Study-Leave: Introduction

I was very privileged to be chosen to participate in this year’s “New Face” programme hosted in Guyana, South America by Christian World Mission (CWM). Along with five other Ministers from Africa and India, I was able to spend almost seven weeks in this ‘third-world’ country. “New Face” is a “New Faith and Culture Exposure” programme that gives ministers an opportunity to learn and develop their cross-cultural awareness and practise. 

We were hosted by the Guyana Congregational Union and participated in an Orientation programme after our arrival in Guyana; then two two-week placements in GCU churches; followed by a final De-brief held over several days before we departed for home. The “A New Face Guyana” paper attached is a copy of the report I presented towards the end of the de-brief time. Each of the ministers involved presented a report and had their report discussed by the wider group which also included CWM staff and Ministers and Leaders from the GCU. 

I was very grateful for the opportunity provided by CWM to participate in this programme. I am also grateful for the support of the PCANZ and Northern Presbytery, along with the release from my home church, to allow me the time to take up this opportunity.

What follows are key notes from the Orientation week providing some background to the situation in Guyana and some of the background of the GCU and CWM. 

Barry Ayers

November 2011
Notes from Orientation Week
History of the GCU    (Rev Keith Hayley)
The GCU was established in 1883, 75 years after the first Congregational Minister arrived in Guyana. The Rev John Reid? Came through the LMS after an appeal by a Dutch Planter. The plantation was in Le Resouvenir – where the Grand Coastal Hotel now stands.

Slavery was coming to an end. However labour was needed to run the plantations. People were brought from Africa. However language was a problem. People felt like rebelling and getting out of work. Maybe this situation motivated the Dutch Planter to seek help? One effect of mission was to take away language and culture so that people could help and work.

The LMS responded in 1808, sending John Reid? to Demerara. The work of the GCU was begun. About five years after local missionaries began to steadily take over the work. In 1883 the GCU was formally established. When slavery was abolished the churches bought villages. Wilberforce, Victoria was the first one purchased. Schools were established (run by churches). Other mainline churches were doing the same. Schools were a significant way that churches could draw people in. Teachers often had to become members of the churches so that they could work. Churches were not just involved in education, but also in social, political and economic activities.
The Congregational churches were initially independent but the formation of the GCU drew churches together. The Union was initially the “British Guiana Congregational Union” BGCU, but after Independence in 1966 the BGCU became the GCU, and “Guiana” became “Guyana”. The GCU also became affiliated to CWM. The GCU has 3 important Offices: President, General Secretary and Treasurer. They are elected at the annual Assembly  - an event held over 4 or 5 days in April. The Executive meets 4 times per year to consider necessary business (special meetings can be called) – the “year” is from May to April. The Executive appoints sub-committees to consider special matters / areas of oversight. 
The GCU is currently made up of 35 active congregations and 5 ‘dormant’. The is a group / regional system (Guyana is divided into 3 counties). The group system grew out of a shortage of clergy. There are 8 groups in all. Each group is represented at the Executive by a group representative and the minister in charge. Reporting goes both ways. 4 groups meetings are held each year. The GCU has a constitution. The work of the Union is supported by each congregation. Each church is assessed by the Union. Assessment is based on membership and now also on ‘strength’. The GCU is also linked top cross-denominational work – e.g. the GCC which is linked to the WCC.

CWM – “A Different Concept in Mission”    (Ayana McCalman)

1. Foundations:

The are 31 member nations in 6 regions. Overall there are approx. 30M believers.
CWM is focused on a ‘Commitment to Partnership of churches in Mission.

CWM has its origins in the Missionary Movement in Europe:

· LMS formed in 1795

· Commonwealth (Colonial) MS in 1832

· (English) Presbyterian Board of M in 1847

Between 1895 & 1945 800 missionaries were appointed “overseas”.

There was commitment to the gospel but a lot of cultural / historical baggage went with it!

2. Historical Overview:

A framework led to the creation of CWM:

· 1966 to 1977: Anticipation & Preparation

· 1977 to 1987: Learning to be a Council

· 1987 to 1994: Discovering Diversity

· 1995 to 2002: Stewards of Grace

· 2001 to 2006: Resourcing for Mission 

3. Key History Notes:

CCWM (Congregational) was formed in 1966; CWM in 1973. A 6-yearly review was held in 1975.
The first missionary from the south was appointed in 1979.

Training in Mission (TIM) – leadership development linked to urban mission – begasn in 1981.

The first5 General Secretary from the south (Christopher Duraisingh) was appointed in 1987 (two-thirds of the members were in the south).

The Community of Women and Men in Mission began in 1991.

The sale of Nethersole Hospital (HK) for £135M (£100M to CWM) 
CWM Office moved from Livingstone House to Ipalo House in 1997. (“Ipalo” in Zambian = blessing)

Constitutional changes in 2003 heralded a significant change in governance.

