Philippine Reflections

Monday—28 April

It is good to be back—the sights and sounds are so foreign and yet so familiar—the first thing that struck
me is how many people there are. Everywhere. All the time. As we drove from the airport at 11:00 pm
there were people on the street everywhere—just hanging out with each other. Manila is still the same
incredible mix of worlds that it always was—a unique blend of western technology morphed in a million
different ways to serve a very different, far more
relational culture.

We went to visit Aling Rosario this morning. She lives in
a little makeshift hut on the side of the street just
across from Alison’s first home in Manila. She is still

. there eeking out an existence so tenaciously. Rosario
was thrilled to see Alison, and within a few minutes it
was like we had been gone for only a week rather than
nine years. She shared about her arthritis and other
health problems, about her kids and grandkids. Then
her daughter arrived—ast time we saw Emily she was a
young teenager, now she is the mother of three cute
boys. She went to Saudi to work last year, but didn't like it so she came back after four months—she
was so glad to be back home— was so struck by that. Living in a shack at the side of the road was
better? Of course they immediately went and bought us cokes and crackers—how humbling to have
them show us such hospitality!

| was struck as well by the new development—there are new malls everywhere ,| saw two Starbucks and
there is the new Light-rail transit. Yet my impression is that poverty is just as rampant and has just as
tenacious a hold here as it ever did.

We walked out the door this morning and found a man carrying a full size bed on his back that he was
selling—how does this guy make a living? Does he really sell enough beds just walking around a
neighbourhood like that? The street vendors are as present as ever, but now everyone has cellphones.
Strange paradoxes.

It is like coming home to a place that you never completely fit in, but that you miss so much.

Tuesday—29 April

We spent the day visiting 3 different urban poor communities where our friends from Mission Ministries
Philippines are working to plant churches as a means to the end of community transformation. It was
incredibly fulfilling to see and hear how these friends of ours and their co-workers are living out the
urban poor outreach we dreamed of seeing happen back in the 90s.



It took us two hours of slow, grinding, bumper to bumper
driving to get to the first community we visited in Cavite. It was
a great time of conversation, but it also reminded me of how
the daily grind of life is so hard here and why when we arrived
back in Hamilton ten years ago | used to laugh at people who
complained about how bad Toronto traffic is.

Walking into the Talaba
community you are immediately aware of the environmental
degradation that steals quality from life for those living here. The
team is contemplating responding to this situation with a program
where they will give a kilo of rice for each kilo of plastics people
gather. | love their creativity—with the current rice shortage, offering
rice will catch everyone’s attention. They have a short-term team
coming in June that they are hoping will help them run this program.

The team is nearly
done with their
work in this area.
They have been
working here for a bit more than two years. They
have established a pre-school started and
simultaneously started the church. They were able to
purchase the rights to a piece of property in the
community and have put up a building that provides

space for both the preschool at the church.

The next community we visited was in Taytay right next to
Laguna de Bay. This too is a community built on land that
floods. Many of the homes are built on stilts over heavily
polluted water. Navigating the plank walkways was the most
adventurous part of the day. The team has only been working
here for just four months. They already have a very simple
church building where they are gathering people on Sundays.




One of the exciting things for me in going to this area was meeting up with
Sally. She was one of the members of the church in the squatter area of Balik
Balik where our teams worked during the 90s. Hearing how she and others
are now sent out by urban poor churches as missionaries is the realization of a
dream. Very cool.

The last community we visited is on the very outskirts of Metro-Manila in
Montalbon. This is the area where the city is growing outward the fastest.
Right now this feels like being in the province, but new homes are being added
to the area monthly and it won'’t be long before this place shifts to an urban

reality.

