
Stages of Life -
         Missionary Style

by Clint Vernoy

I have been reading prayer letters 
from missionaries in South America. 
Each ministry is different. Location, 

culture, language, and 
industry are just a few 
of many factors that 
distinguish a work. Some 
letters bring back memories 
of past years and others 
make me think of the future. 
I keep coming back to the 
idea of stages, like a Saturn 
V rocket. Incredibly, some 

young people don’t even know what 
I am talking about. This generation 
knows about the Space Shuttle but has 
no clue about Gemini, Mercury and 
Apollo. Their knowledge is limited to 
a history lesson. It is difficult to truly 
understand something through which 
they did not live themselves.
The Saturn V rocket was designed 
to take three men to the moon and 
back. The whole world stopped to 
watch the launch and a few weeks 
later, splashdown. Do you remember 
the tension of Apollo XIII—not the 
movie—real life? I was young, but I 
remember the astronauts climbing 
out of the capsule. Wow!
I remember watching a launch at 
school. I was surprised when only a 
few minutes into the flight a massive 
portion of the rocket separated and 
dropped away. “That can’t be good!” I 
thought. Then I learned that to reach 
the moon, stages of the rocket had to 
be left behind if they were to continue 
on. Solomon understood this as he 
wrote Ecclesiastes chapter 3. 

To everything there is a season, and a time to every purpose under the 
heaven (Ecclesiastes 3:1)…   
I see prayer letters from families preparing to go to the mission field. 
They are traveling to different churches to share their burden for a 
country far away. These missionaries are anxious to get to their adopted 
countries and wish they could just go straight there, but there is a time 
and a purpose for everything. They need people and churches to get 
to know them. Those churches will provide both prayer and financial 
support in the coming years.
A time to be born, and a time to die; a time to plant, and a time to 
pluck up that which is planted (Ecclesiastes 3:2)…  
I see young families announce the birth of a child in the mountains of 
Peru. Others lose loved ones tragically in car accidents in Paraguay. 
Some put down roots in a new city. Others uproot to go somewhere 
new.
 A time to kill, and a time to heal; a time to break down, and a time to 
build up (Ecclesiastes 3:3)…
What was once a family pet in a cage escapes to become an evil 
furniture destroying rodent. A child finds an injured hummingbird and 
wants to make it all better. Who feeds the thing at 2 a.m.?  Then there 
are family medical issues. Does a missionary plan a car accident that 
puts him on his back for six months?  Can a child determine not to get 
sick and need to return for a medical furlough? Are these failings of a 
missionary family? Can we say God is not protecting them? Some say 
God is punishing someone for something. Or is it more scriptural to say 
as Solomon did, there is a time to heal; a time to break down and a time 
to build up?
A time to weep, and a time to laugh; a time to mourn, and a time to 
dance (Ecclesiastes 3:4)…
A missionary weeps each time he takes a furlough because he leaves 
those he loves. They have begun a new life and a new church and have 
seen lives changed by the Gospel. It is hard to describe the feelings 
missionaries experience when asked, “How 
does it feel to be home?”  The silent question is, 
“Can you define ‘HOME?’” 
The missionary also laughs each time he goes 
on furlough because he sees loved ones he has 
not seen in years. Family is no less dear to a 
missionary after years in a foreign country 
than they were the first time tears were shed at 
the airport and goodbyes were said. It is exciting to be with family and 
share the things that were missed. Time together is enjoyed but part of 
the heart is always on another continent.
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A time to cast away stones, and a time to gather stones together; a time to 
embrace, and a time to refrain from embracing; (Ecclesiastes 3:5)… 
Does the missionary dare count the construction projects on the mission 
field?  How many times is it necessary to run out to get one small 
insignificant part that is vital to the project? One spends three hours 
traversing town and visiting all of the hardware stores only to find that the 
item was at the first store but the wrong words were used to describe it and 
the clerk didn’t understand. How about the electrical connections in some 
countries where there are at least ten different types of household plugs? 
One can never quite find the right type. That is when the missionary prays 
for a Lowes like those fortunate people in the States have!
A time to get, and a time to lose; a time to keep, and a time to cast away 
(Ecclesiastes 3:6)… 
Missionary children grow up and go to high school or college or even 
marry. The missionary parents laugh and cry at the same time. They laugh 
because it is exciting to move on. They cry because the past will never 
return. To what school will their kids go? Will MKs be able to come home 
on vacation?  Will their children meet the person they will marry at school 
or will that special person be back home waiting? Do MKs get married in 
the country where the parents live or the country where they came from?  
Which language is used in their wedding?  The new missionary family with 
toddlers is too busy trying to keep their kids alive crossing streets to even 
think of these things, but then, they are not at that stage. The missionary 
must finish one stage before moving to the next.
A time to rend, and a time to sew; a time to keep silence, and a time to 
speak (Ecclesiastes 3:7)… 

