
Karen Swenson

Since coming to Hungary in January 1998, I have had the opportunity 
to touch the world through teaching missionary kids (MKs) and other 
international students. First at International Christian School of 
Budapest (ICSB) and later in my home, I have interacted with young 
people who carry passports from at least twenty different countries. 
This week I will share with you stories of a few of these students. In 
recent correspondence, I asked them how growing up in an international 
setting impacted their view of the world and their life’s path. I also asked 
them to share a favorite passage of Scripture and a favorite Christian 
song or hymn. These devotionals are built around their responses. I 
hope you will be encouraged by their lives and testimonies.
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Sunday
June 17 Overcoming Difficulties

BIBLE READING: Psalm 46

During my first eight years in Hungary, I served as a mathe-
matics teacher at International Christian School of Budapest 
(ICSB), established in 1994 to meet the educational needs of 
missionary families serving in Eastern Europe. One of my math 
students was a young man named Joel. Math was a struggle for 
Joel, and we spent many hours working together.

Joel was born in the United States, but his family moved 
to Hungary when he was five years old, where he spent his for-
mative years. Joel attended Hungarian preschool then elemen-
tary school for three years, learning Hungarian in the process. 
He was then homeschooled until starting high school at ICSB. 
He did make it through his math classes, graduated from ICSB, 
and went on to earn a degree in psychology from university. 
He is currently working as a project manager/implementation 
specialist for a medical technology group.

Growing up overseas has made Joel more compassionate 
for the nations. He has visited thirty-seven countries (and 
counting) and loves seeing how the Lord is working in other 
places. He is exploring the opportunity to be a fund-raiser with 
a nonprofit that serves marginalized people in Rwanda.

Today’s Scripture has been particularly meaningful to 
Joel recently. Three of his best friends faced life-changing cir-
cumstances—one involved in a hit-and-run accident, another’s 
family member diagnosed with cancer, and a third diagnosed 
with MS—all within a five-hour timespan. In the midst of such 
difficulties, Joel has been reminded that God is our refuge, our 
strength, and our comfort. He is sovereign!

SONG: Sovereign Over Us (Aaron Keyes)
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Thank you, Father, for being our 

refuge and strength when we face difficulties.

—Karen Swenson
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Monday
June 18 Sharing Hope

BIBLE READING: Luke 4:17–21

Another of my math students at ICSB was a young lady named 
Marjorie, whose family members for several generations have 
served as missionaries. Marjorie was born in South Carolina, 
but soon after moved to French Guiana where her parents were 
involved in ministry. When she was five years old, her family 
moved to Hungary. Marjorie spent her entire school career at 
ICSB before returning to the United States for university.

Because of her experience growing up in the international 
setting, Marjorie views the world through a multicultural lens, 
reminding her that there are always various ways of interpreting 
and responding to life’s experiences—that we must be cautious 
in how we interpret other people’s actions, especially when 
they are from a different culture. She sees each person uniquely, 
and the world seems smaller when she realizes people from 
different cultures ultimately long for the same things.

Growing up as a missionary kid has given Marjorie a 
longing to help people experience the love of Jesus Christ. She 
and her husband are following that passion, serving as church 
planters in Bristol, Pennsylvania. Today’s Scripture is one of 
her favorites because it provides beautiful imagery of the hope 
and freedom Jesus provides. It reminds her as well of God’s call 
to proclaim this hope to the world.

In recent months, Marjorie and others affiliated with The 
Peace Center helped organize a community response to racially 
divisive fliers posted around the city. Voices from every sec-
tor of the city joined together to lament the reality of racism. 
Events focused on racial reconciliation were launched, aimed 
at bringing hope to the community.

SONG: Doxology
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Father, help us to share the 

message of hope in our own communities.
—Karen Swenson
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Tuesday
June 19 Thinking Globally

BIBLE READING: 1 Kings 8:56–61

I left my position at ICSB in 2006, but through a variety of 
circumstances, God led me to remain in Hungary to minister 
to missionary and international families through tutoring. My 
living room became a classroom for these students, including 
a young man named Bryan. Born in Poland of American 
missionary parents, Bryan moved to Hungary during his 
elementary years. In high school, he supplemented his home-
school curriculum with math, science, and social studies 
classes I offered in a small-group setting.

Following high school, Bryan went on to university in 
the United States, where he completed a double major in music 
and psychology. He was married last summer and is currently 
working in a Christian mental health clinic in Minneapolis. He 
suggests his experiences growing up cross-culturally helped 
prepare him to live and work in Minneapolis, said to be one of 
the most ethnically diverse cities in the United States.

Because of his background, Bryan processes everything 
from an international perspective. In his college classes, he 
would often ask, “How would that work in a communal cul-
ture?” or “Is that something found consistently among many 
cultures?” His background gave him a better sense of the world 
and how God’s truth impacts people around the globe.

Bryan also sees history and tradition from a global stand-
point, which is why Solomon’s prayer of dedication at the 
temple is one his favorites. These verses point to the faithful-
ness of God in the past and point forward to a fulfillment of the 
promise “that all the world may know the Lord is God.”

SONG: This Is My Father’s World
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Father, give us eyes to see the 

world as you see it.
—Karen Swenson
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Wednesday
June 20 Celebrating Differences

BIBLE READING: Lamentations 3:19–26

In 2011, a request to teach an AP physics class began a part-
nership with ICSB in which I have taught a variety of AP 
(advanced placement) classes the school does not offer. One 
student to benefit from that partnership was a young lady 
named Abbie, who took AP physics and AP statistics. Unlike 
the other students, Abbie came to Hungary at the age of sixteen, 
when her father became the pastor of an international church 
in Budapest. Leaving friends and extended family behind as a 
teenager can be a traumatic experience, but Abbie embraced 
the opportunity wholeheartedly.