Thursday, May 1*

Today we went back to visit Sitio Lambak, the urban
poor community that we lived in for two years from
1991-93. It will take time for me to unpack all | saw
and felt there. It was fun to watch looks of
suspicion turn to smiles and laughter as people
remembered us. It's gratifying to know our time
there had relational impact, and yet the sense of
spiritual hardness in this community is still tangible
for me. Itis not an easy place for the gospel to take
root. Hearing how a couple of the teens who came
to faith during our time working here are now
thriving in their chosen professions gives me hope,
and yet the on-going weight of poverty feels crushing.

Sunday, May 4"

The International Leadership Forum keeps us going pretty much non-stop. It is great to connect with
people from around the world—to hear stories and compare notes with others over meals. Itis fun to
watch people experience Metro-Manila and Philippine
realities. They find it overwhelming and yet there is so much
life in the midst of it all.

Pastor Gani shared this morning about how God continues to
work through International Teams Philippines to send Filipinos
across Asia and around the world. There are well over a
hundred Filipinos working long-term outside the country and
many more involved here in the Philippines encouraging




churches to get involved in missions. Wow. There has been so much growth—they have done an
amazing job of building towards the vision of the Philippines being a blessing to the whole world.

Wednesday, May 7"

We spent the morning at the worship gathering of Mission
Ministries Philippines. They asked us to speak about our work
and what God has been teaching us. We chose to focus on all
of the ways that God used our experience in the Philippines to
lay a foundation for the work he has called us to now.

Alison shared about how she learned about hospitality in the
Philippines, and how that prepared her for the ministry she
now has with refugees in Hamilton. How the people here in
the Philippines have taught her to be hospitable and
welcoming, learning she is now putting into practice in
Hamilton as she helps churches welcome refugees and new immigrants who arrive .

| shared about how God used Filipino culture and our experience of church and community here to
expose the excessive individualism of my home culture and teach me about the communal reality of our
life in Christ. | shared how this learning is some of the seed from which TrueCity grew.

| shared the story of TrueCity and the joy of seeing churches awakened to their call to engage mission,
and how they are learning to do this together with other churches. As in most places we share, they
found this encouraging and challenging—there is so much competition between churches that it is hard
to believe it possible for them to tangibly work together. |1 am glad that God’s work in Hamilton can
come as an encouragement to leaders here on the other side of the world. To me that is the beauty of
the global reality of Church—there is so much to be shared back and forth.

Thursday, May 8™

| spent the morning with my good friend Raineer Chu. As always | marvelled
at his discernment and creativity as he shared about the challenges they face
in reaching out to the urban poor and their new initiatives to overcome the
barriers—the progress they have made in dealing with land rights, livelihood,
church sustainability, and mobilizing urban poor believers for work among the
poor thrills me. The depth of their spirituality and the disciplines of prayer

- and community that they are practicing to go deeper with Jesus speak deeply
to me. There is much here to learn from. The time to renew our friendship
with Raineer and his wife Mila over the past week has been a highlight.




Friday, May 9 ™

We have spent the last two days in Quezon province just outside Lucena
(About 4 hours drive from Manila) with our good friend Sonia Berena and
her husband Arnel. They have created a beautiful retreat centre and
home for victims of abuse, and planted a church in the process!

Sunday , May 11"

Surrounded by

orchids, and coconut

trees, and mango

trees it feels a bit like

what the Garden of

Eden might have

been like .It is wonderful to experience the joyful,
slower-paced beauty of the rural Philippines. There
is no green quite like rice fields and | always marvel
at the rustic engineering feat of irrigation and
farming.

We leave for home tomorrow. We spent our last evening
with our good friends Robert and Pot Albarico. Listening to
their heart for the poor and hearing their vision for the
ministry they lead to see transformation come to urban
poor communities, | was struck once again by how much
they have grown towards maturity as believers and as
leaders. It is a huge blessing to return and have people like
Robert and Pot, Ronnie Rico, and Nards Alino who we
poured ourselves into now teaching us about life and faith
as they share all that God is doing in their lives and their
commitment to pursuing God’s best for those around them.



