THE MESSENGER

SUMMER 2025

BAPTIST WORLD MISSION

he world is grow-

Ing more and more

dangerous for mis-
sionaries. Peril in ministry
should not be a surprise
because Jesus told His dis-
ciples, “Behold, [ send you
forth as sheep in the midst of
wolves: be ye therefore wise
as serpents, and harmless as
doves” (Matthew 10:14). All
missionaries are sent forth
into the midst of wolves.
They must pray daily for the
Lord's grace to be wise and

harmless.

Jesus promised His enduring presence but
never guaranteed the safety of His disciples.
The oft-quoted proverb, “The safest place
to be is in the center of God's will," is simply
not true. Just a quick review of the lives

of Christ and His 12 apostles reveals how
unscriptural this claim is. However, just
because Jesus does not promise safety does
not mean He approves of recklessness. The
struggle, therefore, is not to try and balance
the imagined tension between obedience to
the Great Commission and personal security.
The missionary's prayer is to live out the
biblical union of obedience and wisdom.

Paul's experience in Damascus is often
the first biblical example that comes to
mind when discussing this topic. “And
after that many days were fulfilled, the
Jews took counsel to kill him: But their
laying await was known of Saul. And
they watched the gates day and night to
kill him. Then the disciples took him by

night, and let him down by the wall in a
basket” (Acts 9:23-25).

Let me highlight two points from this helpful
passage. First, Saul was the target. The Jews
were making plans to catch and kill him—not
Christians in general. He was their specific
target. Secondly, some have suggested

that Paul left Damascus, fleeing for his life.
That's not what happened. The Bible states
that “the disciples took him . . . and let him
down the wall in a basket.” There seems

to have been an adamant decision made by
the believers in Damascus, not a unilateral
decision made by the missionary fleeing

out of fear or self-preservation. Decisions
motivated by fear are never Spirit-filled
decisions (2 Timothy 1:7-12).

My family lived in a country suffering

from a civil war for a number of years.

Gun battles within earshot were a regular
occurrence. Daily, | asked the Lord for grace
to be wise and harmless. After prayerfully
seeking counsel from the Word of God, our
pastor, our field administrator, and fellow
missionaries, | compiled the following
biblical principles to help evaluate the
question: “Should we stay or leave?”

It may be time to reevaluate the wisdom
of staying:

1. When missionaries become the
explicit targets for attack or kidnapping
(Acts 9:23-24);

2. When national believers insist that
missionaries should leave because the
risk has become too great (Acts 9:25);

3. When the missionary's presence puts
the national believers in danger (Acts
17:1-10);

4. When one missionary spouse no
longer has peace and begins to express
grave concern (Ecclesiastes 4:9).

These four principles are not absolute.
Just because one local says, “You should
leave the country,” does not mean that
a missionary should immediately pack
up and abandon their life-long ministry.
Hasty, uninformed decisions are usually
bad decisions. The prayerful advice of
many counselors leads to well-established
purposes and decisions. “Without
counsel purposes are disappointed: but
in the multitude of counsellors they are
established” (Proverbs 15:22). Wise
missionaries are not lone rangers.

Our years of ministry during the civil war
were fruitful and edifying to the believers.
After one midweek service, | drove several
members home. Along the way, a mother
received a call from her son in Florida.

He tried to convince her to come to live
with him for her safety. The son presented
a couple of arguments and then asked,
“What about Pastor Ben? When did he
leave?" The mother replied, “Pastor Ben
and his family didn't leave. They're still
here. They're one of us.” The experience
of mutual suffering with other believers
can be invaluable (Galatians 6:2)!

Only when fellow Christian nationals

saw the change in public opinion and
recognized that our family had become
intentional targets as a result of false
propaganda did they insist that we leave.
Much like Saul in Damascus, the disciples
“took" our family, physically loaded us into
the church van, and drove us out of the
war zone.

If a sending church tells
its missionary to leave or
temporarily relocate for
the sake of security,

Continued on page 4
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After the Earthquake:

Stories from Myanmar's
Shattered Heart

n the wake of a powerful earthquake that shook central

Myanmar in March 2025, entire communities are left grap-

pling with loss, devastation, and uncertain futures. As Dr.
Hung Kim and Dr. Neng Thang moved from region to region, the
scope of the disaster revealed itself not just in the wreckage but in
the faces and stories of those left behind.

In Naypyidaw, the capital city,
heat radiated from the tempo-
rary shelters like a furnace. “The
temperature in the tent is unbear-
able,” one person remarked after
spending just ten minutes inside.
Families crowded beneath tarpau-
lin roofs, sweating and exhausted.
Behind the more durable tents with B = "
tin roofs, stories of loss emerged. In one neighborhood, a four-story
apartment building appeared to have only three—the bottom floor
swallowed by the trembling earth. No official rescue work had taken
place. The stench hung heavy in the air.