Seeing and experiencing different cultures, peoples, and 
languages during her two years in Budapest made her realize 
how big and beautiful the world is. Abbie says her heart for 
the nations was first ignited during that time and has only 
grown since. God has made diversity among his peoples and 
longs to draw them all (every tribe, every nation) to himself. 
Even though we usually shy away from or avoid differences, 
he has made the nations so that we may understand more of 
him—his character of kindness, gentleness, and grace. He gives 
understanding to different peoples; as we seek to understand 
each other, our view of him is also expanded.

Abbie recently graduated from university with a degree 
in mathematics. Her heart for the world has led her to accept a 
teaching job in China, where she is teaching English to seventh 
and eighth grade students. Lamentations 3:22–23 is a reminder 
that God, who has shown himself faithful over and over again, 
will continue to be faithful as we put our hope in him, wher-
ever he leads us.

SONG: Be Still My Soul (Kari Jobe)
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Father, in our diversity, may we 

understand more of you.
—Karen Swenson
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Thursday
June 21 Walking Intimately

BIBLE READING: Psalm 73:23–26 (ESV)

Like students anywhere, missionary kids and international stu-
dents have varied abilities and educational needs. For some, 
learning is difficult and extra assistance may be needed. Others, 
however, are very capable learners and need to be challenged to 
achieve their full potential. One such student is a young man 
named Alex.

Alex was born in Austria of American missionary par-
ents, but his family moved to Hungary when he was a one-year-
old. In the summer after his freshman year at ICSB, Alex had 
the opportunity to attend a special program for gifted students 
in the United States. After learning about the educational op-
portunities available to the other students, Alex wanted to stay 
to finish high school. However, because of the opportunities I 
could provide, Alex returned to Hungary to finish high school, 
and his parents were able to continue their ministry in Eastern 
Europe. In the next three years, Alex took AP calculus, statis-
tics, chemistry, and physics. These courses helped prepare him 
to study mechanical engineering at Northwestern University, 
where he is currently in his second year.

Alex loved the variety of experiences he was able to have 
growing up overseas. He recognizes that it allowed him to un-
derstand the world from different perspectives and to see it 
as more complex. Alex likes today’s Scripture verses because 
God’s closeness to the psalmist (you hold my right hand) and 
the psalmist’s total commitment to God (there is nothing on 
earth that I desire besides you) provide a beautiful picture of 
walking in intimacy with God.

SONG: Great Is Thy Faithfulness
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Thank you, Father, that we can 

walk in intimacy with you.
—Karen Swenson
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Friday
June 22 Living Unashamedly

BIBLE READING: Romans 1:16

Although they may not identify themselves as Americans, each 
of the previous students carries an American passport. The final 
student, however, carries a Romanian passport, having been 
born in Romania to Romanian parents. Ana provides evidence 
of the growing diversity within the mission community. When 
Ana was eight years old, her parents followed God’s call to 
move from Romania to Hungary, where they serve in a mission 
organization ministering throughout Eastern Europe. Although 
neighbors geographically, Romania and Hungary have vastly 
different languages and cultures.

Ana attended ICSB beginning in second grade. When 
she began considering where she might attend university, Ana 
came to me for AP classes. Because she was interested in study-
ing psychology at a British university, it was important for her 
to have an introduction to the subject before embarking on that 
path of study. Although outside my area of expertise, Ana and 
I studied AP psychology together. She is now in her first year 
studying education with psychology at the University of Bath.

Ana credits her experiences in Hungary for opening up 
the world to her and for helping her become adaptable to any 
setting in which she could potentially live. She has lived in an 
international setting and feels comfortable with people of dif-
ferent cultural backgrounds. She has also lived in a Christian 
community and values the strong foundation in her faith that 
God has given her. Now living in a secular environment, Ana 
finds her identity is even stronger. Today’s verse in Romans re-
minds her that she (and we) have been placed on this earth to 
bring God glory by spreading his gospel of salvation.

SONG: What a Beautiful Name (Hillsong Worship)
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Father, may our lives reflect your 

glory.
—Karen Swenson
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Saturday
June 23 Preparing Others

BIBLE READING: Matthew 28:18–20

As these stories demonstrate, I have had the privilege of work-
ing with some very special young people. Because I am helping 
meet their educational needs, their missionary parents can con-
tinue their work throughout Eastern Europe and beyond.

Back in the 1980s, I served a short-term assignment as 
a teacher at what was then called Ivory Coast Academy. As a 
result of that experience, God gave me a heart for missionary 
kids. Although I have lost contact with many of the students 
from those years, I know of at least two who have spent de-
cades on the mission field, sharing God’s truth with unreached 
peoples and raising the next generation of missionary kids in 
the process. Even some of my students from Hungary are now 
ministering on college campuses in the United States.

Therefore, my ministry to missionary families is reward-
ing on multiple levels. Because the educational needs of their 
children are being met, parents are able to continue their cur-
rent ministries. At the same time, young people are growing up 
with an expanded and more compassionate perspective of the 
world around them. Some of these young people will become 
the missionaries and mission leaders of tomorrow. Even those 
who do not will be better prepared to be responsible citizens of 
our diverse world.

I hope these stories have given you a better understand-
ing of the unique experiences of missionary kids. In response, 
perhaps you can befriend a missionary kid who has returned to 
the United States for university. Or maybe you can help meet 
the needs of missionary kids by becoming one of their teachers.

SONG: People Need the Lord
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Father, may we encourage the 

young people we know, whether at home or abroad.

—Karen Swenson


