Presentation by Rev. Mrs. Georgian Y. A.  Ugah @ February 2010 West African, Transformational Development Conference held @ Presbyterian Women’s Centre, Abokobi, Accra, Ghana
Topic: MINISTERING TO WIDOWS 

My special thanks go to the organizers of this very important conference for giving me this opportunity to share the little I know and from my experiences in ministering to widows in Africa and Nigeria in particular.

According to the book of James chapter 1 vs 27 …

This is a very interesting, compassionate and challenging ministry.  It is a ministry that helps us to prove how practical we are in our belief because “Faith without works is dead indeed”.  James 2:14

It is very interesting because you and I could be widowed at anytime if we are not one yet.  It is not a curse to be a widow rather it is an inevitable natural occurrence that can happen at anytime to anyone.  

It is a compassion ministry because the watchword is the Agape Love of Christ, which is a sacrificial love that does not expect reward from its beneficiaries.

It is very challenging because it is an enormous ministry filled with all sorts of burdens for the widow and her children.  These burdens include their spiritual welfare, healthcare, education of the children, financial support, feeding, housing, clothing etc. etc.

Therefore, ministering to widows should be wholistic in nature, which is to say ministering to the total man – body, soul and Spirit should be catered for.

I.
THE WIDOWS’ PLIGHTS

A.
Who is a Widow?


A widow is a woman who was once married and was joined to a husband as one body but lost him to death.  What happens to her physical, spiritual and mental life, is like the following events.

1.
It is a psychological amputation of an essential part of her body.

2.
It is a loss of the only companion in the journey of the unfamiliar wilderness of life.

3.
It is like a loss of blanket of warmth to fire leaving the rest of her life in coldness.

4.
It is a loss to death the only companion in the battlefield of life.

5.
The widow and her children continue to remain like the passengers who have lost their driver on a strange road.

6.   
The traumatic pain of loosing a loved one continues to remain like a painful boil in the widow’s private bosom.

7.
It is a removal of glorious ornament of wedlock and replacing it with sackcloth of widowhood that has 4 colors – shame, disgrace, humiliation, and reproach.

But the good news for Christian widow is that God Almighty has promised to remove away these four dishonors.  God says in Isaiah 54:4-5

Do not be afraid, you will not suffer shame.  Do not fear disgrace, you will not be humiliated, you will forget the shame of your youth and remember no more the reproach of your widowhood for your Maker is your husband, the Lord is his name, the Holy one of Israel is your Redeemer.  He is called the God of all the earth (HIV)

B.
GOD’S CONCERN FOR WIDOWS
Because the woman has obeyed the divine order of God, left her father and mother and joined her life to a man and two of them became one flesh (Gen. 2:24) and now that the man is no more, the widow becomes defend-less in life and exposed to all attacks.  Because of this God takes over certain responsibilities over widows and place them under special care on His eyelid.  God takes over defensive responsibilities and assigns material care to the church.  God assigns to Himself the following responsibilities.

1. God becomes the defender of the widows (Ps. 68:5).

2. God watches and sustains the widow’s lives (Ps. 146:9)

3. God keeps the widows’ boundaries intact (Pro. 15:25).

4. God sits at the judgment and defends the cause of widows (Det. 10:17,18) God says; curse is the man who withholds justices from the widows (Dt. 27:19) even if a widow owes a debt, God warns “… you must never accept a widow’s garment (dress) in pledge of her debt.
II.
THE CARE OF WIDOWS
A.
How The Traditional Community can care for the widows
1. The traditional society is warned by God never to take advantage of widows, but treat them with compassion and to plead and defend their cases.  (Isa. 1:17)

2. The tradition community to administer true justice and mercy on widows. (Zech. 7:8-10)

3. The community is warned never to do wrong or violent to the widows for their borders (Jer. 22:3)

4. The following evil treatments on widows by our different communities should stop.

(a) Greedy eye on the property of the deceased and evil eye on the widows of their land borders.   Most controversies are on farm produce, bank money, land etc. instead of the future of the children.

(b) Accusation on baseless ground that it was the wife who had killed the husband, their brother.  On this case different cultural ordeal treatments are meted to the widow.

(c) The relatives of the deceased are banned from building shelter for the widows of their late brothers.

(d) The male relatives of the deceased are banned from providing any direct gift to the widow of their brother.

5. The community should build shelter for the widows of their late brother and never to expose them to leaking roofs and mosquitoes.

