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“ A Third-Culture Kid (TCK) is a person who has spent a signifi -
cant part of his or her developmental years outside the parents’ 
culture. The TCK builds relationships to all of the cultures, while 
not having full ownership in any. Although elements from each 
culture are assimilated into the TCK’s life experience, the sense 
of belonging is in relationship to others of similar background.” 

 David C. Pollock, The Third Culture 
 Kid Experience (Yarmouth, Maine USA: Intercultural Press, Inc., 1999), p.19
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My daughter suggested the editorial heading. A good one, because we are taking you on a journey through 
the experiences of our writers. You can take a glimpse into the lives of TCKs from around the world who 
have lived around the world. You will read a variety of thoughts, ideas and experiences, ranging in out-
look from one end of the spectrum to the other – each one with a unique and special story to share.

TCKS – Life on the Margins

The world of TCKs is still quite foreign to many; even the name “TCK” is strange to some. The following 
may help you to get a better idea of the concept of the journey of “TCKs”.

• TCKs usually do not ‘fi t in’ completely at the centre of the home culture nor the host culture, caught 
up in the constant cycle of moving between the two (or more) cultures, sometimes causing an internal 
confl ict of identity and belongingness.

• TCKs will be ‘bounced’ back and forth between the margins/boundaries of cultures, sometimes 
resulting in a lack of ability to settle down, but on the other hand giving a unique ability to be fl exible. 

• The greater the difference between the two cultures, the (potentially) greater the challenges for TCKs 
in knowing their identity or fi nding where they belong.

• Culture shapes our lives, gives us identity and security, and tells us what is important. When TCKs 
move across cultures they need to learn to make adjustments in the way they view and live life.

The question really is: “Where is HOME?” Many TCKs are constantly on a journey of some sort, whether it 
be bodily or of the heart. Therefore, home and belonging is more about relationships. You will sense this 
as you read their stories. 

TCKs are not more special than anyone else, but their situations are often different and they need to be 
understood by others. We encourage you to listen to these stories to better understand the TCKs you may 
know. We can support TCKs by being aware of their unique life and by working together with them in their 
journeys across cultural margins.

                             Janet Armstrong

Each culture 
has its own 
boundaries,

 its own 
parameters 

which 
determine 

that particular 
culture’s  own 

unique identity 
and nature.

Each culture 
has its own 
centre, the 
heart of that 
culture which 
tells each 
“native” that 
this is who 
they are in 
terms of 
belonging. 

Editorial
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you will  never walk alone



Asian Mission | 5

Everyone was rushing, rushing, rushing, get-
ting ready for the big move.

Everyone except for Daddy was going on ahead to 
Manila to a hotel where  Grandma was waiting, 
and then later Daddy would come with all of the 
boxes.

I took my Bonamine (a sort of medicine for 
carsickness) and climbed into the car, but there 
wasn’t any room for me except for the jump-seat, 
which isn’t very comfortable. I pressed my nose 
against the window, silently screaming, “No!”

It was a long, boring ride during which CDs 
were playing.

I thought sadly of that fi rst day I learned about 
the move. I had looked out of the window and 
found our tricycle [motorcycle with side car 
attached] was gone. That wasn’t unusual; one 
of my parents probably drove it to do an er-
rand. But when I found both of my parents in 
the house, the tricycle was still gone. When I 
asked Mom where it was, she told me it was 
getting painted and ready to sell. When I 
asked her why we were selling it she told me 
we were moving.

That was the fi rst of the many things that kept 
on disappearing. Our house got plainer and 
plainer. There was a time when I couldn’t 
even sleep in my old room!

I struggled to keep myself from crying.

It was then that the song the CD was playing caught 
my attention. It went like this:

“You will never walk alone as long as you have faith. 
Jesus will be right beside you all the way, and you may 
feel you’re far from home. But home is where He is, 
and He’ll be there down every road. You will never 
walk alone...”

A feeling of reassurance washed over me as I grew 
comforted. A smile curled on the tips of my lips as I 
knew that even though my home was left behind me, 
I knew my real home would never be behind me.

Then, instead of looking at the objects fl ying by, I 
looked upward to the sky. A voice inside me stopped 
crying, “No!” Instead the voice said, “Thank you, 
Lord.”

Written by Junia 
French (left), 10 yrs 
old, October 2007. 
Bob and Koleen 
French and their three 
girls moved to Manila 
in July 2007 after 8 
years in Naga City, a 
rural area about 160 
miles from Manila.

you will  never walk alone
by Junia French
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One could say that the realization hit me when we left PNG, Papua New Guinea. Let me tell 
you how it all started…

My parents, like others, are missionaries. I was living on an island north of Australia. I had lived 
there for a very long time. I considered it as my home, the place I could always look to for com-
fort… and memories.

Anyways, most of my friends there, I had known all my life. I thought that would stay my home 
forever. But one day, my parents told me and my brother that we were leaving. They told us that 
we’d be gone for quite a while. That shock ripped me apart, and left a wound in my heart that I 
had to live with for a long time. 

When we left, I felt like half of me had been ripped away, and that’s when I stopped moving on…

We moved to Canada. They found me and my brother a school we could go to. The school 
was very different from what I’ve lived with all my life. People there cursed God, and the first 
thought I had was,“This year is going to be a nightmare.” 

Everyday when I came home after school, I would lock myself in my room and cry. Sometimes I 
would cry for so long that my eyes would swell up. I never let my family see me cry though. 

part of a 
bigger plan
Sarah Knauber
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My husband and I worked in 
PNG (Papua New Guinea) for 
over 18 years. Our daughter, 
Sarah, was born and spent most 
of her young life there. Before we 
left PNG, I would have described 
her as very social and outgoing. 
She always had many friends 
and rarely came home right after 
school but rather spent the after-
noon out playing.
 When Sarah went through 
such a diffi cult time in Canada, 
we were not aware just *how* 
diffi cult it was for her. When we 
moved to Canada, her personal-
ity changed completely. It was 
almost like we had a different 
daughter. All of a sudden Sarah 
was withdrawn and quiet, never 
went out to see a friend, even 
though other girls tried to make 
contact with her. 
While we knew that she was 
having a hard time because she 
missed her friends from PNG and 
was struggling to adjust to her 
new life, we attributed a lot of her 
moodiness to “adolescence”.  I 
never thought that this transition 
would impact her so greatly. All 
of us tried to talk to her about it 
to fi nd out what was really going 
on, but we were getting no-where. 
The message Sarah kept giving us 

I closed up, and locked myself away from the rest of 
the world… even my family. Slowly, day by day, I 
would sink deeper and deeper into a black hole, not 
wanting to go on, refusing to let go.

At pretty much the end of the year, I came to a point 
where all things didn’t matter to me anymore. I 
thought God had left me. And I realized I was lost: 
lost in a cloud of confusion, depression, and in a 
complete haze.

At that point, all alone, scared and nervous, I laid ev-
erything down, and said, “Lord, I give my life to you, 
and repent… Forgive me.”

That was about a year ago, when I became a Christian. 

was, “Just leave me alone!” Only 
later we learned that she had 
been almost suicidal. 
Sarah’s testimony is very power-
ful, especially because we saw a 
dramatic change in her right after 
she had given her life to the Lord. 
Jesus changed her completely. 
The circumstances stayed the 
same, but the Lord gave her the 
strength she needed to go on with 
life and deal with all the changes 
she was facing.
 I am still amazed how God in 
his mercy kept my little Sarah 
safe in His arms. I sometimes feel 
I failed her miserably because of 
my impatience with her. There 
were many times when we felt 
that she was being diffi cult and 
told her so. So I am very thankful 
that God has rescued her out of 
that pit that she was in.
 I don’t think that we can over-
stress the fact how very diffi cult 
it can be for TCKs, especially 
in times of transition. There is 
a lot of sadness and grief from 
the many losses that the kids are 
facing. There is frustration and 
anger coming from a deep sense 
of insecurity because they simply 
don’t belong.
 Today, as I look back, I wish 
that I had known about some of 

And since that day, life has never been the same for 
me.

I was 10 when we left PNG. I am 12 now, and I have 
grown in my faith. Now when I look back, I realize, 
through pain and suffering, you learn and grow. I 
realized that the only thing that kept me from giving 
up completely, the only One… was Jesus.

Now, every time I’m going through a hard situation 
or struggle, I try to remember that it’s all part of a big-
ger plan that we just can’t see…yet.
Sarah is a TCK who is now living in a country other than her par-
ents’ home culture and different than the culture in which she spent 
her early years. Sarah is 12 years old.

these issues years ago. It would 
have helped me to be more 
understanding and supportive of 
my children. The best thing we as 
parents can do is to extend a lot 
of patience. After all, this is how 
God treats us. Wait and pray, and 
be there for them when they are 
ready. The rest we have to leave 
up to the Lord.

Beate and her husband, Martin, are from 
Switzerland, and serve with Wycliffe. They 
were in Papua New Guinea (PNG) for over 
18 years, translating the Dawawa New 
Testament and working with multi-language 
projects. In 2006 they moved to Canada to 
be with their older daughter, and took up 
a project as consultants for the Hutterite 
translation. They left Canada in 2007 
because of visa problems and are now in 
Florida working on the Hutterite project, 
hoping to return to PNG as soon as it is 
completed. The Knaubers have 4 children 
and one son-in-law.

amazed at God’s mercy
Beate Knauber
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i am a global nomad. i have no home.
that’s what they say. i understand.

then can they tell me why i am always homesick?
that’s what happens. i don’t understand.

i gotta get outa here. it’s killing me.
but they ask ‘where to?’ i don’t know.

somewhere else maybe. somewhere cool.
‘home?’ a beautiful voice says. that sounds good.

the place i used to call home? the paradise i lost?
the place where i grew up and learned to live?

i was free to breathe there. free to be myself.
there was space and quietness at that place. i could do stuff.

not like this place where they have brought me.
there is too much here. too much, too many, too thick.

here there are angry noises made by swarming cars and busy people.
crowded buildings leaving no space to live. or breathe. or be free.

i’m ok though. i’ll adjust. i’m resilient. i’ll get over it. i’m strong. i’m handling it well.
that’s what they think. that’s what they tell me. but they are wrong. dead wrong.

boys don’t cry so i keep my eyes dry. most of the time.
they don’t see my tears. they don’t see my pain.

they don’t know me. nobody does. it’s ‘cause I don’t tell them and they don’t ask.
They can’t hear me screaming, ‘cause it’s all on the inside.

but the beautiful voice says ‘there is Someone.’
that’s when i remember the better things.

i remember i have a hope that gets me through it all. a hope in a better place.
a better time. a real home where i don’t feel homesick for somewhere else.

somewhere i’ll get to go someday. all this pain will be gone. done. over.
where i can be rid of the trouble of living and yet be more alive than ever.

for now i guess i’ll wander and roam the earth. 
but i’ll always know that i do have a real home.

me 

Zac (right) is a TCK in Grade 
11 at Rain Forest International 
School, in Cameroon. He 
spent most of his growing up 
years in a very isolated area of 
Cameroon, but now lives in 
the busy capitol city. He enjoys 
listening to music, drawing, 
mountain biking, and hanging 
out with friends, either in per-
son, by email or Facebook.

Zac Coleman
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boys don’t cry so i keep my eyes dry. most of the time.
they don’t see my tears. they don’t see my pain.

they don’t know me. nobody does. it’s ‘cause I don’t tell them and they don’t ask.
They can’t hear me screaming, ‘cause it’s all on the inside.

but the beautiful voice says ‘there is Someone.’
that’s when i remember the better things.

i remember i have a hope that gets me through it all. a hope in a better place.
a better time. a real home where i don’t feel homesick for somewhere else.
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but i’ll always know that i do have a real home.