One woman recounted how the

4 house wall collapsed, killing her father
and pinning her daughter beneath
the rubble. Miraculously, her child

Sz, Wwas rescued after six long hours. Drs.
% Thang and Kim prayed with them,

=== shared the Gospel, and offered what

| comfort they could.

s

Further north in Mandalay, Myanmar's second-largest city, they
met a local pastor, one of their graduates, who was coordinating
relief efforts. In Sagaing, the broken bridge stood as a stark
reminder of the quake's power. Minn Street—once a thriving
community—was left in ruins. Over 170 lives were lost there. One
woman, still in shock, recalled how her father was killed when their
roof caved. Another widow spoke through tears, describing the
moment she lost both her husband and son.

In Innwa, the devastation
continued. However, the old prison
where missionary Adoniram Judson
was once held—known to locals

as “The Jesus Grove"—remained
intact, even as the land one block
away is split, and a massive nearby
pagoda has crumbled. “The gods
are helpless as well,” someone
muttered, pointing to the fallen
statues. Drs. Kim and Thang gathered with 50 survivors, offering
hope, prayer, and envelopes of aid in front of a small house church
still standing amid the destruction.

They recalled that everywhere they went, the heartbreak was palpa-
ble. But so, too, was the courage and resilience that sustains these
communities, even when the ground beneath them gives way.

Visit https://www.continuetogive.com/4926543 to learn more
about the “Myanmar Disaster Relief” fund set up by Baptist World
Missionaries Neng and Niang Thang.

Aika Okado

We are excited to welcome Aika Okado as
one of our newest missionaries. Aika was
reared in a Christian home in Japan and came
to know Christ as her Savior as a teenager.
She began college studies in Japan when her
family moved to the U.S. After completing
her degree, Aika joined her family and began
studying Economics at the University of
Wisconsin Milwaukee. The Lord began to
work on her heart to surrender to God's plan for her life and
return as a missionary to Japan. After graduating with her
second bachelor's degree, Aika gave her all in surrender to
Christ and began studying for missionary service at Baptist
College of Ministry. Aika is sent out of Falls Baptist Church

in Menomonee Falls, Wisconsin. To schedule a meeting with
Aika, please contact her at aokado@baptistworldmission.org.

Yaovi and Gentille
Kpogno

We are honored to welcome
Yaovi and Gentille Kpogno to
the Baptist World Family! The
Kpognos were born in Togo,
West Africa, and came to know
the Lord through missionaries in
their hometown. From 2011 to
2018, the Lord led Yaovi to train
for full-time ministry in the U.S.
After receiving his Master of Divinity degree at the Crown
College of the Bible in Powell, Tennessee, he moved to
Hillsdale Baptist Church in Tampa, Florida, for his internship.
He was ordained and sent out as a missionary in 2017. Yaovi
and Gentille were married in 2023. Through their pastor's
counsel, they felt the Lord's leading to join Baptist World
Mission. We feel blessed to serve this faithful couple in Togo.
If you would like to schedule a meeting with the Kpognos,
please contact them at ykpogno@baptistworldmission.org.

Selam Joseph

Congratulations on the engagement
of BWM missionary Robinson
Gresseau to Selam Joseph. We are
thrilled at the Lord's provision in their
lives! In April, Selam was interviewed
by the BWM Board of Trustees, and
we are excited to announce her
appointment for missionary service,
effective upon their marriage in September 2025. Selam
was born and raised in British Columbia, Canada. She came
to know Christ as a teenager. She received her Master's

in Christian Education from West Coast Baptist College in
Lancaster, California. We look forward to seeing how God
will use Robinson and Selam together on the field in Haiti.
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Matt and Amanda Smith

Serving in Colombia

I Keep Seeing
Their Faces

A young man named
Luis was standing at the
entrance to our church
in San Juan, asking

for the pastor. | was
setting up chairs for the
afternoon service and
motioned for Jorge to
come with me to talk
with Luis. We were
about to be shocked by
his story.

N

"I cannot see why life is worth living anymore,” he said as

he began. “I used to be in church with my mom when | was
little."” But as a teenager, he had joined a dissident group of

the FARC guerillas. Now, he was running for his life. The group
had just murdered his brother, and he had found him in a trash
bag. As Luis told us his story, he mentioned how he used to

kill mercilessly. He showed us scars on his arms that he had

cut when he could not kill. Now, he said he was tormented
remembering his victim's faces. As he entered our town, he saw
a funeral procession and decided to find a church and speak with
the pastor. He was told to leave the Pentecostal church and then
was rejected by the Catholic priest when he just “happened to
pass" our church as we were setting up for the service. Jorge and
| shared the Gospel with him, and before he left, Luis bowed his
head and asked Christ to save him and forgive him of his many
sins. The scars remain, but praise the Lord, there is hope for
living a new life in Christ.

