Mission Study Tour to Peru 

An initial orientation meeting was held in Albuquerque on Saturday, May 13, 2006 to provide an opportunity for those people traveling to Peru for a mission study tour. The basic goals of the tour were 1) Learning what it means to be Christian (and Presbyterian) in Peru; 2) Understanding current political realities and their effect on ministries; 3) Hearing about relations with Catholics and other Reformed partners; and 4) Meeting and talking with Lima-area Peruvians involved in ministry.

Fourteen people met in Phoenix on July 12th for a second orientation and left the next morning for Lima, by way of Houston.  Our final group was composed of seven pastors and seven lay people (one of whom was a seminary student from Louisville).  There were eight women and six men, Hispanic, Native American, and Anglo, with an age span from 18 to 80.  All the presbyteries were represented with six people from Grand Canyon, four from Sierra Blanca, three from Santa Fe, and one from de Cristo.  We had the privilege of being the first group of this kind to work with the seminary …studying, asking questions, listening, learning, and beginning a relationship rather than going for a work project and very little else afterwards.  It is the desire and intention of this group to establish an ongoing relationship with Universidad Biblica Latinoamericana, the ecumenical seminary through which all of our arrangements were made.  Our accommodations and meals were in a guesthouse run by the extended family of the dean of the seminary, Efrain Barrera.  Not only was the price extremely reasonable, the care and love that we received were wonderful.

We spent over 21 hours in class, hearing presentations from various professors, students, and pastors.  The topics included the social, political, historical, cultural, and religious history of Peru as well as insight into the current situation in the country. We were privileged to meet with Harry and Debbie Horne and Hunter Farrell, our PCUSA mission coworkers in Peru.  Ruth Farrell was out of town while we were there but we visited the retail outlet for Bridges of Hope, the place where several of the artisans working through the Self Development of People projects that are part of the Joining Hands against Hunger program of PC(USA) sell their goods.  We had the opportunity to visit several mission sites as well churches and museums.  The seminary has a policy of the students spending part of their day in class and part working in the field.  We heard of Sendero Luminosa, the Shining Path, and the stories of how many people in Peru were persecuted and killed during this dark period of the country’s history.  We met with political prisoners from this time, including one man who spent over sixteen years in prison for merely having passed out political pamphlets outside a university campus.

The people with whom we met represented many different points of view giving us a diverse education about the country and its situation…current and historic.  Rest assured that we were well-churched; on the Sundays that we were in Lima, we attended two Reformed services each morning, Presbyterian, Methodist, and Evangelical (Protestant) and Evangelical Peregrinos (Church of the Pilgrims).  In some instances, we heard about the plans and ministries of the church in addition to the regular worship service. 

The culmination of the trip, for all but one of our group, was a three-day side trip to Cusco and Machu Pichu.  We had guides for both locations that helped us get the maximum amount of information in the short time that we were there.  There is an incredible amount of history in that particular area of Peru which was the center of the Inca civilization.  American, Hiram Bingham, made the rediscovery of Machu Pichu in the early 1900s and has provided a great deal of information about the history of the site.

It is possible for you to learn more about this study tour in a variety of ways..  We are hopeful that you all will ask us to share our stories with your churches and organizations and assist us in establishing an ongoing relationship with UBL and the ecumenical work being carried on in Central and South America.  We will get more pictures on the website in the near future so that you can share our experience in that manner.  Shannon Webster has allowed us to include his journal of the trip.  Shannon, the presbytery executive from Sierra Blanca, has been a participant of several mission study tours and consistently produces a document detailing the trip that is incredibly thorough and informational.

A scholarship fund has been established in the Synod to assist the seminary (UBL) in Lima in providing an education for students to learn within the context of ecumenism that is the basis of their course structure.  Contributions can be sent through the four presbyteries to support this effort.  It also is hoped that an ongoing personal relationship will be continue between SSW and UBL with exchanges taking place as we attempt to share information that will be helpful to both organizations.
