
 

The Basque people live along the 
western Pyrenees Mountains in Europe. 

Euskal Herria (Basque Country) is made up of 
seven provinces: Bizkaia, Gipuzkoa, Araba and Navarre in 

Spain, Lapurdi, Low Navarre and Zuberoa in France. These 
provinces are recognised as a cultural and political state that retain a great 

deal of autonomy even though they lie within the boundaries of other countries. The 
Basques are thought to be the oldest ethnic group in Europe, retaining their identity since 
Prehistoric times. Because it is a mountainous region, the Basques have remained distinct 
from other surrounding peoples. The Romans, Arabs, Spanish and French were never 
able to fully control the region. They could occupy some areas and bring laws to rule to 
some extent but could never subjugate the Basque people. It wasn’t until the Spanish 
Inquisition that focused on the Basque region due to its pagan practices, that the Catholic 
Church was able to achieve complete domination of the Basque people, and also bring 
about the greatest destruction of Basque religion and culture in their entire history. Today, 
there are approx. 3 million Basques in the region with 2.5 million living on the Spanish 
side.
Their language, Euskara is Europe’s oldest living language; it is unrelated to Spanish or 
French and belongs to no other known language family. Until the end of the nineteenth 
century it had no written literary tradition. It is an extremely difficult and complex language. 
Regional folklore says that the devil tried to learn Basque for seven years and then gave 
up. A common Basque proverb is “Happiness is the only thing we can give away without 
having” (Izan gabe eman dezakegun gauza bakarra da zoriona).
Despite the inquisition Roman Catholicism became very well accepted in the Basque 
Country, until it was seen as being allied with the oppression of Franco’s dictatorship, 
when both the language and culture were ruthlessly suppressed. As such, in more recent 
generations any form of organised religion is renounced with materialism, atheism, new 
age and traditional pagan practices taking it’s place.
Euskal Herria, is beautiful, dramatic, ancient, rich, proud and strong, and very hard 
ground, much in need of knowing Jesus.



We are Emilio and Leanne and our children (Ainhoa, with Jesus), Kaia 18, Jonvi 12 and 
Edu 11, as well as our border collie, Motxi. In 2011 following our 2nd trip to the Philippines 
we started to sense a change in our spirits that would mean a change in our lives. After 
much prayer and consultation we believed that God was calling us to the Philippines as 
missionaries. This was no easy task having a daughter with multiple and severe 
disabilities, but we were convinced in our hearts and could not deny God’s call. Pioneers 
Australia agreed to walk the journey with us and in August 2013 after selling up 
everything including the family home that we had built ourselves, we left Australia for the 
Philippines. 
We spent four years in the Philippines working with a number of different missionary 
projects mainly connected with orphans, abused children, orphanages and education. 
More than being a destination it ended up being a season of intense and difficult growth 
as God striped us of ourselves and our preconceptions and challenged our hearts. All of 
this led us desiring to follow Jesus’ final commandment to ‘go and make disciples’ and a 
realisation that Emilio’s own people, the Basques, were some of the least reached in our 
western world.
More prayer and consultation and difficult decisions saw us leave the Philippines and 
move to Asturias in Northern Spain in 2017. As we settled in to some reverse culture 
shock and were assimilating to our new environment we also had to farewell Ainhoa from 
this earthly life and six months later walk with Kaia through major spinal fusion surgery. 
Since answering the call of God on our lives the path has not been easy, but at no stage 
have we felt Him saying to us, ‘ok, you can stop now’, or ‘turn around and go back’.
We finally moved to the Basque Region in July 2019 and each week brings confirmation 
to the need that is here as well as to our sense of calling. We are currently the only 
Pioneers workers in the area but are looking at setting up a Basque launch team to 
encourage more workers to the area as well as help them stay long term by setting them 
up well at the beginning. It has been a real privilege to be developing relationships with 
the few other workers who are here working specifically amongst the Basques, and we 
also see our role as being one of encouragement and networking for the area.
We are convinced that despite the hardness of the soil, Euskara will be amongst the 
languages praising God before the throne. “After this I looked, and there before me was a 
great multitude that no one could count, from every nation, tribe, people and language, 
standing before the throne and before the Lamb. They were wearing white robes and 
were holding palm branches in their hands. And they cried out in a loud voice:
“Salvation belongs to our God, who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb.” Rev 7: 9-10


 



Pioneers has been without a team in the Basque Country for a few years, despite the Basque 
people being regarded as one of their top fifteen Unreached People Groups. Unfortunately, all 
five units that were here left within a year of each other in 2016. In general there have been very 
few missionaries to the area, from any organisation, that have stayed long term. We believe that 
part of our role here is to help change this situation and to be a resource, guide and practical 
support to new missionaries as they transition and then settle into country, so that they might 
succeed in their integration and remain on the field on a long term basis.

Our first ten months in the region has been a time of relearning and reestablishing cultural 
connections, as well as investigating the current spiritual environment and state of the church. To 
do this Emilio has been networking with workers from other organisations, establishing 
relationships with pastors and surveying the current church through the networks he has with his 
theology studies. Leanne has been continuing in her learning of the Basque culture, joining 
Emilio is some of these investigations and helping to keep on top of the administrative tasks 
while also helping the children to settle into a new school, language and culture. Over this time 
we have also invested much time to prayer, consultation with Pioneers leadership and are 
currently undergoing training for leading and developing teams. 

As a result it has been decided that we will be establishing a Launch Team for the Basque 
Country. This will be alongside our continuing development of networks and relationships and 
being involved in our local community in ways that bless, serve and contribute. 

While still very much in the preliminary stages we are currently developing a Pioneers internal 
webpage that is accessed by Pioneers mobilisation bases around the world for recruiting 
purposes. This webpage provides information about various serving options for those who are 
investigating missions. As a part of this and the initial development of a Launch Team we are in 
the process of developing and writing or vision and mission statements, as well as a handbook 
for both information and guidance as a first step in getting to know the region and the work to be 
done here. We envision that people will be a part of the Launch Team for a minimum two/three 
year period when they arrive in country with a focus on language and culture learning. This time 
will be supported and guided and will also include introductions and networking with existing 
workers and groups in the area as well as prayer, guidance and mentoring for how, when and 
where they will be ‘launched’ to undertake their organic ministry roles within a specific 
community.

There are already a number of evangelical churches in the Basque Country, for which we are 
very thankful and with whom we seek to partner. However, the Basque people see these 
churches as cults, that have been brought in by immigrants from central and south America, and 
as such put them in the same basket as other cults and as not relevant in any way to them or 
fitting in with their lifestyle and culture. As a result of this, and again in consultation with other 
workers, it is believed that for ministry to go forward in the area it needs to be done in new and 
organic ways. 

The Basque Country has traditionally been a very hard and dark region for missionaries, due to 
it’s very long and complicated history. We pray that the insight Emilio brings to this and his 
understanding of this history will help others to understand and therefore be able to reach the 
people in a new and different way. We cannot do this work alone and are incredibly thankful for 
our team of faithful supporters. If you would like to know more or join our team with prayer and/or 
financial support please do not hesitate to get in touch with us. We are also more than happy to 
make a time to arrange a ZOOM meeting with your group or leadership team to further discuss 
our work and how you might be able to be involved. 

Thank you for your interest in the Basque Country and our family. If you would like clarification or 
further information we would love to be in touch. ikaro@swissmail.org
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