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Some practical things about 
living well in Cambodia,  
Theologically 

1 Productivity does not equal fruitfulness 

Business does not equal fruitfulness. Doing the will of him is the only thing that matters, and 
there is so much to do, you all know that, there is so much to do. And God does not want you 
to do it all. I am going to say it very clearly, there is so much to do, and God doesn’t want you 
to do it all. Sometimes we act like Jesus said if I give you a glass of water, I expect you to give 
me the ocean. We act like that and it is not true, it’s not biblical, it’s not right. God does not ask 
for the ocean if He has given us a glass of water. Now He can give us the ocean and we can 
give it back to Him. He can give us the nations and we can give them back to Him. But we can´t 
do it ourselves. He is not asking us to. God does not expect you to kill yourself in His service. I 
talk with a lot of missionaries during every week who believe that God wants them to work 
themselves to death. Now you may die in the service of God, you may die in the service of the 
King, but it should not be because you are a workaholic, does that make sense. God does not 
expect you to kill yourself in His service. Business is not the same s being fruitful. So do not try 
to meet your own deep insecurities through working for God. Don´t ty to satisfy your deep core 
longings, it could be your missions agency or your boss, or the church you are going. Trying to 
meet your own psychological needs through mission will tear you up psychologically and 
emotionally. Just like it has done a lot of people before you. So productivity does not equal 
fruitfulness 

B simple prayers are your friends 

For me, after we had gone through a really hard time, it was in our first two years here, typhoid 
fever, some really bad news from my family back in the States and it was a very hard time. A 
simple prayer± I will worship the Lord my God, I will serve only Him. That´s really all I prayed for 
weeks, and it is still right upon my desk. I will worship the Lord my God and I will serve only 
Him. It was what Jesus told satan at the end of the tempting and at the pinnacle of his 
temptation, He told the devil± it is written you shall serve the Lord your God and only Him. And 
when I am on a rough path still I fall to that. I will worship the Lord my God. I will serve only Him 
and in the scriptures in Matthew 4 it happens that satan leaves and angels come. 

After that prayer the devil left Jesus and angels came and ministered to Him , so simple prayers 
are your friend. Speaking of satan, see, if you are taking notes like that, don´t you give satan 
more credit than he is due, don´t blame him for everything. I see a lot of people do this, I hear a 
lot of people blaming their adultery on the devil and that is really sad, because it will keep you 
from taking responsibility for your own junk and it will keep you from doing the hard, it´s really 
hard, personal and interpersonal work you really need to do. And it´s don´t blame the devil, he 
doesn´t deserve as much credit as we give him sometimes. 

I am talking about what is reasonable foreseeable in our life. And this is my text that I borrowed 
from the legislate law: when it is reasonable foreseeable that this would happen, here is how this 
works. 



When it is reasonable foreseeable, but take it for what it is worth, that eating this street food is 
going to give someone diarrhea then I cannot blame my diarrhea on the devil. Does that make 
sense? If it is reasonable foreseeable that doing this stupid thing will result in pain I cannot 
blame the devil for hurting me. You see, a lot of us blame the devil too much, a lot of us. 

Here’s another example , if you ignore the Sabbath, if you ignore rest and you run yourself 
ragged, do not blame the darkness of Cambodia for your burned-outness, don’t do it, because 
it is, I am just telling it as it is reasonable foreseeable. If your run yourself crazy, there’s no room 
for relationships in your life, you will burn out. That is reasonable foreseeable so when it 
happens don’t blame it on the devil, you were foolish and I was foolish, I did it and then I blame 
it on satan, he doesn’t deserve that much credit. 

Another example, proverbs 7:6-9, we read this together as a family this weekend and it hit me 
again, as I was reading with the boys and it’s a great impersonation 

When I was at the window of my house looking through the curtain and saw a simpleminded 
young man who lacked common sense. He was crossing the street near the house of an 
immoral woman. He was strolling down the path by her house at twilight as the day was fading, 
as the dark of night set in. If you’re naïve, if you’re dome about yourself, if you lack common 
sense and you walk down the street at night, right next to her house, don’t blame the devil for 
her tempting you and if you fall into sin, then think you are an idiot, you shouldn’t be out on the 
street. I know it is speaking hard and the longer I work with people that I am counseling, the 
more I am willing to say this is stupid. And I don’t normally talk like that and I feel inconvenient, 
the more people I sit with and hear the pain and trauma that comes from these people’s bad 
behavior. 

