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Dear God, May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be acceptable in your sight. O 
Lord, our rock and our redeemer. Amen. 
 
Today’s sermon is the last in our series on Saints. I thought I would be remiss if I did not preach on my 
namesake and distant cousin, Rachel Saint.  
 
Saint was born in 1914. She was the lone sister of seven brothers born to a faithful Presbyterian couple in 
Wyncote, PA. Interestingly, her father Lawrence Saint was an artist who designed many of the stained glass 
windows at the National Cathedral! Rachel never married. Instead she trained as a Bible translator and was 
sent to be a missionary in Peru by the Summer Bible Institute. In 1955 she traveled to Ecuador in the 
eastern jungles known as the Oriente to a remote mission station where her brother Nate was working as a 
pilot.  
 
Nate Saint, along with several other missionaries, was working on a plan to reach the famed and mysterious 
Waodani tribe. Known as Aucas to the other tribes—a word which means savage—their only interaction 
with the outside was in spearing raids, successfully shutting down a Shell Oil enterprise in the 1940s, but 
also spearing anyone who came into their territory. Anthropologists debate the level of violence in the tribe, 
but murder was certainly a common occurrence even within Waodani family groups.  
 
In her first year in Ecuador, Rachel Saint met Dayuma—a Waodani woman who had fled her tribe to live 
with the nearby Quechua people because of the murder of her father and other family members by a rival. 
 
Dayuma spoke only Quechua and a bit of the “Huao Terero” of her childhood. Rachel spoke only English 
and her newly learned Spanish. But together they shared a passion for language and stories and soon they 
were conversing enough to merit a possible visit to Dayuma’s tribe.  
 
That winter, Rachel’s brother Nate and four other missionary men set out on a mission to make contact 
with this remote tribe. Our final hymn will be the one they sang together before taking off on their tiny 
yellow piper plane.  
 
They enlisted the help of Dayuma, but insisted that she keep Rachel in the dark. For thirteen weeks they 
exchanged gifts via airplane drop. Then, in January 1956, they landed their small plane on a riverbank near 
the village, and were met by three ambassadors: two women and a man. They exchanged gifts and even gave 
an airplane ride to the man, Ninkiwi, whom they called “George.”  
 
But after the initial positive reception, something happened, and on January 8, six men came to meet the 
missionaries on their beach camp, and speared them to death, leaving them in the river near their plane. 
When their wives couldn’t find them on the shortwave radio that evening, they knew something was wrong, 
and they used the mission radio stations to organize a search party.  
 
Later the story was pieced together. Two of the ambassadors: Ninkiwi and Gimare were causing problems 
in the community. They wanted to be married, but it was against the wishes of Gimare’s family. When the 
two were discovered alone the day after the meeting with the missionaries, they claimed that they had to flee 
from the outsiders, and were separated from their chaperone.  
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This led to the formation of an attack party which went back to the beach. Dayuma’s brother Nampa was 
among the men, and was shot by one of the missionaries and died shortly afterwards. Soon after, Ninkiwi 
was also killed by the tribe over the marriage disagreement.  
 
The search for the men was picked up by NBC and Life Magazine and soon the US was following along 
with the story of these missionary families. When their bodies were found, the whole story became a 
sensation, galvanizing the US missionary effort in honor of these martyred men.  
 
This included my grandfather, whose cousin Marj was Nate’s widow. He and my grandmother Kay decided 
to become missionaries in Ecuador, devoting 33 years to the people of Quito. It is where my father was 
born, and it was this connection that gave me my own name when I was born.  
 
But maybe the most surprising missionary effort to come out of that tragedy was from the women who 
survived their male counterparts. All of the widows agreed to stay and continue mission efforts, along with 
Rachel and Dayuma. Both women had lost brothers in that fateful encounter, and both had been arguably 
mistreated by the missionary men themselves. Yet a few years later two Waodani women came to their 
outpost to ask Dayuma to return. She did and soon after she was followed by Rachel and Elizabeth Elliott, 
one of the missionary widows, along with her daughter Valerie. The unarmed women and children with 
Dayuma were not perceived as a threat like the five armed men from the riverbank.  
 
In her time with Rachel, Dayuma had become a Christian, and was working with Rachel to translate the 
Bible into the Waodani language, which had no written alphabet and was unrelated to any other language in 
the surrounding Amazon.  
 
As Rachel taught Dayuma the stories of Jesus, Dayuma taught Rachel the language, and together they 
brought the Bible to the tribe. Scripture became known as the “markings on the trail” of the creator God. 
And if the markings were followed, they would find God’s true home.  
 