We Have Been Listening to a
Radio Broadcast

San Juan is located in the valley between the two guerilla
towns of Cordoba and Contadero. We recently had some
visitors begin attending church from Cordoba. Patricia came
first. She arrived right before the service and asked if we could
cast out demons. She claimed to be afflicted by them and
listened intently as Carlos explained that salvation in Christ was
what she needed and that a demon could not possess a child
of God because of the Holy Spirit's indwelling presence. She
stayed for the service and has continued to attend ever since.
After a few weeks, she brought some of her family. Her brother
told us that on their mountain, they get a radio signal from
Ecuador and had been listening to preaching. He said that as
they listened, they began questioning the doctrine they were
being taught in the small group they met with in Cordoba. He
asked about our beliefs and was excited to learn we believed
what they had been hearing on the radio. Please pray for
Patricia, her husband, their children, and Patricia's brother and
family to be saved soon.

Tom and Anna Johnson
Serving in Cambodia

man from Germany named Martin, who was visiting

Cambodia from another nearby Asian country, was

listening to me share the Gospel with a Cambodian
national. Martin could not stop looking at me. He was cap-
tivated and extremely curious about what I was saying. So,
[ started witnessing to Martin. He was so open—wow! He
understood the Gospel perfectly and wanted to accept Christ.
When [ asked Martin some questions to make sure he really
understood, I discovered that he was truly ready, so [ led him
in the sinner’s prayer. However, he was the one praying from
his heart! Martin truly accepted Christ as His personal Savior.

He was so thrilled about his new decision and immediately
shared it with others on our team. Then, Martin told me that
he was leaving Phnom Penh the next day! He got saved on his
last day in Cambodia! But the testimony does not stop there.
Martin then shared with me a song he had been listening

to before we met. The song was about opening his heart to
Jesus, but Martin didn't know how to do that, and he had no
one to share the Good News with him until we met that night!
Wow—it gave me ‘goosebumps” to think that there were
about a thousand people out on the riverside that night, and
God's Spirit led our team to the person who was searching
and ready to get saved.
Later, a Cambodian
lady to whom Suong
witnessed got saved;
thus, two were saved
that night! It was God's
Spirit at work and a
wonderful example of
a "divine appointment!”

Don and Jill Vanderhoof

Serving in Germany

God Uses Dogs!

ne of the ladies in our

church, Annelie, regularly

walks a friend's collie. While
out walking the dog, she met a man
named Markus, who was also walking
his dog. Their paths began to cross on
a fairly regular basis, and Annelie be-
gan to talk to Markus about Jesus. As
Markus was confronted with the truth, God opened his heart to
receive it, and he placed his faith in Christ for salvation.

His excitement about being saved is exhilarating! He is like a
sponge, soaking up the truths of God's Word and always desiring
more. Not too long after his salvation, Markus desired to be
immersed and give a public testimony of God's grace in his life.
Markus' two children were present on the day he took this step
of obedience. He is living his faith before his children.



e rejoice in the progress and provision for all our missionaries. Some have
already gone or are soon to go to the field. Please pray they receive their

final support and are blessed in their commissioning services.

Robert and Mary Southard (Furlough Replacement)
rsouthard@baptistworldmission.org

The Southards have reached full support and are available to serve
as furlough replacement missionaries.

Shimon and Keiko Okado (Japan)
sokado@baptistworldmission.org

The Okados have reached 90% support and will depart for Japan
in early July, following an ordination and commissioning service at
Falls Baptist Church on June 29.

Should We Stay or Leave?

Continued from page 1

Joanna is fully supported for her ministry in Colombia and, Lord willing,
departs for language school in early July. Family and friends gathered
at Crossroads Baptist Church on June 22 to witness and celebrate her
commissioning.

Baptist World Mission will recognize this decision
as wisdom from above. We support the sending
church’s authority. Every situation is unique.
Sometimes, missionaries in the same country

or on the same team will come to different
decisions. When “great persecution” came upon
the church in Jerusalem, some believers stayed,

and some “scattered” (Acts 8:1).
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Schedule an
administrator or
director at your
church!

BWM administrators and
directors offer a wonderful

Joanna Smith (Colombia) jsmith@baptistworldmission.org blend of passionate preach-

ing and current field experi-
ences. Please contact BWM
if you would like to schedule
any of these men for your
next conference.

Call 256.353.2221

ITINERARIES

To view their latest itinerar-
ies, please visit
https://www.baptistworld-
mission.org/itineraries

As our Commander in Chief, we recognize
that God has the ultimate authority to give
various orders. Baptist World Mission does
not judge or mandate when a missionary
should stay or leave. We cannot write a FOLLOW BWM
one-size-fits-all policy to fit every situation.

We are confident that the Lord who sends

missionaries to serve among wolves will guide
some to stay and some to scatter, but all to be
wise and harmless as they evangelize, disciple, \

and plant churches worldwide.
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