Chapter 7 ends with this line: don’t let your heart stray away towards her and don’t wander 
down her path, so again don’t give satan all the credit if it is reasonable foreseeable you need to 
own it. 

We are still under the theologically 1 

If you want to live well in Cambodia long-term, you need a robust idea of heaven, you need a 
robust theology, you need a strong idea of heaven what it is. I am not talking about end times 
theology, I am talking about the reality of eternity. Practically speaking, if you have never read 
Randy Alcorn’s book about Heaven, I recommend it. Now that’s a good starting point. Randy 
Alcorn wrote a huge book about heaven. If you prefer music check out Phil Wickham’s album 
called heaven on earth. I recently wrote an article discussing the gift of grieve and how it turns 
out in heaven as well, just a couple of days ago. 

Ok, Living well in Cambodia spiritually 

So I know I talked about it a lot, so I want to keep it simple. There are two powerful words you 
need to understand and they are two sacred words, yes and no, you are like: that guy is really 
smart now. They are two sacred words, yes and no. Now, it is interesting, I heard a few weeks 
ago a preacher share on this idea and he said this: satan is always trying to get your yes, satan 
is always trying to get you to say yes for whatever you say yes to, if it his yes, it is no to the 
father. Justin Rizzo, a musician in IHOP sings about the beautiful line to walk in faith and 
wisdom. This line between faith and wisdom, and I think we can see this pin out in how we say 
yes and no, because how you say yes and how you say no will make or break you spiritually 
unveiled and they are both sacred and they are both to be used with faith and wisdom. It’s 
possible to say yes to too much because of your faith, You know what I am saying, it is possible 
to say yes to way too much because of your faith, it is possible to say no to too much because 



of your wisdom. The words I used this morning, to have faith and wisdom and to see where we 
say yes and where we say no, we need to spend time connected to Jesus. 

Another thing I have written on my office wall is something I heard a long time ago. It says: the 
most fruitful thing I can do today is connect with the heart of Jesus, the most fruitful thing I can 
do on any day is connect with the heart of Jesus and I shouldn’t be afraid to keeping that in my 
room, connecting with the heart of Jesus. Because if I am really connected with the heart of 
Jesus I am going to be out loving people just like Jesus did, but it is going to be fruitful, not just 
busy. 

3 Living well in Cambodia relationally 

Now we know that connecting with other humans is so vital, we know that it is important to our 
long-term-health, we know that friendships are important. I just want to say that I think that 
Elisabeth is the expert in the area of friendship. Right now my relational capital is a day off 
spend with Elisabeth and the children, so she has written something recently on friendships, 
you should read it yourself. I want to acknowledge my ignorance. So also friendships are so 
important, especially for single people on the field, and there are a lot of folks on the field that 
are single. We have to recognize that, and a lot of the single people on the field are single ladies.  
And in my ignorance I never have been single. Elisabeth and I were high school-sweethearts 
and were married very, very young, and I have never been single so I am not quite sure how to 
address those things here, I let you do that when you meet Elisabeth. So relationally about 
husbands and wives, which I know some. I have been married, for 17 years Elisabeth and I 
have been married and we want to stay married in Cambodia and we want to stay happily 
married, here in Cambodia. And I think that there are some practical things you can do to get 
there and I know that I am going really fast and I just am going to toss a whole bunch to you 
and I also realize that people are individual and there is parenting and that’s a very individual 
thing and a relationship between a husband and a wife is also very individual. So if I say some 
things and you think that never works. I don’t care if you don’t like my ideas as long as if you do 
something that works for you, tell me what it is and I might pass it along to folks. 

Google questions to ask on a first date and start asking your spouse. I don’t care if you are 
married for 30 or 40 years. Some of the answers are really dumb but that’s fine too. 

And go to John Meyer, and ask first date questions to your spouse, it is super fun. I just google 
search on my phone, take a screen capture of the list fore there are tons of, I just screen 
capture it so I don’t have to think of it and we go out together and I say, I have that question list 
on my phone and I pull it up and I ask those cheesy questions. I think she likes it! 

