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Many times I pray about a situation, or for a desired outcome, and then as 

time passes, I forget about it. Then comes a day when I am chastened to 

realize that the prayer has been answered, but in ways I could never have 

imagined, even while it was playing out before my eyes. 

 

Such was the case recently when I visited my friend, Alfonso Coñoepan, 

at one of the schools where he is now the esteemed Mapudungun teacher.  

 

 
 

About ten years ago, Alfonso and I began an ambitious project. Seeing 

that few Mapuche churches were using the New Testament in 

Mapudungun, nor speaking it in their life and work in the church, we 

wanted to start a language recovery movement in Mapuche churches, 

starting with ours in Curihue. 

  

I was learning the basics of Mapudungun with a Mapuche tutor in 

Temuco, Antonio Canio. Spanish will always be the dominant language, 

but I wanted to show them that their language and culture have value in 

God’s heart. 

 

What does that have to do with missions? Our conviction was that no 

church will do missions from a position of shame. The evangelization of 

the Mapuche people decades ago carried with it the idea that their 

language and their culture was of the devil, and best left behind upon 

entering a church. Parents who are now in their 50’s remember being 

punished in school for speaking Mapudungun, and ridiculed if heard 

speaking it in town. This left a Mapuche church that is fervent and 

faithful, but submissive to and eager to assimilate into what they perceive 

as “Christian culture,” as they know it in the Chilean church. 

Describing the situation of an unused Mapudungun New Testament to 

him, he told me it was because they were never taught to read 

Mapudungun. The best way to break the ice and get people to start using 

their language in church would be to get them to see that it can be read as 

easily as Spanish. 

 

Over the next four years we ran classes for several groups, beginners and 

advanced. Alfonso even went to a remote community to teach. A core 

group formed that continued studying Mapudungun grammar and 

conversation and we facilitated that group meeting in the church for 

several years.  

 

Non-Christians, also, participated in these classes. This confirmed our 

insight that this was not simply a linguistic project, but also a tool for 

outreach and service.  We see the Mapudungun classes and revitalization 

efforts as a leadership development method, because we have seen the 

personal and spiritual growth of the participants. 

 

This is a project that will probably only begin to bear fruit years, even 

generations, from now. Among the Mapuche evangélicos are many who 

oppose or are apathetic about movements to contextualize the gospel, 

preferring to assimilate. But Alfonso is the one who caught the vision 

and ran with it. He is now teaching full-time in four rural schools, and 

can tell you a lot about recovered dignity and productivity. 

 

To sign up for the Bolicks’ e-mail newsletter please write them at: 

dwight.bolick@internationalministries.org. Or visit their page on the 

International Ministries website: 

http://internationalministries.org/teams/49-bolick. 
 