No family or ministry is perfect. The stresses that 
destroy families in the States still exist on the mission 
field. Relations get strained between co-workers. 
Even the “spiritual giant” missionary is not exempt 
from anger, strife and division. It is often hard for a 
missionary to ask for personal or spiritual  help, yet 

they face needs that are common to the various stages of life. There is no 
shame in being human. We are quick to preach of the sinfulness of man. 
Yet, we are afraid to show who we really are and what we might be going 
through. Even though God accepts “Just As I Am” that 
doesn’t mean others will. In our relationship with God 
there is a time to be silent and wait and other times 
when He has told us to call out to Him in our hour of 
need. The hard part is discerning which time it is.
A time to love, and a time to hate; a time of war, and a time of peace 
(Ecclesiastes 3:8)…
Politics has nothing to do with the work of God. Missionaries are not 
servants to a government nor do they get involved in those areas. But 
politics can be a hindrance. When war threatens, does the missionary stay 

or leave?  What is the will of God?  Can it be different for each missionary? 
He is a sovereign God and we must trust Him and preach His Word. God 
sets up governments and He tears them down. It is our lot to serve where 
He wants.
What profit hath he that worketh in that wherein he laboureth? I have 
seen the travail, which God hath given to the sons of men to be exercised 
in it (Ecclesiastes 3:9-10)…
Sometimes a missionary ministry can change 
overnight because of a coup. Yesterday was total 
freedom and today there is a curfew. After passing 
through the stages of life and ministry some will 
ask: Was it worth it? If it is God’s work, then the 
answer is always yes!  The profit is in knowing God 
is pleased and He has been glorified. It might be 
hard but it will always be worth it!
He hath made everything beautiful in his time: also he hath set the world 
in their heart, so that no man can find out the work that God maketh from 
the beginning to the end (Ecclesiastes 3:11)…
Every stage in life and ministry is in God’s hands. The process is different 
for every missionary. All need prayer  as they pass through these stages. It 
is beautiful in its time. I remember when my children were in diapers and 
I carried them around all the time. I am also VERY glad they grew up and 
now follow God on their own. God brought me through that stage and now 
I enjoy the grandparent stage. 
God placed the world in our hearts. Missionaries see the world—its 
beginning and the end to come. We understand we are eternal and God 
placed it in our hearts to care for those who do not know Him. But we 
cannot see our future in all its detail until we pass through it. 
I know that there is no good in them, but for a man to rejoice, and to do 
good in his life. And also that every man should eat and drink, and enjoy 
the good of all his labour, it is the gift of God (Ecclesiastes 3:12-13)…
We all must pass through the stages of life and ministry. Pray that God 
will lead the missionary from one stage to another in His time. Pray 
he will know the joy of serving God where he is (whether he is eating 
boiled worms, dog or maybe even horse), and that he will do so with joy, 
acknowledging the privilege it is to serve God and share His son with those 
who have never heard the name of Jesus.
I know that, whatsoever God doeth, it shall be forever: nothing can be put 
to it, nor any thing taken from it: and God doeth it, that men should fear 
before him (Ecclesiastes 3:14)… 
God’s work will last forever. The gates of hell will not prevail. Jesus is more 
than a conqueror. Even though we go through stages in our lives, God does 
not. If the stage we are in gets us down, we should always remember God is 
above us; He is sovereign and it is worth it all. W
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