
As my plane touched down in Nairobi, I was filled with anticipation and a little bit 
of uncertainty. This was my first time to Africa. In fact, other than a fishing trip to 
Canada, it was my first time out of the United States. Pastor James May had invited 
me to come over to preach and to teach with Lutherans in Africa this past August. 
We were to start in Kenya (East Africa) and then head over to Burkina Faso and 
Togo (West Africa). I wasn’t exactly sure what to expect on my first foray into 
Africa. However, what I experienced during my 15 days in Africa can only be 
described as an amazingly overwhelming, wonderfully fulfilling, completely 
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draining, and yet utterly exhilarating to see 
God’s grace at work. I hope to share a little 
of my trip and a whole lot of the wonderful 
work that Pastor May and Lutherans in Africa 
are doing in so many African countries. So 
hope on as we go for a ride through the cities 
and villages of Africa and see how God is at 
work through Lutherans in Africa.

As you will hear me tell you, the work that 
James does is truly amazing. But being a 
pastor with a family myself, I know he would 
not be able to do his work without the 
incredible support and never ending labor of 
his lovely bride Tiina. What a joy it was to see 
the care and affection she has for her family! 

She is full of grace, has a gentle spirit, and is the pillar of the family. The joy and 
commitment that she has in supporting James in this important mission work is 
phenomenal. And my heart was warmed to hear how fondly James would talk of 
her during our travels. Putting it simply, their mutual commitment to the Lord, one 
another, and their family was a delight to behold. Being full time missionaries is no 
small endeavor, but raising six young children in the way of the Lord on top of it is 
simply amazing!



Early Monday morning James and I set out for Burkina Faso (West Africa), with eight 
boxes full of French Small Catechisms and French translations of some of the 
Lutheran Confessions in tow. After a five hour flight and another two hour 
connecting flight out of the Ivory Coast, we set down in the capital city of 
Ouagadougou. Many West African countries were French colonies. This means the 
people of Burkina Faso speak French as their common language (but also have 
multiple different native tribal languages). It also means they drive on the right side 
of the road—at least some of the time anyway. (More on that later.)

As we made our way through 
customs and immigration, and 
then on to a bank for currency 
exchange, I began to witness the 
incredible language skills and 
astute cultural understandings that 
James has acquired. And to be 
honest, I have not stopped 
marveling at his abilities. In fact, 
even the LCMS West African 
regional director, Missionary Pastor 
Tim Heiney, (who I had the 
privilege of meeting on this trip), 
told me point blank, “In all my 30 

years in Africa I have not seen anyone with the ability and aptitude of James.” I can 
personally attest to this. Not only does James have an acute grasp of the Scriptures 
and Lutheran theology, but he can speak, read, and write it in multiple languages—
English, French, Finnish, and Swahili just to name a few. He is constantly learning. 
But that’s not all, by necessity he is also well versed in the local currencies and 
exchange rates, is apt at finding other local 
language translators and working with 
them in getting translation projects done, 
and a master at knowing and honoring 
local cultural customs, a trait that makes 
many villagers willing to hear him speak 
about the Gospel of Jesus Christ.

While in Ouagadougou, I witnessed the 
many fruits of his labors. Three of the five 
vicars (pastors in training) that James is 
presently supervising are from 



Ouagadougou. These vicars, along with some other local evangelists, promptly met 
us when we arrived. (They were all first witnessed to and trained by James; the 
vicars had of course gone on to the seminary in Togo for three years). I was struck 
by the sincerity and kindness of these men. I would come to spend a good deal of 
time with them, particularly the vicars. And even though they spoke little English 
and I spoke even less French, I would come to forge a friendship with them I will 
not soon forget.

By American standards these men live in utter poverty. Living in homes made of 
mud bricks, no running water, no electricity, no 
refrigerators or pantries packed with food, and no 
three car garages, let alone no cars, they lived in 
what we would call the slums. Yet they have a 
passion for preaching and proclaiming the truth 
of Jesus Christ.

