MAKING YOUR INITIAL CONTACTS


As you begin your research into your people groups, mega-city or population segment, you will uncover the normal mountain of books, periodicals, indexes, organizations, websites, media presentations, and the like.  Most of the time we look through sources to find information, mine the information afforded, make some notes and move on.   When looking for initial contacts, look for the people behind the information offered.  


When you’re thinking about making initial contacts, look past the movie and carefully peruse the credits.  Wow!  Names!  There are authors and editors mentioned in those books and periodicals; there are organizations mentioned in those indexes, there are steering or executive committees in those organizations, there are names and e-mail addresses on those websites, and there are writers and editors credited within those media presentations—you get the idea.


Keep a listing of contact names and contact information as you do your research.  Evaluate contacts according to the type of information you might gather from them and the weight of authenticity you expect to meet.  Carefully think through your contact strategy.  For example, if you are researching a people group, recording names and contact information, and preparing to contact that person in some way. Carefully consider how this will be done.  Is security a factor?  If security is a factor, what may seem like a simple and friendly letter, chat friendship, e-mail message or phone call could develop into a major problem for your initial contact if the message you send is discovered and monitored in some way—assume that this will happen!  Do not assume that a contact in a Security 1 situation is someone you can share everything with.  Do not assume that you can tell that person who you are or what your interest is in them.  Do your best to tell who you are up front in a way that is honest but not necessarily open and transparent; let the relationship develop.  Americans are often too transparent in an effort to establish a relationship; much of the world is not this way.  Take your time, and think through your contact strategy for each contact you make regarding your people group.  Begin this now, so that you will be used to it by the time you become immersed in this group.


Once upon a time, in 1996, a missionary was asking for a visa to a West African country, he wanted to take 20 GPS (Global Positioning System) units into a country that would likely not understand the concept of GPS technology and would be suspicious of any foreigner carrying something “new” or unusual into the country.  Still, the missionary felt it important to get permission to carry these “gadgets” into the country.  He asked for an appointment with the consular for that country and introduced himself as a missionary.  Why?  Because the consular already knew he was a missionary—never conceal what is obvious.  (A different approach would be taken if this had not been known.)  After this was established, the missionary asked permission to bring 20 mapping devices into the country in order to map the churches.  He produced a letter of invitation from Christians in that country to help in a mapping project.  He promised the consular a nice map when the project was completed.  The consular gladly agreed and issued a special letter giving permission for the GPS units.  The visa was granted, and the mapping project was completed without hindrance after two years.


Note what was not said--“These 20 GPS units will uncover locations in your country using satellite technology maintained by the United States Department of Defense while digitally capturing that information in data tables for analysis.”  Yup!  That would have doomed the project.   Missionaries on the field must know these things, and you are a potential missionary or short-term volunteer to the people you have adopted for this semester.  It is possible that in your research, you may find a website, write down the contact information, e-mail the local person who maintains the website, and become great friends.  Be careful who you say you are.  If you explain that you are a Christian and you hope to visit him/her soon, you may have endangered yourself and your contact.  Most of all, you could spoil your chance to get a visa.  Your contact could be arrested and harassed for chatting with you or writing you.  You must assume that all of your communication is read, heard, viewed, etc.


What about PGP?  PGP is an encryption program that allows you to write to contacts via e-mail (you can send attachments too), and the recipient cannot decrypt your letter unless that person has your public PGP key which you have previously sent.  Well, that takes care of security, or so it seems.  It is true that anyone who tries to intercept your e-mail will not be able to read it if it has been PGPed.  However, PGP is illegal in some places.  Next, PGP can cause suspicion to arise by those who try to read your e-mail as it travels to your intended recipient.  Do people actually do that?  Yes, all the time.  The e-mail provider can look at your e-mail at any time.  So, in some cases, missionaries decide just to keep things simple and open.  Can you use some code words in this case?  Yes, but again, you do not want to arouse suspicion by the words you choose.  So, how do you know what to do?


For this class and with IMB field personnel and Baptist partners in various regions and countries, contact the IMB regional office in Richmond, tell the information specialist the name of the person you want to contact, and ask them how that person prefers to communicate.  Some people simply will leave instructions that they do not want to talk to you at all.  Although this is rare, don’t be offended if this happens.  They are concerned about their life and ministry and the lives of their people, and they do not know you.  Some people may say that you can write them openly.   Some may ask you to use PGP, and if this is the case, the information specialist can help you swap PGP keys.  PGP can be downloaded free from the Internet and installed on your computer.


If you want to talk to someone who is not IMB field personnel or a Baptist partner and who may not even be a Christian, you may still contact the regional office for advice.  Some regional offices will have carefully considered security protocols for you to follow when talking to contacts.  In fact, the regional office may know a place for you to begin—a “man of peace” with whom you may talk freely, within reason.


Well, I hope you’re not too discouraged.  You might decide to go by your first name only.  Be careful about religious or political talk.  Go with what is given.  For example, you may have just read a pamphlet on baskets that a people group weaves and exports.  Talk to them about their business.  Share a little about your interest in that.  Talk about the pamphlet.  As you conversation moves along, the dynamics will bring out new items which can be shared.  Just remember, that however private you feel your conversation is, it is not private.  


If you make initial contacts in your people group, do not expect all of the people in that people group to be the same.  Go with what each contact gives you; think situationally about each one.  Well, enough said.  Let’s look at a sample template for making your contacts.

INITIAL CONTACTS

Contact Name: __________________________________________________________

Brief Description About This Contact: ________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

I discovered this contact by:  _______________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

My contact strategy is ____________________________________________________




____________________________________________________

I established contact on _____________ (date) by _____________________________

I described myself as _____________________________________________________

I mentioned: ____________________________________________________________

My contact described himself/herself as ______________________________________

They mentioned: ________________________________________________________

Notes: 