Dayuma was a preacher, and over the years converted many in her tribe, including four of the six men who 
speared the westerners. Rachel stayed 30 years with the Waodani, returning to the US briefly with a cancer 
diagnosis, but choosing to die back in Ecuador, with the people she devoted her life to. During that time her 
nephew Steve, and his family, also came to live with the tribe, and the man who killed Steve’s father was 
now called “grandfather” by his children. The connection continues between these missionary families and 
the tribe as they seek to share the story of redemption and forgiveness and work with the local tribes to get 
medical treatment and education to remote places using small aircraft on the same routes used by the five 
missionaries over 60 years ago.  
 
As I said, my own family is connected to this story. Even this past week, I was at a Safeway on Maui in the 
middle of the Pacific, and our Philippine grocery clerk noted the Waodani tattoo on my 83 year-old 
grandfather’s arm. “That is the tattoo of a dangerous killer where I come from,” he said. My grandpa 
replied, “it was the tattoo of a dangerous person where I come from too.”   
 
I was raised with the stories of the “aucas” and the “waorani” and the “quetchua.” But as I became an adult, 
I felt a certain unease with the missionary effort. The idea of western Christians coming down to convert 
quote-unquote “savage” jungle people smacked of imperial colonialism at its worst, and there has been 
much ink spilled between the evangelicals and their opponents about the merits of the so-called “Operation 
Auca.”  
 
Rachel has been criticized for pacifying the Waodani and thereby opening up their territory to the oil 
companies which destroy forests and disrupt traditional life. There are struggles within the tribe to maintain 
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cultural autonomy because of the increased interaction with outsiders. The tribe itself is only 1/3 Christian, 
and there continues to be ideological conflict about the future of the people.  
 
There are many sad stories of western missionaries and their ill-conceived good intentions bringing disease, 
corruption, and destruction, along with the gospel. And even without those stumbling blocks, the idea of 
mission has been so wedded to the idea of western colonialism that mission is a word that we mainline 
Protestants don’t really know how to handle. (As I say this, my sympathies go out to our “Mission” pastor 
and “mission” committees, who do the humbling work of defining mission for us today.)  
 
But mission is not a concept that we can ignore or escape from as Christians. At its core it is the 
fundamental care and concern for the other. This is at the heart of our faith, and the spirit of Christ’s word 
and work. It is spelled out in painfully clear terms in Jesus’s Sermon on the Mount in our gospel reading 
today. “For if you love those who love you, what reward do you have? Do not even the tax collectors do the 
same? And if you greet only your brothers and sisters, what more are you doing than others? Do not even 
the Gentiles do the same? Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.” 
 
Jesus goes out of his way in his care and concern for others. His concern for the tax collectors, sinners, 
outsiders, the lepers, and lame, was a hallmark of his time on earth. His death was the manifestation of his 
ultimate concern for all of us. His resurrection was the confirmation that his care for us was not in vain.  
 
Christian faith is a missionary faith. But mission does not mean packaging up our own church and exporting 
it elsewhere.  
 
Theologian David Bosch writes that “in a very real sense … the gospel is foreign to every nation.” When a 
new culture hears the good news there are two principles at work: there is an indigenizing principle, which 
affirms that the gospel is at home in every culture and every culture is at home with the gospel. But then 
there is a pilgrim principle, which warns us that the gospel will put us out of step with society.”  
 
We may never be in a position like Rachel Saint and Dayuma, but it is important for us to realize that while 
the Christian endeavor is one of profound welcome and acceptance, it is also one of challenge and change. 
It happens whenever we hear the vows of a new member, or baptize a child of God as we did with Hannah 
this morning. We welcome Hannah and her family, and we also realize that her sacred entrance into our 
community will change it. We have a new responsibility, and we have a new voice in the faith. 
 
This is not a one-time thing either, but it is a life-long orientation towards God. Everyday as we seek to 
know more about God and be led by our faith, we change.  
 
Rachel and Dayuma were two women who worked to bring the gospel to the Waodani. It put them out of 
step with their own cultures, but brought them closer to God. It also led my grandparents into the mission 
field, out of step with their parents, my parents to seminary, and it contributed to my standing before you 
today.  
 
The witness and work of the saints that have come before us have showed us the way on the trail of God. 
We can’t see far down the trail beyond our own experience, but with faith in Jesus and with the witness of 
those who have come before, we can walk with assurance. Thanks be to God. Amen.  


