
Notes from the Mission Field: Catching Up with 
Lutherans in Africa

 

Since we last gave a shout out to our supporters, much work has gone on in the mission of Lutherans in 
Africa (LIA). My family and I were also blessed to have an extended furlough for rest and refreshment. This 
week, we’ll catch you up on all things African.

Graduation of Burkina Faso students 
The first news--and most exciting for me and my family--is the graduation of Joseph Napon and Espoir 
Sawadogo. Those of you who have been with us since 2006 know that we were first sent as church 
planters in Burkina Faso and Togo. The first ever Lutheran Church was planted in the capital Ouagadougou 
in 2007. In 2008, construction of a permanent structure began. This was about the same time Joseph 
and Espoir left to go to Dapaong, Togo, home of the only Lutheran Seminary in West Africa for French 
speakers. 

After completing the three-year-program, the graduates return to 
their home countries and begin a vicarage, during which they have 
many tasks and reports to complete before being ordained. Both 
Joseph and Espoir worked quite diligently and learned much. In fact, 
so great is Espoir’s zeal for the Gospel that he even started two new 
congregations in Togo during his free time! 

Another great achievement is that Joseph’s wife Elizabeth took 
classes offered for the women and learned to read, write, and speak 
in French! Before going to Togo, Elizabeth only knew the local Burkina 

Faso language, Moore. Now, to her joy, she is able to read the Bible and read the promises of God to her 
children and her neighbors, while her husband is evangelizing the rest of the village. 

Lessons of 2010
In many ways, it has been a very 
challenging and rewarding year. 
To look back and realize that  
we nearly had to close our  
mission center at the end of 
2009 only to see the mission 
saved by God, using many of 
you, is a testament that we  
walk by faith and not by sight. 
The work of the church should 
not be constrained by business  
models; nevertheless, we should 
be good stewards and find a 
way to accomplish tasks with 
the means provided. These are 
some of the lessons we have 
learned. The most important 
lesson has been that God taught 
us to take everything to Him 
in prayer and continue to fight 
the good fight. Maybe you have 
heard and read of our struggles. 
We thank all of you for your 
prayers and encouragement. 

One thing we have to be thankful 
for is the confirmation of four young 
adults: Sharon Nyambura, Augustine 
Atunga, Maggie Maduka, and  
Rogers Mwangi. They were quite 
overwhelmed last year, when they 
learned that they had to memorize  
the entire catechism by heart, yet they 
did not refuse. In fact, there was little 
complaining. One might have tried 

to find an easier path, especially for 
Maggie, who never finished school 
and could not read or write very well. 
It was so encouraging to see her effort 
in spite of this obstacle. But guess 
what? She was the first to memorize 
the catechism and, in the end, assisted  
the others to learn! Praise be to God for 
all His good gifts! 

Rev. James and Tiina, Maggie, Tristan, Sarai, Sofia, Jonas, and Matthew May

Our family has not been to the USA since 2008! It is time for us to see 
our biological and church families. Because you are scattered all over 
the country, we need to start planning now. If you would like us to visit, 
email and let us know (proliturgy@me.com). We really want to meet 
as many of you as possible. If your church would appreciate a mission 
presentation, it would be a great blessing for us. At the same time, please 
understand that we are fully dependent on supporters to get us to their 
city and provide accommodation. 

Summer Furlough

Four Confirmations!
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Teaching in Togo 
The week before attending the graduation at the seminary, 
I was invited to complete the seminar on how to teach 
Luther’s Small Catechism. In particular, we studied the 
Lord’s Prayer, the Lord’s Supper, and the Office of the 
Keys. Because funds were limited, we met in a village far 
from town, but more central to the majority of Lutheran 
congregations. Unfortunately, the pastors did not even 
have tables on which to write. However, so deeply do they 
hunger to be able to teach their flocks the pure doctrine, 
not even the pain of constantly hunching over prevented 
them from taking notes. 

