living where other gods rule
Dick Robinson
Why do we live in Pucallpa, Peru - gateway city to the Ucayali River, a principal tributary of the Amazon
with a population numbering more than 650,000?
I ask myself this question almost daily. There are no noise ordinances in the city - mototaxis roar by
our apartment at all hours of the day and night, other than a brief hiatus sometime after midnight until
4:30 in the morning. Street vendors pass by incessantly, loudspeakers blaring their fruits and wares for
sale. Rhythmic music - if such it can be called - blares from enormous speakers on sidewalks. There
are no dog ordinances - canines roam the streets in packs, territorial markings waft from every sidewalk
step and tree; barking continues through the night-time hours. There are no traffic rules. A two-lane
street provides room for five cars, trucks and mototaxis abreast. Lanes are changed without turn
signals, turning left from the right lane in front of ongoing and oncoming traffic, or right turns from the
left lanes. Pedestrian crossings serve as merely an invitation to speed up and beat the red light; there
is no such thing as a pedestrian right-of-way. The sun shines mercilessly when it shines; tropical jungle
humidity increases ambient temperatures by ten to fifteen degrees! When the days are without
sunshine, the rains pour down - two, three or four inches per hour. Why Pucallpa? Who would choose
to retire here?
We live in Pucallpa simply because it is the
gateway to the Ucayali River, 1,700 kilometers
of access to the Amazon jungle of Peru and its
more nearly 100 different language groups.
We work upriver - 1 hour or 90 miles by
mission plane, 18 hours or 235 miles by fast
boat. We ask to be God’s light, Kingdombreaking-in power in the remote Amazon
communities of Tahuania. Tahuania is far from
the noise of Pucallpa, but not from its heat and
humidity. Tahuania is an impoverished place.
According to those who keep economic statistics, the GDP per person per year in Peru is $4,130; while
that of the United States is more than $53,000. The people of Peru live in the bottom one-third of the
global population income. More startling still, the GDP per person per year in rural Peru is a mere $70.
They live day-to-day on what they can farm, fish or hunt. They lack medicine and medical services.
They drink water fouled by bacteria and heavy metal contaminants. They carry heavy burdens on their
backs. They are the people of whom Jesus spoke: the poor, the weak, the sick, the helpless. They
are like sheep without a shepherd.
“And Jesus went throughout Galilee, teaching in their synagogues, preaching
the good news of the kingdom, and healing every disease and sickness
among the people. News about him spread all over Syria, and people
brought to him all who were ill and with various diseases, those suffering
severe pain, the demon-possessed, those having seizures, and the
paralyzed, and he healed them. Large crowds from Galilee, the Decapolis,
Jerusalem, Judea and the region across the Jordan followed him.” (Matthew
4:23-25; NIV) It is why we are in the jungle of Peru, following Jesus into the
darkness where other gods rule.

Peru is an officially Catholic nation since the overthrow of the Inca empire. Evangelical Christianity has
been in Peru for a century and a half, gaining significant influence in the mid-1900’s. Today about 5%
of Peru’s population is considered to be evangelical. Often, however, it is mired in syncretism. Where
there are no physicians and no medicines, shamans offer healing. Christians without access to heath
services will, in the last resort, visit these brujos.
In many areas deep in the Amazon interior, people groups without outside
contact have never yet heard of Jesus. Demonism - the oppression of
evil spirits, Satanism - the acknowledged worship of the devil, and
spiritism - worship and prayers to the dead, are not uncommon in jungle
communities. Where churches have been planted, but lack mature,
developed leadership and biblical rootedness, the church soon withers
and dies, the jungle quickly overgrows the frail structures of a fragile
ecclesiology.
We live in Pucallpa and serve in the jungle - despite the heat and
humidity, the traffic and the dogs and the noise - simply because God has
called us here. There is, there can be, no other explanation.

Romans 1:1-5