I am Chae Eun Lim 
(Daniel), from Korea. I 
am now living in Thai-
land as a missionary kid. I 
really had a difficult time 
getting used to this new 
country.

First, after leaving Korea, 
I was in Singapore when 
my parents were learn-
ing in ACTI. Of course, 
I had to learn English. 
Everything there was new 
for me. The thing that 
bothered me most was 
leaving behind relatives 
and friends in Korea. Those families were my num-
ber one treasure. They gave a lot of encouragement 
and happiness to me, but I lost opportunities to see 
them again. Other things that bothered me were the 
weather and different foods. It was all new for me and 
was the most terrible time I have ever had till then.

When I was in Singapore, I attended a before-and-
after-school session while my parents studied. I was 
definitely dumbfounded on the first day. People were 
speaking a language that didn’t make any sense to me. 
Of course, it was English they were speaking. Some 
of the students helped me a lot; some didn’t care to 
help. Some insulted me, but I had no ability to reply 
back to show my anger or frustration. When I had 
headaches from those students, the teacher was always 
there to help me. I always asked her for a dinosaur 
drawing and she always drew a picture for me. She 
was the teacher who gave me hope and knowledge. 
Though this was a difficult time for me, it was also 
very good. I see now that, no matter what happened, 
these experiences helped me to learn.

When we reached 
Bangkok after being in 
Singapore, the situation 
got worse for me – I had 
to attend an international 
school. On the first day 
of school, people asked 
me many things, but I 
only understood a few 
words. As time went by, 
I got better and better in 
my ability with English. 
Now, I can have a good 
conversation in English 
with other people and I 
also have many friends 
here in Thailand.

This creates for me a very unique situation. When I 
go back to Korea for a vacation, I miss my friends in 
Thailand. When I come back to Thailand, I miss my 
families in Korea. This really gives me a headache 
sometimes. People often think that I’m Thai, because 
I hang around with my Thai friends a lot. Now, I am a 
Korean having many experiences with Thais.

These are the things I have experienced so far in my 
life. It hasn’t been easy, but it has led me to a more 
contented life. I will never be remorseful because of 
my life and my parents’ choices. I will also try my best 
to support my parents in their work, hoping for a bet-
ter world for the people here.

Daniel (14, right) is a TCK 
who was born in Korea 
and has lived in Singapore 
and Thailand. His parents, 
Joshua and Jean Lim are 
alumni of ACTI. They are 
presently serving in Bangkok 
where Daniel and his sister, 
Christine, attend an  
International school.

left  
behind
Daniel Lim

My Relatives or My Friends

“	the	thing	that	
bothered	me	
most	was	
leaving	behind	
relatives	and	
friends”
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The question that every TCK and MK dreads to hear.

What are we supposed to say? We may have been 
born in one country and grew up in another or we 
may have been born in one country and grown in 
three other countries. We may have been born in one 
country but go to visit relatives in another or we may 
have been born in one country and have to visit rela-
tives in two countries (if one parent is from one part of 
the world and the other is from another). So how can 
you answer this question when you’ve never associ-
ated just one place with the word “home”? 

I grew up in Columbus, Ohio until I was eleven 
years old, so I still have many friendships I 
have kept up with back there. They 
were all born and raised in 
Ohio. If I asked them 
what home is to them, 
they wouldn’t hesitate to 
tell me their full address 
and phone number (most 
likely the same one they’ve 
had their whole lives). 

I can’t remember the last 
time I was able to say where 
home was. Even when in 
the States I never quite 
knew. I lived in three dif-
ferent houses as a child but 
spent most of my happiest 
memories up at my Grand-
mother and Grandfather’s house. 
We sold our house when we moved to Cambodia so 
that stopped being what I thought of as my home and 
I turned to my grandparent’s house since no matter 
when we came back to visit that was the one thing 
that never changed. 

Was Cambodia home? There was so much I loved 
about Cambodia (even more after I got used to the 
smell) and yet I have never been able to call it home. 
After living in Cambodia for five years I feel well-root-
ed, I know the town, I love the people and I’m so glad 
I got to spend a part of my life there. But I still stutter 

when I say I’m coming back to Cambodia, trying to 
decide whether or not to say, “I’m going home.”

Right now I live in the Philippines; I’m going to 
boarding school there. I really love Manila; the shop-
ping is awesome, most everyone speaks English which 
means I don’t have to learn ANOTHER language, my 
school is amazing and I couldn’t pick a better place to 
be right now. But I would never call it home.

I’ve lived in eight different houses and three different 
countries in the seventeen years I’ve been alive. You 
could feed me every happy memory I’ve had in each 
of those places or remind me of all the bad ones to go 
along with them and it wouldn’t make any of them 
more “home” than one of the other countries. 

Ohio is where my relatives live, so 
many beautiful memories of run-
ning around with my cousins and 
spending every holiday at my grand-
parent’s house. I’m so excited to go 
back there for university next year. 
Cambodia is where a big piece 
of my heart is and I’m sure I will 
return one day to do some missions 
work there. The Philippines is 
beautiful and I have a lot of really 
great friends at my school. I don’t 
view them as home. When I’m in 
the Philippines I miss Cambodia, 

when I’m in Cambodia I miss the States 
and when I’m in the States I miss both Cambodia and 
the Philippines.

So when people ask me where my home is, I simply 
say, “heaven.” Because I know that’s the only place 
where I’ll never wish that I was somewhere else.

Abbi (pictured with her 
dad) is a TCK from the 
USA. Her family has lived 
in Cambodia for several 
years, and she is now in 
school in the Philippines.  

“	So	where		
do	you		
call	home?”
Abbi Benadum
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From the high mountains of Papua where cannibal 
tribes lived without any knowledge of other peoples 
50 years ago to the suburbia consumer mentality of 
Northeast America continuing to the friendly people 
of Northern Thailand, I find myself back in Indonesia 
again, but on the West side. I am an MK called to go 
back overseas by the One who sustains His children 
through all circumstances. 

   An MK faces many challenges as they 
grow up. One large one is what to 
answer when people ask, “Where 
are you from?” or “Where is your 
home?”  Sometimes, I just smile 
at people when they ask me that or 
choose to keep things simple and just 
say “Pennsylvania”. Having never lived 
in one place longer than 4 years, I am 
at a loss how to answer so many times. 

Having heard about my many moves, 
some people say that they envy my 
chance to be in so many different 
places. I in return envied their time 
spent in one place for most of their 
growing up years. Although I would have enjoyed 
staying in one place for a longer period of time, I am 
grateful for the chances God has given to me through 
our many moves. Now, my answer to where my home 
tends to be, “Here!”  The old adage says, “Home is 
where your heart is.”  I choose to make wherever I am 
at that particular time my home, whether it feels like 
it or not. It eventually becomes a little quilt piece in 
the big, beautiful masterpiece that is the rich life that 
God has given me. I tend to try to make each new 
place a special place which I can gladly call home. 
Putting pictures of family and friends up on the wall 
and rearranging my living area to be cosy tends to go 
a long way in calling a new place “Home”. Ps. 68:6a 
says, “God makes a home for the lonely…”  Any 
time that I am lonely, I know that God cares for His 
children and there is always a home that I can run to 
when I am lonely.

    Because of constant moves, meeting new people, 
and not really knowing what culture I am a part of 

coupled with being an introvert all tend to make it 
hard to jump into deep relationships with people. It 
hurts to build good friendships and then to constant-
ly have to say goodbye, when you don’t know when 
you will see them next. Many times, I hold back in a 
relationship or scare people away with my indepen-
dent outer shell. This past summer, as I was getting 

ready to say goodbye to friends I had made 
while I was in Thailand for 2 years, I e-

mailed my parents my feelings of pain 
and hardship of saying goodbye once 

again. These are some of the wise 
words of my Mom.

Our Father is jealous; He will 
not allow any of His children 

to love any other person more 
than He. He will ask us to give 
Him all of our hearts, soul, mind 
and strength. He will ask us to 
give all our allegiance to Him 
above anybody else. We must 
surrender all other relationships 
to Him willingly and freely. ‘If 
our Father asks us to give Him 

something/somebody and it hurts too much; it means 
that we have too tight a grasp, and He may just force 
our hands open and take it. His desire is that we 
sacrifice it willingly.’  The ‘sacrifice’ of praise is what 
delights the Father, and makes ourselves happy, too. 
He knows what is best for us. We can trust Him to 
give His best gifts to His children, but we must sur-
render everything to Him, and we must do it daily. 
Everything we have is His; it is a gift from Him. And 
every day He gives us opportunities to test our loyalty 
and commitments to Him.

Praise God that our Father loves us so much and 
knows what is best for us!  When we face these trials 
that many MK’s face, we must remember that we are 
not alone, and God does “work everything for good 
to those who love Him and are called according to 
His purpose.” (Rom. 8:28)

Cheryl is an adult TCK who has lived in the USA,  
Indonesia, Thailand, the Philippines.

God makes  
a home for  
the lonely
Cheryl Kline
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It was around the end of winter; I was fifteen 
and a half. The flight to Korea was long and I was 
half dead from waiting for somebody to come pick us 
up. When we got “home”, I fell on the bed, tired but 
unable to sleep, and feeling a strange sense of dislike 
toward the area. 

“Will I go to school there?” I asked my mom, al-
though I knew the answer. 

“Well you have to. You can’t just not go.” 

“Do I have a choice of where to go?”

“The closest one to home… come on, you won’t even 
have to be there for long… just until you graduate 
from middle school.”

So my fears would come true – an all 
girls’ school where they would 
make me cut my hair and 
wear some stupid uniform. 
“Great!” I thought to myself 
silently the next day, and 
nodded when my mom 
pointed out the build-
ing from the balcony. I 
was dreading it all. But 
I’d thrown too many 
tantrums while we were 
moving from Colorado 
to Kansas, from Kansas 
to Oregon, and from “here 
to there” and all the moves 
we’d been through. So I turned 
on the loudest music I had and 
started writing in my diary how much 
I already hated the neighborhood. I also 
bawled for the friends I had left in the States. After lash-
ing out a couple of angry paragraphs, I remembered I 
had friends in this country from the time I spent here 
before moving to the States. It would take a two-hour-
long bus trip to meet them, but it would be worth it. 
After all, it was they who’d written how much they’d 
missed me, that they wouldn’t forget me, to please 
come back and see them again, and so forth. I dialed 
the number of the closest friend I had when I was in 

Korea. She answered and happily obliged to let me 
sleep at her place once I got to their area. The excite-
ment of this reunion numbed my shock of the move, 
and I decided things couldn’t be too bad. 

But four hours of being nauseous on the bus and the 
ache of the excitement did not prove to be worth it 
when I waved to my friend at the terminal. She didn’t 
recognize me. Stunned, I walked up to her and said; 
“Hey, what was that?” 

She looked completely dumbstruck. “Wow… I’m so 
sorry… I just… you don’t look like you… I mean… of 
course you look like you… I mean that you don’t look 
the same…” She awkwardly mumbled and told me 
everyone was waiting outside the terminal. 

As we walked together, I found that we had 
hardly anything to say to each other, 

and this was the same with the oth-
ers as well. Someone suggested 

going somewhere – a Karaoke 
bar and I weakly followed. I 
attempted to bring back the 
past we’d shared by recol-
lecting memories, but it was 
useless. I had changed, and 
so had they. 

In the Karaoke bar I sang 
nothing, because I knew 

none of the new songs in 
Korea. I grew awfully uneasy. 

Someone commented how Amer-
ica had made me quiet. Another 

one of them said I look tired. 

