
 

Notes from the Mission Field: Ashes and Rocks 
 
Happy New Year and Blessed Lent to all of you! 
 
I don’t know about you but here things have been 
moving at cosmic speed. Life can be like that at 
times. Running, running, running to get things done 
and then the reality of life smacks you, BOOM! It 
could be an accident, a health scare, a death in the 
family, or a relationship goes bad. Tragedy strikes 
and it is because of sin or the effects of sin. Whether 
we have sinned against our neighbor, friend, or 
spouse or even if we get sick, it is because of sin. I 
am not saying that you get sick and die because of a 
particular thing you have done but because of who 
we are. We are sinners. We were born with a 
disease called original sin which means, one day, we are all going to die. This is why Ash 
Wednesday is such a blessed and helpful part of the liturgical calendar. It reminds us of an 
important reality, “You are dust, and to dust you shall return.” (Genesis 3:19) 
 
Now you might ask, “Why is that so helpful and a blessing?” It is 
like walking into the doctors office and him telling me that I have 
cancer. HOW can that be good? How? My dear brother and sister 
in Christ, the doctor didn’t give you cancer just like the pastor 
didn’t give you sin. But the doctor helps you and he is a blessing 
to you because if you do not face that reality, you will never get 
the treatment, the medicine you need to get better! 
 
In like manner, we are all going to die but worse yet, we will be 
cast into worse pain and suffering than the worst cancer UNLESS 
we get the cure for original sin.  Unless we are washed clean of 
our sin, the death sentence remains.  “You are dust, and to dust 
you shall return.”  That is why at our chapel, after tracing the 
ashes upon each and every “patient” we confessed our sins, our 
sickness, and then proceeded to the baptismal font to wash those 
ashes off.  The curse was upon us but the curse has been paid.  



Christ died for you and whomever has been baptized has put on Christ!  Check out Galatians 
3:27.  In fact all of Galatians 3.  When you are baptized you put on the crucified Christ to show 
that the penalty of your sin has been paid for but you also put on Christ resurrected because you 
now have eternal life in Him!  Thanks be to God for that! Ash Wednesday begins the Lenten 
season but it takes us to the goal, the tetelestai of Good Friday and the hope of the resurrection 
on Easter Sunday! 
 
This is what Lutherans in Africa is all about.  Training African Lutherans to be teachers of this 
faith, this message.  We are training doctors of the soul so that others recognize their sin and 
repent (preaching of the Law) and that they are forgiven, baptized, and fed with the Living Word 
(preaching and administration of the Gospel). 
 
As many of you are aware, it has been our prayer for many years to buy our own land and start a 
training center.  For many years I have been traveling to 20 some countries in Africa organizing 
training seminars at the requests of bishops and church presidents.  Their pastors need better 
training and they need better resources.  Each year the Lutheran Heritage Foundation gives us a 
grant to translate Lutheran books into local African languages and then Lutherans in Africa gives 
us a grant to organize the teaching sessions.  But the same demand repeats after each session. 
“Pastor, the training session was excellent.  We have never seen a catechism (or hymnal or Book 
of Concord or Good News magazine) before.  Please come back 3-4 times a year to give us more 
training.  Our pastors and churches are not equipped well enough.”   
 
It is simple math really.  Multiply 20 countries by 4 training sessions per year and there are not 
enough weeks in a year.  So instead of me traveling to all these places, it is better to bring them 
to the “capital” of Africa, Nairobi, and give them 2-3 years of training.  It took about three years to 
raise the money to buy the land and we were able to buy 15 acres outside of Nairobi.  The reason 
we bought such a large piece of land is because the families will live on campus but they will also 
cultivate the land and care for livestock so as to reduce the recurring expenses of feeding all the 
students and their families.   
 
Construction is underway and I will attach several pictures in this Thank You newsletter so that 
you can see what your financial support is doing.  Thank you, Thank you!!! 
 
At the same time we still remain very busy with translation and publication and in the midst of 
the preaching, teaching, and building, we 
were also able to get SEVEN (7) books 
published to assist the training.   
 
This year the printed books included; The 
Large Catechism in Swahili, Luther's Small 
Catechism in Anuak, The Greatest Part of 
the Greatest Story in Swahili, God’s Yes 
and God’s No in French, Luther’s Small 
Catechism in Swahili, An Open Letter to 
The Christian Nobility of the German 
Nation Concerning the Reform of the 
Christian Estate in Swahili, and Luther’s 
Small Catechism in Jieng. 
 
You can see how busy it all is! 



I have asked many people to pray for help and God has answered those prayers as well.  Two 
families have decided to move to Kenya this year!!! A big thanks to God for answering those 
prayers.  Both of them will write introductory newsletters in the course of time but let me also 
tell you who they are so that you can pray for them and their transition, especially since both of 
them have young children and this transition will not be easy.  They need your prayers. 
 
