Occidente Partnership: Building Relationships
By Mark Ford
I was reading an article about a mission trip a group took to build a house in Nicaragua, and when asked what they
learned, one of the participants said, “I learned that this trip was not really about building things. It was about building
relationships.”
As many of you, as my fellow Presbyterians in the Minnesota Valleys Presbytery, should know, our presbytery has had
a sister relationship with the Occidente Presbytery since around 1994. During that time, people have traveled back and
forth to develop relationships. Since 2005, a group has gone down to help with five water projects and four manse
projects. We have provided funding for Reformed theological education for pastors. Now we are at a crossroads as to
where the future of this, our sister relationship with Occidente, is headed.
Christine Fohr in an article for Mission Crossroads writes, “Mission has a tremendous knack for teaching us that our
work is not about projects but partnership. Partnership is how we as Presbyterians do mission—valuing the gift of
relationship, honoring the wisdom of others, celebrating that together, God will empower us for incredible ministry.”
When your presbytery representatives were in Guatemala after Easter, one of the two female pastors in Occidente,
commented that she would no longer be on, what they call their International Partnership Committee, and so would
not see us anymore. While she appreciated the water projects and the manse construction, what she was expressing is
that she felt she would no longer have a relationship with us. The water projects and manse constructions were
important, but it was the relationships that she would miss.
Partnership is not about projects, it is about relationship, walking with one another, and realizing we are called as
partners in the mission of the God’s church. In U.S. culture, we think of mission as doing something physical—
construction or building—but in many other locations in the
world, mission is developing relationships. I must admit the
reason I went on my first trip to Guatemala was to help build a
manse, but I quickly realized that mission is about connections
and relationships—those are the reasons that I have now been
to Guatemala six times. Every time I tell my friends in
Guatemala that I probably won’t be back, they convince me
that I have to come again.
Now the Presbytery of Minnesota Valleys is at a crossroads as
to where the future of this, our sister relationship with
Occidente, is headed. Our agreement for the water projects
and the manse construction is fulfilled. A new way of being in
relationship needs to be developed.
One of the new methods we are considering is not doing things
for them—grand projects of a great scale—but instead
entering into the mission work they are currently doing. What
would it look like for us to go down and join with them in the
mission they currently do? For example, around the last week
of June and the first week of July in 2017, I would like to take a
group of young adults to participate in the mission of the
Jehova Jirah Church in Xela. They are developing a ministry to
connect with the older adults in their community and would let
us join with them in reaching out to and connecting with the
older adults who are often home-bound (or poverty-bound)
and have limited resources or support from their families. By
joining with them, we are not trying to take over or do
something for them, but instead are doing mission with them.
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In the same way, our presbytery
mission trips to Guatemala could
assist them in missions with which
they are already involved. One idea
is to have quilters come from our
Presbytery to work with their
Presbyterian Woman to teach them
U.S. quilt making techniques so that
the women of Occidente could use
the quilts for local missions. Another
desire was for the people of
Minnesota Valleys Presbytery to
come and assist in medical missions
for pastors and spouses. These are a
few ways in which we can partner
with them that help with mission
and develop partnerships (and
friendships).
Going to share in the ministry of
Occidente Presbytery for the past
four years has opened my eyes to
value of mission work. It has given
Conversations with our friends, Mario, Arycele & Susana
me compassion for people who are in a completely
different culture and context of life. It has given me
ears that can hear the needs of others. It has given me a heart to
realize that God calls us into relationship through our shared life in
Jesus Christ.
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