
A imee Cima and her husband, Pastor J.P. Cima, both grew 
up in Richmond, Virginia. But, for more than 13 years, they 
have served as missionaries in Southeast Asia – many of 

those years in Hanoi, Vietnam, and now in Phnom Penh, Cambodia. 
Aimee’s role is Mercy Manager for the Asia region of the LCMS Office 
of International Mission, and her husband serves at the Cambodian 
Lutheran Church, providing theological training while studying the 
Khmer language and working to complete his Ph.D. in Theology and 
Culture through Concordia Seminary in St. Louis. Aimee’s own words 
tell their story best, so I invite you to get to know this sister in Christ as 
we pray for and support her family in the mission field. 

“While J.P. was at Concordia Seminary in St. Louis, we applied for the 
’missionary formation track,’ and were open to either domestic church 
planting or international missions. During his final semester of coursework 
and two days before I gave birth to our first child, the director of international 
mission for the LCMS asked if we would be willing to serve in Hanoi, Vietnam. 

I left my career as a dietitian for Lutheran Senior Services in St. Louis to 
start a new life with my husband and a six-month old baby. It took a couple 
of years to get through culture shock and to learn a foundational level of 
Vietnamese, but I had a desire to reach out to families with young children.

Aimee on a mercy assigment to help deliver food aid to families in the 
Kampong Seila Province hard hit economically by COVID-19.

The
Workers
Are Few.
The
Harvest is

The harvest is plentiful, 
but the laborers are 
few; therefore, pray 

earnestly to the Lord of 
the harvest to send out 

laborers into his harvest.

Matthew 9:37–38

Plentiful!
B Y  B E C K Y  W E H R S PA N N , 

F E AT U R E S  E D I T O R
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Five years after 
we had moved to 
Hanoi, I helped 
open Play! Café. 
The project was 
one of the first 
of its kind in the 
capital city of 
Vietnam — a café 
and indoor play 
area that provided 
a safe and clean 
space for parents 
and their children. 

We also offered classes — at little or no 
cost — on healthy pregnancy, nutrition 
for children, and parenting, as well as 
marriage workshops, vaccinations, and 
children’s dental care. Play! Café became 
a model to dozens of other businesses 
that provide play spaces for parents and 
children around the country. 

I also helped facilitate student leadership 
training programs at a university where 
the LCMS had placed volunteer teachers 
of English. I conducted projects of mercy 
in rural villages including community 
playgrounds, clean water projects, 
building toilets at rural schools, and 
providing small grants for families and 
elderly people living in poverty. 

In December 2017, we were given three 
weeks to pack up our family and leave the 
country. We were essentially homeless 
and moved back to the U.S. to live with 
our family while we prayed for God’s will 
for what would be next. In 2018 we were 
called to serve in Cambodia and moved to 
to the capital city, Phnom Penh. 

We worship at Christ Lutheran Church, a 
congregation of the Cambodian Lutheran 
Church. We follow the Lutheran liturgy, 
and they are kind to print most of the 
service in English alongside the Khmer 
language. We are learning Khmer, so, 
hopefully, we will understand more and 
more every month. I volunteer to teach 
Sunday school each week with Buntha, 
the wife of the pastor at Christ Lutheran. 

Compared to the U.S., life in Southeast 
Asia is far less structured and predictable,  
but it has taught us to be flexible! My 
weekly routine is influenced in part by 
my family’s needs and, in part, by my 
role as the Mercy Manager for the Asia 
region. As Mercy Manager, I provide 

support and encouragement to several 
missionaries in Asia and participate in 
regional management meetings. As needs 
and opportunities arise, I work with local 
church partners to plan and implement 
projects of mercy. 

Our older two children attend a local 
Christian international school. In addition 
to helping them with homework and 
taking them to and from sports and 
activities, I volunteer at the school and 
attend a weekly Bible study for moms 
of preschoolers. We also frequently host 
LCMS visitors and missionaries from other 
Lutheran organizations at our home.

My husband’s call is to support the 
ministry of the Cambodian Lutheran 
Church, primarily through theological 
education. Part of my role is to support 
him in his calling by working with women 
and children in our congregation and, 
occasionally, helping provide training to 
women from rural congregations. Because 
superstition and belief in spirits is deeply 
held, I have found using Jesus’ parables 
and talking about attributes of God to be 
a particularly good connecting point.

I believe God creates opportunities for 
us to share His Good News all the time, 
but we often feel too busy to stop and 
have a conversation. I try to look for any 
opportunity to start conversations and 
to find ways to talk about biblical things. 
Sometimes the connecting point is a Bible 
verse that speaks to the person’s situation 
or is able to reveal something about the 
character of God in a culture where so 
few have heard about Jesus. The starting 
point is just a willingness to give of my 
time, to be present, and to listen.