Some of you may sometimes ask, “Are pastors really putting LIA’s teaching into practice? Are their 
parishioners really benefiting?” To be honest, sometimes I ask these questions myself. Thanks be to God, 
during this trip to the village called Nano, I was privileged to see the fruit of God’s work through LIA with 
my very own eyes. You see, when I was in Togo in March, I had brought my laptop and showed them the 
video of the young lady from Congo reciting the Ten Commandments with their explanations from the 
Small Catechism. The Togolese pastors determined that if the Congolese could do it, the Togolese could do 
it better! 

Even though there are not enough catechisms for all the 
members of the Lutheran church of Togo (in fact we were 
only able to print enough for the pastors) the pastors 
decided to make themselves available 3-4 times per week 
to sit with the confirmands who came to the church. The 
pastor would recite the catechism and the confirmands 
would repeat after the pastor over and over again until 
they put the Word of God to heart (Deuteronomy 6:6-9). 
In three months, nine confirmand students memorized the 
entire Ten Commandments with their explanations AND 
the Apostles’ Creed with its explanations, and they did it 
without their own personal copy of the catechism! So often 
I have heard that memorizing the catechism is too hard and 
cannot be done, but I never told the Togolese that Americans say it is too hard. They did it because they 
want to have the Word of God in their minds and hearts so that even if they are far off without a bible, they 
will know the promises of God. 

And these words that I command you today shall be on your heart. You shall teach them diligently to your 
children, and shall talk of them when you sit in your house, and when you walk by the way, and when you lie 
down, and when you rise. You shall bind them as a sign on your hand, and they shall be as frontlets between 
your eyes. You shall write them on the doorposts of your house and on your gates. ~Deuteronomy 6:6-9

In addition to memorizing the first two chief parts of the catechism, the confirmands also learned 
many hymns. Again, they did so by repetition and without personal copies of a hymnal because we do 
not yet have enough. Thank you, thank you, truly thank you to all who have been contributing to LIA. 
Each catechism and each hymnal helps. And, as you can certainly see here (http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=GIHm4buQhxE), they are being put to good use!
 



Hymnal seminar soon approaching 
Having mentioned the learning of Lutheran hymns in 
French, you might be wondering if additional hymns will 
be taught and recorded any time soon. It was quite an 
achievement on the part of Cantor Phillip Magness and 
the Lutherans in Congo to learn 23 hymns and seven 
musical pieces of the liturgy in just five days during the 
last seminar. However, more is needed, and another 
seminar has been planned for some time. 

Cantor Magness and I will return again to Congo in just 
a short while. I will be teaching pastors and evangelists, 
and Cantor Magness will be working with church 
musicians and pastors. The Congolese are particularly 
talented musically, and they use their talents for the benefit of all the French speaking Lutheran Churches. 
In places where we are unable to arrange for a musician to visit, we make copies--MP3s and CDs--so that 
the Christians can hear the hymns and then learn how to sing them. For those of you who are members of 
choirs, this may sound difficult, but it is the most common way Africans learn songs. 

You can listen here (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jg5vrpGJmDA&feature=player_embedded#at=135) 
to the fruits of the work of Cantor Magness and LIA during the last hymn seminar!

It is moments like these, realizing how far reaching the sweet, sweet Gospel travels through Word, 
doctrine, and song that encourage us to continue on in this journey God has set before us. We do so 
bolstered, uplifted, and sustained by the prayers and support of all of you. At times, thank you simply does 
not seem enough.

God’s grace is secured through Christ, and sanctification is wrought by the Holy Spirit through God’s Word in 
the unity of the Christian Church...For we have already received creation. Redemption, too, is finished. But the 
Holy Spirit carries on His work without ceasing to the Last Day. 
~BOC, LC, II, 54,61

Yours in Christ, 
Rev. James May, Jr.

To support the preaching of the Gospel and the training of workers for the harvest, please make a donation 
via our PayPal account via a link on our website or send your checks made payable to Lutherans in Africa to:

Lutherans in Africa 
c/o Bethlehem Lutheran Church 
7500 State Road 
Parma, OH 44134

Lutherans in Africa is registered with the IRS as a 501(c)(3) charity. Your gift is tax-deductible to the full 
extent of the law.
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