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The brightest smiles I have ever seen are those of African children. I saw children in four African countries - Kenya, Rwanda, Burundi, DR Congo – and it was universal how they smiled with wide eyes and bright grins! 

The behavior of these children was like I have seldom seen in American culture. They were happy continually, friendly, and content. They shared whatever they had, fought over nothing, behaved their parents, and never cried – even the babies!

Various times we went to local church services or special meetings. The children sat quietly, smiled, and participated in the services. They paid attention regardless of age. This is amazing because in a Baptist church in America, where the services are 60 minutes long, to the minute, you can't keep kids quiet. In Pentecostal services, which are 1 hour and 45 minutes long, to the minute, you can't keep kids quiet. Not so in Africa! The Sunday service is four hours long, with multiple choirs, sermons, testimonies, offerings, and exhortations, and the children sit still through it all!

African children play with each other. Another refreshing change. They didn't have any toys, dolls, baseballs, basketballs, video games, or anything. But they smile, laugh, and enjoy the simplicity of childhood!
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In African prisons the smaller children are allowed to live with their moms. The first time I saw this I about fell over. This is of course unheard of in the United States, but was commonplace in all African prisons we visited. The children in the prisons played just as those outside of prison. There was joy on their faces. Pure innocence among the stone walls and razor wire!

Toward the end of my first international missionary campaign we visited the home one of our native pastors. Pastor Kiza ministers in a very poor region in DR Congo, a country ravaged by multiple civil wars. Yet this man of God invited us to his home to bless it. This became the highlight of the trip for me, and the part that made the deepest impression on me.

As a father of eight children of my own, the African inmates and our PFC pastors and volunteers always liked hearing about the size of my family when it was my turn to speak, a size very consistent with African families. As our van neared Pastor Kiza's home I could see some children, no, actually it was a lot of children, no, it was a sea of children as far as you could see!

Our van could only get so far, the road and landscape where the small two-room mud walled houses were, houses with no electricity or plumbing, were covered with large smooth rocks and boulders. The rocks and boulders in the road, which completely filled the road, were the size of watermelons –  and larger! There were thousands and thousands of them.  
Well, I started walking and I was immediately surrounded by kids on all sides, and they were going to escort me to the pastors home. Moms stood by their homes as we passed with huge smiles on their faces. I had a child holding on to every one of my fingers and thumbs. Every one! Those who couldn't hold my fingers, or wrist, were touching my side to assist me up the way! This brought great delight! "Mazumgu" they'd shout with great beaming smiles – "White man!"

So on we walk, with kids teeming all around me, with their big smiles and shouts of affection, and up to the pastors house we went. Throngs of kids, waves of them. All barefoot, all walking over rocks that, with shoes on, I had to traverse gingerly!
Then we arrived to Pastor Kiza's home. There was little room inside, but I went in, along with some others on the PFC team. Alan, our team leader, asked me to pray a blessing over the home. The Spirit of the Lord came upon me in this little mud-walled home in one of the poorest countries on the planet, and we do indeed pray a blessing. We ask for God's goodness on this home, for health to its inhabitants, for provision as only the Lord can provide, and for this to be a home where many come to visit the pastor and be led to the Savior. Where teaching and ministry emanates. The Americans are shouting Amen! The Lord is good! His presences was rich among us!

It's time to leave, the children again mob me, and each takes a finger or grabs on to my belt loops and escort me back down from the man of God's home. Big smiles, happiness, joy, children at play, children for whom Jesus died, children for whom he always made time, children for whom he took up in his arms and blessed, children whom he laid hands on and ministered his peace, his healing, his comfort. This is the way of the Lord!

It warmed my heart to see these children at play, so innocent, so beautiful. This was contrasted with the Genocide Memorial in Kigali, the capital city of neighboring Rwanda, where 250,000 persons are buried, many of them children. We watched videos of survivors telling the tale of the brutality, we saw pictures of tortured and massacred men, women, and children. We were all deeply moved by this experience, yet where sin did abound, grace did much more abound, and we continued to carry the message of God's love and mercy.

The mission to central Africa, my first international missionary trip to developing countries, opened my eyes all the more to why at PFC we do what we do and go where we go. The adults, who through a life of sin commit crimes and wind up in prison, often have children of their own. When the father comes to Christ, their children get a new daddy and the cycle of sin can be stopped. The family has an opportunity to go in a new direction, a direction on the path of godliness. A path that may have some watermelon sized rocks and boulders in the way, but now there's a Comforter, now there's a Redeemer, and to know that we at PFC have some small part in seeing lives changed is gratifying. The will of the Lord be done!

I was reminded of so much by seeing so many children. I was reminded that we are to be like little children in our faith, that is, to trust our Father, to walk in obedience, to be content with what we have, to bring joy to the heart of God, to be innocent and not suspicious, to be positive and not negative. I was reminded that God always makes time for the poor, the prisoner, the sick, the widow, and the orphan. I was reminded that international missions work is important and that or messages must always be relevant, accurate, truthful, edifying, and meaningful. And that our messages must be easily understood, delivered in kindness, even so a child can understand them, for of such is the kingdom of Heaven!

Luke 18:16-17 But Jesus called them unto him, and said, Suffer little children to come unto me, and forbid them not: for of such is the kingdom of God.  Verily I say unto you, Whosoever shall not receive the kingdom of God as a little child shall in no wise enter therein.   
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