6. We should clothe them and cover their nakedness.

7. The community should regularly contribute food and materials for the widows.

8. The community to provide occasional and celebration gifts for the widows and their children.

9. The community to provide scholarship for their late brothers’ children.

In the Old Testament widows were placed under special care.  God’s people were commanded to treat the widow with special consideration and they were punished if they did otherwise.  (Exodus 22:22, Dt. 14:29; Isa. 1:117, Jer. 7:6)

HOW THE CHURCH CAN CARE FOR HER WIDOWS
The early church took care of the poor widows (Acts 6:1-6).  The first church deaconry was organized to satisfy the widows in their daily food distribution.  In the Ephesians church Paul ordered the church to care for the widows in need.  (1 Tim. 5:3, 9,11,16).  

The church is to take the following duties on her widows in need:

1. To share church produce with the widows (Dt. 14:28-29)

2. To assist in making sure the widows have shelter 

3. To provide clothes to cover their nakedness.

4. To regularly contribute food and material needs for them

5. To provide occasional and celebration gifts for the widows and their children.

6. To provide scholarship for the widows’ children.

7. To organize Widows’ Day (Sunday) for their support.  Such a day prayers should be conducted for the various needs of the widows including their spiritual, health, financial, social, material etc. needs.
C.
HOW CHRISTIAN WOMEN CAN CARE FOR THEIR WIDOWS
The Christian woman should be highly concerned about their women counterparts who have lost their husbands.  This is pointing to Christian women who may have relatives who are widows or have widows living with them in their homes and or worshipping in the same churches.

Their plans for widows can relieve the church of the burden.  The Bible specifically address the Christian wives and says: “If any believing woman has relatives who are widows let her assist them.  Let the church not be burdened, (1 Tim. 5:16 RS)
III.
CHRISTIAN WIDOWS’ PERSONAL LIVES


Timothy was the Pastor of the church at Ephesus and at the time.  Paul wrote to him how to care for the widows in his church (1 Tim. 5:3-14).  In this instruction Paul included the accepted spiritual and social life of a Christian widow.

1. She should sit down and care for her children (vs. 4,8)

2. She should live a devotional and dependent life to God on daily bases (v. 5) prophetess Anna who was a widow for 84 years prayed daily in the temple with fasting and prayers (Lk. 2:36-38).

3. A Christian widow should try as much as possible to avoid any temptation leading to physical pleasure (v 6) such as sexual arousal, ornamentations etc.

4. Widows should pray for forgiveness on the past evil did against their late husbands.  This is to avoid recompensed judgment of God and gain favour from God and people (v 9)

5. Christian widows should devote their lives to God’s work and service to God, mankind and specially God’s ministers (v. 10).

6. Christian widows to avoid being idle, lazy, gossiping, busybody etc. (v. 13)

7. Younger Christian widows to pray and be ready to remarry (v. 14).

BLESSINGS FROM MINISTERING TO WIDOWS
We learn two important lessons from the statement of Jesus himself concerning the last day’s judgment (Matt. 25:34-40).  We learn that the good deeds done to the needy and defendless people here on earth is a direct service to Christ himself.  We also learn that the service to the needy or the social ministry is vital to our justification and salvation on the Day of Judgment.

The following blessing will come to the land, the church or to the individuals:

1. All will go well with us in any land we live (Jer. 22:15,16)

2. Sharing the church produce with the widows will bring blessings to the works of the members’ hands.

3. We will be clothed with righteousness (Deut. 14:28,29)

4. We will be delivered from deadly sickness (Job 29:13).

5. Our churches will be rated by God as a pure and undefiled religion (Jas. 1:27)

Finally, in ministering to widows, we should give words of encouragement from the Bible and help them come out from their self-pity, dejected hopeless mind-frame.   

They should be made to understand that though their physical husband is dead, but God has promised to be their husband. Isaiah 54:5
They should know that God love them.  John 3:16
They should know that God is ready to plead their case. Isaiah 1:17
They should know that God fights for them. Deut. 10:18
They should know that God defends them. Psalm 68:5
They should know that God is ready to relieve them. Psalm 146:9
They should know that they are special before God, their maker, their husband, defender, lover, protector, provider, healer, etc.

The minister should help them to understand that God has not forgotten nor abandoned them despite all they may be passing through.
THE USEFULNESS OF SIGN LANGUAGE COMMUNICATION

BY REV. MRS. GEORGIAN Y.A. UGAH

It is very disappointing to know that most people in our society do not know the usefulness of this Special Language.

