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Mission Spotlight
Jon and Lindsay Birkey minister to the Native American community in Phoenix, AZ
In 1950, Rev. Kenneth Mendenhall saw a need, a
need for Native American children to receive an
education. So he bought a piece of land in Peoria,
Arizona and asked World Gospel Mission to join him
in starting a Christian boarding school for Native
Americans from the reservations around Arizona.
The ministry was successful for many years and
served to educate generations of Native Americans.
However, as years went by, education options
expanded on the reservations and the need to send
children to boarding schools decreased. In 1998,
World Gospel Mission (WGM) graduated its last
class, but the twenty-acre property would not sit
vacant.
Meanwhile, a young man by the name of Jon Birkey
felt God calling him into missions. He joined up with
WGM in college and did a term with them as part of
his education. WGM is stationed in over 20 different
countries, and Jon was sent to Bolivia. Three
months in, political unrest there resulted in Jon
needing to be stationed elsewhere, and World
Gospel sent him to California to work with Hispanic
children at an after school club. “It just kind of blew
my mind,” Jon said. He had been under the
assumption that mission work required going
overseas, but God opened his eyes to other
possibilities. “Anywhere is a mission field if you
allow it to be. I felt like God was telling me, you can
do missions closer to home.” And so, after three
years as a youth pastor in Illinois, Jon and his wife
Lindsay moved to Arizona to once again work with
WGM at the old school facility that had since
become a hub for Native American missions in
Arizona. After the school closed, the mission turned
the facility into a camp and retreat center. The first
summer camp started with 17 campers and has
steadily grown to over 100 campers each summer.
When the Birkeys arrived in 2014, the camp ministry
had expanded to offer weekend camps and a
leadership training program for Native American
youth.

Now, five years later, the camp programs engage
about 250 Native American children and youth.
They run about nine camps between weekend
camps, leadership trainings, and summer camps.
This summer, 110 kids come to camp between the
three weeks, and nineteen kids gave a first time
commitment to Christ. One of most exciting
things for the Birkeys is the Leaders In Training
program called “LITS.” Each year they hold two
leadership camps for the Jr. and Sr. High kids who
might be potential leaders, and they invite them
to come back to help lead the elementary camps.
“We believe that the Native American people are
the best designed to reach Native American
people,” Jon says. Since the start of LITS they are
now seeing young adults who were former
campers volunteering to come back and help. Jon
strives to live under the mantra of “less of us and
more of them.” He says it’s about making
Timothys into Pauls.
It is especially rewarding to see disciples multiply
as was demonstrated with two young Native
American men, Wes and Jermaine. Wes and his
mother are believers and Jermaine and his family
come from the very traditional polytheistic Hopi
tribe. Wes has been a camper since grade school,
his mother Hope graduated from the school years
ago. Wes was in jr. high when the Birkeys came in,
and last year he came to one of the teen camps
and brought a few friends with him, one of whom
was Jermaine.
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During the summer, Jermaine and his mother had
been evicted from their apartment so Wes convinced
his mother to allow Jermaine to stay with them. A
while later, when Jermaine’s mother found a place to
live, it was not in the same school district. Because it
was the boys’ senior year, Jermaine wanted to stay
living with Hope and Wes and finish out his high
school career. His mother agreed he could stay and
Hope agreed to have him as long as he followed the
house rules. That fall when Wes brought Jermaine to
camp Jon invited Wes to come to a local youth group
the next week. He came a few times by himself and
one evening after dropping him home Jon asked
Hope why Jermaine didn’t come as well. She thought
about it and said that she would make it
requirement that Jermaine go to the youth group as
long as he was living in her house.
The next Wednesday, both boys were there, and
they continued to come in the weeks following. Each
week, on the ride back and forth Jon challenged
them about their understanding of God, and he
asked Jermaine questions about what the Hopi
believe. In January of 2019 Jermaine attended a
retreat with the youth group and he accepted Christ.
Now Jon meets with both boys for Bible study and
they are growing in their faith.
The goal for the Birkeys now is to transition out of
being camp directors and hire Native Americans for
the role. “As long as we are holding onto that
batton… we aren’t empowering them to reach their
full potential.” Jon and Lindsay will make the
transition from directing the camps into managing
the facility at the beginning of September.
Regardless of the role they are in, they will continue
building relationships and discipling, and
empowering the Native Americans to do the same.
Besides the camp, there are 17 other missionaries
that serve with WGM in Native American ministries
throughout Arizona and New Mexico. The camp and
retreat center is also used for various rentals to both
Native American and local groups throughout the
year. These rentals help grow relationships with
Native American groups while also providing funds
to maintain the operating costs of the retreat center.
If you’d like more information on how you or your
church can volunteer or partner with the Birkeys,
contact them at jon.birkey@wgm.org or
wgm.org/birkey

The Plight at our Border
An unprecedented number of people have been
forcibly displaced from their homes due to conflicts
in El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras. Gangs,
narcotics trafficking, and organized crime are some
of the causes behind the rampant violence and
extortion. These three countries, known as the
“Northern Triangle” consistently rank among the
violent countries in the world.

The plight of those displaced is frequently
politicized within the US immigration debate.
Images of asylum seekers and border agents
stimulate conversations about how to strengthen
the immigration process.

Beyond conversations about US immigration
policies, how can the church respond to the
crisis displacing thousands of families?
EVANA has published a fact sheet for church
engagement that includes some tangible ways for
individuals, families, and congregations to get
involved. Did you know that you can visit migrants
detained in nearby facilities? You can gain a
reasonably accurate view of how many migrants
have moved into your area. You can put together
care packets for children. You can organize a local
legal aid clinic. You can also pray! We have attached
a prayer guide, roadmap for churches, and several
links with practical strategies for serving families
displaced from their homes.
Check out more at
evananetwork.org/resources/Migrants.pdf
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