
by Nathan Fritz

My wife, Christina, and I are first-term 
missionaries, which is a nice way of saying we 
do not know what we are doing! When we took 
our survey trip to Cape Verde in 2014, it was 
the first time my wife had left the United States. 
The only experience I had abroad was a two-
week missions trip 16 years before. We were 
not exactly dripping with experience. By God’s 
grace, we finally moved to Cape Verde with our 
family of seven in April 2018.

When one arrives in a new country, everything 
is different such as smells, sights, sounds, 
tastes—everything! Our small-town Midwest 
lifestyle in the States that we left behind has 
very few similarities to life in Cape Verde. We 
have now become accustomed to so many 
things that we would almost never experience 
in the States. 

The stress of moving to a foreign culture can be 
overwhelming. Culture shock is real! I have read 
articles where  experts compare culture shock 
to post traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). I am 

not the expert in the area, but I suppose there 
are some similarities. After the novelty of the 
first several weeks wears off, reality begins to 
set in. Different people deal with this stress in 
different ways. I have heard people say, “God 
will never give you more than you can handle.” 
In my experience, God always gives you much 
more than you can handle—so you learn to 
trust Him. His grace is more than sufficient 
in our weakness. The truth is we will forever 
be different because of the time we have spent 
overseas. If we allow the stress to push us closer 
to Christ, we begin to understand a new level 
of fellowship and dependence we never have 
experienced before. I can say with certainty 
that my walk with the Lord is stronger because 
of my life here.

As a new missionary going to the field, there is 
a high level of anxiety about many things. One 
of my biggest fears was that we would not be 
able to learn the language. What if we just could 
not figure it out? What if the message of the 
Gospel is not received or is distorted because 
we fail to adequately grasp the language? After 
all, the very reason we go to the mission field 
is to communicate the message of God’s Word. 

In my mind, we could deal with a lot of 
inconveniences and the different lifestyle, 

but learning a whole new language 
truly had me terrified.

During our time on deputation, 
we received valuable training 
to aid with our language 
learning. I highly recommend 
any missionary heading to the 

field to take advantage of all the tools that 
are available. It is possible that many who 
come off the field do so because they did 
not properly prepare. Long-term ministry 
requires a certain level of preparation. 
We took classes in Phonetics, Phonemics, 
Morphology, Syntax, Cultural Adaptation, 
First Aid and took a one-week Jungle Camp. 
It proved to be some of the most valuable 
training we received. After receiving this 
training, we were a lot more confident to tackle 
the tasks of language learning and life on the 
mission field. It was like having shiny new tools 
and anticipating the first chance to use them. 

We arrived in Cape Verde eager to begin 
learning Portuguese. Cape Verde is a former 
Portuguese colony and has retained Portuguese 
as their official language. All education, 
government functions, and official business are 
conducted in Portuguese. Portuguese is a very 
common language around the world. I suppose 
it is not the most difficult language to learn, but 
its verb conjugations will make one dizzy! If one 
has never heard European Portuguese, it sounds 
a little like the swish swish sound of someone 
washing clothes by hand. It can be difficult to 
pick up some of the important sounds that 
distinguish words.

Cape Verde also speaks a unique creole 
language—Kriolu. Kriolu has some similarities 
with Portuguese, but in other ways it is 
substantially different. Many African countries 
have languages that are official but also local 
languages that are spoken in everyday situations. 
Some missionaries go to the field needing to 
learn two languages—this was our case.

When we arrived, we only knew a few basic 
words and phrases. We are grateful for 
missionary friends who were able to help us rent 
our first apartment and get us settled. Within a 
matter of days, we were starting lessons with a 
tutor coming to our house several times a week. 
A traditional language school is not available 
here. As our schedules and circumstances have 
changed, we have had to find a few different 
tutors, but we are grateful for the helpers whom 
God has put in our path. 

I am certainly not an expert in learning 
languages or adjusting to life on the mission 

field, but I have had many helpful friends along 
the way. We do not know much, but we are 
learning more every day. Below are a few tips we 
have found especially helpful: 

1. Do not be overwhelmed
by the language hurdle. 

We have come to understand how unusual the 
United States is in almost every way. We began 
a rather humorous list of things that are almost 
strictly American, like peanut butter, ridiculous 
warning labels, self-serve gas stations, and 
automatic transmissions. We have also come 
to learn that the United States is very near 
the top of the list for the most monolingual 
nation.  I would encourage anyone who has 
the opportunity to learn a second language to 
take the opportunity! Perhaps your church has 
a Spanish ministry or you work with bilingual 
people—take the opportunity to learn another 
language. Generally, these folks are more than 
willing to listen to you practice. Maybe you 
homeschool and it could be a fun family project! 
I think if you give it a legitimate effort, you will 
be amazed at the way the different word order 
and structure changes the way you think about 
English. My only warning—learning another 
language will not help your spelling!

2. Determine to be a learner,
not just a student.

To have success in learning a language and 
adjusting to life on the mission field, you must 
have the attitude of a learner. A student can 
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learn in a structured classroom setting, but to 
a learner, the world is the classroom. There is 
certainly nothing wrong with the classroom 
setting, but we must be able to learn from 
common every day circumstances as well. 

3. Make lots of mistakes, and
learn to laugh at yourself.

A learner is humble. Pride is often the biggest 
hindrance to learning. Children learn to speak 
a language by constantly being corrected on 
their sentence structure and pronunciation. 
As adults, we must humbly become like 
little children and be willing to be constantly 
corrected. I was told “Anybody can learn 
Portuguese, you just have to be willing to make 
500,000 mistakes, so try to make your first 
1,000 mistakes today!” I think there is wisdom 
to this statement. 

Anyone who learns a language will have funny 
and embarrassing stories. You quickly learn 
to laugh at yourself. Some words sound very 
similar, but they mean totally different things. 
I remember soon after we arrived, I passed a 
man on the street who had a freshly caught 
octopus in a clear plastic bag. He was trying 
to sell it. I stumbled through a few pleasantries 
with him and learned the word for octopus was 
polvo. A few days later, I was sitting in church 
listening to our missionary friend preach. At 
this point in our language learning, we were 
just listening for any words we recognized. He 
was talking about the people of Israel in the 
wilderness. He kept saying the povo of Israel. 
Povo is the word for people. It made me laugh 
that the words for octopus and people are so 
similar: polvo and povo—that sure makes the 
Bible stories a little different. Ha!

4. Any exposure to your target 
language is helpful.

We have learned that any exposure to our target 
language is helpful. We get lots of practice at 
church functions. We try to watch the local 
news every evening. We have found some 
helpful resources online. Our children even 
have a few favorite children’s programs they 
watch on television. We are amazed at how 
much they pick up from watching. Taxi drivers, 

store cashiers, the waitresses, the butcher, the women 
selling goods on the sidewalk, and the people we wait 
in line with to pay bills are all more opportunities to 
learn and practice our language.

5. Take time to learn all you
can about the culture.

We are blessed with the opportunity to learn the 
culture and language at the same time. I know if we 
would have shown up in Cape Verde already fluent in 
the language, we would have been tempted to jump 
headlong into every opportunity. As we learn the 
language, we intentionally are examining the cultural 
context. We have observed that one of the blessings 
of having to slow down and learn the language is 
having the time to observe the culture as well. Clear 
communication is the goal of the missionary, and 
without linguistic and cultural understanding, clear 
communication is impossible. 

With the thousands of languages in our world today, 
language learning is a vital part of reaching our world 
with the Gospel. Please pray for us and for other 
missionaries who are learning a foreign language that 
God would give us the courage and determination to 
continue to the uttermost. W