“…No I think I’m kind of hungry though…” I 
mumbled to get out of the singing havoc. 

The group chattered along the way to the food market, 
while I lagged behind. Suddenly, I blurted out that 
I was not feeling so well and would rather go home. 
They all looked surprised and protested that I should 
stay, but when I shook my head, they offered to take 
me to the terminal. My silence was kept until the bus 
came and I got on. I thanked them and said I’d visit 
again, which I never did.

loss of  
common  
ground

 Jireh Kim
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I am a MK from Indonesia. I spent my first 12 years there, after which 
I moved back to Canada. This summer I got to go back to visit my 
roots for the very first time in 14 years. Wow! It was really neat for me 
to be able to visit homes where I grew up and to meet people that I 
had played with when I was younger – and to hear of friends whom I 
grew up with and are now married with children (that’s not me at all 
yet)! But it was interesting to see how while it was an amazing expe-
rience, it was also really hard at times, too. There’s part of me that 
wanted to see everything stay exactly how it was when I left. I didn’t 
want my old home to change, or my favorite vacation spots to become 
tourist traps. Why did I want my childhood homes to stay the same 
and never become any different? Is it that I’m afraid that I will lose 
my memories if I see the actual location changed? Is it selfish to want 
things to stay the same? I got to go back and walk through our last 
house that we had lived in for 6 years. There was another family living 
there, so I just walked through the living room and the kitchen and 
then left, not staying very long. Part of me felt sad that I couldn’t see it 
how I remembered it, but I also thought, I’m glad that it is being used 
by other people and is not just left to rot. But I wished I could have 
run through all the rooms.

It was also amazing to see how the Christian community is growing 
and developing. I realized how much I have to be proud of in my 

family’s heritage. My grandparents, 
my parents and my aunt and uncle 
devoted much of their lives to the 
work there in Indonesia. I am so 
blessed with a heritage of godly 
parents and grandparents who have 
served the Lord faithfully throughout 
their years. I hope and pray that I 
will follow in their footsteps.

Esther (right) is an MK, born in Kalimantan, Indonesia. She spent most of her growing 
up years there before returning to Canada with her parents. She is now studying to be a 
doctor.

After that trip I threw out all the letters these friends 
had sent me, deleted their e-mails, and cried. How 
could I have been so naïve, thinking that time would 
just avoid us? I also cried out of the realization that 
there was nowhere I could go back to; it would all 
be the same – the awkwardness, the discord, and the 
loss of common ground after a time of separation. 
Was there any point in trying to befriend anybody? 
I was skeptical about it all. I moved on, but kept my 
distance to everyone in the new school. 

Fortunately, I have grown in re-learning how to build 
a relationship and trust in it, and am more grateful 
that I had the chance to live in so many places rather 
than be bitter about my losses. Though I am often 
stabbed by nostalgia, I treasure all the times I have 
spent with everyone I’ve met. 

I still sometimes think of the girl who didn’t recognize 
me at the station. Though it wasn’t the same for us 

anymore, she had been sweet and had bought me 
a packed lunch, knowing that I really was hungry. I 
wish that I had at least kept her letter. And though it’s 
been a while, I remember vividly something I had 
once written to her. 

“…I know that you once disliked me because we 
are different. There are some things that couldn’t be 
understood between us, and I don’t mind. I leave and 
I will miss you. Please do me a favor… as long as you 
keep this letter, leave a place in your heart for anyone 
like me. We move around too much and always need 
some rest. Stay sweet.”

Jireh, an adult TCK, was born in Korea, spent most of her childhood in 
Uzbekistan and a short time in the UK, spent her teenage years in the 
United States and Korea, and right now is living in Toronto, Canada, 
where she is studying illustration.

what 
about 
changes?
Esther Warkentin
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I loved being a TCK for the wide world expe-
rience, the broader horizons, and the larger 
world view.  

I struggled with coming back to my parent’s 
Western culture, feeling completely out of 
touch and out of place. I felt like I didn’t 
belong.

Looking back, both home-school and boarding school 
had their pros and cons. I think home-school was a 
little too protective and lacking in wider opportuni-
ties for social interaction, while boarding school was a 
HUGE leap, too far away with an enormous cultural/
social change.

I wasn’t very fond of my experiences at boarding 
school. In general, I feel that boarding school is a  
terrible solution. Those years of life are MOST  
critical for the PARENTS to be directly involved in 
the day-to-day maturing and growth of the child. This 
does not mean that the child needs to be “cloistered” 
to the degree that he/she has little or no other social 
interaction with others of their own age or race.

If I had a chance to do it all over again, I think I 
would prefer to do my schooling closer to home. The 
ideal school situation would have been if I had been 
able to go to school locally with other TCKs, still  
allowing for interaction with peers, not home-schooled 
but also not going to school far from home. (i.e. 
perhaps a “home-school” made up of a number of the 
children of local missionaries).

I’m partially glad that I was not in Western public 
school for my elementary years just because I think 
kids here in the West are exposed to way too much 
garbage too early in life. However, I’m also concerned 
for my son, that I might not be able to relate to what 
he will go through. Sometimes I fear having a son 
grow up in Western culture now and not being able to 
connect properly with him because I have never gone 
through what he will. Even today, many years after 
being back, I still run into new cultural things with 
which my peers are already familiar.

Leaving the host country was fairly easy because I had 
already somewhat disconnected at boarding school. In 

a way, what made the move easier was that because of 
boarding school the previous two years, I had already 
disconnected from the Asian culture, meaning that 
when we came home, I felt equally disconnected 
from Western culture as I was from the Asian culture 
(i.e. I didn’t belong anywhere). However, arriving 
and fitting in to the Western culture was very difficult 
due to social and cultural ignorance. This made the 
move complicated – not only did I not fit, I didn’t 
even know about everything that I didn’t know (i.e. 
over time I figured out more and more things which 
caused me to feel that I didn’t fit in). 

Something that would have made it easier would have 
been coming back to people I already knew from out 
there (i.e. other MK’s). This became apparent when I 
was in college and met up with other MK’s. We con-
nected very well, and were able to help each other fit 
in a little better. Somewhat like ongoing support after 
coming back.

It did feel like I got very good at making shallow 
friendships due to the fact that we were never really 
in one place for very long. I felt that this hurt me in 
the long run because I really struggled (and some-
times still struggle) with making deep friendships with 
people. Recognizing the fear of making good rela-
tionships helps – being aware of it, and intentionally 
working to build friendships.

For a while I felt it was quite strange that I really had 
no desire to go back to where I grew up; I felt unusual 
among the other TCKs. It wasn’t that I didn’t WANT 
to go back, it was just that I didn’t have a burning 
desire. I was content here in the West... and still am.

It would have been helpful if my parents had known 
(what I’ve written above), but honestly, I personally 
didn’t even know what I was struggling with. It has 
only been through the years, coming to deal with 
things and looking back on how things were that I can 
now answer these questions.  Ask me again in another 
10 years, and I may have different answers again. 

* “Warren” is an adult TCK who was born in Asia and now is mar-
ried and lives in a Western country. He wrote in response to questions 
given regarding his life as a TCK.

“I felt equally disconnected 
from Western culture as I 
was from Asian culture.  
I didn’t belong anywhere.”

dis connected
* “Warren”
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I would do it all over again...growing up third 
culture that is.

I love/loved growing up in a different culture - the 
ability to enjoy more food, more types of clothing, 
more ways of living...the diversity of seeing two dif-
ferent ways of doing everything is something I have 
appreciated as I grew up.

I hate the lack of stability when you can’t fit into the 
worldview of those around you. Either you look differ-
ent, or you can’t quite be satisfied going to where you 
‘fit’ in with everyone around you because that is your 
cultural heritage, but there is so much of you that 
doesn’t quite match up with that culture either.

I would never want to have to go through leaving one 
world for the other. I don’t wish that loss on anyone. 
You cannot stay in your growing-up culture because 
your roots are biologically ingrained...but to choose 
one world over the other is like breaking your heart 
into two separate compartments and saying that they 
can’t ever come together again (slightly melodramat-
ic, but true).

Most of my schooling was done at the kitchen table. 
Schooling wasn’t that hard, but I found it difficult to 
make transitions from home-schooling to private/pub-
lic schools. (I know that many others don’t understand 
or know about the kind of life I had in regards to 
school). The culture of “going away to school” is so 
much different than staying with the family to learn 
(home-schooling). I can say that home-schooling has 
influenced what a close family I have (the benefits), 
but at the same time, not catching on to the culture of 
“school and intramural sports” closes off my social life 
in a significant way (the disadvantages).

I was told that the move away from the culture I grew 
up in would be hard and also necessary. I expected 
things to be difficult, but like I said earlier, it still 
meant that I was cut in two. To biologically fit in 
somewhere is important, but to leave behind the 

country where you learned how to climb trees, ride 
bicycles and play games and swim in the ocean is also 
leaving a physical heritage behind (if that makes any 
sense). 

Arriving at the culture where I biologically fit in, 
my expectations kind of fizzled. I just felt like I had 
nothing to offer; but instead of not fitting in I began 
to think that I was invisible. I think being an MK who 
has to be in the front of church and on display a lot 
influenced me to put on a mask according to the feed-
back I got from a given situation...and because often 
nothing was expected, I felt quite unseen and became 
as flexibly translucent to each scenario as it came 
up. My greatest fear was not being good enough in 
the biological country, and learned to fear a lot more 
things than just this one. It seemed I had one fear and 
it gave birth to a zillion fears...now I am just fearful 
and trying to deal with each fear one at a time.

I don’t know that I could have communicated better 
to my parents back when I first made the moves (I 
am not a great communicator) and I would not want 
to have bugged them. Back then I would have liked 
them to have stayed in Indonesia and not have had to 
choose North America just because of a green card 
and insurance. I don’t know that anything differ-
ent would have made it any easier in the long run...
my transition was a long time ago and things have 
changed and mellowed since then.

Maria (left) is an adult TCK who spent her formative years in  
Indonesia and now resides in Canada. 

I felt quIte unseen and became 
as flexIbly translucent to each 
scenarIo as It came up

in 
transition
Maria Enns



“Tale as old as time,  
song as old as rhyme,  
Beauty and the Beast”.
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A familiar melody floated across the water as we ca-
noed down the river. I smiled. 

I had been so scared at first, coming back to Singapore 
for the first time in years after living in Africa for so 
long. There were no big open spaces where I could 
run barefoot, no stars, no friends my age...  Would I 
be able to survive three months in Singapore without 
going crazy? 

During the first month, I thought I wouldn’t. Every-
where I went, I couldn’t help but compare everything 
I saw and everyone I met to what I had in Africa… and 
of course, it never measured up. I would spend hours 
online, chatting with my friends from “back home”, 
countless nights looking at the sky trying to catch a 
glimpse of a familiar star, and would mope around the 
house all day feeling sorry for myself. I hated interact-
ing with people, because I always felt judged once I 
opened my mouth--my accent gave away too quickly 
the fact that I was foreign. I was convinced that I could 
never fit in or find anyone like me. 

Thankfully, God didn’t let me stay like that for long.

As part of the scholarship I had received, I was obliged 
to attend an outdoor leadership program as a way of 
getting to know fellow scholars. I was reluctant, and 
convinced that “those kids from Singapore” and I were 
so different that we could never get along. Granted, it 
was tough at first--I received my fair share of odd looks, 
and “Where’re you from? You don’t have a Singapor-
ean accent” comments. However, as I spent more time 
with those kids, I came to realize how much I was 
wrong. 

