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Introduction: Face-to-Face Fiji 2013  

In July and August of 2013, I had the opportunity to attend a mission exposure 
programme in the Fiji Islands sponsored by the Council for World Mission (CWM). 
The programme consists of three placements of ten days each and is intended to 
expose the participants to and engage them with the realities for those who are 
denied fullness of life. 

“Fullness of life” is a very broad concept and something that can be given  or 
denied  in many ways both physically and emotionally, spiritually and mentally. 
The restoration of this fullness of life is deeply theological. More than just a spiritual 
term, the Hebrew word for soul, nephesh, literally means the breath of life. It is “the 
vitality that makes one what he or she essentially is.”1 As relational beings created in 
the image of God, what we essentially are is intimately dependent on relationship: 
with God, with others, and with the world.  
  While the restoration of soul tends to be a pastoral term (Psalm 23), it is also 
profoundly missiological. Fr. Kevin Barr reminds us of our “very long tradition 
concerning social justice in the Judeo-Christian tradition”.2 The tendency, he argues, 
has been to “’spiritualise’ the bible and the teaching of Jesus as though [we] are 
speaking about another world.”3 But if fullness of life, and indeed the reconciliation 
that precedes it, is incarnational, then we are forced to be people of social justice 
and social restoration. Christians have a responsibility, as people of Jesus Christ, to 
work for the restoration of fullness of life wherever it is denied in the world. 

In order to expose the participants to the wide scope of social injustices in Fiji (and 
the world), each placement focused on a particular element of this denial of fullness 
of life. The first, Viwa Island, focused on the negative effects of climate change; the 
second placement in the squatter settlements of Suva, was concerned with low 
income earning; and the final placement in the region of Namosi was confronted 
with global capitalism and unsustainable use of land. 

Using these three placements as my primary content, this paper is a personal 
reflection of my time in the Fiji Islands. Through interaction with the story of the 
hospitality of Abraham in Genesis 18, I will discuss what I learned about the nature 
of ministry and mission in these contexts. I will also reflect on my personal growth 
over this time and what I intend to take back to Aotearoa New Zealand. This, I will 
argue, can be summed up in a theology of “kana vaka levu”. 

                                                        
1 John Patton, Pastoral Care: An Essential Guide (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2005), 3. 
2 Kevin J. Barr, Social Justice in the Judeo-Christian Tradition (Suva: Wailoku Publications, 2012), 2. 
3 Ibid., 3. 



The Hospitality of Abraham 

Our experiences as Christians (and particularly as students for the ministry of Word 
and sacrament) should never be absent of prayerful meditation. We should pray for 
a spirit of wisdom and revelation (Eph 1:17 NRSV), so that through our experiences 
we can come to know God, and by this we can come to know the hope that sustains 
us in our ministry. Our life should always be an interaction between word and work 
through faith. Therefore, it is appropriate that this personal reflection on my time in 
Fiji begins in interaction with Scripture. After all if the word is a living word then it 
is not irrelevant to our experiences but rather frames our experiences and gives 
them deeper levels of meaning so that through them we can come to better know 
God.  

On the day of departure to our first placement we attended chapel at the Pacific 
Theological College (PTC). There we heard of Abraham’s hospitality in Genesis 18. 
This passage stayed with me over the course of my three placements and continued 
to be a point of reflection as I wrote my daily journal. I was quite unable to get my 
head around the generosity of Abraham to the three strangers. Seeing the men 
standing nearby he runs to them, begs them to stay and be refreshed, and then 
provides an abundant feast for them, standing by while they eat. It is hospitality that 
seems totally at odds with the situation. 