Let us first of all define some key words embedded in this topic:

1. Sign Language:  This is the system whereby signs are used to represent particular letters, words, ideas, values and concepts.  It is the use of gesture by a person to convey meaning to another person.

2. Communication:  According to the Advanced Learners Dictionary, it is the exchange of ideas, interactions, consultations and contacts between two or more persons.
From the foregoing, one can deduce Sign Language Communication to mean the exchange of ideas, interactions, consultations and contacts between two or more people especially the deaf through the movement of the finger and body gestures.  By this system, signs are used to represent or form particular words, letters, ideas, values and concepts.

Types of Sign Language Communication:
1.
Informal or Pidgin or Locally formulated Sign Language:


The illiterate deaf locally formulates these signs as they try to communicate with people both their fellow deaf and the hearing.  For instance, the touching of the breast to depict ‘mama’ or ‘mother’ while touching of the beard means ‘papa’ or ‘father’.

II.
Formal Sign Language:  


This is the mixture of home, local and French signs blended together to become what we call the American Sign Language which is now considered to be one of the most refined and complete sign system in the world.

The Usefulness of Sign Language Communication in Today’s World
The need for sign language communication can never be over emphasized since it is the only means of communication in the Deaf world.

For us to relate freely, friendly, closely and warmly with the deaf, we need to acquire this skill.  Without the knowledge of sign language, communicating with the deaf is almost impossible and very difficult thereby causing the Deaf and hearing to misunderstand each other even when it is not necessary.

It is highly needful for parents, friends, relations, neighbours, acquaintances of the deaf to try as much as possible to know this language.  In fact everybody needs to be sign language literate because in one way or the other you will have something to do with the Deaf.  Most deaf today in our society lack home training because their parents do not have the language to communicate and inculcate the does and don’ts of life to them.

Professionals like Doctors, Nurses, Lawyers etc. need to acquire this language to enable them serve the deaf well for they are part of the society.

There is the need for Churches and religious organizations to employ or train some of their workers in this skill to help them reach out to these specially abled persons in the society with the teaching of the organization or church as the case may be.  This will help to decrease the level of crime and evil among the deaf and help them to live good lives.

Special School Teachers need to be knowledgeable of this language for them to be able to pass across what they have as lessons to the Deaf.  It is highly regrettable that most people who claim to teach the Deaf do not know sign language but are only special educationists.  How then do you teach them when they do not understand your speeches and most of your gesturing tend to confuse them the more.

In fact, even, market people need to know this language to buy and sell peacefully and successfully with the deaf.

It is interesting, exciting and wonderful to be sign language literate.  We need to know and appreciate the usefulness of this special language by acquiring and using it.  By so doing we will witness a better relationship between us and the deaf in our society.  It is a wonderful thing to be sign language literate.

THE CHURCH AND CHALLENGED PERSONS
A seminar paper presented by Rev. Mrs. G.Y.A. Ugah, during National Missions Leaders Forum at Evangel Camp Okpoto.

PROTOCOLS
It is with great pleasure that I stand before you today at this epoch-making event.  Let me begin by thanking our Executive of the General Council Officers, my Direct, Rev. A.E. Ogba and our National Missions Board for giving me this opportunity to share with us on the Topic: The church and challenged persons. 

BACKGROUND:
As we talk about the church and challenged persons, we have two vital words that must be defined. The words are: Church and Challenged.

CHURCH:
According to Rogets New Millennium Dictionary, 1st Edition, The church scripturally refers to the body of Christ which is made up of believers in Christ.  This is called the universal or ecclesiastical church (1st Cor. 12:27; Eph. 1:22-23; Col. 1:18).  The church also refers to the various denominations here on earth where Christians exercise their work of faith and the worship of God.  The Church is the object of focus in this discourse.  Simply put, the church is God’s agent here on earth and Assemblies of God, Nigeria is an example in this regard.

CHALLENGED:
Many call them DISABLED and this word disabled is defined also by Roget’s New Millennium Dictionary First Edition as anyone who is incapacitated, bedridden, confined, disarmed, handicapped, helpless, hurt, impotent, incapable, maimed, mangled, mutilated, powerless, sidelined, unable, useless, weak etc.  While Oxford English Mini Dictionary says it means being impaired or deficient in a specified respect.
In other words, such persons are those who are not able or strong to do what other people could do.

