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[ Our Mission to the Hakka People of Taiwan)
oot Nordleedt (Lot Wei-syin/~ BB e ¥ W

After spending twenty years as a missionary to the Hakka people of
Taiwan, | returned to America with my family in 2001.  We had originally
expected to possibly return to Taiwan in 2004 after an extended home
assignment during which time our children would make their adjustments to
life in America. In 2002, however, | was called to serve as the president of
our denominational seminary in Minnesota where | served for one term.
Through some twists and turns, | now find myself in the position of Executive
Director of North American Mission, our synodical department that focuses
on health and outreach of our churches within the United States and
Canada.

My wife Marybeth and | first went to Taiwan in 1981 with the goal of
doing mission work among the unreached Hakkas. Many churches that our
missionaries had been working with were located in Hakka regions,
especially in Hsinchu and Miaoli Counties. Yet almost all of our former
mission work was done through the Mandarin language. At that fime there
were still very few churches and missions working to focus on Hakka
evangelism. Taiwanese author and scholar, David Liao, had written a book
in 1972 about the Hakka people of Taiwan, a book that impacted us
deeply. In “The Unresponsive: Resistant or Neglected,” Liao concluded that
the Hakkas were a neglected people group and that we cannot determine
if they were resistant unless they are given a fair opportunity to hear the
gospel in their own language and culture.

As Marybeth and | settled in Hukou in 1981 with our 2-year-old son, our
goal was to learn the Hakka language and culture in order to bring the
good news of Jesus to them as incarnationally as God enabled us. We were
surprised by the reaction of many Christians who told us that we were
wasting our tfime learning the Hakka language. “Besides,” they told us, “the
Hakka people are very stubborn and will not believe.” That made me
angry and | identified even more with the people we were beginning to
understand and love.

During the next two years our family grew to five. By the time we were
ready to enter our first church planting work in Fugang, Yangmei, we had
three small children to help us engage the community that would be our
home for many years. It would be eight more years before we took time to
learn Mandarin, our second Chinese language. During that fime we
bonded to the people we lived among. It was always a wonderful feeling
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to return to our Hakka village after being on a “vacation” in a non-Hakka
area of Taiwan where we felt the discomfort of being “foreign tourists.” In
Fugang we could communicate freely and we felt like we belonged.

As foreigners with a “foreign” religion we were overwhelmed as we
began to withess to our new Hakka friends in Fugang. “How will they ever
believe Jesus when there are so many barrierse” we asked ourselves. But
God had been preparing people even before we had arrived. And we
were privileged to see the Holy Spirit lead more than twenty-five adults (and
many more children) to Jesus in our first three years. It was overwhelming to
see how God worked through relationship lines. | would often be asked by
one of the new believers to go along to witness to their friend or relative.
Those were some of the happiest years of my life. We worked closely with
Pastor Li and Pastor Tseng and learned much from them. Pastor Peng from
the Taipei Hakka Church was also a wonderful support for us.

While | knew that it was the Holy Spirit that was opening the hearts of
these new Hakka believers, | suppose | felt some sense that He used us
because we were doing things “right.”  When things go well it is easy to
take the credit for ourselves.

It was not until ten years later when the fruth became clearer to me.
In 1997 we tried again to plant a church in the same area. By then we had
many friends in the area. We had a full-time Hakka co-worker. We could
speak both Hakka and Mandarin. | had just finished my Ph.D. “This fime,” |
thought, “we were very well-prepared to start a church.” However, | soon
discovered that all of these human efforts were not what brought people to
Jesus. We struggled for four years and only a handful of people were
saved. We are very grateful for each of these precious people.

| learned, however, that God graciously invites us to participate in His
kingdom work but does not promise what we consider “success.” It is not
we who save people. Neitheris it our clever ideas that open peoples’
hearts. It is enough that we are allowed to join Him in His work.  We will
leave the results to God. While those were difficult years, | learned an
important lesson about following Jesus.

One of my passions while in Taiwan was to follow Jesus in the way he
came to us incarnationally. | am convinced that until we remove all the
unnecessary barriers that hinder Hakka people from believing, we dare not
accuse them of being stubborn or resistant! It is only the cross of Jesus that
should be the “stumbling block.” If they clearly hear in ways that they can
truly understand, the good news that Jesus died to take away their sin and
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make them a true son or daughter of the Heavenly Father, and if they still
reject this gospel, only then are they responsible in their rejection. If | do not
go to them incarnationally and communicate clearly within their own
culture and they do not really understand the gospel, then | hold some
responsiblity for their “hardness.”

Why are there still only 0.3% Christians among the Hakka people? | am
not convinced that we can blame the Hakka people themselves. | am not
convinced that they have really heard the gospel. | remember a Hakka
Christian co-worker who told of withessing many times to her Hakka mother
with no effect until one day when she used the Hakka language to share
the gospel. Just by using Hakka, the gospel had a profound effect on her
mother. “This Christian God speaks my language.” It is not that her
mother could not understand the words spoken in Mandarin, but the
message seemed to reach through her head and into her heart when she
heard it in her own heart language.

It still pains me to know that many Hakka Christians (even pastors)
cannot (or will not) withess of Jesus to their unsaved Hakka family in the
Hakka language. | know itis not easy. All of my Hakka brothers and sisters
received all of their education in Mandarin —including their theological
education. But | cannot help but believe that it would make a difference
when it comes to reaching the grassroots Hakka people.

In the year 2000 we joined hands to open the Hakka Seminary. This
was an attempt to train leaders for Hakka ministry.  We had found that
when some of our best Hakka leaders attended other seminaries, they often
seemed to lose some of their zeal to reach their own people. Furthermore
since their theological education was all in Mandarin they often graduated
from seminary unable to comfortably use their own language to preach or
even pray. Thisis very natural.

For the sake of the Hakka people we started the Hakka Seminary. Our
desire from the beginning was to attract Hokka and non-Hakka people who
had a calling to bring the good news of Jesus into the living rooms of the
grass-roots Hakka people. They would have a chance to be trained in a
context focused on Hakka evangelism and discipleship. My prayer is that
the Hakka Seminary will continue to prepare men and women to cross the
socio-linguistic barriers to incarnationally bring Jesus to the millions of Hakkas
who have not heard. May God richly bless this ministry!

It has been more than seven years since we left Taiwan. Cultures
change and | realize that | may be out of touch with how things are today.
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Please forgive me for my bold statements about Hakka ministry.  We foreign
missionaries do not always understand all of the issues. But since | was
asked to share my heart with you, | have done so freely. | will continue to
pray for the Hakka people and for those who are bringing the saving
message of Jesus to them. And if our Lord grants us opportunity to join you
in this work again some day, | will rejoice.
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