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March 2012
To our very dear and much appreciated prayer partners and supporters,

Greetings from Asunción, Paraguay where we have completed our first two years serving God and the church.
Reviewing this period, it’s difficult to believe how hard it has been to adapt to the Paraguayan culture.  Even though the main language is the same and Bolivia and Paraguay share a common border the long and complicated process of adaptation still hasn´t finished. Even Nicky who lived until the age of 14 here has found it challenging. Having said that, 2011 surpassed our highest expectations; we have had so much to do and so little time in which to do it that we have had to constantly adjust our weekly timetable to balance our work responsibilities and our family duties.

There is so much to share with you and to facilitate matters we will divide it into six areas.

1)  The morning congregation

2) The evening congregation
3) The school

4) Anglican Marriage Encounter

5) Opening Cristo Salvador in Asunción
6) Our family life in Paraguay.

The morning congregation.

In the morning congregation throughout the year we systematically carried out a deep analytical study of the reality of this community basing it on five areas.

1)  The powerful presence of God

2)  Worship which honours God

3)  Commitment to loving relationships

4) Development of serving leadership

5) Generous stewardship

Each of these areas has been analyzed in detail with a view to the development of a healthy church both for the present day and the future membership.  It proved to be a long but positive process especially given the active and positive participation of all the members who were able to share their opinions, concerns, doubts and dreams.The next step which we take this year as the leadership group work through the POA, (yearly operative plan) which applies the outcome of the 2011 study, motivating and equipping the membership in evangelism, service and caring, training in discipleship all on the foundation of biblical  preaching and the sacraments.  We look to the Lord to guide and fulfil his purposes.
Although Bishop Peter Bartlett named me co-pastor of the church I have asked him to allow me to keep a low profile in order to strengthen the image of the Paraguayan leader and we thank God that this has proved positive.  The local cultural tone of familiarity and the fact that the majority of the Paraguayan leaders are related family wise has not always helped in the difficult area of authority especially that of the pastoral leaders.  Although an atmosphere of informality and familiarity can be positive it is not helpful if it overrules the respect due to anointed authority.  We are all called to serve but leaders should not be treated like employees.

By the end of the year we saw a notable difference in the people’s treatment of the pastor, especially with regard to the young people.  This change was noted by the pastor in question, Agustin Maidana, who in a clergy meeting in the bishop´s presence thanked me and pointed out that among the youngsters he had moved from being “Agustincito” to Pastor Agustin.
Another important and positive point in the morning community is to do with outreach and social concern.  Once a month there is a visit to the isolated and inhospitable Chaco bush area, where the poorest Amerindian groups seek to survive, to train leaders and twice a year in a longer visit to travel even further to these very needy communities taking food, clothes and even toys for the children.  These communities are also Anglican, fruit of 130 years of Anglican missionary work.  
The last long trip to be made brought us the wonderful surprise of seeing Natasha, our eldest daughter offering to go as a volunteer.  It is never an easy journey and far from comfortable but we were delighted that Natasha went and has experienced such a contrasting and different way of life.  It was a very positive experience and she is now seeking to help more and include her classmates and to begin a campaign to increase the help offered.

The evening congregation.

This community has been rather more complicated to oversee because of the  unpleasant problem of rebellion amongst the young adults which has damaged the church and not helped its progress.  Rebellion can prove to be very subtle as well as dangerous and destructive and we are still not sure which group did more harm; those who left to start a new church or those who stayed and continued to sow discord and unrest.

One particular person who holds much influence didn’t leave but stayed and maintains a constant attitude of arrogance and criticism. We are looking to the Holy Spirit to work in us all, leaders and lay members, since if there is no change the church cannot grow healthily.

A number wish to join the morning congregation thus forming one community in the cathedral but this might prove to be a mistake and simply shift the wrong attitudes to a group which is making progress in obedience to God’s will.

