
Brazil—Deaf Ministry

How Shall They Hear If They Cannot Hear?
By Carl Johnson

Romans 10:14 says, How then shall they call on him in whom they have not 
believed? and how shall they believe in him of whom they have not heard? 
and how shall they hear without a preacher? (emphasis added). But what if 
they cannot hear? Such is the case of thousands of deaf people in the city of 
Goiânia, Brazil. 
We answered God’s call to reach the deaf of Brazil and moved to Goiânia 
in 2002. Our first deaf work was established on April 13, 2003. It has been 
amazing to see God work in my life as well as the lives of many deaf people in 
this city of 1.3 million people. Even though I have been working with the deaf 
for nearly 20 years, I am still learning the differences in language, culture, way 
of thinking and lifestyle. 

To effectively reach the deaf, one must understand 
their language and their way of thinking. 

The Brazilian Sign Language is completely different from the American Sign 
Language. There is no Universal Sign Language!  I grew up in Brazil as a 
missionary kid and am fluent in Portuguese, but the sign language is not 
simply the Portuguese language put into signs. It is one thing to learn the 
signs to all of the words, but it is a whole different story to be able to speak in 
sign language following its own grammar.
So now that I am fluent in Brazilian Sign Language, what am I supposed to do 

when I come across a deaf person that does not even know his own 
language? That is when I have to teach signs and at the 

same time use gestures to effectively communicate. 
Such was the case with Francisco. He is a deaf 

adult who could not read and knew very 
little sign language. He used mostly 

homemade signs. Through the 
help of his deaf wife, Waine, I 

was able to communicate with 
him. After several visits in 

his home and much time 
witnessing to him through 

different visual aids, 
he finally understood 

that his sin was taking him to hell. No 
words can convey the feeling of joy that 
overcame my soul the day he trusted 
Christ as his Savior—not that he wasn’t 
willing to do so sooner. He just didn’t 
know how to be saved!
In sharp contrast to the deaf who have no 
education and only rudimentary skills in 
signing, there are others whom we have 
reached who are college graduates and 
highly skilled in signs. A challenge I face 
every week is preaching and teaching to 
a mixed group of deaf people. There are 
some who barely know signs, some who 
are skilled in signing but cannot read, 
and a few who can read and sign well. 
We just held a conference on April 12–14, 
2013, celebrating our deaf ministry’s 10th 
anniversary. Deaf pastor James Liebrecht 
came from the States to preach for us. As 
he preached in American Sign Language, 
I interpreted into Brazilian Sign 
Language and voiced in Portuguese. The 
Lord blessed in a mighty way. The hearing 
people were truly blessed as well! We had 
nearly seventy visitors. The church was 
packed on the last service with around 
four hundred people, sixty of whom were 
deaf. We are grateful for the eight souls 
saved during the conference. To God be 
the glory!
Pray the Lord will send forth laborers 
into the harvest. We need more people 
to help us reach the deaf in Brazil. Pray 
the laborers will be able to grasp the 
Brazilian Sign Language fluently and be 
able to think like the deaf in order to 
better communicate with them. Many of 
our interpreters are not able to witness 
very well to the deaf because it is a whole 
different way of thinking. Pray we will be 
able to train deaf people to reach their 
own people.
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