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What thoughts go through your mind as you drive past yet another 
person standing by the side of the freeway, holding a cardboard 
sign? “Anything helps.” “Down on my luck.” What have you learned 
about giving to the poor? One of my life themes is living generously. 
Jesus spoke often on the proper role of riches in Kingdom life. He 
made it clear we are to be givers. But how do we give? Where? 
When? How often and with what result? 

My devotionals deal with lessons I’ve learned, often painfully, as my 
husband and I serve the people of India. How do we accurately 
discern the needs of the people? What do we have to offer them? 
Whom do we serve when the needs are so overwhelming? How can 
we overcome the clash of culture which so often distorts and misin-
forms our Western minds? Many times we have more questions than 
answers. 

Come along with me and join in the quest to understand Jesus’ call 
to live generously. We’ll explore what it means to be both rich and 
poor. We’ll ponder the ways to love our neighbors well whether 
they’re found in foreign lands or right next door. And we’ll ask the 
Lord to strengthen our resolve to live generously when the lessons 
learned are difficult ones. 

Our Teams India blog is found at www.onehandfulofrice.org. 



77 

Sunday 
November 30 There Is No Furniture 

BIBLE READING: Matthew 10:42 
I spent six weeks teaching English at an orphanage near Hy-
derabad, India. While there we visited a nearby village. The 
directors take Western guests to this village because they’re so 
proud of the work that’s taken place there. 

Tharigoppula used to be inhabited by people who made 
their livings via thievery. Through decades of missions work 
the community now boasts a clinic, a home for the aged, and a 
nearly-completed church building. The people have learned 
to farm the land and some live in small brick homes. 

At the end of the grand tour we were shown the 
“Mission House”—the best dwelling in the village, now occu-
pied by the pastor and his family. The house was two rooms 
and an outdoor kitchen and latrine. There was not a stick of 
furniture in sight. It looked uninhabited to my Western eyes. I 
had no experience to help me interpret what I was seeing. I 
mumbled, “There’s no furniture.” My host agreed. 

Several visits later after reading mission reports, I began 
to appreciate the progress made in this tiny village. Lives had 
been radically changed from a predatory existence to a life 
based on Christian principles. Where once believers gathered 
under a tree in all sorts of weather, now stood a sturdy church 
building. The pastor was a leader in the community. The 
elderly were fed and the clinic, though tiny and ill-equipped, 
had a doctor visiting several times a month. Real progress had 
been made. 

Reflection: Are we careful to recognize progress made by 
the poor we serve? Do we persevere when our eyes are unable 
to see that growth? 

SONG: Open the Eyes of My Heart 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord, give me eyes to see the 

changes you’re making in the lives of your people. 
—Jan Pierce 
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Monday 
December 1 

The Long and Short  
of Short-term Missions 

BIBLE READING: Matthew 6: 2-3 
The noisy group of young people gather for the day’s instruc-
tions. They’re jet-lagged but filled with nervous energy. 

The visitors have prepared lessons, songs, and skits. 
They’ve come armed with supplies and gifts carefully selected 
and hauled along in giant suitcases. The recipients will form 
long lines to receive their share of the goodies and eager 
guests will take photos of the exchange. 

Work will be accomplished and positive cultural ex-
changes will take place. There may be uplifting spiritual 
moments—perhaps a testimony will touch hearts or a verse 
may encourage. But the bad news is: 
Gifts given may be confiscated, sold, or considered inappropriate. 
The expense of feeding and housing guests may be an oppressive 

burden to the hosts. 
Cultural differences limit communication and understanding. 

“Who are these loud, boisterous people? Why are they so disre-
spectful?...” 

The experiences guests are given are carefully tailored to maintain 
an appearance of authenticity, success, contentment, often mask-
ing the reality of everyday life. 

The good news: 
Valuable cross-cultural experiences will be gained 
New friendships are formed. 
The desire to obey the call to serve the poor is fulfilled. 

Reflection: Sometimes short-term missions are more valuable 
to those who go than to those they endeavor to serve. Do we 
take the time to learn how to minister in a way that actually 
benefits those in each situation? 