One of those realization moments came as we were 
sent on a day-long canoeing expedition. As our fleet of 
canoes drifted slowly down the river during one of our 

breachable 
gap
Sng Wan Xian

lulls, one of the pairs in a neighboring canoe burst 
into song. I expected to hear something unfamiliar, 
but to my surprise, they were singing some of my fa-
vorite Disney songs that my friends and I used to sing 
all the time in Africa. I smiled, and joined in. That 
sudden whiff of my old life in such a different place 
finally opened my eyes to the simple fact that Singa-
porean kids weren’t so different after all. They had 
the same fears, dreams, and even favorite songs, as I 
did. Being an MK was not an unbreachable gap after 
all, and I had only been making life miserable for 
myself because I had already judged and convinced 
myself that I could never love Singapore. After that 
drastic change in attitude, I found more and more 
lovely and charming things about Singapore that I 
had just never wanted to see before. 

I came back from that trip not only with a new mind-
set, but also with many new friends. And not only 
did I get the chance to make many new friends, but 
I was also so blessed to meet some fellow Christians 
who were such great encouragements to my faith. 
Looking back, I see now the great mercy that God 
showed me--even though I came into this transition 
with such a bad attitude, He placed so many people 
and circumstances in my life that taught me that I 
could not only survive in Singapore, but also learn 
to love it there. Even though I am so unworthy, He 
truly supplies all my needs. Glory be to God!

Wan Xian (centre) was born in 
Singapore, but spent many of her 
growing up years in Africa where 
her parents, (Dr.) Sng Kong Chee 
and Chay Gek were missionaries 
with SIM. The Sng family also 
are alumni of ACTI. Wan Xian is 
now studying in the USA.



I quickly learned and continue 
to learn that the experience of 
growing up cross-culturally 
follows TCKs throughout their 
entire life.
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As an adult TCK who has graduated from university, 
I assumed the bulk of the difficulties and struggles of 
being a TCK were over. I truly felt I had successfully 
re-integrated into my “home culture.” I had developed 
meaningful friendships with “mono-cultural” people, 
learned the local culture (sporting teams, local jargon, 
etc.), learned to dress appropriately and began to 
engage the community where I was. The awkward-
ness, the lonely nights, the uncertainty and discomfort 
in social settings because of lack of home cultural 
knowledge were a thing of the past. I should be able to 
carry on and live a normal life like my home-culture 
counterparts, right?

I quickly learned and continue to learn that the 
experience of growing up cross-culturally follows 
TCKs throughout their entire life. This can lead to a 
unique set of issues and struggles, but it also provides 
an adult TCK with a variety 
of strengths, capabilities and 
assets. These issues often arise 
when an adult TCK begins 
the transition into full-time 
working life. I would like to 
focus on two areas of struggle, 
along with the corresponding 
area of strength within that 
struggle. Both of these areas stem from the highly mo-
bile lifestyle of a TCK. (This is by no means a defini-
tive and exhaustive list. It is simply one perspective.)

The first struggle an adult TCK may have is the 
“itchy-feet” syndrome. “Itchy-feet” can be defined as 
the inability to stay in one geographical area for any 
length of time longer than a few years. Because of the 
amount of moving in the growing up years, there is an 
innate sense that moving is part of life. If there is no 
change in location after several years, something must 
not be right. Some TCKs have changed universities 
several times before graduation. Others continually 
relocate within their home country or constantly seek 
travel opportunities, the sole reason being to “move.” 
While moving and relocation is not bad in and of 
itself, it can lead to the lack of deep, meaningful 
community. TCKs with “itchy-feet” syndrome may 
have many friends, but few deep friendships and little 
community to support them.

However, there is a healthy way to relieve “itchy-feet” 
syndrome without being stuck in one location forever. 

Because of their ability to move with such relative 
ease, TCKs are well suited for jobs and occupations 
which require extensive travel and/or relocation to 
various parts of the country or world. They are able to 
make the move and still be effective in their occupa-
tion without being overwhelmed by new cultures and 
environments. An adult TCK who does this, how-
ever, must be mindful and conscious to intentionally 
develop community wherever they go. As the commu-
nity that is developed becomes more meaningful and 
significant, the “itchy-feet” will start to itch a bit less.

Related to “itchy-feet” syndrome is the inability to 
plan for the long term. As they grow up, TCKs be-
come used to very transient environments. They are 
always coming and going from furloughs, new assign-
ments, job relocations, emergencies, natural disasters, 
political crisis or a whole slew of other incidents that 

create a very unstable envi-
ronment. Long-term plans are 
seldom made because of the 
uncertainty of the future. As a 
result, it can be very difficult 
for adult TCKs to chose or 
even imagine a career where 
they will spend “the rest of 
their life” or even the next 

five years. They often don’t have the luxury of looking 
that far ahead. Career choice and progression are dif-
ficult because they have a hard time envisioning the 
future.

Yet, this unintended flexibility on the future can serve 
adult TCKs well in that a career change is not neces-
sarily a terrifying experience but merely another expe-
rience. They may be less disturbed about having their 
plans changed, because in all honesty, they did not 
have much hope in those plans holding fast anyway! 
It forces them to hold hands open and let God direct 
and lead as He may. And that is always a good thing.

Jed Tan is an adult TCK who has 
recently graduated from university and 
is awaiting the Lord’s leading on which 
direction to launch in this stage of  
his life. He has lived in Africa and 
Singapore, currently lives in California, 
USA, and rides a motorcycle.

adult TCKs
Issues & Struggles…
Strengths & Capabilities

Jed Tan
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“I felt like I had grown up in a wonderful garden where I knew every 
flower and every bush. Then I was thrown out into the woods and didn’t 
know how to survive. I didn’t have the right tools to survive and didn’t 
know where to get them from.”  ATCK

“It would have been good if my 
parents had ‘educated’ us a bit 
more about the lifestyle and 
culture in their home country – to 
be aware of how we would be per-
ceived by our peers and see how 
they could help that perception to 
not appear so foreign to our peers, 
ie, could they have helped us fit in 
better?”  ATCK

“I got very good at making shallow friendships due to the fact that we 
were never really in one place for very long. I felt that this hurt me in the 
long run because I really struggled (sometimes still struggle) with making 
deep friendships with people.”  ATCK

“From young I was aware that I 
didn’t ‘fit’. I was neither one culture 
nor the other; I identified with both 
but neither of them at the same 
time. This struggle for identity 
made passages such as John 14:23 
where Jesus promises He and His 
Father will make their home with 
those who love God and keep His 
commandments all the more pre-
cious. Not strongly identifying with 
one culture has given me greater 
ease to adapt to other cultures. 
Knowing what it felt like to be the 
outsider also gives me insight into 
struggles  that internationals new to 
my community may be experienc-
ing. I wouldn’t trade my multi-
cultural upbringing for anything. 
Despite seasons of pain where I 
was (sometimes still am) acutely 
aware that I don’t quite ‘fit’, I am 
extremely grateful for having grown 
up with two cultures.” ATCK

“My greatest struggle is coming 
back to my parents’ church. On 
one hand the adults treat me 
special, and on the other hand the 
kids my age do not accept me as 
part of their ‘group’; I am an out-
sider to the adults (I am their ‘little 
missionary’), and I am an outsider 
to the kids (they have no room for 
me in their already perfect party of 
friends).” TCK

“I hated not being familiar with the culture in my par-
ents’ country. I would never again want to go through 
that transition, especially during middle school. My 
greatest fear that I would not be accepted by my peers 
became very real once I moved back. I struggled to 
be socially and culturally appropriate. I really felt 
like I just ‘coped’ for the first few years – tried to fit 
in, tried to keep my personal convictions and not to 
compromise. My parents were very understanding of 
our struggles as kids, and as an entire family coped 
through the first few years as we all struggled to find 
our footing in a ‘new country’.” ATCK

“I don’t really know where my loyalties are. When I 
go back to the place we used to live, I feel like I can 
relate to a lot of things, and I feel like I have found a 
part of myself that was missing in my ‘home’ culture 
(my ‘passport culture’). But then I go back to the 
‘home’ culture and don’t really know what I am sup-
posed to feel. I sometimes don’t want to think about 
what my life used to be like in the place where I was 
raised, because it is too painful – I don’t know where I 
feel the best – I like both places, but there is a part of 
me left in both those places.” ATCK

“Our daughter had tried to fit in 
with the kids in our home country 
and had this to say, ‘How you look 
when you arrive (at church) the 
first day will determine what the 
(church) kids will think of you for 
the rest of the year.’ Friendships 
and relationships for TCKs are usu-
ally not culturally or appearance 
based. Their relationships are really 
their ‘home’, so making relation-
ships and friendships are vital to 
feeling welcome.” PARENT

“I don’t remember furlough as being fun – no one 
wanted to let an outsider in. I pray that won’t happen 
to my kids.” TCK PARENT of TCKs

“Our son went through turmoil when he left the place where we were 
working. He was all by himself, studying at a university in our home coun-
try, while we stayed on the field. For a long time we had no idea what was 
going on with or in him - a lot of frustration, anger and confusion. Today 
he has drifted away from his faith. So many times I have asked myself what 
we could have done differently, and I have come to the conclusion that I 
would definitely handle things differently today. But I also know that it is 
not a guarantee that our children stay with the Lord, but at least it would 
give them a better chance to start off in life away from their adopted home. 
We have hope and pray that God will bring him back one day.” PARENT
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They have the same coping mechanisms, the same larger world view, same special heritage, similar 
feelings of attachment to another culture and lifestyle, comparable experiences that have had an impact 
on their lives – because all of them have spent time outside their “home” culture.

A nut never forgets its shell. 
Indonesian

A person cannot forget where he/she comes from (hometown,  
family, heritage, etc.) For TCKs there is so much that clings from the 
past, which makes them the individuals that they are – unique and 
special.

A child’s life is like a piece of paper 
on which every passerby leaves a 
mark. 
Chinese

Every thing that happens to TCKs – pieces of living received from the 
different cultures in which they have lived, relationship with other 
nationalities – these will have a great influence on the way their 
lives are molded and on the persons they are and will become.

He who does not look back at his 
past will not be able to reach his 
destination. 
Philippines

A TCK must truly know and understand who he/she is because 
of his/her living across cultures in order to move on and become 
the person God has intended him/her to be. To appreciate the way 
he/she has been formed in another culture, another place will help 
in the formation of his/her new life in another context.

Closeness searches for the mother;  
distance searches for the tribe. 
Indonesian

When close to home, your relatives are your family; when far from 
home, others will become your true family. For the TCK, the  
family he/she really feels close to is often not blood-related. The 
true family of the TCK is usually those others who have also lived 
and loved in another country/culture, others who have had the same 
experiences and can relate to the experience of another in the same 
situation. There are many TCKs who are growing up with this larger 
world view because of their international roots. To their relatives 
they often seem alien; to one another they are family. 
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Orientation for Little Missionaries

“Baba, what is that?” Our 5-year-old son asked 
loudly as he pointed to a statue of the Buddha. 
“And what are they doing?” He asked again, as 
some worshippers gathered around the image. Our 
3-year-old daughter is into climbing. She was at-
tempting to scale a Buddha statue when we noticed 
in time and quickly brought her away. We realized 
that their increasing curiosity will not be satisfi ed 
until we give them a basic explanation about the 
beliefs and religious practices of Thailand. While our 
3-year-old is quite limited in her understanding, our 
5-year-old is asking lots of questions. Buddhism and 
animism are all around us. Among their playmates 
in the neighborhood and local schools, our chil-
dren encounter almost daily a set of practices and 
worldview that are different from the Christian faith 
we have taught them at home. Rather than avoiding 
this topic and obvious differences, we decided to 
explain these religious and spiritual matters to them 
as much as possible. 

