Dear friends and ministry partners,

We hope you had a good Christmas and New Year celebrating the realisation of God's promised Saviour Jesus Christ. 

This email is LONG, but extremely important.  It starts with a brief introduction and then Q&A format.  So, we'd encourage you to get a cuppa and sit down to read :-)

We are writing to you - our valued partners in this ministry - about a potential change in ministry direction, that provides wider avenues of return for your investment in prayer and/or financial partnership.  As you know, I (Phil) spent a number of days away with God just before my 50th birthday.  He spoke into a number of areas (including ministry direction), which I have also discussed with Jen and Pioneers Field Leadership and Pioneers Australia since then.  These had also been subject to prayer for a few months before that time.

I (Phil) am acutely aware of my fast vanishing years (c.f. to when I was 30 etc :-) ) and God is telling me to be very selective on what I now give my time to.  I am in awe at the undeserved Grace of God for me, for my family and for the ministry.  We have seen God bless and grow the ministry here in Samut Prakan.  My heart in ministry remains for my family first.  Secondly, it remains in church planting and building disciples who are able to build other disciples in a reproducible fashion.  Also, God is impressing on me the unique role I have as an elder with some life experience in many things to mentor and train up others.  I have had a number of words spoken over me in the past about having an apostolic ministry, which God is now impressing on me even further for my latter years.  I also remain passionate about continuing to serve within the Pioneers organisation.

Where this all brings me to now is that Jen and I are praying about moving to Ubon Rachathani (in the great unreached Isaan region of Thailand near the border of Laos) before the end of this term of service.  We are quite excited about this, firstly to be near Karis and Noom and their growing family and the opportunity to mentor our grandchildren (God willing) to be future ministers for the Lord in Isaan.  But secondly, because there are some good ministry fits there in our role as "parents" for the lost and for working with Isaan people BEFORE the Isaan people come to Bangkok to be involved in all the vice that Bangkok represents.  We are expecting to finish this term of service at the end of 2013 and then have furlough in Australia for around 6 months.  We are praying about starting a Pioneers Isaan Team before this time.

Now, to the Q & A which hopefully gives you some insight into how God is leading our thinking at this stage ........ 

1. Is the thinking on this move in response to the birth of our first grandchild?
To be really honest, we have found it incredibly hard to be separated from ALL our kids since we came to Thailand.  Obviously moving to Ubon will have us closer to only ONE of our 3 kids.  But, Jen & I have always had a deep conviction about Isaan, long before Karis married an Isaan man and went there.  In fact, Jen did a study on the Isaan people group back in 2005 as part of the Perspectives in Missions course.  After coming to Thailand in 2007 we saw Samut Prakan (SP) as a transition (for a number of years) for us as well as a call from God to plant churches in slum communities in SP.  We have been faithful to that Call, have seen God do great things here and now we feel God is calling us to the original area and people group that we were interested in, in Thailand.  During our time in SP we have found ourselves ministering to many Isaan people anyway.

2. What happens to the ministry in Samut Prakan (SP)?
We love SP and the work God prepared for us here.  August 2012 will be 5 years service here.  We weep at the thought of leaving some dear, dear Thai people who are now some of our closest friends.  We feel our original intention here has moved on now - God has used us to plant a church, which is transforming a slum community.  This church is now close to the point of having the resources to move into other slum communities in a reproducible fashion (that is, without foreigners teaching English).  Also, like the apostle Paul, I (Phil) strongly feel the need to 'move on' to let our new community church in Khlong Da Nu slum 'fly' on its own, to let Thais have the freedom to lead without my control tendencies blocking the way for them.  

We are therefore using our time now very keenly to help build the foundations of this church plant, including training up people and seeking to pass on the vision to reach all 30 slum communities in this province.  For the last year we have been building into a group of about 6 leaders (4 men and 2 women).  Three of these people are only recent believers (during the last year or so).  God willing, despite the move to Ubon, I (Phil) intend to maintain an active involvement in the ministry in SP and regularly go back to visit our new Community Church. That is, acting in an apostolic fashion like Paul did in his ministry.  We intend to financially support at least one key Thai man here (Citichai) and continue to build into him for however long God gives us breath.  He will be the first leader of Khlong Da Nu slum church.  We see him as a local Thai missionary ministering fulltime to his own people.  In the not too distant future we will send out more information on Citichai, as his story is a wonderful one of God's Grace.  So, we intend to still minister in SP, albeit at a distance with occasional visits.  I would still like SP to be under our focus of ministry and included in your prayer and/or financial partnership, although we won't be living there.
Feel free to have a look at the attachment, which is a short one-pager showing our simple 10 point approach to Church Planting.  At the moment, in SP, we are going through points 7,8 & 9 (almost simultaneously) while point 10 will be ongoing for however long God gives us breath.

3. What happens to our potential new team members? What happens to recruitment?  What happens to short-term team ministry?

We thank God for potential team members from Australia and the USA, who are now considering joining us in the Pioneers Isaan Team in Ubon.  We won't be recruiting for SP anymore.  We will be leaving behind a strong Thai team (with whom we will continue working as I outlined above). 


We have decided not to host any more short-term teams here in SP (with the exception of those who come to help with our annual English camp with a local school in October this year).  So, if you wanted to do short-term mission work in SP, the October 2012 English Camp will be your last opportunity.  We may or may not still be in SP then, but if we get enough people we will still commit to running the English Camp for the last time.