TYPES OF CHALLENGES:

· Physically Challenged – (quadriplegics and other deformities)
· Emotionally or Mentally Challenged (Mentally Retarded, Learning disabilities and Autism etc.)
· Mobility Challenged (Crippled or Paraplegics)
· Visually Impaired (Blind or poor vision)
· Hearing Impaired (Deaf or Hard of hearing)
WHAT CHALLENGED PERSONS NEED:
Their needs are enormous and numerous but first of all they need us to see them as God sees them.  Their needs include:

1. Acceptance

2. Recognition

3. Compassion

4. Basic amenities 

5. Educational (training)

6. Aids / Financial etc.

7. Employment

8. Salvation
They need your empathy not sympathy

THE RESPONSIBILITIES OF THE CHURCH TOWARDS CHALLENGED PERSONS:

The Church, Assemblies of God as a reference point, must be at alert and take decisive action to incorporate issues concerning special or challenged persons in her policies and programes.

The church should remember that she has a duty towards this group of persons because “EXCEPT WE CARE, THEY PERISH”.

For the Church to appreciate her role to these specially abled persons, she must recognize that like every other person, the special person has three basic needs. These needs are:

(1) Physiological needs: it includes their need for shelter, food, clothing, education, social activities, job, healthcare etc.

(2)   Psychological need: this concerns their need for recognition, acceptance, compassion, counseling et.

(3) Spiritual need: this principally concerns their salvation which has to do with conversion and discipleship through the power of the Holy Spirit via the word of God which inculcates in them to live for God for by faith. 

THE MIND OF CHRIST TOWARDS SPECIAL PEOPLE

Luke 14:13-14; Phil. 2:5

Philippians 2:5 says that we should have the same mind as Christ’s.  Jesus Christ been the head  of the church.  He is our Master, our Oga who we are working for, wants us to do the work His own way and not our own way.  He is expecting us (the church) to emulate Him as our Master.

In Luke 7:22, Jesus told the disciples of John the Baptist who came to Him to know whom He was that thy should know Him by His works … “The blind see, the lame walk, the leprous are cured, the deaf hear, the dead are raised and the goodnews is preached to the poor” (Paraphraised)  By this Jesus made it clear to them that His job and mode of identification are His activities which include the provision of physical and spiritual healings to special persons.  In Luke 14:13-14, Jesus told His followers “But when you give banquet, invite the poor the cripple, the blind and you will be blessed”.. (NIV).  Jesus was actually saying to them that special people should not be forgotten by the well-to-do Christians and in fact the Church should not forget to look into the well-being of the less privileged and down-trodden in the society.  King David did not forget Mephibosheth (II Sam. 9) “Let this mind of Christ be in you” (Phil. 2:5).

LET THE CHURCH ARISE:
There is a wake-up call on the church concerning special or challenged persons.  Many of us look at them as sub-humans, morons, imbeciles, demons etc.  It is high time we see them as God sees them.  They are precious souls who are important to God just as you and I.  When we talk of the whole church and the whole harvest, it is all inclusive whether able or disabled for God is the God of all flesh.  Christ came for all whether able or disable.  Salvation is for all.  I thank God that today many special persons are receiving the Lord Jesus as their personal Lord and Saviour.  Some of them are joining the ministry, they are also called of God as we are to do the work of God as we are doing.

It will interest you to know that God’s prophesy in Joel 2:28 has come to pass even in the lives of challenged persons including the deaf.  They are now given equal opportunities to be baptized in the Holy Spirit with the initial evidence of speaking in tongues just like you and I.  Brethren, if God does not exclude them in His plans and programs why then should we exclude them?  

As we rekindle the Pentecostal Fire in our lives and churches, we must act in obedience to the Holy Spirit as He leads us even to ministering to challenged persons.  In Matt. 28:18 – 20, Our Lord Jesus Christ gave us the Great Commission to go into the whole world and make disciples…  In Matt. 25:37-40 we hear Jesus Christ Himself giving us the Great Commandment.  “Then, these righteous one will reply, Lord, when did we ever see you hungry and fed you?  Or thirsty and give you something to drink?  Or a stranger and show you hospitality?  Or naked and gave you clothing?  When did we ever see you sick or imprison, and visited you?  And the King will tell them, I assure you when you did it to one of the least (less privilege) of these my brothers and sisters, you were doing it to me!”