SONG: Living for Jesus 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord, give me a humble heart as 

I learn to serve the poor. Make me teachable. Fill my heart 
with enduring love. 

—Jan Pierce 
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Tuesday 
December 2 Performances 

BIBLE READING: Matthew 25:34-36, 40 
The first time I visited the orphanage I was delighted by the 
children’s singing, dancing, and reciting. I loved watching the 
intricate dance steps and graceful hand movements of the girls 
and the goofy hand motions of the boys. I marveled at long 
recitations of Scripture given in unison. What a great place for 
these children to live. How happy they were! 

When I lived at the orphanage my perspective changed. I 
witnessed a steady stream of Western visitors passing through 
the gates, each group given “the royal treatment.” They were 
seated up front in sturdy plastic chairs, gifted with garlands of 
flowers, and entertained. I grew increasingly uncomfortable 
with these performances. 

I noticed the younger children, though wearing big 
smiles on their faces, were very tired. They’d risen at 5:00 
a.m. for prayers and had been through a long day of routines. 
Now it was past their bedtime and they were, once again, 
performing. The entertainment, so beautiful when I’d been the 
one sitting in the plastic chair with garlands around my neck, 
began to seem manipulative. I became increasingly aware that 
basic needs of the children: a good diet, healthcare, real edu-
cation, were neglected while guests were satisfied. 

How did these routines originate? Why? What was my 
part in perpetuating an exploitive system? Years later I still 
ponder these questions. 

Reflection: We may unwittingly cause the poor to 
“dance for their supper.” Are we sensitive to what our service 
may be costing others? 

SONG: When I Survey 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Check my heart, Lord,  

as I serve. My desire is to freely give with pure motives,  
to love unconditionally and do no harm. 

—Jan Pierce 
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Wednesday 
December 3 The Piece of Chicken 

BIBLE READING: Matthew 5:42 
We often treat guests with polite formality. After six weeks in 
our mission setting we felt more like family than visitors. We 
shared meals and prayed together, spent long days of travel in 
prison ministry and village outreaches. 

I taught young children to speak English and worked 
hard finding new ways to break through cultural barriers. I 
chased monkeys away from the classroom and taught the 
children how to turn pages in a book without ruining it. I 
rejoiced when lessons broke through to meaning, not just rote 
recitation. In short I felt as if we were in the trenches along-
side the directors. But one evening at the dinner table I caught 
a glimpse of the stark truth. We hadn’t “arrived.” We were 
still seen as greedy rich Americans. 

It happened like this. We sat down to dinner with the 
host arriving a bit late. He’d had a long day and was tired. 
We’d already filled our plates with fried chicken plus the 
usual rice dishes. We offered our host the plate of chicken. 
“Oh, that is just for rich Westerners,” he said with a dismis-
sive hand gesture. The conversation came to a halt. We were 
guests—rich guests in his estimation. Our volunteer work was 
a drop in the bucket compared to his everyday ministry. He 
preferred to eat only rice and dal—save that expensive food 
for the high and mighty Westerners. 

He meant no disrespect. He’d merely let his guard down 
and spoken the truth as he saw it. But it hurt. 

Reflection: The poor do not always love their rich bene-
factors. How can we have the heart of Christ in such situa-
tions? 

SONG: Turn Your Eyes upon Jesus 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord, most of the world is 

poorer than me. Help me live a generous life, pleasing to you. 
—Jan Pierce 
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Thursday 
December 4 Money down the Drain 

BIBLE READING: Mark 12:17 
One of the most difficult lessons to learn in an underdevel-
oped country is “We’re not in Kansas, anymore.” We’ve 
learned in very painful ways that dollars spent on projects we 
deemed necessary were, in actuality, a huge waste. 

The building painted with watered-down paint was bare 
again after the monsoons. The plumbing work done with 
shoddy materials and workmanship was leaking even before 
we said our goodbyes. Money spent shipping books to the 
schools was wasted as the books sat on dusty shelves and 
were never used. 