Be a tourist, be a tourist for a weekend or be a tourist for a weekday. Go out to the river. Most 
people love this city. Most tourists who come love this place because there are so much things 
to do from a tourist standpoint. When you live here, you may think this is a terrible place, but 
when you pretend you are a tourist, go, it’s super fun. You get a hotel where they think you 
don’t speak Camai, you hear people say things they think you don’t know what they are saying. 
Like the German couple, that got really angry at the staff in the hotel room they were staying. 
When the German couple left and the staff started talking to each other in Camai: I wish that 
you would fall  from the building and land on your head, and I heard that.  

If you have kids, even 24hours away can seem like a longtime. You know what I am saying, 
when you have kids, we have two kids, and when you go 26 or 27 hours, we have someone at 
home watching the kids overnight. That seems like, that’s four meals out, that’s amazing and 
that’s so cool and when you do that don’t talk about the kids and don’t talk about work . And if 
you go out with your spouse, and you don’t have anything to talk about except work and the 



kids you really need to go out more often because you need to have something to talk about 
with your spouse besides work and the kids.  

Read a book about marriage. I’m amazed how many people that want their relationship to be 
the best relationship in their life, the deepest in their life, that they hope it is the longest 
relationship in their life, they don’t ever invest any energy in it. 

We study cultures, we study language, we study theology. Study marriage, why not, there are 
so many good books to find on marriage. John Gottman, so you are not going to agree with 
everything he says but since when is that a pre to learn from somebody? I pretty much don’t 
agree with everything I say, so you are not going to agree with everything he says but he’s pretty 
much the world’s  foremost researcher on marriage and how to have connected healthy 
relationship. So if a book is too much, check on his Facebook page, the Gottman-institute. All 
of that page, people share lots of articles all the time, from John Gottman himself but also 
others, and you don’t have to agree with everything. 

But when you have those kind of articles, how to connect with your spouse, how to be 
emotionally open to each other, how to, all those things that are research based, not just I had 
some idea. It’s not Christian but most of the principles that they talk about are very, very biblical 
in my opinion. Ok if a book is too much, check out  the Gottman-institute on Facebook. 

Study, ask your spouse, do I have my PhD, do I have my masters in knowing you yet, do I have 
an associates level? Do I get a certificate in knowing you, and my girls ask like papa, do you 
have a PhD in mammie yet? No, there’s not, but here’s the thing ask each other. Post doc 
research, I want to know you. I want to keep learning about you. I want to know you more and 
more. Do you feel that I know you on a masters level, a bachelors level, or a postdoc. The full 
thing about postdoc research is it keeps going on  and on and if you have ever talked to 
someone who did postdoc or PhD research, one of the fascinating things  about those people 
is that they know how much it is that they don’t know. They now know so much, they achieved 
such a level of education that they realize, this field is so much bigger than that they are yet 
allowed to grasp. Just like we should be with our spouses. Even if we achieve a level of PhD or 
postdoc and really know who our spouses is, all that’s going to do is stir up the fascination with 
the subject because we will now know. Newlyweds they all think they really know each other, 
just like the twentiers in college think they know everything. It’s the postdocs who realize what 
they don’t know. Act like you don’t know and ask the first date questions. And keep asking 
questions, super fun. Now remember this, the best advice we ever received about marriage, if 
one person wins the couple loses. It was this really lame couple that came into a marriage 
seminar in church, and if you remember only this, if one person wins the couple loses. If one 
person wins, the couple loses, and most of the time you see this happen in Cambodia. The 
husband is doing fine and the wife is crashing and I want to say to the dudes, your wife lives 
here too. So if you are doing great, if one of the spouses is doing great and the other spouse is 
really struggling, you are not doing great, pause, figure it out what is going on. Sometimes, most 
of the times, you see the guy is doing ok and the lady is not but sometimes that is not the case 
and I have seen otherwise as the wife is thrilled as she loves it here and the guy, in a struggle, 
still you have to pause and figure it out. 

 I am still talking about relationships, fatherhood. 