But during my time in Fiji I would on many occasions draw comparison between the 
hospitality of Abraham and that of my adoptive families. The words “kana vaka 
levu”, meaning eat lots, became a phrase etched in my brain as I heard it time and 
time again as we gathered to eat. Initially words of discomfort (I would frequently 
eat until I was uncomfortably full and almost unable to move!), kana vaka levu 
became for me an expression of selfless generosity. I was never left hungry, or in 
any way wanting, even if there was little money, or a near-empty pantry. As an 
honoured guest, my adoptive families always gave me the best to the extent that 
they would frequently miss out. Living but for a short time in a subsistence society I 
came to understand more fully the abundant generosity of Abraham. Just as Sarah 
made cakes from flour, so too would I often eat keke made with flour and oil. Just as 
Abraham slaughtered a calf, so too would I eat a freshly killed bull worth hundreds 
of dollars. And just as he set out milk and curds, so too was I offered milk and sugar 
in my tea, even if there was not enough for everyone. It was costly hospitality in a 
way that I had never experienced. 

The story of Abraham’s hospitality still remains foreign to me, but it continues to 
speak to my time in Fiji. The words of Abraham, “my lord, if I find favour with you, 
do not pass by your servant” (Gen 18:3 NRSV), are echoed in the kana vaku levu said 
to me time and again. The majority of learning for me came not in learning to give 
the kana vaka levu, but in learning to receive: receiving their abundant hospitality, 
listening to their stories, hearing their challenges and seeing their struggles, 
breathing in their culture and way of living. A theology of kana vaka levu is as a 
much a theology of receiving as much as giving  indeed for me it was almost all 
receiving. And it is this I will focus on throughout my reflection. 



Viwa Island: Learning to Receive 

“Let me bring a little bread, that you may refresh yourselves” (Gen 18:5) 

As I was flew to Nadi from New Zealand the anxiety began to consolidate. “I am 
scared and unsure,” I wrote in my first journal entry, “unable to find certainty in 
myself, so Lord, let me turn with joy and gratitude to you.” The placement to Viwa 
Island was for me defined by a breaking down of certainty and security in myself. In 
an entirely foreign culture, self-reliance became anxiety and doubt. I was forced to 
look externally. I was forced to receive and to look for God in the new and the 
foreign. 

All three placement constituted a process of “learning to learn” from others but I 
attribute this primarily to Viwa because, as the first placement, it was where the 
strongest sense of culture shock happened and where many of my preconceptions 
were broken down. 

During my time in Viwa I received on two levels. The first level of receiving was 
material. I received food and drink, I received the yaqona (kava) from the tanoa 
bowl, namely, I received the hospitality of the people. On this alone I learned a lot, 
drawing comparison with the sacrament of communion. The tanoa took on an 
almost sacramental significance (for better or worse) as the people gathered 
together around it, offered hospitality and protection to strangers, and shared 
stories together about God and the community. With the words of Abraham still 
ringing in my ears (“Let me bring a little bread, that you may refresh yourselves”) 
the sacrificial giving of communion takes on new significance. This meal is a meal of 
social justice, one that seeks reconciliation with others, one that calls us to dwell 
with the poor. For me, the tanoa played a similar function. 

The second level of receiving was nonmaterial. I was learning to listen, to hear the 
words of the people, to be quiet and to neither impose my views on others nor let 
those views cloud my own thoughts. After a bible study I wrote in my journal, 
“should we be guiding them at all or are we just imposing our own cultures on 
them?” I was struck by the discontinuity in thought processes between them and 
me. Language and epistemological differences set up barriers that proved very 
difficult to move beyond. The tower of Babel seemed to loom ominously ahead. If we 
are always speaking to one another we are liable to misunderstand each other.  

But if we can learn to listen, in the hope and knowledge that Christ speaks above 
and through culture, then the Spirit is able to guide and teach through the words of 
others. In this way, I can be hopeful that I have something to offer to the people of 
Viwa. But perhaps more significantly, they have something to offer me, and indeed, 
God through them has something to offer me. 

Learning to listen is like heeding the call of Abraham to stop and be refreshed. 
Through receiving from others the word of God can be communicated and create 
community with peoples who would otherwise stand worlds apart. Learning to 
receive, to listen, is the first step to reconciliation, and social justice. 