Standards and attitudes we take for granted at home 
simply do not compute in other lands. It takes personal over-
sight, training of local leaders, and experience with culture to 
understand how to best improve daily lives. The process is 
frustrating and, sadly, resources are often wasted. 

Over time we’ve learned to make careful assessments 
before sharing resources. Where is God working? What fruit is 
being produced? Where can we come alongside a good work 
to help? Are we to give financial help, prayer support, friend-
ship? 

How do you discern the needs of the poor around you? 
Is the need financial, practical, spiritual, or a combination of 
all these and more? What do you have to give? What is God 
calling you to share? 

Reflection: Is our service built on a strong foundation of 
discernment, knowledge, and wisdom? 

SONG: All the Way My Savior Leads Me 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Father of all resources, help me 

hear your voice as I serve the poor. 
—Jan Pierce 
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Friday 
December 5 She Wasn’t Hungry 

BIBLE READING: I Timothy 6:17-18 
Shalini was a deaf woman who earned a few rupees as a seam-
stress for the local school. She was good at hand signals and 
facial expressions and usually communicated well without 
language. A young friend of ours from the States was visiting 
the compound, looking toward a day when she might serve in 
missions in India. 

It’s a standard greeting in India to ask after the comfort 
of a guest. They will say, “How is your health, Aunty,” and 
“Have you eaten, Uncle?” This is a polite way of making a 
guest welcome. It is also common for beggars on the streets to 
use a hand to mouth gesture to ask for money for food. 

Our young friend came to me, distraught. Shalini was 
starving. She had greeted the girl by moving her hand to her 
mouth in a questioning manner. Our friend had gone to the 
kitchen asking for a banana to give to the poor, starving seam-
stress. 

How easily we misinterpret the needs of those who seem 
destitute in our eyes. It took years of travel in India for me to 
recognize that the housing and environment of the middle 
class there looks like abject poverty to me. Yes, Shalini is a 
poor woman by our standards, but she works, and has money 
for food. She wasn’t hungry but was merely offering a tradi-
tional greeting to a young American guest. 

Reflection: We may make mistakes in assessing the true 
needs of the poor because of cultural differences. Are we 
diligent to find ways to understand the needs of those we 
serve? 

SONG: Trust and Obey 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord, I’m willing to be gener-

ous, but without your wisdom I’m like a child. Teach me and 
guide me as I share with the poor. 

—Jan Pierce 
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Saturday 
December 6 The Slums of Delhi 

BIBLE READING: Matthew 19:21 
We walked down a muddy pathway through a slum in Delhi. 
The lanes were clogged with children playing, women carry-
ing water from communal spigots, and with dogs and goats 
foraging for food. As we picked our way along, trying to avoid 
the worst piles of refuse and filth I realized I could reach out 
my arms and touch the homes on either side. 

Our host was taking us to his home. Each dwelling had a 
heavy wooden door, many padlocked shut. His door opened 
into an entryway with one room beyond. The walls contained 
shelving carved into plaster where family pictures, plates and 
cups were stored. The entry served as a 3’ X 3’ kitchen with a 
one burner kerosene stove. The only furniture apparent was a 
single bed. Someone asked where the children slept before 
realizing one bed served the entire family. 

Water was offered, but we refused in protection of our 
stomachs. Our kind host is a disciple of Christ who plants 
house churches in this, his home neighborhood. His goals are 
simple. They’re not to become upwardly mobile and leave the 
slum. No, his goals are to stay and live his life for Christ in 
full view of the inhabitants of this sordid, corrupt and danger-
ous slum neighborhood. He carries a clear vision of the riches 
of life in Christ and it can be lived anywhere, even in the 
slums of Delhi. 

Reflection: How might our comfortable lifestyle hinder 
our ability to understand the proper life goals of the poor? 
How might their convictions be considered challenges for our 
own life goals? 

SONG: I Surrender All 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Thank you, Lord, for the riches 

of life in your kingdom. Give me eyes to see clearly and live a 
generous life for your honor and glory. 

 —Jan Pierce 