4. CWM Strategy:

There was a full revision of the life, work and witness of CWM conducted in 2006.

This led to a clarity of CWM’s organisational vision, mission and values.

Key recommendations included:

· Creating a clear strategy;

· Reviewing governance, management and location;

· Adopting a revised by-line, “CWM: A Partnership of Churches in Mission”

Vision: “Fullness of Life through Christ for all Creation” (John 10 v10)

Mission: “Called to Partnership in Christ to mutually challenge, encourage and equip churches to share in God’s Mission”.

Values: 

· Justice in relationships;

· Mutuality, equality and interdependence;

· Generosity of Spirit;

· Unity in diversity.

Theological Statement:

· Mission in the context of Empire;

· Building on previous CWM statements and using stories from around the world and in the Bible describes:
· Our Context as Empire
· Our way of working and alternative paradigm as partnership;

· Our vision as fullness of life



5. Key Changes:


- management: teams v/s unity – integration of regional work


- governance: Assembly (4 yrly); full participation of youth & women; integration of regions


- location: Singapore!

6. Key Celebrations:


- inclusion of youth (including in governance!)


- inclusion of women


- equipping local congregations for mission


- partnership and equal membership in decision-making

Social Issues in Guyana    (Beverly Chan)
“Stories are the life-blood of existence.”
Child molestations the result of male access to pornography.

Is the church ready for the conversion of those who struggle?

But conversion is not the end of the process!

The church has to be ready for the onslaught of problems in the world.

Need to “spend more time connecting before we move to correcting.”!

· Connecting can come naturally

· Connecting takes time – don’t go so fast!

You can’t talk to people without a Biblical context.

Important to go deeper to understand the issues people face e.g. Family Violence

“If you say the same thing and get worse results you need to change the conversation!”

Up to 90% of sex-workers were raped / abused as children.

“It’s more difficult to be lost than to be saved!”

“You have to come to it before you get over it.”

“To protect the wider society you have to go to them.”

Challenge for the church:

· They tend to see categories of people as the ‘criminals’ of society;

· They preach more about Jesus than what He did!

· Challenge of leadership to guide thinking / processing of this information.

“There’s a deeper voice that speaks to people that you can only hear if you take time to connect.”
“Develop the art / skill of mixing without getting mixed up.”

The church is not ready and the leaders are not fully equipped to meet the needs.

“Jesus changed his method when his audience changed.”

The message is the same but the method changes.

“Change your method without changing your principles.”

“If you want to bridge the generation gap you just have to learn to do it!”

“The church is set up to feed people who are in need.”

You must become a ‘connector’!

Being a connector doesn’t start when problems begin – it’s a lifestyle!

Change your language: issues are not “problems”, they are “challenges”!

“Words are in people’s way.”

Ask God to help your life to evolve.

“Rights without responsibilities lead to barbarism!”

“Opportunities seldom come tied in a nice bow – they’re challenging!”

Religious Practices of Guyana  (Dale Bisnauth – author of “History of religions in the Carribean”)

What’s in a name – “Pastor”, “Reverend”, “Bishop”, etc?

Is the Pentecostal Church a ‘force to be reckoned with’?

Hymns & Choruses – we don’t always learn good music!

Guyana a “land of 6 peoples” – about 800,000 & multi-cultural.

People who came to Guyana all came related to sugar (Guyana gave them diabetes in return!).

In 1807 Guyana was a British colony. In 1831 it was large enough to divide into 3 groups / areas.

The Planters brought their own religion. The British were Anglicans.






The Church of England acted as a chaplaincy.

Some Scots (overseers of plantations) brought Presbyterianism.

The C of E & Presbyterians were small churches.

They weren’t rigorous church people – they ‘hung loose’

After slavery ended the time of ‘amelioration’ changed things.

1807 – missionaries came; Methodists first. Key person: John Smith

1823 – rebellion

1838 – emancipation of slaves completed. Planters resorted to importing workers. They needed large and amenable work-force. Experimented with Africans, West Indians, Chinese, Portuguese and finally Indians.

The Portuguese brought their own religion – Roman Catholicism.

The Chinese had their own religion but many converted to Christianity.

Africans converted to Christianity.

The Indians were a ‘problem’!

The important issues in Guyana:

· Skin colour;

· Church affiliation;

· Capacity to speak English;

· Culture (food, housing, salary, etc)

The Indians had their own cultural system / beliefs. They saw no advantage in converting so they remained Hindu and Muslim.

Guyana today is multi-cultural and multi-racial.

The President of Guyana is a Hindu. The Government is perceived as supporting Indians.

The GCU is not so vocally strong now after getting ‘burnt’ in the past. The church is often silent about discrimination, racism, etc. 

There is legislation that forbids criticism of other religions.

Out of respect the church ‘goes easy’ and can be lax.