While some view the parents as missionaries and 
their children as “tag-alongs”, we prefer to see our 
whole family as a missionary unit. Our children 
have a vital role to play in our ministry; they too are 
called by Christ to participate in cross-cultural living. 
Therefore, they need to be trained, equipped and 
empowered to serve the Lord as little missionaries. 
This means they need to go through orientation re-
garding the local worldviews and practices as men-
tioned above, language training, ministry mentoring 
and spiritual development.

Language Training for Little Missionaries

We are just starting our second term of service in 
Thailand. During our fi rst term, our son went to the 
local kindergarten and naturally picked up Thai. 
However, during our one year of furlough in the 
States, our children had no interactions in Thai and 
basically forgot the language. Upon return, our son 

our 
children are 
missionaries 
too!

could not even understand simple instructions in 
Thai such as “take off your shoes”. This was frus-
trating for us and for him as well. We realized that 
we needed to give him time, and treat him as a little 
missionary who should go through language training 
just like us in order to live happily in Thailand.  

We looked into different schooling options. The 
international schools seemed attractive at fi rst and 
offered an easier time for our children in the area 
cultural adjustment. However, we saw that learning 
the Thai language and having skills to make friends 
with locals are vital parts of their education that 
ought not to be overlooked if we are to be an effec-
tive missionary family. We then found out that some 
local Thai schools are very academically demand-
ing. Five year old children are expected to know 
their Thai alphabets well and be able to write simple 
phrases in Thai. Those who fail to measure up had 
to do extra studies with teachers on the weekends. 
We felt that this would be too pressurizing for our 
son who is only starting to remember some simple 
Thai greetings. As parents, we brought this matter 
before the Lord constantly. Finally we found a small 
local school for our son that is less competitive and 
much more accommodating. We trust this environ-
ment will allow him the time to learn the language 
again and make friends with Thai children. Our 
daughter on the other hand is quite content to study 
at home. However, things may change according 
to their development. We need to seek the Lord’s 
ongoing guidance for our children.

Ministry Mentoring for Little Missionaries

As they attempt to make friends with Thais, we saw 
that even as children, they face awkwardness and 
fear of rejection because of language and cultural 
barriers. Some degree of mentoring from us is help-
ful. For example, we often bring them with us for 
evangelistic visitations and introduce them to chil-

David Chang
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dren in our neighborhood. Sometimes we need to 
suggest activities such as biking or swimming with a 
Thai friend. It is quite natural for young children to 
interrupt us and want our constant attention while 
we are trying to start a conversation with a neigh-
bor. But as we explain to them that making friends 
may lead to opportunities to share about Jesus, 
our son begins to understand and gives us space 
to converse with other adults. We believe that as 
our children mature, they will develop a lifestyle of 
evangelism that comes from being involved in these 
visitations.

Spiritual Development

Finally, we parents participate daily in the spiritual 
development of our “little missionaries”. However, 
besides the basic disciplines of family worship and 
memory verses, we fi nd ourselves often surprised 
and challenged by our children in what it really 
means to follow Jesus. Our son asked, “Have you 
shared about Jesus with your Buddhist friend? Why 
doesn’t he listen to you?” We answered something 
like, “You can’t just tell people to believe, you have 
to love them, and when they see the goodness of 
God in your life, they will become interested.” This 
kind of exchange happens often and reminds us 
parents to examine ourselves and see whether we 
are living the things we preach.  

Other key ingredients in spiritual development are 
suffering and trusting God. Our daughter was cov-
ered in mosquito bites and allergic reactions to the 
bites as we moved into our new unfurnished home. 
This was followed by a high fever and other illnesses 
related to the new environment. As parents, it broke 
our hearts to see our children suffer. We even won-

dered whether it was worthwhile to bring them into 
a place like this while other American children in 
the States are comfortable and well protected. How-
ever, the thought that these little missionaries were 
having the privilege to suffer for the Lord at such a 
young age strengthened our hearts. These trials are 
given by the Lord for their spiritual development! As 
parents, we still struggle with the balance between 
trusting God and our responsibility to protect them. 

New challenges arise frequently such as how 
to handle snakes and dangerous creatures that 
intrude into our yard, avoiding tropical diseases, or 
hearing news about kidnapping of children in our 
area. Do we face these situations with trust in God, 
or do we run away in fear?  

Our God has called not only us parents, but also 
our children to be cross-cultural ministers at this 
stage of life. He has promised to be with us. It is our 
privilege to nurture these little missionaries through 
orientation, language training, ministry mentoring 
and spiritual development. In this process we fi nd 
ourselves stretched, constantly depending on Him 
and hopefully becoming more effective for the king-
dom as a family.

David and Gladys Chang 
are Asian Americans serv-
ing in Thailand. They have 
two children, Daniel and 
Faith.
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Looking back on the last 5 years we had with our 
two children in Bangladesh, Korea, and Singapore, 
I am very grateful for God’s grace toward our chil-
dren. Now in our second term in Bangladesh, I want 
to share our experience as a Korean family with our 
children entering different cultures. The purpose of 
this article is to point out some particularly common 
problems that Asian-background families often have 
to face when entering a new culture. I would like to 
deal with two common problems among Korean fami-
lies with TCKs: Communication and Language. 

Communication with children
They need to hear about the new culture and God’s call. 

Even though the Korean culture is evolving very 
quickly and has been westernized more than ever 
before, it is still more patriarchal than the Western 
world. Influenced by Confucian values, respect to 
parents is extremely important. Children are told not 
to talk back to their parents, but to obey them. This 
kind of allegiance to parents has become very weak 
among the new generation. Nevertheless, middle-
aged Korean parents often take it for granted that their 
children should understand and follow them to be in 
a new and even harsh situation. But, we should un-
derstand it is no easy task for TCKs to be in a different 
place and culture. Therefore, we need to inform them 
about the culture and share the call we received from 
God. We can find numerable examples in the Bible 
that God wants us to share our call with our children. 
Israelites were repeatedly told to teach their children 
about their special history and their call from God.

“In days to come, when your son asks you, “What 
does this mean?” say to him, ‘With a mighty hand 
the Lord brought us out of Egypt, out of the land of 
slavery. When Pharaoh stubbornly refused to let us 
go, the Lord killed every firstborn in Egypt, both man 
and animal. This is why I sacrifice to the Lord the first 

male offspring of every womb and redeem each of my 
firstborn sons.’” Exodus 13:14-15

This passage doesn’t mean that the parents’ role is pas-
sive. Jewish parents were to communicate with their 
children very intentionally and actively share their 
special history. A parent need not wait to be asked and 
children should not be excluded from your family 
history with God. Share with them why your family is 
going to another country. Tell them about the positive 
and negative aspects of living in a different culture.

I remember the evening 5 years ago, before going to 
Bangladesh, my young daughter and I went out after 
dinner with some friends. She was a bit sleepy while 
I carried her on my back and talked to her about 
Bangladesh. Actually, she was too young to under-
stand what changes would happen to her, but I tried 
to explain. I said, “Jungyun, we will go to Bangladesh 
next month. Mom and I will be with you, and as you 
know, God will be with us, while we live in Bangla-
desh. There may be some difficult things that happen, 
but we don’t need to worry at all, because God will be 
with us. Would you like to go to Bangladesh together 
with us?” She said, “Yes” with a confident smile. 

Last year when we started our second term, it was 
different. Jungyun did not want to go back to Bangla-
desh, even though she had been there before, because 
she had come to enjoy many things, friends and her 
extended family in Korea. Frankly speaking, my wife 
and I were concerned and afraid of her reaction, but 
we tried to explain that God called us to be a part of 
God’s Kingdom in Bangladesh and He would be with 
us as always. We told her that there are many posi-
tive things to being in a different place and culture. 
Gradually she came to understand and agreed on our 
decision, and now she is doing very well and enjoying 
her new school and new situation.

entering a 
new culture 
with children
Dr. Kim

An experience 
of a Korean family
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Language preparation for children
The complexities of learning other languages

Another challenge to our children is language. Some 
say that language stress is no big deal with children, 
but it is not always true. Observing my daughter and 
son, I have seen the difference between them in 
terms of language stress. Jungyun had more painful 
time, while Jungju never experienced any. When 
Jungyun was about 4 years old, we happened to visit 
a mission hospital for a few days. There were no 
other Koreans, and we had an appointment to meet 
missionaries, with whom we spoke English the whole 
time. Jungyun understood no English at that time, 
and she suddenly burst into tears and cried in my 
chest without any reason. In my thinking, since she 
couldn’t understand our conversation at all, she also 
couldn’t bear it. Later when we returned to Korea, 
Jungyun was 6 years old and had learned English 
twice a week in Kindergarten with an American 
teacher. It paid off. Though she had a difficult time 
in Singapore with English, she later adapted quickly. 
Now in Bangladesh she is doing very well and really 
enjoys her new English medium school. 

I have heard of Korean children who came to the 
mission field without English preparation and ex-
perienced difficulties in school. In some cases these 
difficulties may affect their self-esteem and may take 
a long time to overcome. 

On the other hand, we cannot neglect our mother 
language in order for our children to understand 
their identity as Koreans. Some Korean TCKs have 
identity problems and struggle with the Korean 
culture. 

For survival and basic communication on the field, 
the children also may need to learn the local lan-
guage. This can be a challenging burden for them 
and their parents, and may seem insurmountable. 

When mission agencies make a pre-field training 
plan for a missionary family, they should not ignore 
the children’s side, and try their utmost to find the 
best option for the family in terms of language and 
cultural adaptation. 

Conclusion
I can say that walking together with God as a mis-
sionary family is an interesting experience. As I 
shared with my daughter, God has been faithful and 
gracious to us and our children. But, God’s grace 
does not cancel out our responsibility as parents with 
our TCKs. Korean missionary families and children 
have different struggles. As Koreans may have more 
problems with family communication and language 
acquisition, we should make careful arrangements 
for them in terms of pre-field preparation, fully 
depending on God’s guidance.

Dr. Kim and his wife are both medical doctors, working in a creative 
access nation. They are alumni of ACTI.
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Our family has moved four times 
in the last seven years and we are 
in the process of making another 
move. Saying goodbyes are never 
easy. It is not just saying goodbyes 
to people that are difficult, but 
saying goodbyes to “things” can be 
challenging as well. You are not 
hearing me wrongly, yes, saying 
goodbyes to “things”. But aren’t 
missionaries supposed to hold 
earthly possessions loosely?

Four years ago, our family made 
a move back from the field. We 
decided to sell all our things as we 
were not sure of returning, so we 
packed our stuff; some to throw 
out, some to sell and some to bring 
home. We were surprised at what 
we accumulated over the short 3 
years.  

We decided to have a garage sale. 
My daughter, then five years old, 
totally enjoyed the packing.  We 
played peek-a-boo in the boxes and 
she helped priced the items and 
set up the store. It was like playing 
- big time.

The day for the garage sale finally 
arrived. Many happy customers 
came for the bargains - buying 
clothes, shoes, and kitchen items, 
to name a few. A man saw the cute 
soft toys for sale at 10 cents each 
and he paid about $5 for them 
all. As he was about to leave, my 
daughter went to him and snatched 
the bag of soft toys from his hands 
and ran to her room sobbing. Little 
did I realize that she had thought it 
was all a game, and when the real 
buyers came, she was not prepared 
to part with her toys. I realized the 
significance of the moment and 
went to her room and hugged her 
tight and sobbed with her. I told 
her that I too felt the same pain she 

felt. I learned a heartrending but 
valuable lesson of preparing my 
daughter to say goodbyes to her 
precious possessions.

