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Amhiguous Lcs$
in MiSsionarylife
Missionaries living away from their passport countries often
experience a phenomenon known as ambiguous loss. This term,
which developed in the 1970s, fits missionary life well. Global
workers can experience a loss from leaving their passport nation,
but it is still there. Then when they return, they can experience the
same kind of loss related to their host nation, even though it is still
there. This paradox can lead to immobilization and depression.lt is
critical that member care staff help missionaries identify this pain
point so they can live with acceptance of the tenslon it creates-

Cukure slwck, fam$ strain" burn-oilt - these are common terms
we see applied to the overseasmissionary experience. Those who
care for missionaries are familiar with conversations about the
losses that a global worker experiences, These losses need to be
grievedwellinorder to arrive at closure and maintain a positive
state ofmental health. Experiencing a sense ofcontrol is easier
when feelings can be kept in the boxes where they belong. But
what happens when emotions refuse to stay in those categories?

Let us turn to the field of family therapy in order to consider
another type of stress which, when understood properly and
applied to the cross-cultural missionary, proves insightful in
developing long term resilience- Dr. Pauline Boss coined the
term amliguous loss in the 1970s, and it has been employed ever
since in the mental health field.

She defnes an ambiguous loss as a loss without clarity which
cannotbe verifled and therefore remains unresolved.r Dr. Boss

describes two classic types of ambiguous loss. The flrst is when
a person is physically absent but psychologicaily present. The
other is when the loved one is physically present but psycho-
logically absent. In both of these cases there is an ambiguity
between the absence and the presence of a person.

'li\Ihen someone is physically missing, but there is ilo certairrty
that the person has died, the family may keep them psychologi-
cally present with the hope that they $rill return at any rnsmeat.
For example, when a person disappears in a war, at sea or due
to some rJpe of natural disaster, there are norrnally no rituals,
such as a funeral, to bring closure because the physical body
is not there.

Although the person is physically absent, the family lives
as if thr person rnight come back. They do not vrrant to modify
or touch their loved one's room, nor do they want to give away
their clothes. The usual roles and relationships among family
members freeze, and they do not think much beyond the absence
of their loved one.

The same can happen when the person is physically present
but psychologically absent, as with Alzheimer's, dementia, or
severe autism. But lt can also happen when a loved one has

addictions such as alcoholism, is a workaholic, or struggles
with chronic depression and remains distant fuom the family
structure.

The ambiguitybetwem absence andpresence entails a lack of
closurg and hinders confronting and grieving the loss. This can
resultin immobilization and depression if one doesnotlearn to
live with the paradox- To develop resiUence, a personmust grow
to accept thisparadox andlearn to livewith two opposing ideas
in life at the same time. The two conflicting ideas must he kept
in balance, instead ofliving as ifone or the other ditl not exist-

LIVING WITH AI'BIGUITY
This has an application to cross-cultural missions. Dr. Boss her-
self spoke aboutimmigrants,butdid not extend the application
to missionaries. This is where the global worker experiences the
ronflicting paradox of living in one urorld (or country) physically
while the other world (or country) continues to exist. However,
they are no longer an integral part ofthat world.

Xt is as we walk
missi"onaries, that

is not a psvchological illness
that nedds to be [ured. It
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is a normal ex erience in
cross-culturalliving.
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equallywhen the missionaryis in the host

country and during home assignment in
their passpoft country

When missionari,

The new environment requires adjust-
ment time. Although they setde into the
host culture, with new friends, and new
employers, they rernain psychologically
connected to the former world without
being physically present there.

Life goes on in their passport country

pletely disconnect from this other world.
Missionaries experience constant losses
because they cannot participate in life
there" lt is like seeing family on a srreen
withoutthe option to enterthe room.

The same thing happens duringtimes
ofleave when the person returns physical-

ly and reconnects with life in their pass-
port countrybut maintains a connection
psychologically in the countrywhere they
serve. Missionaries are physically absent
but psychologically present. tearning to
live with this arnbiguity becomes a crucial
element in developing resilience.

It is important, as we walk along$ide
rnissionaries, that we help them to under-
stand that this feeling of ambiguous loss
between the two worlds is not a psycho-
logical illness that needs to be cured. It
is a normal experience in cross-cultural
living. We can help missioraries live
with this constant tension by building
on their olvn $trength$ ss that they can
discover ways to increase tolerance for
this ambiguity.

Ifworkers can recognize and identifv

external andpart of cross-cultural living,
t}te tenalencyto blame themselves for their
mixed feelings diminishes. There is no
need for closure because the two worlds
will continue to exist.

In Western countries, Dr. Bass proposes

that people generally prefer to have all

Our goal should not be to seek solutions

find ways to adapt to Iiving with ambigu-
ity while connecting to the moment and
the country where they are physically
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for dealing with ambiguous loss: find
meaning, rnoderate the need for control,
rebuild identity, normalize ambivalence,
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FINDING NEWWAYS TO LIVE
\{ember care providers c*n guide cross-cuitural u.orkers tt
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rtiflr their losses and to grieve those losses while at the same their control. It is
q celebrate the present. tiving with ambiguity in a healthy the need for contn
I means that the identification of losses will not negate the accept it as the im
itive things in the present life. We can encourage the mis- caused by the mis

rary tofrd meaning in the paradox of living physically in cross-cultural life.
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lworkers to moderate
;ituation, and instead,
is. The situation is not
his paradox is part of

one countrywhile livingpsychologicallyin the other. We can help them discover ways to live healthily in their
It is important to di$cuss these ambiguous feelings with the host country while at the same time, celebrating their passport

whole family and in groups rryiti other missionaries in order cormtry. Perhaps one way to do this is to reconstruct known
to normalize them. When we help missionaries accept that rituals and traditions in their new eontext.

