Are Modern Youth Turned Off to Missions?
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In 2002, we took a trip to Turkey to visit many places there that are mentioned in the Bible. Before our tour, we prayed, asking God to show us if Turkey should become one of Avant's future fields of service. 

After two weeks in Turkey, we had a very positive impression and felt that we ourselves would love to go there to live and share the gospel with these people. That was of course not possible due to our age and health issues that needed attention. It was toward the end of our tour that God gave us the confirmation we hoped for and we shared the following experience with mission leaders. 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Seven Churches Tour - April 20 through May 4, 2002
Each day of our tour we had a Bible study or time of fellowship together, led either by the organizer of the tour, Dr. Fritz Lippert, or by Pastor Horst Fischer. Our Turkish tour guide, Ismael, did an excellent job of providing detailed and informative insights into Turkish history, culture, religion and politics. 

In Istanbul (formerly Constantinople), we visited many historic places including the famous Blue Mosque and the Haggia Sophia Mosque. We also toured the Topkapi or Sultan’s Palace with its harem and extensive slave quarters. We saw porcelain, armor and weaponry of the past, the famous 86-carat Kasikcy Diamond and even a hair from Mohammed’s beard. There are only about 4,500 Christians (Catholic and Protestant) in Turkey which has a population of 45 million. After touring the Museum of Anatolian Antiquities in Ankara, we spent the rest of our time visiting places named in scriptures.

Our Turkish tour guide was a Muslim, but he read from a Gideon’s Bible at these sites. I noticed that he had even memorized some passages. When we had our own Bible studies, he was always present and took notes. One evening near the end of our tour, our Austrian group leader announced that we would be meeting after supper as usual, but this time we would have a testimony time instead of the Bible study. 

Our guide, Ismael, showed up as usual and listened intently as one after another, we shared experiences that we had with the Lord, told of answered prayer and testimonies of conversions. When it was time to retire, the Austrian leader asked our guide if he had any announcements to make regarding the following day’s activities. Instead, he said that he too would like to give a testimony. We all wondered what a Muslim would have to say but no one could have anticipated what we were about to hear. 

Our guide said that he had started his career as a tour guide 15 years earlier when the tourist industry was in its infancy. Tour busses were not air conditioned and there were no cell phones. He was taking a group of German tourists to the usual places, mainly the seven places named in Revelation 2 and 3. It was a blazing hot day and everyone wanted to sit by the windows to keep cool. Suddenly there was a strange noise and the bus came to a halt. The driver soon discovered that a water hose had burst and leaked all the water out onto the road. 

"We were in a desert-like area, with not so much as a tree in sight," our guide told us. "While the driver and I inspected the damage and discussed possible options, the group of tourists got out, formed a circle on the shady side of the bus and had a prayer meeting." 

Our guide had to pause to clear his throat. He then said that he had never shared this experience with anyone other than his wife, and she had warned him not to tell anyone else.  Then he continued a story that none of us will soon forget. 

"While the group was still praying, an old dilapidated car pulled up behind the bus. He told us the make, model and year. A Turk got out and in perfect Turkish dialect asked, 'What is your problem? Jesus sent me to help.' "

Our guide said he was dumbfounded, for he had never heard any Turk mention Jesus in a respectful manner. They showed the stranger their problem and he told the driver to get into his car. There were no seats in his vehicle and the driver was using a three-legged stool to sit on. The bus driver got a blanket, laid it on the floor and after climbing inside, the car drove around the bus and off out of sight. 

Half an hour later, the man returned. According to the bus driver, they drove to the stranger’s house, where he found a sledge hammer that had a piece of galvanized pipe for a handle. He cut a piece off with his hacksaw and clamped sections of the broken hose onto each end of the pipe. He then filled a canister with water and returned to the bus. Within minutes the problem was resolved and the bus was ready to go.

The tour guide was not quite finished with his story. He said that three miracles happened that day which cannot be explained. 

The first miracle was a Turk showing up just as the tourists were praying and saying that he was sent by Jesus. 

The second miracle was that he had driven up to the bus from behind when he first arrived and also when he returned with the pipe, but he departed both times, driving around the bus in the same direction he came. Our tour guide said that he had traveled that same road hundreds of times since then and asked many local people where there was a connecting road. No road was shown on the map and the locals insisted that none exists. 

The third miracle occurred when they tried to give the stranger money for his helpfulness. Our tour guide said that no Turk ever refuses money, and if you offer a Turk money for anything, he will always try to get more. Yet this Turk refused money, saying he did it for Jesus!

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

The experience our tour guide related was an answer to our prayer. We shared our experiences with mission leaders upon our return to America, and Turkey was named as one of Avant’s future mission fields. In September 2016, there are 335 Avant missionaries serving in dozens of countries around the world.  The second highest concentration of workers is now in Turkey! And these workers are mostly young people.

------------------

This past Sunday someone introduced us to a visitor attending our church as follows: "This couple served as missionaries in Europe for almost 40 years." The visitor replied, "That is wonderful! It is so sad that few young people respond to the Lord's call to missions these days. It seems that the comforts of life, material things and worldly entertainment have become very strong deterrents for the younger generation." 

We have been hearing similar statements now for decades. While it is true that many churches are witnessing an exodus of youth and young couples, who just don't seem to fit or feel comfortable in church, I don't believe that the situation has changed that much since we were young.

We just returned from the annual Homecoming Conference of Avant Ministries on Friday. We estimate that a hundred conference participants were over 70 and perhaps ten were over 90! We are no longer serving abroad, but we are still missionaries at heart! And we were excited to hear about what God is doing around the world today -- through committed and gifted young people! 

Modern youth love extreme sports such as skydiving, snowboarding, whitewater kayaking, free-style motocross, kitesurfing and ice climbing. But only the minority actually gets involved. The others just watch it on TV.  Some of the latter group will grow up, get good jobs and settle down in comfortable churches with entertaining music and modern technology. And they will bemoan the exodus of youth and young couples who just don't seem to fit or feel comfortable in church.

It seems that not much has changed since we were young "whippersnappers." 

It is only a minority of young Christians who sign on for missions, but they are going to some of the most dangerous places on the globe to share the gospel with people who have never heard. You won't see them on TV or read about their activities in publications, however, because publicity is dangerous for both the missionary and those whom they are trying to reach. 
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We are seated here next to Frank and Marie Drown, who were much involved in that 1956 attempt to reach the Aucas of Ecuador with the gospel. Five of their colleagues died in that mission, but the Drowns and the Auca church are thriving!

The next picture was taken at mealtime during an earlier conference. Look who are sitting at the Drown’s table listening to Frank and Maries stories! These missionary kids are likely serving on missionfields today!
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