In subsequent moves, we contin-
ued to hold garage sales. Again, 
we had our daughter help with 
the packing and pricing. What we 
find effective is for her to have the 
freedom to choose what she wants 
to keep and what she wants to put 
out for sale. A problem is, what she 
wants to keep seems so worthless 
to us and what she wants to sell, 
we think she should keep. You see, 
we adults tend to measure “worth” 
in dollars and cents, but children 
don’t. It is important to allow my 
daughter keep what she considers 
important to her. By doing so, I 
realized that she developed a sense 
of ownership in every move, which 
is very important to her psychologi-
cal adjustments in saying goodbyes 
and moving to a new place. 

Another constraint with mov-
ing is weight. Not everyone has 
the luxury of expatriate packages 
which allows for a full container of 
items to be shipped. We decided to 
give our daughter her own luggage 
where she could put in all that she 
wanted. Beyond the luggage, other 
stuff would have to go. Initially, 
it was painful for my wife and I 

to watch her decide what go into 
the luggage. Usually, we give our 
daughter about a month or two in 
advance. She would quickly pack 
up her most precious items. Then 
it would get too full to close and 
she had to decide what to take 
out. Today, you would see this 
item in the luggage and tomorrow, 
you would see it in the “sell” box. 
Another day, you would see it back 
in the luggage, then another item 
would take its place. This would 
go on for awhile until about a day 
or two before the garage sale. It 
was really agonizing to watch our 
daughter. “What am I doing? Why 
am I making her suffer like this? 
Can’t she keep all the things that 
she wants?” However, over the 
years, with every garage sale, my 
daughter has become so apt at the 
process. Now, it is a joy to watch 
her. She knows what lasts and what 
doesn’t. She knows that possessions 
are not what describe her. They 
are good to have but it is also fine 
to let them go. At a tender age of 
9, she is now able to pack her own 
luggage and maybe say, “Little I 
come, little I go.”

*Matthew and his wife are Asians who have 
moved between several cultures within Asia 
and beyond. Their daughter was two years 
old when they first moved. 



Asian Mission | 27

observations 
from my 
children
Karen Naylor

As I asked my children to relate their experiences 
as MKs, I realized that their lives as Canadians are 
full, and their past life as MKs has faded much from 
their thoughts. My kids agree that they are more 
Canadian than TCK now – a conclusion that is both 
encouraging and disappointing.  

Recent conversations I’ve had, one with a local 
couple with no Christian background, and one with 
a former mission colleague, brought our different 
experiences into great contrast – expectations, priori-
ties and experiences are so very different. What have 
we done to our children? What have we given them? 
Has it been worthwhile? Was raising them so far from 
home, in a sometimes dangerous and definitely differ-
ent culture, a wise thing to do? 

We lived in Asia from 1985 through 
1999. Our daughter was 1-½ years 
old when we arrived and our two 
sons were born during those years. 
The life they lived there as young 
children was all they knew of how 
childhood should be – and it was a happy one – with 
memories of family holidays, freedom and friends. 
With no TV and limited toys, the biggest source of fun 
was their imagination. We read a lot together, played 
games and sports, and even had regular family devo-
tions. Getting things was not common and so gifts 
were appreciated but not expected. 

Boarding school was a difficult and even damaging 
experience for one child because of the close setting 
where personality clashes and immaturity brought 
daily unhappiness. A return to Canada and atten-
dance at a local public school resolved a problem that 
was only getting worse. 

On the other hand, boarding school was a happy time 
for another child, and a return to Canada resulted in 
self-imposed isolation, loneliness and rebellion. 

What’s a parent to do? Some observations and advice 
straight from the MKs themselves: 

About boarding school: 

Parents, make sure that if you have to put your kids in 
boarding, they know (and the boarding staff knows) 
they are free to call home whenever and how often 
they need to. 

Remember that any adult looking after your child is 
not the parent, and there is a tendency to pick favor-
ites. If your child is feeling unsupported, it could very 
well be true. 

As your kids interact with other MKs, realize that kids 
are the same no matter where you are in the world. 
Some are nice, some are mean; many are competitive. 
Don’t assume that just because kids are children of 
missionaries, they are better or nicer than the kids you 
grew up with. 

About life in general: 

The early years of home-schooling and limited inter-
action with other MKs had both positive and negative 
repercussions. Genuine friendships with local people 
and an appreciation of the value of differences was 
a positive result. However, our daughter remembers 
thinking that because the local people considered 
us special as foreigners, that special status would 
continue. When in a group of missionary peers, her 
tendency was to act out to get attention from them. 

Make sure that kids have enough interaction with 
their own age and culture when they are young so 

they don’t have to learn it at an older 
age when it’s a lot harder to do. Inter-
action with nationals is not necessar-
ily good preparation for relationships 
in the home culture.

Make sure that your kids have a 
strong grasp of your home culture, or 

at least the parts that you like. That will help them feel 
like they belong when it’s time to return. Balance that 
with the understanding that this does not give license 
for arrogance about which culture is better. 

While kids are transitioning from one culture to an-
other, give them time – sometimes that’s all a parent 
can do. Remember kids are from where they grew up 
and it takes time to become a “Canadian” again (or 
nationality of origin). 

Conclusion: 

Our children are young adults now and all 3 have 
a growing and real faith in God. They have seen 
desperate poverty and genuine need up close, and are 
generous with those who suffer. They think and feel 
deeply. They are less demanding of life and have a 

heart to serve. 

Karen is the mother of 3 TCKs 
– Becky (24, nurse), Matthew (21, 
corrections officer), Philip (17, grade 
12 student). Their family lived in 
Pakistan for 14 years. They now 
reside in Canada.

While kids are transitioning 
from one culture to another, 
give them time – sometimes 
that’s all a parent can do
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Much has been written on this subject and there 
are many resources available for the TCK em-
barking on a new life in his passport country. For 
example, one re-entry seminar is described as a 
provider of “ideas, activities, and materials that 
will enable you to understand yourself and your 
reactions as you adjust to your new life setting 
away from your native country. This insight will 
set the tone for your adjustment and the future 
development of your potential”. Enrolling your 
child in a re-entry seminar is one way to help pre-
pare him for the next big step in his life – leaving 
the nest and making his own way in the big world 
out there.

Just as important as enrollment in a re-entry 
seminar is making sure you have a support system 
in place for your TCK. Ideally it is best if you as 
parents can walk the child through this step. See-
ing him settled in a home church, in the college 
or vocational school he will attend, making sure 
he bonds with those who will be his confidantes 
when you have returned to your ministry loca-
tion are important goals for this time you are with 
him. Choosing these people carefully cannot be 
over-emphasized. You need to remember that your 
close friends may not necessarily be people with 
whom your child will bond.

In this process you also need to ask questions 
– lots of questions! Ask him how he feels. Does 
he feel ready? Does he have fears? What are they? 
Ask him what he wants from you as his parents, 
how you can help him. In all of this we need to 
encourage openness. Perhaps the child will not 
feel free to let you know how he is really feeling 

because he might be afraid you will feel you need 
to leave your ministry, but still the questions need 
to be asked. Let him know you will always be 
there for him, even if it means taking time away 
from ministry to see him through a rough patch as 
he adjusts to being on his own.

Looking back on our own experience, I wish we 
had been more aware of how our children were 
coping as they faced re-entry into their “home” 
cultures. I wish I had paid more attention to hav-
ing a good support system in place. We were mov-
ing from one country to another to begin a new 
work for our mission when our two older children 
were facing the crucial time of re-entry in their 
lives and, while we are sure we were in God’s will 
by accepting our new assignment.  Our children 
accepted and respected that, but I believe we 
could have been more sensitive to the struggles 
they were facing. Our eldest daughter looks back 
on that time as “the loneliest time of my life” and 
that makes this mother-heart very sad. We all miss 
cues along the way but thankfully God forgives 
and uses even our failures and short-comings to 
grow our children in Him, reminding parents and 
children alike that Jesus is the only one who will 
never fail us. This is something we need to instill 
in our children from early in life – that Jesus will 
always be our best Friend and that He will never 
leave us nor forsake us (see Heb. 13:5.) 

So what are parents to do if they find their TCK is 
still struggling even after the steps of preparation 
have been “followed”? Then they need to seek 
counsel from others – parents who have faced simi-
lar circumstances, or a leader in one’s organization. 

are they  
ready  
to fly?
Margy Martin

Preparing TCKs for Leaving the Nest
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When we realized our eldest was not ready to be 
on her own (by now she had been through a se-
mester of Bible college) we asked our director for 
advice. Without hesitation he said, “Take her with 
you.” And that’s what we did. For eight months 
she was with us and during that time she worked 
as an aide in the MK school kindergarten. Those 
months gave her the opportunity to be a part of 
our lives and to be able to picture us in our new 
setting when she returned to Bible College. Inter-
estingly, several years later she, with her husband, 
went back to that Asian country to spend 14 years 
in an evangelism/church planting ministry. When 
their eldest was approaching her re-entry, they 
left the field to be with her and her brothers as 
they transitioned to life in North America. I was 
reminded again that there is no one way for every 
family, or even for every child in a family. Each 
one must be treated as an individual. And when 
we have done all we can do, we need to leave the 
rest up to our Heavenly Father whose love for us 
all, expressed in the gift of His Son for our salva-
tion, is a love that surpasses knowledge. (Eph. 
3:16-19.) Human love pales in comparison, and 
as parents we need to pray that our children will 
know the Father’s love as they leave the nest. 

In Deut. 32:11 there is a beautiful picture of God 
who “like an eagle stirs up its nest and hovers 
over its young, that spreads its wings to catch 
them and carries them on its pinions.” Verse 12 
goes on to say “The LORD alone led him...[His 
people Israel]” And He alone is the One who will 
lead our children. He will be their “safety net” as 
they try their wings and begin to fly.

*[I shared with Karen (oldest daughter) on the 
phone what I had written. When I was finished 
there was dead silence and I asked if she was 
okay. Her tearful response was, “I’m very emo-
tional right now.” Believe me, so was her mother! 
It was hard to re-visit some of those memories 
but she, if asked specifically, would be adamant 
that God was in control, that most teen-agers have 
struggles at that stage of their lives, and that her 
struggles were just different. She is truly grateful 
that she had the privilege of being an MK.]

**[(Added by Karen)  As I look back on the hard 
years of readjusting to my home culture,I can now 
see how in God’s perfect plan He used some of my 
difficult experiences to help me be more compas-
sionate and caring with my own MKs and their 
re-entry.]

Margy and her husband, Dave, served at ACTI from 1997-2000.  
Previous to that they served in Irian Jaya (Papua) and  the Philip-
pine and in leadership positions with World Team.  Although now 
“retired,” they are still involved in training church leaders in Papua 
through annual visits. They raised 4 TCKs of their own, and also 
have 8 grandchildren who are TCKs.

are they  
ready  
to fly?



Because MKs (missionary kids) have been raised 
on the mission field and seen firsthand, and 
likely been involved in their parents’ work as 
missionaries, there is a tendency for many if not 
most MKs to feel that they themselves should 
also one day become missionaries. This can 
make it difficult for them to select a suitable 
career in life. There may be feelings of guilt 
involved if the career is purely secular with no 
direct connection with missionary work. 
 Our two children have felt this and chosen 
university courses that they felt would provide 
some kind of opening to branch into missionary 
work should God so lead. They have also been 
involved in various kinds of short-term missions 
work in the attempt to find out if the Lord was 
calling them into some kind of missionary work 
in the future, but thus far there has been no clear 
sense of guidance in this area. One is pursuing a 
career as a chemical engineer (perhaps subcon-
sciously following father’s initial career path with 
the thought of a similar leading into missions?) 
in water treatment work. Though surprised at 
finding herself still in the corporate world after 7 
years, she is thriving and learning from situations 
that she would not have been exposed to in the 
clerical line of work. She trusts that there might 
be some future opportunity to use her skills in 
disaster relief work, or in community develop-
ment work in the two-thirds world. The other has 
just graduated with a degree in social work and 
has a desire to work with problem youth, open I 
believe to the possibility of this being in Singa-
pore or overseas. 