I used to be depressed every Saturday, the first probably six months in this country. I was 
depressed every Saturday. Here’s what had happened to me, is that my fatherhood, the way 
that I fathered my children had to change dramatically. Because of the city, I was not a city 
person. I am still not a city person, I prefer to father in the country. I prefer to father my children 
somewhere there is space, but there’s not here. And I got depressed and it took me a while 



before I realized it is  
Saturday and I am not working, I cannot blame the school, I am depressed, why? And I finally 
realized that the core part of me, that identified as a father was really, really struggling cause I 
couldn’t do what I wanted to do. So three things helped me out of that. 

A be creative 

Early on in transition creativity is very hard to come by, we looked and we asked one of the 
youth pastors at YMCA what families seem to be doing well? What families seem to be doing 
well. And we got to know them and this got us out of the bubble, with kids our kids ages and 
also not knowing what they are doing. We want to talk to all the families who have more 
experience and have lived here longer and seem to be ok. 

And so we asked them, how are you doing, how did you do that and it was fantastic, we 
learned so much. So we asked other parents, what do you guys do for fun here? And 
remember again, what works for one family does not necessarily work for your family and 
there’s some stuff families do outdoors and our family doesn’t. I t doesn’t work for us. And 
that’s ok. We do use their families experience but we don’t judge ourselves by other families 
experience. Does that make sense? That our family is being creative or is trying to be creative in 
these things. We do cliff-jumping in the pool, there’s a 5m platform, 10m platform. My daughter 
broke her tooth jumping the 5m platform and was smiling, don’t tell mum, it was great, super 
fun, so we did that, we did ice-skating, rock-climbing. In the states we would go to public parks 
and we would not have to pay for it. Here you have to pay for it. So here’s what we do, we pay 
for it and we try to raise enough money to do that. 

And it helps me not be depressed on Saturdays, typically on Saturday mornings we go to do 
fun stuff, we go to gym every Wednesday morning with my kids after breakfast. Because I often 
work on Sunday mornings I park out some hours on Wednesday mornings so that I don’t work 
and I take the kids out. In the US I worked two jobs and about 60hours a week and every 
wednesdaymorn9ing we went out for bagels and chocolate milk and so it is still good, every 
Wednesday morning and if you have seen me like clockwork with one of my kids, it’s a 
touchpoint for us, it’s a shared experience that will happen regularly and that is awesome. We 
went, when I was dealing with all my stuff, feeling like a failure. We went on a men trip, we went 
on a girls trip to a white elephant, it was awesome, it was great. There’s stuff that you can do, 
you just have to be creative. 

B be crazy 

I am sure the Cambodians think you are crazy. When we are riding with all of us on a motor 
through deep water outside our house, cause it’s like a jet ski. Right through the flooded streets, 
it’s cool and the kids love it and they’re all screaming like joy. 

We put a safety line there and we played badminton on the roof. We bought a Ping-Pong-table. 
There’s stuff like that, just be creative and think of stuff to do with your family to have fun, and 
see it simply as spend cash. If you spent money to share some experience with your family than 
do it, and if you don’t have enough money to do that I really encourage you to raise more 
money. If you want to be sustainable in Cambodia, I don’t want your kids , I don’t want my kids 
to grow up thinking that the most important question  whether we will have family fun is what 
will our supporters think, let me say this again, if the question that you ask before you spend 
money in experience with your kids, I don’t talk about buying them stuff, I’m talking about the 
experience with your kids. If the question that will pop into your mind before you spend money 
with your family is what will our supporters think, than it’s already dead, that’s the wrong 



question and it will kill you and kill your family and if your kids hear  you saying that then they 
grow up thinking the question that my parents always ask before they hang with me is what will 
our supporters think. We will see them in the office of living well someday, because that’s going 
to tear them to pieces, I just got very serious real fast. 

Lastly, living well in Cambodia psychologically 

I am a pastoral counselor, I am not a licensed professional counselor so I will give you that. In 
the world of psychology as in living well, debriefing is, we all heard of it. Debriefing, coaching 
and counseling. 

