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Update from Timor 

 
I’m taking a break from preparations for a workshop next week to give you an update on life here in Timor.  The 
household is a little too chaotic at the moment to concentrate on theology, anyway.  The car is loading up for a trip into 
town: one of our Timorese grandchildren needs to go to the doctor for a check-up, and one of the young women in our 
extended family has to get a signature for her “administrasi” (bet you can guess that Indonesian word) in preparation for 
her graduation from college later this month.  Karen is out weeding the rice fields, two neighbors are laying brick to 
expand our pig pens, and… you get the picture. 
 
The workshop in question is a national consultation on the church and politics that will bring together a group of 
legislators, political scientists, theologians, and church leaders.  Our goal will be to clarify the issues and gather material 
for a book of essays that will serve as a resource for Indonesian churches as they work out their policies on the churches’ 
calling in political life and also as a seminary textbook on political theology. 
 
Before Suharto’s forced departure in 1998, there was nothing you could really call politics in Indonesia; there was just 
obedience, bribery, and patronage.  Now that Indonesia is fumbling its way toward democracy, the churches must ask 
themselves questions that never came up before:  Should we endorse particular parties or candidates?  Do we accept 
donations and gifts from politicians and political parties, and, if so, under what conditions?  How can the church influence 
public policy?  What internal mechanisms does the church have for formulating its position on social issues?  Should 
pastors be allowed to run for public office, and, if they do, what should their relationship be to the church while they are 
in office? 
 
The latter problem is an especially thorny one.  Some churches have gone so far as to “commission” pastors to run for 
office, urging church members to vote for them.  Other churches require pastors elected to office to take early retirement 
(this is the position of GMIT, the Timor church) or take disciplinary action against them.  Behind these decisions is a 
cloud of assumptions about politics, democracy, the church’s mission, and the nature of ministry.  The situation is 
complicated by the fact that the social context of Christians varies a great deal from one part of Indonesia to another.  In 
Java, Christians are a vulnerable (and often relatively prosperous) minority; in parts of Sumatra and the Moluccas, 
Christians and Muslims are roughly equal in number; yet some areas such as Timor, Manado, and Toraja are 
demographically more Christian than Wisconsin.  These differences are reflected in political attitudes: minority Christians 
tend to emphasize their nationalism over religious identity, while majority Christians will put their title as “Elder” or 
“Reverend” on their campaign posters.  Whether there is a common theological vision behind these different strategies 
remains to be seen.  That’s among the things we hope to explore in the workshop. 
 
The group sponsoring the workshop is one of our CGMB partners, called Oase—Indonesian for “oasis.”  It was formed 
seven years ago by a group of former seminary professors who wanted to extend theological education to churches being 
served by their former students (mostly in Sulawesi and North Molucca).  I was drafted into the group about a year later 
and have welcomed the opportunity to expand the continuing education work we have done in Timor into other areas of 
eastern Indonesia.  At the same time, I have gotten to know other parts of the country and made many new friends. 
 
GMIT has been absorbed by the process of implementing a new church order that devolves more program and decision-
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making authority from the synod to the presbytery level.  Although it is a much more democratic and participatory 
structure, people need time to get used to it, and the Synod offices need time to redefine their role.  Redistribution of 
power is never easy; either for those who are letting go of it or for those unused to wielding it.  So far there have been no 
major conflicts, so things have gone better than I expected.  During the transition I have kept busy teaching the preaching 
classes at our seminary and supervising theses in the new Master of Ministry program.  After nearly 30 years, I feel like 
I’m finally learning how to help students preach better. 
 
At home, we are trying to learn how to grow rice more effectively, and it has been a wonderful education in experiencing 
first-hand what our neighbors have done all their lives.  Karen has migrated from human rights work and consultancies to 
full-time farming (the expanded pig pens are part of that as well), and we have about half a hectare of rice paddy under 
cultivation.  Given the fact that the price of rice has tripled during the past ten years, it isn’t a bad economic decision 
either. 
 
As for our children, Katie is teaching an on-line course in Sustainable Agriculture this semester for the University of 
Massachusetts and Sam is in a master’s program in hydrology at the University of Wisconsin.  We should be taking 
Katie’s course, come to think of it. 
 
Such is our life in Timor these days.  We are grateful for the community of faith and friendship that makes it possible—
both here and in the United States.  
  
God’s blessings and peace, 
John Campbell-Nelson 
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