Wailoku: Learning to Empower 

“Do as you have said” (Gen 18:5) 

In learning to receive, we learn to empower. It is precisely this thinking that allows 
the Peoples Community Network (PCN) to work so well. The PCN consists of 
families living within squatter settlements around Fiji. It works by the people 
themselves discussing what they need and then, through weekly giving of $1 and 
some external support, plans are funded and put into action leading to new roads, 
houses, equipment for school etc. The poor and marginalised are given a voice. They 
are listened to. But instead of just handing out money  a short term solution which 
often disempowers  the people, just like Abraham, receive the response: “Do as 
you have said.” (Gen 18:5 NRSV). The people are empowered to help themselves. 

Learning to empower, therefore, is closely tied with learning to listen. In mission, 
the first response is often to ask what can I give to these people? This focus on giving 
often encompasses our entire worshipful lives: What can I give to God? Lord, I come 
to you… Lord, I bless your holy name. Certainly giving is a fundamental part of 
Christian faith. But if it is our primary concern then the focus is actually placed on us 
and not on God or on others. Giving should always remain secondary to receiving. In 
worship we receive God’s blessings and hear God’s word before we are empowered 
to go out and give in return; just so in mission. The first and most important thing 
we can do is to simply dwell with the poor and disempowered, to hear their 
concerns and struggles and to exist with them in the hardships of life. This is a 
tremendously frightening thing and it is no wonder many Christians prefer to give at 
arms-length. But this is the call of Jesus who ate and drank with sinners. 

The giving follows after community is established. Active listening becomes active 
giving as you work with the people in their struggles. The PCN is established and 
external funds are made available to aid the poor in helping themselves. PCN works 
because it is a response to genuine need that has been expressed and heard by the 
people. 

But the empowering isn’t just one-way. As the disempowered learn to empower 
themselves a challenge is laid out. No longer can I justify my own wealth because I 
am charitable to those in need. Empowerment isn’t so much about charity as 
dwelling with. As I am confronted with this reality, the realisation sets in that wealth 
acts as a barrier to dwelling with the poor. It separates me from them and makes it 
harder to receive and to listen. I am empowered to change, or rather disempowered 
by my own wealth. Such an experience at Wailoku has the ability to wake me up 
from my own comfort and ignorance. 

Finally, empowerment is sustained through hope and aspiration. My adoptive family 
in Wailoku hoped to soon build a permanent home out of brick with running water, 
a shower, and enough rooms for the whole family to stay. This dream was reliant on 
PCN helping to purchase the land for the people. Empowerment, while aided 
through external resources, is founded on hope from the people themselves. 



Namosi: Learning to Coexist 

“…they ate” (Gen 18:8) 

I have referred a couple of times to my “adoptive families” on each placement. I use 
this term quite specifically to echo God’s intention for our “adoption as his children 
through Jesus Christ” (Eph 1:5 NRSV). At each placement I was received, not just as 
honoured guest, but someone who was genuinely cared for, like a prodigal son. 
During my final placement in Namosi, however, this “adoption” took on new 
significance: I was part of a very active Catholic family while I am part of the 
Reformed tradition. I participated in their prayers, went to Mass, attended the 
Charismatic meeting, and joined in the procession of the statue of “Our Lady of 
Fatima” to the neighbouring villages. Learning to coexist, to be with others, 
particularly on an ecumenical level, became the focus of my stay in Namosi. 

But first I want to talk about coexisting and the issue of unsustainable land use 
which the villages face. The mountains in which the villages are situated are rich in 
copper, gold, and other minerals attracting big mining companies from Japan and 
Australia. This industry brings some good to the community such as employment 
but it also destroys the land and pollutes the rivers, which in turn affects all the 
villages who make use of the water further down the mountains. There are also 
issues around land ownership which directly affect the villages. The situation in 
Namosi shows a very real conflict between global capitalism and the village lifestyle. 
Often subsistence living is assumed to be a bad thing, something that can be 
developed. But during my ten days in Namosi I witnessed a way of living that 
allowed for coexistence with both land and with others. This is not to say the 
villagers wanted to stay in subsistence but that the village lifestyle forced me to 
question my own unsustainable way of living represented perhaps by the big mining 
companies. 