One of the first things the vicars and Pastor May 
did was conduct a confirmation examination of a 
young adult catechumen. Speaking in clear 
French, Pastor May quizzed a young lady named 
Haingo on the six chief parts of the catechism. 
She answered every question with near verbatim 
responses. Afterwards, her family was there to 
celebrate with her. (Two weeks later, Pastor May 
would confirm her at one of the local Lutheran 
congregations led by the vicars.)

Later that day we made a long motorcycle ride (two 
people to one bike) out into the bush—to one of the 
villages the vicars had been working with. Many had 
been baptized. They were now a Christian village. We 
were greeted in the name of the Lord and with a song 
they had written just for our arrival. Pastor May then 
preached God’s Word to them in French, while one of 
the vicars translated it into Moore. At the end of our 
visit, one of the village elders came forward and gave 
land so that a church could be built upon it after the 
harvest. We were part of the ceremony and 
celebration, which included me drinking my first bowl 
of chuckpa, warm millet beer.



Word had also been received that many from another village the vicars had been 
working with desired baptism. These villagers wanted to come be a part of that 
service and celebration, and encourage that village in the faith. We would return 
for that celebration a number of days later.

The next day I experienced one of the sicknesses that a person can get from eating 
all the local food in Africa. I could not get food to stay in or down. Fortunately I 
had medicine to get me on the mend. Yet, such sicknesses are a regular occurrence 

for James. Not only does he regularly 
endure stomach parasites, food 
bacteria, and intestinal viruses, he has 
undergone some six bouts of malaria. 
He deems the Gospel too important to 
let such sicknesses stop him. Even so, 
he is quick to offer compassionate 
words and local remedies for those 
suffering from any sickness.

Soon enough we (Pastor May, me, and 
the three vicars) traveled by van five 
hours east, across the country to Fada 
‘Ngourma. The other two vicars lived 

here. We spent a few days teaching all five of them on the book of Revelation, 
Pastoral care at the death of members, how to conduct a funeral in the face of their 
animistic culture, and how to lead funeral liturgy. We also visited a local village, 
delivered some paraments for the vicars and Lutheran church there, visited the sick, 
and participated in the Sunday Divine Service.

From there all five vicars came with us as we made the day long trip to Dapaong, 
Togo. We would be leading a pastoral conference sponsored by the Lutheran 
Heritage Foundation and Lutherans in Africa. Pastors from five different countries—
Burkina Faso, Togo, Ivory Coast, Benin, and 
Guinea—would be in attendance. But first, we 
stopped for a few days at the Lutheran Seminary in 
Togo (CLET) to teach a seminar for second and 
third year students. James also delivered some 
gifts, including a stole and paraments for the 
chapel, and some Lutheran theological books (We 
believe, We Confess and A Brief Statement) that 
had been translated into  French.



As we traveled from place to place, I 
continued to take in the utter foreignness of 
the land and the culture. The smells, the 
food, the sights, and the sounds were all so 
foreign. Depending on where we were, 
people traveled by three primary modes—by 
foot, by bike, and by motorcycle. (I guess 
there were some donkey pulled carts as 
well). To be sure, there were also cars, vans, 
and busses—many were taxis of some kind—
but most other vehicles were usually for the 

more wealthy individuals and not nearly as numerous as the motorcycles and bikes.

In any case, that also posed a challenge. Sure it would have been great to travel in the 
comfort of a nice car or SUV like most of us do in America. But if you do that in 
Africa it’s like carrying a brief case with flashing lights that says, “I’m a rich white 
man with tons of money. Come and get some!” If you want Africans to hear and 
believe the Gospel, you can’t simply lead with cash or goodies. They are happy to 
listen to anything if there is a treat involved, but if you want them to believe the 
Gospel I found out you have to lead with the Gospel, teach the Gospel, and live the 
Gospel in their midst. Of course James desires to help where he can. And he certainly 
does. (Which is no small task to navigate given the countless legitimate requests he 
received on a daily basis). Were it not for his understanding of the culture, I would 
have given away every penny I had by the end of the first day and only been the 
poorer for it.