Missionary service or secular work?

As missionary parents we have encouraged our 
children’s exploration into possible avenues of 
service for God, but also emphasized that what-
ever profession their interest led them to take up 
eventually could also equally be God’s calling for 
them. This means that they need not feel guilty 
pursuing a secular profession in the absence of 
a clear call from God into some avenue of direct 
Christian service. What was more important was 
their readiness to obey God should such a call 
come, whether now or at a future time.

 Christians have always wrestled with issues 
relating to God’s will, usually in the area of 
whether they were prepared to obey or not, but 
also often with the problem of guidance. How 
does one know definitely whether it is God’s will 
for one to become a full-time missionary? For 
the MK this issue can even affect their choice 
of a future life-partner. Some MKs consciously 
or unconsciously avoid a deeper commitment 
with anyone who does not either share a similar 
cross-cultural background and worldview, or who 
might not be prepared to consider missionary 
work as a possible future option. It may make it 
more difficult for these to find life-partners. Even 
well-adjusted MKs can find this a problem. They 
grew up in a world so different from that of their 
current peers that there is no easy way of harmo-
nizing present reality with past experience.

Two problems MKs face that other 
TCKs do not face

These, therefore, are two problems that mission-
ary parents need to be aware of when they pray 
for their children that were born and raised on 
the mission field, i.e. their future choice of a 
career and their choice of a life-partner. While 
God has clearly called us parents into missionary 
service, it does not follow inevitably that our chil-
dren are also called to missionary service, though 
it may well be that some of us hope that one or 
more of our children will follow in our footsteps. 

MKs as second-generation Christians

Some MKs also have doubts about their faith, 
wondering whether the faith they have is their 
own, or just something passed on from their 
parents. The big challenge for missionary parents 
is to pray and guide their children to the place 
where they can personally experience salvation 
and so are able to recognize their beliefs as genu-
inely their own, not just their parents’. MKs will, 
for better for worse, always be second-generation 
Christians, and it will depend on the clearness 
of their own conversion experience whether they 
have struggles in this area or not.
 As missionary parents we dedicated our chil-
dren to the Lord as babies. Our desire was that 

Missionary Kids
Searching for God’s Will
Melville Szto
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they personally come to experience salvation, 
and that they would follow Christ. Following 
Christ means desiring to do God’s will. Mission-
ary parents’ thinking about what it means to fol-
low Christ is often shaped by their own personal 
experience of guidance. Consciously or sub-con-
sciously this is transmitted to their children, with 
the result that their children also look to experi-
encing guidance in a similar way. But of course 
God does not usually guide 
two people in exactly the 
same way. However, our 
expectation of a particular 
way of guidance may blind 
us to the other ways in 
which God reveals His will 
to us. We must not general-
ize here, but it is likely that 
some MKs experience this kind of confusion 
more than their Christian peers who do not have 
missionary parents.

What can missionary parents do?

Ultimately the issues we are dealing with have 
to do with MKs finding out God’s will for their 
lives. I wonder if there are missionaries on the 
mission field who became missionaries because 
of guilt rather than out of a clear sense of God 
calling them there. It is a comfort to know that 
God still loves and provides for these, because 
they are His children. God’s love is unfailing and 
He will never abandon those who belong to him, 
neither those who were “misguided” and find 
themselves where God had not called them, nor 
those, like Jonah, who were unwilling to obey. 
Nevertheless there will be a sense of frustration 
and a lack of peace for those who are not really 
in the place God intended them to be. So, how 
can missionary parents help their children to 
discover God’s will for their lives? I suggest the 
following:

Give our children to God and trust in 
Him to guide them.

Pray for them regularly to make right (good) 
choices and to be protected from making wrong 
(bad) choices. Our son adds, “and do not feel 
you are a bad parent if they seem to be making 
bad choices.”
 Be honest and open with them, sharing about 
our own struggles in the area of guidance and 
obedience, but also emphasizing how much God 

loves them and has his own best plan for their 
lives. This could mean their becoming missionar-
ies themselves, but it could also mean pursuing 
very different vocations. Mark Buchanan reminds 
us about the difference between a vocation and a 
mere job. He writes:
 “The issue, plain and simple is this: what 
has Christ called you to do? Has He called you 
to preach? Then leave the fish and the fishing 

boats and go. Stop making 
excuses, seeking evasions. 
Dump it and go. But what 
if He’s called you to fish? 
Or govern? Or fill teeth? Or 
collect garbage? Or grow 
cabbage? Someone has to do 
these things. This work can be 
a calling, a vocation – literally 

the work that the Voice told you to do – every bit 
as much as a missionary’s or pastor’s work can be 
(and similarly, a missionary’s or pastor’s work is 
merely a job if the Voice isn’t in it). When I have 
a toothache or a blown gasket or a hankering for 
fried chicken, I rejoice that not all are called to 
the work I do.” (“The Rest of God”, Mark Bu-
chanan)
 Our children should not need to feel guilty 
if their interests lead them into vocations other 
than that of the missionary’s. Rather they should 
see those vocations also as opportunity to serve 
Christ and to glorify God. For that to happen, 
they need to have a strong, personal relationship 
with Christ. I pray regularly that my children 
will always know that they are loved by God, and 
by us, and will themselves love God and desire 
to serve Him. But where and how is for Him to 
decide, and for us to trust and to gladly release. 
We pray too for their future life-partners, that 
these too will be people who love the Lord and 
desire to serve Him wherever He leads. I know 
that there are temptations and testings along the 
way and pray God’s protection and guidance for 
them. And I pray for God’s blessing and peace to 
be their portion.
Melville and Salome Szto were the first OMF Singapore missionar-
ies to Japan. They were there 19 years, from 1975-1994 when they 

returned to serve as Dean at 
ACTI for 7 years. In 2003 
they returned once more to Ja-
pan. Their children, Sharon 
and Mark, spent many years 
in school in Japan, and are 
now studying and working in 
Singapore.

“While God has clearly 
called us parents into  
missionary service, it 
does not follow inevitably 
that our children are also 
called to missionary  
service.”
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key concepts agencies & parents  
need to know about raising TCKs

Hence it is pertinent for all to know and understand:

• What a TCK is and the issues surrounding this identity – Who 
am I?, high mobility, high losses and griefs, etc. 

• The nature of transitions and how unsettling they can be to the 
children as well parents. Parents need to be very sensitive to 
their children’s needs by listening a lot and debriefing them as 
they encounter new experiences.

• Building a strong foundation of biblical values and family tradi-
tions during early childhood will bring stability and provide the 
anchoring roots for the ‘global nomad’ (another name given to 
TCKs).

• Their wide worldview and global outlook, whereby some de-
scribe TCKs as world citizens. They are naturally very knowl-
edgeable about global affairs and not unusually have a reper-
toire of stories from many countries.

• Their friendships also expand the globe. Hence the ability to 
connect with international friends may be their lifeline and will 
ease the turbulence of re-entry. For children from Asia, this 
poses a great challenge because of the lack of TCK peers when 
they come home.

• They may speak more than one language, but may not be fluent 
enough to fulfil the mother tongue requirements for entry into 
the education system in their passport country.

Raising TCKs continues to be a challenge for all parties concerned.  
Right at the onset, agencies have the responsibility to prepare families well for 
transitions, life on the field and re-entry/entry to the parents’ passport country.

Parents need to be aware that their children raised overseas will never be the 
same as their peers who have never left the home country. The children they 
raise will be shaped and impacted by the exposure they receive, be they values, 
world views or experiences. 

The reasons for understanding this deeply are important. This will help par-
ents and agencies to assist the TCKs through their transitions. It is not easy to 
adjust constantly to a different education system and school year. Making the 
appropriate education choices to ease the integration to schooling back home 
is vital for the emotional well-being. Understanding the need to approve the 
adjustment to the timing of parents’ home assignment by agency and sending 
church helps a great deal.

Belinda is a Singaporean with SIM International. 
She and her husband, Dr. Andrew Ng, raised their 
2 TCK sons in West Africa and Singapore. Belinda 
has worked in Member Care and as MK Education 
Consultant in the Asia-Pacific region. Through 

she seeks to create awareness of issues and needs 
families face when raising children overseas

When the home 
churches are also aware 

of these issues and 
will work side by side 

with the agencies and 
missionary parents, the 

transition process will 
go much smoother for 

all involved.

Belinda Ng
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webSitEs
www.iched.org

www.barnabas.org 

www.crossculturalkid.org 

www.interactionintl.org 

www.mresourcesconnection.org

www.mknet.org 

www.mknest.org (Korean)

www.mukappa.org

www.tckid.com

www.desiringgod.org/Blog/1105/

www.mislinks.org/practical/mk.htm

www.ismk.org

www.tckworld.com

www.crossculturalworkers.com

www.mkplanet.com

www.tcklife.com

www.mk2mk.org

www.tckinteract.net

bOoks 
“FITTED PIECES: A Guide for Parents 
Educating Children Overseas” 
Janet Blomberg, David  Brooks, Editors 

“THE THIRD CULTURE KID 
EXPERIENCE: Growing up Among Worlds”
by Dr. David Pollock and Ruth Van Reken

“RAISING RESILIENT MKs: Resources for 
Caregivers and Teachers”
Joyce M. Bowers, Editor

“SCAMPS,SCHOLARS and SAINTS”
“...AND BEES MAKE HONEY”
Both edited by Jill and Roger Dyer

“WHERE IN THE WORLD ARE YOU GO-
ING?” Judith M. Blohm

“GROWING UP GLOBAL: 
What a TCKs life is Like”  
Cindy Loong, Editor

magAzines 
“INTERACT” (Interaction Int’l)

“AMONG WORLDS” (Interaction Int’l)
 

about
TCKs
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	 SPIRITUAL	LIFE
· Spiritual Warfare; parents are on the battle field.
· Personal and vital relationship with Jesus Christ 

because of personal worth as children of God. 
· Growth and maturity.
· Willingness to accept spiritual guidance.  
· Assurance that God is in control in all aspects of 

their lives.

	 HEALTH	AND	SAFETY
	 Physical
· Many TCKs are living in difficult and sometimes 

dangerous or crisis situations.
· Many TCK do a lot of traveling – back and forth to 

school and also in and out of different countries.

	 Mental	/	Emotional	
· Many TCKs are affected by the stresses that their 

parents face. 
· Many struggle with emotional issues because of 

all they face.
· Good self-image, rooted in relationship with God.

	 RELATIONSHIPS
· Making good and healthy friendships in host cul-

ture or in school.

· Getting along with others in another culture.
· To realize their “belonging” with God is secure. 
· To be able to find stability in their relationships 

with God, family and friends.

“	FITTING	IN”
· With friends in host culture.
· With relatives when back in home culture.
· With family in ministry involvement.

	 FAMILY	ISSUES
	 Family	Unity 
· in purpose, openness and trust, and sense of 

commitment and faith

	 Losses
· Loss of privacy with parents/family.
· Sometimes resentment / feeling neglected be-

cause of parent’ ministry.
· Loss of intimacy with family if separated.

	 SEPARATION
· Loneliness – separation from 

parents and sometimes sib-
lings if at boarding school. 

· Separation from relatives and 
friends in home culture.

	 EDUCATION
· That the TCK will understand the importance of 

education, but also be aware that all of life is a 
learning process.