Debriefing is dealing with something from the recent past. Something bad has happened in the 
recent past and I have to deal with it to someone in debriefing so that I can move on. Coaching 
is dealing with stuff in the future, how do I move forward, how do I make better decisions and I 
think that counseling is more like dealing about anything, it can be from your past, sometimes 
about your future, anything. And sometimes we need one or the other and a t times Elisabeth 
and I have really benefitted from pastoral counseling and professional counseling sometimes, 
we have been to Thailand twice now for a midterm sabbatical, two weeks personal sabbatical 
for our family in Thailand. And we do that with a pastoral counselor or at a counseling center 
there just to check in, how are we doing, how are you doing. I recommend it, so many good 
things in our life, this ministry are directly tied to time with pastoral counselors especially, and if 
you read stuff from us online I can say without hesitation, any of our writing ministry comes from 
a week long intensive with pastoral counseling, like we did in Colorado. Before we ever came 
here, if we had not done that, we would not have healing from the inside, it’s a process. I don’t 
think we would have been online at all or pretty anything we do now. I think we certainly 
wouldn’t be at living well. 

The last thing, and that’s what we call embedded emotions. How do I feel about what I am 
feeling, it’s like a jigsaw, you can saw that exactly. Now this question is some I would like you to 
ponder for yourself and it is how do I feel about my feelings. Here’s an example, someone has 
the emotion, has a feeling like anger, how do you feel about that. Well I love that might, it makes 
me feel powerful, it makes me feel strong. Another person might say, it makes me feel that I am 
a bad person, I am a bad Christian, I shouldn’t feel this way, I need to do better, I am a family 
man. 

Both of those need to be shifted to a more biblical view on emotion, on anger, because both 
approaches are wrong, I love anger, I feel like I am a bad person, I feel like I am a failure, both of 
them block you from actually dealing with the emotions and you need to actually deal with the 
emotion. So how are emotions handled for you growing up, it’s going to really impact you in 
your life. Did you grow up in an emotion coaching home or in an emotion dismissing home. An 
emotion coaching home would be a home were you are able to feel things, where you are 
taught how to feel things, emotions in an emotion coaching home are safe, emotions don’t hurt 
people. Emotions don’t hurt people, you are allowed to feel and you are even taught what to do 
with it when you have big feelings, if you grow up in that kind of family, that’s awesome, good 
for you. Cause most people didn’t, emotional dismissing families are like don’t be sad, don’t be 
angry, don’t feel what you are feeling. Emotions are not safe, I get hurt when people have big 
emotions, somebody hurts me when they have got big emotions. I hurt other people when I 
have big emotions, that kind of house, that kind of family could be very violent, either way you 
have no idea how to actually, effectively deal with the emotions that you are feeling. 

So the first step is to acknowledge that that’s the way you approach, the way you react to what 
emotions are. Emotions are scary, emotions are bad, they never do any good, they only hurt 



people. Now what would we do for you here in Cambodia. And here’s a danger when there’s a 
mismatch between a husband and wife, or between friends, or between cultures where one 
person feels like emotions are great, tell me what you are feeling even if you are angry with me, 
tell me how you are feeling so we can deal with it. And the other person’s reaction is, emotions 
are bad, emotions are terrible, only bad things come from it, emotions are not to be shared with 
you only I am happy, I am fine, how are you? And if you don’t recognize that underneath the 
smile , I am happy face, the action is a very huge matter of emotion that’s effecting you and the 
person that is talking to you. You will be flying blind, you have to acknowledge it, especially in a 
country like this were nearly, where so many people we are working with and among us were 
raised in a emotion dismissing home. Where emotions are not safe and emotions are not right, 
now that can distress all the people, there’s no right or wrong, you just have to be aware, which 
is which, and what you came from. So how do I feel about how I am feeling and why. And 
frankly, this is a lot of what I do at living well, helping them to see what their emotions are and 
then helping to see this.  

Ok, we care about emotions in Christianity as well. I talk about this here and it’s a place that’s 
safe to feel angry, is it ok to be sad or is my sadness showing a lack of faith, is it ok to grieve or 
is it not. I am just asking the questions, I am asking you to ask the question to yourself. What is 
going on in a deeper level , why do I approach emotions in this way and is that actually right or 
do I need to change it? 

And I know I am fast, and I like us to spend five minutes, I would like you to get with maybe four 
or five people and go through these four things, living well in Cambodia theologically, relationally, 
spiritually and psychologically and what is it to me, talk about it.


