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What a joy – and a leap of faith – it can be for a family to commit to a time of service. Long-term commitments especially require much thought, prayer, and discernment on the part of couple and the sending organization. JoAnne Harbert, Associate Director of Comboni Lay Missionaries, shares the challenges that come with supporting families in missions, and the benefits that make it worth it.

Beginning the Mission 
While Comboni does not intentionally recruit families (“We are equal opportunity!” JoAnne says), they do appreciate the great ministry that families can accomplish together. Comboni has seen the natural connection that families have in an overseas environment that single people do not have. Through their children’s school and neighborhood friends, parents can easily meet other parents to form friendships. JoAnne also notes the good examples that can be set by a married couple in the mission field. “In more patriarchal societies,” she observes, “it can be a little disconcerting for local people to see a marriage of equal partners, and a father taking on a more involved role in his daughter or son’s life. We see a great value in modeling this kind of family dynamic.”

Comboni incorporates families into an orientation, although the schedule is a little different than it would be if there were no children in the group. With children in school during the day, the schedule allows time for parents to drop off and pick the children up from school. Child care is arranged on days when there is no school or when younger children are in the mix. The most difficult times are during retreats or out-of-town meetings. As well as program directors might try to accommodate the families, it can still be a stressful time. JoAnne finds that families are much busier during the orientation and have less time to devote to the community. While the children are not involved in the orientation, Comboni honors them during the sending ceremony by giving them commissioning crosses to let them know that they are a part of the same mission as their parents. 

Families in Ministry 
“Families are great!” JoAnne comments, considering the unique dynamics that families bring to a volunteer experience. Comboni only allows families with young children to join the program. The children are not old enough to be given responsibilities on the mission field, though their parents may invite them to take part in certain activities. JoAnne says, “Mostly, we consider our kids to have a ‘ministry of presence’. Their job is to go to school, make friends, and just be kids. Our families have stated that having children with them has made it much easier to get to know their neighbors and make friends with other parents at the school. It is an easy ‘in,’ or commonality, that makes forming a relationship with local people more natural.”

Forming community with other volunteers can be a little more of a challenge with a family. If the children are in school, the family has to abide by the school schedule. Families do not share living space with single volunteers or other married couples, because Comboni has found that it is important for families to have time alone together. Comboni provides families with a small stipend for each child, as well as a small education subsidy for school-age children to help cover the cost of school fees, uniforms, and supplies.

“Stability and safety are important for young children,” JoAnne notes, and it can be hard for school-age children to change schools for just one or two years. “For younger children, it is not really an issue, but then the cost of child care becomes an important factor. One of our families reported that it did seem difficult for one of their kids to adjust to moving so much. They moved for the orientation program, then again for language school, then they moved into their house.” A visa problem also required them to stay at a Comboni community in a neighboring country for a time while it was worked out. “Needless to say, this can be hard on kids,” JoAnne admits.

However, JoAnne also comments on how quickly children can adapt to a new culture. “All three of the kids we have in Peru seem to be adjusting well, have learned Spanish fluently, and have made many friends locally.” Certainly a good encouragement for Mom and Dad!

Considering it for your Program 
JoAnne offers other areas of consideration for programs who might like to invite families into a volunteer experience:

“It can be difficult to find sites where the family would be compatible. When we place families, we have to more carefully scrutinize safety, the availability of suitable schools, health care, and housing. Some of our sites simply would not be accommodating for a family. Parents have rightly told us that they are unable to take certain risks because of the children.”

Consider the dynamics of the whole community when setting up the living arrangements for the volunteers. “[Having a family live with single volunteers] could be a great learning experience if all involved are flexible and open-minded. If the single members of the community took an active role and offered to help with child care in the evenings, it could be a great set-up. But from experience, I know that sometimes other people in the community are not fond of children or have little experience with young ones.” This could potentially cause conflict in a house that might have otherwise become a close-knit group of young, single volunteers.

“For married couples to do well in mission or volunteer work, there needs to be an equal level of commitment and motivation from each spouse. Experience has shown us that having only one very committed spouse, and one other consenting to come along does not work out. Perhaps this is an obvious statement to make, but I point this out because it is common among couples who express interest in us.  I would suggest programs pay special attention to this point if they choose to take applications from married couples and families.” A couple committed to each other and dedicated to the program’s mission also has the benefit of a built-in support system throughout their time volunteering.

As lay missionaries, families can be both less stable and more stable than single volunteers might be. “The family is vulnerable,” JoAnne remarks. “If one member has trouble adjusting, or an illness would require them to return to North America, that would mean the entire family would go with them. If a community in a particular site consists of a family and a single person, and the family leaves, what becomes of the single person?” However, in the same way that they are devoted to one another, families arrive ready to serve faithfully. “It is far, far more complicated for a family to extract itself from life in North America and move to another country. For this reason, families are very committed by the time they reach their placement site. They have sold off houses and cars, and withdrawn their children from school. That takes serious dedication.” 