· Costs and challenges of schooling.

	 CROSS-CULTURAL	ISSUES
	 Adaptation	Challenges
· to host culture
· to parent’s culture (re-entry) – often not familiar at 

all to the child

	 Cross-cultural	/	Muti-cultural	Living	
· learning new ways of doing things in host country
· re-entry to home country
· adjustments to constantly crossing cultures
· feeling of not really “belonging” anywhere—a “for-

eigner” in the host country, but not really at home 
in parent’s culture

· language challenges—possibility of one language 
at home, another at school and maybe another in 
the host culture

	 Flexibility
· Many TCKs live on limited resources by the stan-

dards of their home culture, but on the flip side, 
have more “wealth” than most others in the host 
countries. 

	 OTHERS	IN	THEIR	LIVES
	 Parent
· Wisdom in decisions they have to make about 

their children’s education choices.
· To know how to provide a stable atmosphere 

of encouragement for the children as they go 
through their various situations.

· To know how to affirm their children.
· To know how to balance time spent with children.

 PRAY for other caregivers of the TCK (dorm par-
ents, other adults, those in churches and agen-
cies who have direct contact with the TCK).

 PRAY for the teachers, educators of the TCKs.

 For wisdom for all parents and caregivers to know 
how to make a difference in the life of the TCK.

prayer needs for TCKs



Asian Mission | 35

Jungle wildcats in a kitchen! A vivid memory from 
my childhood in the jungles of Borneo. Our friend was 
given motherless wildcat kittens, and though very 
young, they knew to hide under kitchen cupboards or 
extend their claws and hiss at unfamiliar movements. 
They were in an alien environment, strange to them 
in smell, feel, sight or sound, and were instinctively 
reacting the only way they knew. Sadly, the wildcats 
did not stay alive for long in the kitchen. No one knew 
how to feed them; none of us had experience taking 
care of wildcat kittens. They became lost in transition 
from jungle to kitchen. 

TCKs are taken out of an environment where they 
have learned to belong and feel secure and are trans-
ported into other cultures which are strange and alien 
to all their senses. TCKs are often in transition – let’s 
not lose them. 

“Culture” for TCKs

“Culture” for TCKs is not just that of the country 
– there may also be sub-cultures such as “Home 
School Culture”, “Boarding School Culture”, or “Inter-
national School Culture”, etc. There are also different 
“Church Cultures”. Each sub-culture will be differ-
ent, therefore it is unrealistic to expect TCKs moving 
from a one to another to not have struggles. Parents, 
caregivers and churches should not expect TCKs to 
cross with ease without preparation for ANY cultural 
adjustment. The adult may be more equipped for 
potential challenges, but TCKs may not be aware of 
nor be able to prepare on their own for the challenges 
of entering/re-entering another culture.

Transition into parents’ culture

What is RE-ENTRY for parents is often ENTRY for 
many TCKs. Adults may take for granted that the chil-
dren are experiencing the same things as they are in 
returning to the homeland. This is a faulty assumption, 
especially if the TCKs have not lived for any length of 
time in that culture. One important aspect parents, 
caregivers and churches need to understand is that 
when they tell TCKs they are moving back “home”, 
they need to realize that children raised in another cul-
ture are actually LEAVING the only “home” they have 
really known and are going into a strange and foreign 
place. 8-10 years to adults might feel like nothing, but 
to TCKs born or raised in another culture, 8-10 years 
may be a lifetime of memories and relationships.  

There must be openness to truly 
see entry/re-entry issues as TCKs 
would perceive and experience 
them, not as others would ‘as-
sume’; there must be willingness 
to face certain facts concern-
ing the TCK’s adaptation to this 
“homeland” that has never really 
been home. Adaptation should 
not be an event but a process, a 
time of transition. It involves the 
children and parents (and others 

coming alongside them) learning to leave one culture 
and becoming accustomed or adjusted to another 
culture, 

Many times parents/caregivers don’t understand the 
pressure TCKs experience when they move between 
places and relationships. Their senses may vacillate 
between negative and positive – feeling bewildered or 
fascinated, isolated or the centre of attention, angry 
or excited, guarded or open, etc. Extroverts and 
introverts may differ in struggles or in making friends 
in another culture: 

• Extroverts may seem to be handling issues, but may 
be masking hurts and frustrations under the ap-
pearance that all is going well.

• Extroverts may go to the “fringes” to find friends 
with whom they relate, or openly rebel against what 
is “expected” of them.

• Introverts may push away friends or retreat into their 
own silent realm through books/computer-related 
activities, or silently rebel in anger, denial of feelings 
or antagonistic attitudes.  

• Introverts may experience instability, insecurity or 
depression while transitioning into a culture that 
was not their choice.

What can we do?

• Be AWARE of what TCKs will face; LEARN about 
their world. 

• WALK TCKs through their adjustments – the leaving 
and the entry (if adults find re-entry challenging, 
TCKs will be experiencing the same, but may not 
understand why or what).

• INTERPRET the new cultures to the TCK.

• Churches need to learn how to MINISTER to TCKs.

• Help PREVENT MISTAKES – learn from others who 
have “been there”.

TCKs are precious gifts the Lord has entrusted to us, 
and we have the privilege of raising them to love and 
follow Him. In doing what we know to do, we will be 
making sure that no TCK will be lost in transition. 

Janet is an adult TCK who was born and raised in Indonesia. 
She and her husband Henry raised 3 TCKs in Kalimantan, 
Singapore and Canada.

lost in transition
Janet Armstrong
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The other day, as I flipped through my organizer, I came across a picture of my 
beloved grandchildren. Daniel has such a perfect nose. Joseph has a mischievous 
smile. Esther was wearing her hair in two braids just like a school girl. Sunga’s lips 
have a shape of a triangle. Sungmin has the best forehead I’ve ever seen. They are 
all lovely and I miss them so much. While I was lost in “grandchildren sickness”, the 
phone rang loudly. It was a missionary friend in Singapore. All of a sudden I thought, 
“Is something wrong with my children?” 

A Grandmother’s Reflection
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The Kims had inspired my daughter and son-in-law to 
give up a very promising job and become missionar-
ies; they were their spiritual parents. Mrs. Kim asked 
me to write about what it was like to send one’s chil-
dren and grandchildren to the mission field. I was a 
little taken aback but I took the offer with a desire to 
be a help in some way. After I hung up the phone, I 
burst into tears. God was watching me all these hours. 
I cried out to God with my sorrow but with a grateful 
heart as well.

God granted me two daughters and a son. My old-
est daughter followed her husband to Thailand in De-
cember 2002. A year later my younger daughter also 
left my side to serve as a missionary in Kenya. I was 
truly proud of them who left their homeland for coun-
tries where the climate and the language is foreign to 
them with love for the lost and with faith in God alone. 
They are good-looking people with good 
education and degrees enough to enjoy 
what the world has to offer and share 
the blessing with others. Whenever I 
see them having to be very conscious 
of spending money or having financial 
difficulties, I don’t know how to help 
them.

There are two reactions that I get from people. One is 
sympathy and the other is praise. People are amazed 
that both of my daughters are missionaries and they 
give me the credit for it. Then I tell them that I was 
not the one who sent them, God did. Even though I 
reply with such a humble cliché, I still feel lonely due 
to their absence. Whenever I see my friends who have 
daughters by their sides to take care of them, I am 
envious and miss my daughters terribly. 

Despite all this, I’m very proud of my daughters and 
sons-in-law who turned their backs on earthly plea-
sures and chose to follow in Christ’s steps. (Thanks to 
them, I get to get on an airplane once a year to visit 
them in Thailand and Kenya.)

The month of May in Thailand was sweltering hot. The 
heat wave was too much for me to bear since I had just 
came from Korea where the spring weather was pleas-
ant. I would perspire again even right after a shower. 
My grandsons would run around without shirts on, just 
like the Thai men. Esther had come to Thailand after 
her 1st birthday and her Thai was more fluent than 
her mother tongue. When I visit them, Esther is my 
personal interpreter. My main duty is to be their play-
mates. We sing kid’s songs and hymns together; we 
take turns reading the Bible; we do puzzles and play 
badminton; I teach them math and to play the piano 
as well. In those couple of months I try my best to do 
my duty to the fullest as a grandmother. 

One day, Daniel all of a sudden asked me, “Grandma, 
when will you be dead?” 

“Well, maybe in 10 to 20 years, when God calls me I 
guess.” I replied. 

“Grandma, wait until I get married.” Daniel said. 

Maybe Daniel hoped that I would live a long life. He 
left Korea when he was in nursery and is now in sixth 
grade, being schooled at home. 

Kenya has two seasons; dry and rainy. Kenya is very 
dry and barren; water is hard to get there. People have 
to cover their windows with vinyl due to all the dust. 
Cows starve to death because of the lack of grass, and 
flocks of monkeys attack the villages in search of food. 
In Korea, if I want to see a monkey I have to go to a 
zoo. But in Kenya, they are everywhere. 

Sungmin, my grandson in Kenya called 
me and said that he cried every time he 
thought about me. I told him, “Sungmin, 
grandma loves you so much and we will 
see soon.”

And he said, “Grandma, I hate my sister. 
She crawls here and there and eats bugs 

and droppings of lizards.”

Sunga, my granddaughter, was born in Kenya. I was 
worried about her being born and raised in Africa 
where danger of malaria and other local diseases lies 
everywhere. 

Jesus said, “Why worry? You of little faith” 

“Yes, Lord. There I go worrying again after I decided 
to trust in You.”

Sunga is now 4 years old. God has been taking care of 
my grandchildren so well regardless of circumstances 
and surroundings.

I’m over 60 years old now. I don’t know how many 
more days I have in this world. Once I get my work 
done here in Korea I want to be with my beloved fam-
ily to be their helping hands and to contribute to their 
ministry in one way or another.

I say a little prayer for my beloved ones today and 
hope that my prayers will be heard and granted for the 
people in Thailand and Kenya.

Mrs. Park Kyung Sook lives in Korea but her heart is with her 
children and grandchildren who live in Thailand and Kenya.

I cried out to God with 
my sorrow but with a 
grateful heart as well
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fit to 
cross 
cultures?

Will missionaries sent  
  out be ready 
 to face a culture  
  different 
    from their own?

ACTI…  
preparing tomorrow’s missionaries

When missionaries leave their home culture with the intent of bringing the Gospel to another culture, 
they often bring along many pre-suppositions… some of them wrong.

They may assume that others will understand and respond to the Gospel in the same way they have 
responded. Or, that the way the ‘church’ thinks and operates in their own culture will be the same 
way the church will think and operate in the culture they are entering. They may think that they are 
going there to teach, when in fact they need to first learn from others in that culture.  They may also 
believe they are called to be leaders when they need to first be servants.

A better grasp of the task of missions can be learned in a cross-cultural community where one has to 
learn that they really don’t have all the answers.  

ACTI is a cross-cultural community designed for the learning of important aspects of missions often 
overlooked.  ACTI is also a ‘safe place’ to make mistakes, where instructors and trainers with years 
of experience can guide others to a better understanding of their role as cross-cultural servants of 
Christ.  

Will they be equipped 
to face new challenges,  
 to be effective in 
  communicating  
   cross-culturally? Are churches aware  

 that many missionaries 
return home prematurely  
  because of 
inadequate preparation?

Gifts/cheques should be made payable to: 
ASIAN CHRISTIAN TRAINING CENTRE in Singapore dollars. 

If you wish to make a bank transfer, these are the details of our bank:

Please pay to:   
The Development Bank of Singapore Ltd Telepark Branch

For Credit to:     
Asian Christian Training Centre;  
Autosave A/C No: 029-009018-1 DBS;  
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