Though countless African 
countries are unbelievably 
poor, James desires that 
they receive the riches of 
eternal life through Jesus 
Christ. Without question, 
God’s gift of grace is free, 
but proclaiming it to 
Africans takes hard work. 
It takes dedication. It takes 
sacrifice. James has 
committed to all of this. At 
the pastors conference we 
distributed French



translations of multiple theological works as gifts for the pastors to keep. In 
collaboration with Lutheran Heritage Foundation, this LIA conference gave pastors 
a French Lutheran Hymnal; The Small Catechism; A Brief Statement; We Believe We 
Confess; and a Good News Magazine on the Apostles’ Creed and multiple days of 
teaching to go with them.

Our final two days were filled with highs and lows. We traveled back from Togo, 
once again going through immigration, customs, and all the border check points, 
enduring a rainy season storm and a crazy taxi driver behind the wheel, and 
countless police check point stations along the way, until we finally arrived back in 
Ouagadougou some eleven hours later. A late night meal at an actual French 
restaurant with some familiar food (Pizza!) was a welcome treat for my stomach. 
But we were up early the next morning to head out to the bush, to a village for a 
worship service and baptisms.

In America, our worship services go an hour at most. This worship service went for 
five hours! But for good reason. Under the trees, with a makeshift altar, there was 
liturgy. There was preaching. There was teaching. Passersby stopped to listen. They 
heard the singing led by the neighboring village I met my first day there. And of 
course, there were baptisms. Count them, there were 112 baptisms! Many had 

waited months for this. Pastor 
May and I baptized infant, 
adult, and elderly in the name 
of the Father, the Son and the 
Holy Spirit. Sins were washed 
away. The Holy Spirit was 
received. People rejoiced. I 
was moved to the point of 
tears. Their names were 
recorded by the vicars and the 
elders of this new church. 
Continued teaching and 
regular worship services were 
scheduled. A celebration 
followed. I was exhausted.

But in Africa exhaustion isn’t an option. On the way back to the city, one of the 
vicars and evangelists were in an accident. We came rushing back. French Africans 
may drive on the right side of the road, but they do it three wide, with little space in 
between. In this case, an SUV and two motorcycles were passing walkers. A
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 pothole was hit, the SUV swerved into Vicar 
Joseph’s motorcycle. It sent them crashing into a 
man standing with his bike on the side of the road. 
No one died, but there were injuries. The man’s 
head was gashed open and his arm and ribs were 
broken. Vicar Joseph and his passenger (an 
evangelist named Marcel) both had deep gashes 
on their legs and hind end. Everyone is now on the 
mend.

However, we thanked the Lord that He kept them 
from worse harm. But it brings to light the importance for us to regularly pray for the 
safety of James and all those with him. These are dangers he faces regularly. It may seem 
reckless from our American way of life, but that is the life Africans live every day. James 
simply desires to live it with them and bring the Good News of Jesus Christ to them in 
the middle of it. He is an amazing man doing amazing ministry!

I have now been back in the States nearly two weeks. It was an adjustment coming back 
home. I even got sick as my body adjusted to American food again. Nonetheless, I have 
been incredibly blessed by this mission experience, made many new friends, and found 
a sincere brother in the faith.

Pastor May wants me to think about coming over there permanently. I am not sure if that 
will happen. Perhaps it will. Only the Lord knows. But one thing is for sure. My family 
and my congregation will continue to support this incredible ministry. Please join us in 
praying for, supporting, and encouraging the faithful work of Pastor James May, his family, 
and all who are a part of Lutherans in Africa.

In Christ,
To support the preaching of the Gospel and the training 
of workers for the harvest, please make a donation via 
PayPal or send your checks made payable to
Bethlehem Lutheran Church to:

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