4. What is Isaan like?
Isaan is one of the 4 people / language group regions of Thailand - the other 3 are Central Thailand, North and South.  The Isaan region has a population of 21.5 million (which is about the same as Australia and is 33% of Thailand's total population).  Isaan is in the north-east part of Thailand bordering Laos and Cambodia.  Only 50 per cent of the Isaan population live in urban areas.  It is known as the driest and poorest (materialistically and spiritually) region in Thailand. The history of the Isaan people is a hard and painful story of trying to find equality with the rest of Thailand.  There are 3 main urban areas in Isaan - Ubon Ratchathani, Udon Thani and Khon Kaen.  We would like to see Church Planting ministry coming out of all 3 centres.

5. What is Ubon like?
Ubon (short for Ubon Ratchathani) is one of the main provinces in Isaan, where we would like to be based initially (God willing) from which to build the Isaan team.  Altogether there are 20 provinces (or States) in the Isaan region of Thailand. The Ubon Province has 1.8 million people, while the city is only just over 100,000 people.  The Province is mostly made of smaller towns and villages scattered around.  The people speak Isaan dialect but you can also communicate using the main language of Central Thai (which we will be learning for the rest of our lives), until you pick up the Isaan dialect.  The region borders Laos and is very similar to Laos in culture, food and language.

Ubon is representative of the Isaan region as a whole - characterised by farming communities - very poor rural people (obviously urbanised in the city area) who are suffering under economic hardships and consequently do make serious sacrifices with their children.  Their children tend to go to Bangkok to work either in the sex industry or other jobs in order to support their parents back home.  Also, unwanted teenage pregnancies are common as are abandoned children and orphans.  Thus, there is a huge opportunity to minister to people before they go to Bangkok and get involved in all the vice that Bangkok offers.

It is an intensely spiritually dark area and it is not uncommon to see evil manifestations of some kind or another.  The whole Isaan region has clearly been Satan's domain for many centuries.  Ubon, in particular, has a history of spiritual oppression with many attempts to set up ministry undergoing attack, which has often resulted in closing down ministry efforts.

6. What potential ministry are you intending to be involved in?
Above all, we intend to serve the Isaan people and in this way demonstrate the love of God and testify to the salvation available to us through Jesus Christ.  We are planning on starting a Pioneers church planting team with an holistic ministry focus (much like we have in SP already).  However, the holistic ministry could potentially look a little different in Ubon - care for mothers raising their kids from unwanted pregnancies, care for orphans (either in the community or through an existing orphanage), prison ministry, addiction recovery, help in micro-enterprise startups etc.  The goal of these holistic ministries will be to care for people as Jesus did and provide opportunities for people of all backgrounds to hear the Good News.  We intend to do further surveying of ministry potential in the coming months.  It is our strong desire to partner with YWAM who are working there already with Thais, so we honour existing work where it is occurring. 

We have never done any ministry on our own, but prefer to honour nationals by working with them and then stepping aside when they have been trained into leadership (hence our anticipated move away from SP).  Therefore we would like to partner with Thais to plant churches in regions where there aren't any churches.  Most districts do not have any presence of believers in Jesus.  Therefore we will be seeking God's direction on Church Planting, in much the same way as we originally sought His direction for SP in the initial planning stage around 7 years ago.  The percentage of believers is quite similar to SP (well below 1 percent).

7. What does Pioneers Field Leadership think of this move?
We sought the counsel of our Field Leadership during December.  They are a team of very godly people who have several years of overseas mission experience.  Our field leaders are very supportive of this move and have identified Isaan as the top strategic area for Pioneers to work in Thailand.  So, we do intend to begin recruiting for this new team during 2012.

Summary
We are sensing the timing of this move is more likely to be within a year, but this does depend on the progression of the Thai leadership in SP to reach out to a new/separate community from our original church plant.  As I mentioned above, the focus of 2012 will be continuing this training and discipling phase, which we are already well into from last year.  But it will also be surveying new work in Isaan and building a team for that area.

We appreciate this email may have come as a surprise to many of you.  You are dear friends and we greatly honour your prayer and/or financial partnership.  It is your investment into SP that has seen fruit for the Glory of God over the last 4-5 years.  Therefore we are informing you of this change in direction as an opportunity for you now to invest in the Isaan region as well as SP and therefore see Glory go to God in other untouched fields.  

Lastly, we ask you to 'sit with this news' and pray, and then get back to us (when you feel the time is right) with any other questions or comments you may have.  As your fellow servants in Christ, in reaching the unreached, we not only value your partnership but your input/advice and questions as well, so long as this has come after prayer.  Also, it would be useful hearing back from each of you whether you remain supportive of this change - this can serve as a confirmation or otherwise of God's will and path ahead for us.

We appreciate you greatly.

In the clutches of the cross,

Phil & Jen

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Phil Malone
m: +66 (0)811 437 319 

p: 02 6112 8133 (for ONLY the cost of a call to Canberra)
e: malone.phil@gmail.com
f: facebook.com/malonephil 

t: twitter.com/malonephil
skype: philmalone
blog: www.malones-in-thailand.blogspot.com 
youtube channel: www.youtube.com/user/malonephil
"He is no fool who gives what he cannot keep to gain what he cannot lose" 
"The man who will not act till he knows all will never act at all" (Jim Elliot 1927-1956)
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