The smaller Muslim (mainly Indian) is very aggressive, highly financed and increasingly visible!

Guyana needs to mount an aggressive assault on Islam!

* One of the shortcomings of the Reformed Tradition is that we lack systematic teaching & instruction of our people. People don’t always have confidence in apologetics. People are very vulnerable to religion portrayed by the electronic media. They are influenced by the ‘prosperity gospel’.

In Guyana poverty is rampant – often perceived in racial terms.

Christian people need to have an ability to speak and give reasons for their beliefs!
Guyana has been well-served by pietism but it is time to move on!

What are we, as preachers, talking about? Are we just personally moralising rather than dealing with the larger issues?

History, Social & Political situation in Guyana   (Dr Winston McGowan)

There are many approaches to Guyanan history.

One of the first things that strikes people is the multi-racial nature of Guyana. 

The earliest group that settled is now called the Amerindians – originally from Asia c900 years ago. They lived here for a while by themselves. They have ‘rights’ and now fight for land. They lived here about 400 years by themselves.

The Europeans began to arrive around 1500AD – people from Spain. Then about 1600 the Dutch arrived. They brought Africans to work on the Plantations – sugar, coffee & cotton. Slavery existed until 1838. For a long time Guyana had these three groups. In 1831 the British came and took charge. So the country was British Guiana until 1966 when Independence was granted.
After 1838 many African slaves refused to work anymore. Europeans then brought in different groups to replace them. 

The Portuguese came first, mostly from the Portuguese colony in Madeira (very few came from Portugal). Portuguese are Europeans but in the Guyana context were regarded as ‘second-rate’ Europeans. 

In Guyana Europeans never worked the plantations except in management. Portuguese were seen as a separate race.

Then the Indians from India came in 1838, and the Chinese.

In time we spoke of a ‘mixed race’. This has given rise to inter-racial conflict. Today the main conflict is between Africans and Indians.

In the last census Indians comprised 51% of the population; Africans 32%; Amerindians 7%; Portuguese & Chinese probably less than 1%. There is also a mixed race group which is steadily growing.

It has never been a successful time for racial integration. Indian & African violence was especially bad in the 1960’s. Churches have an important role to play!

Guyana’s move to Independence was probably the most bitter in the Caribbean. Politics were fairly Marxist so USA / UK were concerned about another “Cuba” developing. There was a lot of conflict.

Politics are divided today. Elections tend to be racially biased. Politics are also divided ideologically and geographically. There is a long history of ‘rigged’ elections and lack of democracy through till 1992. There was a long fight in the 1970’s & 1980’s for free and fair elections – there is a lingering bitterness. The tension continues. Politics are ‘fairly unprincipled’. This is a concern for Christians. Governance since Independence has always been questioned.
Social Issues in Guyana include:

· Poverty – low wages, high unemployment, causing people to (want to) emigrate. Many families depend on funds from relatives overseas. People used to leave for the UK; more to USA now.

· Crime – a major problem! Relatively small, ill-equipped police force.

· Violence – lots of access to firearms. Much concern! More domestic violence.

· Youth & Children – emergence of child-gangs (12 to 13 yr olds); children attacking school teachers; more ‘street children’; HIV/Aids. The church has lost impact on children. There is a need to recover ministry to infants / children.

· Drug-trafficking / consumption – an increasing concern! ‘Drug Lords’ often excape the justice system.

· Alcohol – increasing consumption.

· Health – problems with standards of health-care.

· Schools – the Government has assumed control away from the churches about 10 years ago. The government has allowed churches to regain some control but this is a major struggle.

The Government is struggling to address all these issues. Churches need to play a role, but it is not easy!

Gender Equity & Justice in Guyana   (Justice Roxanne George, Karen de Suza, Margaret?)

Women in Guyana received the vote in the 1950’s.

The Equal Rights Act in 1990 spoke to women’s issues.

The Prevention of Discrimination Act in 1997 particularly focused on issues of discrimination in the work-place e.g. maternity leave.

Legislation is present but there are issues with implementation.

Women are still at a disadvantage regarding property rights. A couple of Acts (1990) have been passed to assist with matrimonial issues.

Domestic Violence Act in 1996.

Still a lot of work to do!

Termination of Pregnancy Act in 1995 – termination possible up to 6 to 8 weeks. After that permission needed.

1999 – 2003 Constitutional Reform process. The opportunity was seized to ensure that women’s rights were included. 

The Electoral Laws have been amended to provide more opportunity to have women in parliament. Technically one-third of the parliament must be women. At present 30.8% are!

Laws are there but three areas of concern:

· Lack of programmes and projects that support implementation;

· Lack of access to justice for people;

· Problems with women and decision-making.

The church sometimes (appears) reticent and overly-cautious! The church is not seriously taking account of people’s realities. Preaching needs to be relevant about what people are feeling! We have perfected ‘burying our heads in the sand’.
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