To return to ecumenical coexistence, in my experience this is often reduced to 
ecumenical tolerance  accepting one another at arms length. But through living 
with my adoptive family I was forced to coexist on a much more intimate level. My 
participation was more than mere observation and acceptance. Like the three men 
in Genesis 18 I received the hospitality of my host and “ate” with them. In an 
ecumenical sense, this act of eating with one another implies genuine fellowship, the 
ability to receive and partake in the beliefs of the other. 

Refusing to participate fully in their worship implies a monopoly on the Truth, a 
claim that no Christian should make. If Jesus Christ is the Way, the Truth, and the 
Life then Truth is not something one can own but something that is relational, that 
grows, that is an ongoing journey, and that must be lived. Coexistence on an 
ecumenical level is therefore a willingness and desire to dwell with the other, to eat 
with the other and to worship with the other in the knowledge that our individual 
beliefs exist within a united whole: the body of Christ. My family’s adoption of me 
echoes our divine adoption as brothers and sisters of Christ and was an affirmation 
of our ultimate unity in Jesus Christ. 



Aotearoa: Learning to Leave 

“…and after that you may pass on” (Gen 18:5) 

Just as encountering new situations, meeting new people and going to new places is 
an important part of life, so to is leaving behind and moving on. In fact, perhaps 
more important than the actual experience is the consequent reflection and learning 
that takes place followed by appropriate action. Abraham tells his guests: “refresh 
yourselves, and after that you may pass on” (Gen 18:5 NRSV). There are clear limits 
to the encounter. Theologically, times of absence are important. Jesus tells his 
disciples: “it is for your advantage that I go away, for if I do not go away, the 
Advocate will not come to you; but if I go, I will send him to you” (John 16:7 NRSV). 
Through absence the Spirit can work by helping us to remember the past and by 
using those memories and stories to grow and to serve God in new ways in the 
future. 

So what have I learnt from my time on the Face-to-Face Programme? Through 
learning to receive, empower and coexist, how has my understanding of mission 
changed?  
  Often mission is conceptualised as going out, as giving. The focus is on the 
missionary or the church doing the mission. The problem with this is that it places 
the emphasis on giver or givers not on God or the people in need of help. The missio 
dei is precisely that: the mission of God. In every situation God is already present by 
the Spirit and our presence is a participation in that. If we place God at the centre of 
a community in need then the “missionaries” are merely one part, one voice, in the 
community. The primary role of the missionary is to dwell with the community in 
need and actively listen, to hear their struggles and help to voice them. Only then, 
and with wisdom and patience, should the missionary offer his or her own voice. 

Mission is not so much about charity, a top-down approach to giving, because it does 
not address the root of the problem: the rich and poor divide set in place by unfair 
economic systems and the greed of the few at the top. Even if the rich give more and 
more money to those in poverty at the end of the day there will still be poverty. We 
are faced with the harsh reality that mission involves a radical coexistence  giving 
up our wealth and material goods and dwelling with the poor. It is not an easy thing 
to do. In fact it will be horrifically frightening to many, including myself, when we 
consider the implications for our own lives. 

Above all then, what is required? Compassion. And this will lead to being present, 
coexisting, with the poor. Following this we need to listen actively, which is 
transformed into action with the community. Also, with the PCN model in mind, we 
can aid the poor in helping themselves through professional skills such as business 
management, accountancy, and micro-financing. Though again, these skills merely 
serve to build on a foundation of hope and desire to change, which must come from 
the poor themselves. So let us show compassion where there is none. Let us learn to 
receive the kana vaka levu, to listen, to empower, and above all to dwell with the 
poor. 