One of these young people is studying in the Chilean training school and we await his return to be a blessing for the community. Our concern  however is that we have already seen some who have passed through this experience returning and simply wishing to change everyone to their particular churchmanship and point of view in an  arrogant and immature way. In a conversation with one of the institute’s staff we mentioned the need to add a course in humility to the course. We laughed but it remains an issue.
In spite of these challenges not all is negative since most of the younger people are active members who love the Lord. In addition to the EMA (Anglican Marriage Encounter) weekends, the younger members organize two weekend retreats each year called EJE, (Youth Encounter in the Spirit) which has proved an enormous blessing to the youth work and is much appreciated in the school by staff, pupils and parents since it has proved to bring a great improvement in family relationships and lead youngsters to Christ. It is an excellent foundation for evangelism.
For 2012 our bishop has expressed his desire that we strengthen the leadership role of Donald with whom we are overseeing this group and, as in the case of Augustín in the morning, that I take a lower profile in order to dedicate more time to reopening the church Cristo Salvador which is where we live. More about that later.
The School.
In 2011 the school was a wonderful challenge given the enormous need for God there is in the young peoples’ lives even when they are unaware of it. I had eight hours a week set apart for this distributed and set apart in my timetable organised around my other obligations in both congregations, the marriage ministry and my family.

I have given regular Bible studies to pupils aged from 11 to 18. As well there have been assemblies, retreats and special talks to give for the teaching staff and other people who work in the college. I am often called upon to provide spiritual counsel for teachers and parents as well as leading a time of bible study for the maintenance staff and as a result the 8 hours a week has often taken much more.

Fortunately the bishop has granted permission now for me to distribute 16 hours in my working week so this year I am much more with the youngsters including the times when they take trips and have retreats and I am also now involved in the ministry of the annex school which is there for the poorer members of Paraguayan society. It is challenging but wonderfully useful.

Nicky continues teaching IGCSE English (9th grade and 2nd form) and prepares groups for the Cambridge ESOL exams. 

Anglican Marriage Encounter.

This dynamic and much appreciated ministry involves offering weekends in which up to 20+ couples participate providing the opportunity to improve communication and other aspects of marriage in general.
In reality it is never limited to the 48 hours and begins a month before the set weekend with times of preparation, prayer and teaching and then ongoing follow through which strengthens personal faith as well as the possibility of membership of the church.

We began our own participation two years ago with a low profile but have become increasingly involved and now the couples who organize the ministry are under our care and leadership.

For us these encounters are highly important and effective and it’s clear many marriages are rescued and strengthened through EMA.
Opening Cristo Salvador in Asunción.

We live in the pastoral house of a church which has been closed for some time. The name of the parish is Cristo Salvador, Christ the Saviour, which has a special meaning for me given that I pastured a church of the same name in La Paz, Bolivia.

Our bishop, Peter Bartlett has given me permission to begin bible study meetings here with a view to forming a new congregation. I started this in September 2011 with low but encouraging attendance and a number of couples who have attended the EMA weekend are expressing their wish for a church for them to be set up.
Please be in prayer for this that the Lord will guide and bless this project.

Our family in Paraguay.

We are at peace and joyful but this does not mean that these have been easy times for us. In fact it has been very hard. The first difficulty was to arrive to an unfurnished house which showed all the signs of having been uninhabited for several years. We had to provided everything from beds onwards, obtain a car especially since we live a significant distant out of town and away from the children’s school and we had to take out loans to do this. Children have their material needs all of which cost money as well as their personal need for quality time with us and this demand has increased with the arrival of our fourth child, Samuel. I thank God that Nicky has been able to do wonders as mother of everyone ( including me!)
Sadly we have also had some very serious health challenges with moments of hospitalization and a very worrying time when Natasha had a serious time of illness with dengue which had an enormous cost financially as well as emotionally for us all.

The challenges however have only serve to strengthen our determination  to fulfil the work to which God has called us and we ask your prayers that the coming months see less stress in the areas of finances and health. 

Our lives and ministry are fully dependant on your kind support, both financial and spiritual and we know and trust this will continue. Please be sure of our gratitude and our full commitment to the very hard work to which we are called.

Please keep us in your prayers as we do you.

May God bless you richly,

Ronald and Nicky Irene.
Rdo. D. Ronald Irene

Pastor Iglesia Anglicana

Capellán Colegio San Andrés
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