The Goal of Special/Social Ministries is to take the ministry to persons with disabilities and other with hurting special/social needs who are less privileged and weak or handicapped in any condition, (an area that has been almost entirely excluded from the estate of the Ministry) in obedience to both the Great Commission and the Great Commandment of our Lord in Matt. 28:18-20 and 25:37-40.  With the purpose of sharing the Gospel, saving these precious souls through love and meeting them at the point of their needs. 

The Ministry covers the challenged in general: prisoners, sick, widows, orphans, refugees, lepers, and others quarantined, poor, abandoned, hurting people; the deaf, the blind, the crippled, the emotionally unstable or mentally retarded etc.

This is a Ministry with great Rewards which goes with great responsibilities because “NO CROSS NO CROWN”.  May we not dodge the enormous responsibilities and lose the great rewards only to regret over there in heaven.  May God give us the grace to do His work and get His reward.  Amen!

LET THE CHURCH ARISE BY:
· Identifying those who are challenged in our churches 

· Organise them into meaningful activities 

· Identify the peculiar ways they can be helped 

· Encourage them to be useful 

· Teach them the way of salvation etc. etc.

TIPS ON THE SPECIAL / SOCIAL MINISTRIES SO FAR

There is a unique world within this physical world that we live in.  This world has many peculiar and special languages, culture and people groups.  It is a big world but very much unknown and unnoticed.  It is the world of the Hurting, Down-trodden, Less privileged, Aged, Orphans, Widows / Widowers, Prisoners, Sick, Deaf, Blind, Cripple, Mentally Retarded, Emotionally Unstable, People living with HIV/AIDS, Lepers etc.

The Special/Social Ministries of the General Council, Assemblies of God, Nigeria is an arm of the Missions Department that takes care of the special and social works expected of the church.  The ministry does her best to carter for those listed above in all ramifications.  We have been able to put smiles on the faces of many special persons in different ways which include: 

· Holding of Annual Retreat for the Deaf fully sponsored by Assemblies of God, Nigeria during which many deaf began to hear; some received Holy Ghost baptism while other received their salvation among other benefits.  This has attracted thousands of deaf people who gather from every nook and cranny of the Nation to attend.

· We have also inaugurated some deaf-friendly Assemblies of God Churches where Deaf Pastors or Sign Interpreters help in breaking communicational barriers and helping the deaf to fully participate in everything during the church services.

· Many wheelchairs have been donated to help lift our crippled brethren from the dust and also for their mobility.

· Many indigent people have benefited from our cash donations with which they have begun one trade or the other.

· Donation of tools to special persons after apprenticeship thereby helping them become self-reliant.

· Scholarships have been awarded to special people at all academic levels.

· Some financial assistance for some special health cares were also carried out.  While we now have Balm of Gilead Specialist Hospital, Enugu as the first Deaf-friendly hospital in Nigeria with the Doctor and Nurses who out of their love for deaf people decided to learn sign language.  There is need for more hospitals in Nigeria.

· We have opened a Braille resource Library in EVAMI Special School which features Visual Impaired Department, Brailled Books, Bibles, Specially illustrate Video Films, Audio Cassettes, Braille Computer Embosser etc.

· We inaugurated EVAMI Schools in 2003 August 2nd and today it has blown into a full time boarding school and vocational centre thereby giving equal opportunity for special or challenged children to become whatever God has destined them to be in life. 

HOW TO HELP CHALLENGED PERSONS

The best way to help special persons is to obey what the Bible says in James 1:27, to visit them in their afflictions.  And if we want to help them come out of their troubles we need to help them become educated which will eventually lead them to becoming self reliant, independent and self sustaining.  We can help them to become useful materials in the society instead of being beggars on our streets and church gates.

Things we can do to help challenged persons
· Offer them scholarships

· Provide wheelchairs, callippers etc, for cripple ones

· Provide hearing aids, sign language materials for the hearing impaired (deaf)

· Provide Braille machines, white canes, Braille-talking wrist watches, braille papers, tape recorders etc for the visual impaired (blind)

· Provide drugs, clothing and food for them.

Finally, we need not only to give them help and supports but to befriend them, make them feel belonging, accepted and loved, for disability does not discriminate.  It could be anyone any day.

You are highly blessed for being a part of this great meeting.
Rev. Georgian Y. A. Ugah,

National Co-ordinator, Special Social Ministries

Phone: 08037457586

Email: specialministries_ability@yahoo.com
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