quickly on the roads – especially at night! I have been happy to avoid snakes, alligators and angry dogs! I enjoyed visiting the annual GuyExpo in Georgetown. I have so enjoyed seeing at least a good part of coastal Guyana during our stay.
It has also been a great experience to share time with fellow ministers from Zambia, Madagascar and India. I am glad that we have been able to get to know each other and keep in touch during our time here. This has been a wonderful opportunity to learn to appreciate people from different cultures and backgrounds and from very different ministry experiences. I think every minister should have this opportunity.
The thought that I will soon be leaving Guyana actually makes me sad. It will, of course, be good to return home to loved ones, however God has touched my life here in this new place. I have sensed His presence in a special way and I would hope that this is not the end of the journey with the people here. I would love, if at all possible, to be a part, even a small part, of the future of the church here in this place. Our world is increasingly a smaller place. I believe that God can do good things when we learn to partner with Him and with each other across the cultural and national divides. We are all called to Mission. The challenges of living faithfully in the midst of the Empire are daunting… but the opportunities that God provides to share His Good News are even greater!

As I prepare to leave this amazing country my prayer is that God will continue to bless and guide the church here. There is much to be thankful for. There is also much to do. God is faithful! He will provide what is needed. We need to commit ourselves to Him as we serve Him in the communities in which He has placed us; and in the world which He loves so much! May we continue to serve Him and discover the “pearls of great price”!
Thank you to you all for allowing me this incredible privilege of coming here and learning and experiencing so much!
Barry Ayers