Most of the opportunities that our older 
two children and I have had to share the 
Gospel have been among the children and 
families in our neighborhood. The children 
play outside, and our home has become 
a gathering place. Several times we have 
had opportunities to share about Jesus 
and His power and love for them. After 
one such conversation, a young friend 
told me, “I think I believe in Jesus, but I 
don’t think my parents will agree.” This 
is a common struggle for new believers 
in Cambodia, because children are 
often expected to follow religious rituals 
throughout the year to maintain harmony 
and peace in the family.

Pastor J.P. and Aimee Cima, 
along with Celeste (13), 
Isabella (10), and Isaac (3), 
live in a town-house style 
home in Phnom Penh with other 
Cambodian, Chinese, Taiwanese, 
and Vietnamese-American 
families. Though Aimee cooks 
a variety of foods, their family’s 
comfort food is definitely 
Vietnamese! Their favorite 
Vietnamese dish is a soup 
called pho (pronounced f-uh).

8 FALL 2020



As missionaries in a different country, 
we must first understand the culture 
of the people. In Cambodia, we have 
to recognize the impact of the Khmer 
Rouge. Led by Pol Pot, or “brother 
number one,” this Communist movement 
took over Cambodia and controlled the 
people through torture, starvation, and 
murder. During those years (1975–1979), 
an estimated two million Cambodians 
died. Nearly every person we know lost 
a family member because of the regime. 
People had to begin a new life under 
difficult conditions and with scarce 
resources. For Cambodian Christians, 
their unshakable hope in Christ is truly 
inspiring. Not only have they overcome 
the hardship of the Khmer Rouge 
and the damage it caused, but many 
Christians still face persecution by their 
families for not following the traditional 
religious practices. 

Anh, a friend from Vietnam, overcame 
this struggle of family pressure. As a 
student at the university where we had 
organized student leadership training, 
she was taught English by two different 
LCMS missionaries and began to attend 
weekly Bible study. After coming to 
faith, the fear of telling her parents kept 
her from receiving the gift of Baptism. 
Several years later, she was able to 
tell her father and brother her desire 
and came to visit us in Cambodia to 
be baptized. As missionaries, we don’t 
always get to see the fruit of sowing the 
seeds of the Gospel, but this, God’s gift 
of grace for Anh, was also God’s gift of 
grace for us — after leaving our home of 
10 years and beginning a new ministry in 
Cambodia, we were able to rejoice with 
Anh as she received new life through the 
waters of Baptism!

The move from Vietnam to Cambodia 
was, perhaps, one of the most influential 
events in the life of our family. We moved 
to a new country, began learning another 
new language, learned about the culture 
and values of local people completely 
different from those of their Vietnamese 
neighbors! More than two years later, our 
girls still grieve the loss of Vietnam, their 
friends, and their school. J.P. and I grieve 
the loss of 10 years of investment in 
relationships and work to teach and care 
for families in Vietnam.  

Yet we do not grieve as those who 
have no hope! We are thankful to have 
received a call to Cambodia and enjoy 
being able to work closely with our 
local church partners. We have been 
blessed with overwhelming support 
from Mission Central throughout our 13 
years in Asia, but especially as we found 
ourselves starting over after leaving 
Vietnam. The leaders of the LCMS Office 
of International Mission have also been 
helpful and supportive in 
the process of identifying 
a new field of service 
and working through 
the transition. In 2019 
we received a generous 
grant from the LWML 
toward the support of 
our family. We have been 
overwhelmingly cared for 
and supported amid many 
challenges, and we give 
thanks to God!

The harvest is great, but 
the workers are few! It 
can be overwhelming to 
think of what you give 
up being a missionary. There are the 
daily challenges of living in places 
that are completely different from 
what is familiar — not understanding 
what people are saying or why they 
do things differently from you and 
living with no air-conditioning when 
it’s 108 degrees. But there is nothing 
else I’d rather be doing! 

There are so many people who have 
never been given the opportunity to 
hear about Jesus and to know God’s 
grace for them. This is why we serve! 
Wherever you are, you can be on a 
mission to your neighbors and those 
you interact with every day. Being a 
missionary begins with listening to 
others and looking for opportunities 
to speak the Word of God to a dying 
world — and there is a need for that 
everywhere. Q

(December 2019 excerpt From the 
Cima Family website: cimafam.com)
“We hosted almost 30 youth, 
some from our church and others 
not connected to any church, for 
an evening of food, fellowship, 
and study of God’s Word. What a 
joy to gather outside around the 
yummy food to read about the 
angel’s appearance to Mary to 
announce the birth of Jesus, and 
to be inspired by Mary’s great 
faith in her Magnificat. We love 
serving in Cambodia!”

But we do not want you to be uninformed, 
brothers, about those who are asleep, that you 
may not grieve as others do who have no hope 
(1 Thessalonians 4:13).
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