ambiguous loss is one of the costs of taking the gospel to the How will they celehrate Chri$tmas a$ u$ual, withcut pecans

ends of the world, he or she can flnd positive meaning in the for pecan pie? Is there anything from their host country that
can be inrorporated into theirnerr Christmas celebration? llow
are they going to teaeh their children to love both countries
instead of choosing between ene andthe oiher?.Adaptingfamily
customs is one waythe missionary can accept andlive wellwith
ihe absence or presenre ofone country or the other and thus
temper the need to have control over the paradox,

When ?ve help _rnissi.tn+ries
accept tbqt ambiguous loss
is ane of the costs of taking
the gospel to the ends of
the woild, he or she can
find positive meaning in
the naradox and develop
hopb for the future. r

new customs, values and points ofview, a person can feel con-
f,used about their identiry *Who l am?" is the question of the
day. It is also possible that as the missionary incorporates new
things into their identity, they will receive criticism from their
friends and family in the passport country. As member care

they were with who they are now. It is necessary to preserve
old customs, values, and points of view, and at the sarne time"
incorporate the new ones.

One daager is when the rnissionary" in responding to ambi-
guity, takes on the role ofa victim, acting as ifhe or she has no
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power to decide who they are. We can encourage the worker to
accept the changes witlrout losing the continuity of their family
and cultural history. Amliguity does not have to def.ne their
identity and behavior, but the person themselves defines it.

Perhaps we can say that the missionary may never achieve
what they see as a perfect ffxed identity, but it is possible for
them to accept the paradox between the old and the new life and
thus live in a healthy and ftuitfulway. When the missionarycan
develop resilience to and adapt to change, he or she can rebuild
a new, healthyidentiry

When conflicting emotions come to light, it is important to
normalize ambivalence.It is perfectly fine in the eross-cultural
context to simultaneously love one country while missing the
other and vice-versa. As we walk with mi$sionaries, we can
bring conflicting feelings to light and normalize them.

Missionaries can get stuck in the feeling of ambivalence, un-
sure which of the two countries they should pin their allegiance
to. It is more important that they learn to adapt to ambiguity
instead of constantly struggling to flnd the answers to questions
of this kiad. We normalize ambivalence when we acknowledge
its existence and help the missionary face and accept it.

The global worker also has to learn how to madi{y attach-
menf to the country where they are not physically present. The
connections are not the same as before, but the closure ofthose
relationships is neither healthy nor possible. The goal is not to
let go ofthe connections where they are notphysicallypresent.
Ttrey must learn to modify their attachment to those networks in
order to live in a balanced way between absence and presence-

It is necessarli to preserve old
customs, values, and points
cfview and at the sartre time
incarporate the new ones.

Sometimes because of the pain of loss, missionaries avoid
establishing new connections where they live physically and
remain very attached to their connections (with people and
customs) in the other country. Today this is more feasible with
the use ofthe Internet. But the danger is that this can be very
isolating for missionaries in the places where they are physically
present.

Or perhaps the missionary feels guilty as if he or she has
a divided loyalty when they begin to become attached to the
country where they are serving. The challenge is living with
the ambiguity oftheir attachmentto one eountrywhile making
connections in the other. We can help the missionary think about
how to modify their attachment to the far country in a healthy
way while establishing a new attachment where he or she lives.

If workers live loneins
for the life they had whefi
theywere mono-cultr

their resilience
stagnate because thi$ is
an unattainahle drearn"

DISCOVERING HOPE
The ultimate goal is to guide missionaries to discouer hope.
If workers live longing for the life they had whe* they were
mono-cultural, their resilience will stagnate hecause this is
an unattainable dream- Ilve can guide missionaries to develop
attainable hopes and dreams. We can talk together with them
about how to balance both worlds \rhile being content incorpc-
rating new relationships, traditions, and customs with the old
ones. To strengthen resilience, missionaries must bs eneouraged
to discover new hope for the future instead of seeking closure
in oneworld orthe other.

We want to provide member eare that is both informed and
comprehensive- As we have seen, that care will recognize am-
biguous loss as a factor in missionary life. Instead ofjudging
global workers, we must help them understand and normalize
the tension they have living in one world physicallywhile Iiving
in the other psychologically.

We can walk alongside them, Iisten to them, and guide them
to find meaning in the paradox, thus moderating the need for
control. If their attachment can be modified to include both
worlds, the amhivalencewill be normalized, and this will enahle
the missionary to reconstruct their identity.

As long as global workers understand that ambiguous lass
is part of cross-cultural living and that they can thrive yeith
this paradox in a healthy way for the sake of leading others to
faith in Christ, they can Iet go of the drive to seek ctosure_ In
this way they will discover hope and continue in their work
with resilience- r

Naocy R. ilauger{gandwhite@yahoo.com} has been serving
with United World Mission in Costa Rica since 1991. Together
with her husband, she provides member care for Latin Amer-
ican cross-cultural workers. As a certlfled te Racher debriefer,
she focuses on debriefng Spanish-speaking raissionaries and
facilitating debrief trainings in the Latin world.

'1, For a mre.lmpreh€miye explanatloB af maigums loss and its tfteapsuttc taeat
ments as retmned in this arti€te see paqline Boss, los, lrouma, and tiailiexe:
TlrerapeutlcWorkwlthl4mbigoous toss (New york: W. W. Norton & Company, 2006).
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