The first is Rev Stephen van der Hoek.  
Stephen is a pastor in the Lutheran Church 
of Australia and he first contacted me 
because of an interest in work with African 
missions.  Even though Stephen was 
stationed far from a big city out in 
Traralgon, Australia, he did have a large 
group of Sudanese refugees who showed 
up at his congregation because they 
wanted to be Lutheran!  In order to best 
serve them, he began studying their 
language, Nuer and would even read the 
Gospel reading in their language before 
the sermon.  He is also a talented pianist 
and those musical talents will be put to 
great use here in Africa.  Stephen is blessed 
with an amazing and talented singing wife, Mary-Ann.  God has blessed their marriage with six 
children, Teresa, Esther, Miriam, Anna, John, and Martha with a seventh on the way!  When they 
move to Kenya they will move directly to the mission site. Therefore their arrival is contingent 
upon completion of construction of a missionary home.  This will save a lot of rent money!  Their 
expected arrival will be in the fall of 2016. 
 
The second missionary, who will actually arrive earlier, is architect Jason Stephens.  I met Jason at 
Our Savior Lutheran Church in Houston, Texas last November.  He was so encouraged and 
desirous to help the mission work in Africa that he accepted on the spot to come and visit just 
two months later in January to see how he could help design and construct the center.  He 
immediately saw the immensity of the project and how it was taking me away from my primary 
task of preaching, teaching, and translating.  Upon 
prayerful reflection, Jason saw how God has worked 
in his life to give him the talents to serve the church 
in a way that has eternal value.  After discussing with 
his wife, Diana, she was immediately ready to come 
over and serve as well! Diana is a school teacher at 
Our Savior Lutheran School and we pray that those 
talents would also help the Lutheran primary school 
that we will be building at the new mission center.  
God has blessed them with three children, 
Madeline, Mitchell, and Maja.  They will actually 
travel back with the May family at the end of this 
summer after furlough.  Jason will be tasked with 
getting Pastor Stephen’s family home, the school, 
and church completed with great Lutheran 
stewardship, quality, and efficiency!  Can you say, 
prayers are greatly needed? 



Please do pray for all three families (mine included).  Living in a foreign country can be exciting 
but there are also many challenges.  God does indeed provide and take care of each and 
everyone of us but that doesn’t mean the fears and worries of the unknown disappear.  They are 
there.  They are real.  They are mostly a result of doubt and weak faith.  None of us have perfect 
faith and none of us create it.  Faith is a gift of God.  We pray that our Heavenly Father would 
daily work in the lives of each and every person so that those fears would be allayed and that 
Satan would be chased away so that we could focus on the work of proclaiming Christ crucified 
for the salvation of the lost.  Satan does not want missionaries arriving.  He does not want pastors 
trained.  He will try his best to scare us.  But guess what?  Jesus never fails! 
 
Now for the rest of the newsletter, I would like to post 
several pictures so you can see our recent activities and 
the progress of the Mission Center. 
 
To start off, we ever remain focus on the fact that our 
primary task is to preach and teach God’s Word.  A 
building is just a place where that happens and it can and 
does sometimes take place under a tree.  Teaching still 
goes on in the midst of all the other work.  This is from a 
class I taught in Bishoftu, Ethiopia on the book of 
Revelation which covered the different views of the 1000 
years as well as an outline from the Good News magazine 
to help better understand the structure of this important 
book. 
 
For those of you who heard about the tragic 
story of Lydia, her husband committed suicide 
after trying to “doubling” his money one 
evening by gambling.  Instead he lost all the 
money but sadder yet, he lost hope and felt great 
shame.  The supporters of Lutherans in Africa did 
not want the children to lose hope and despair 
and they wonderfully provided and provided in 
abundance.  All school fees for all the children 
were paid for and there was extra money to 
repair their clay house and the replace the grass 
roof with iron sheets.  Thank you LIA supporters! 
 
 
Before the school restarted after Christmas 
break, Tristan and I accepted the challenge of 
hiking Africa’s second highest mountain, Mt 
Kenya.  We were told after the summit that most 
times the entire crew does not make it to the top 
because of the altitude sickness and other 
difficulties but our entire team managed to reach 
Lenana Peak at 16,354 feet. 
 
Even though our chapel is quite small in number, 
the preaching often leads people to asked to be 



united to Jesus Christ in Holy Baptism.  This is 
Eunike who moved to Nairobi to live with one of 
our staff members after her mom died of AIDS. 
 
 

Mission Center 
 
Just to take your through the stages, the first stage 
was to collect the building materials.  Parts of the 
site are covered in rocks but other parts of rock 
free and good for farming.  We didn’t want to 
build on the flat cultivatable areas so we had to 
remove and collect the rocks in the other areas.  It 
was a hard exercise on the back but it built many 
muscles. 

At the beginning we started with refugee volunteers who were a great 
help.  They appreciated getting out of the refugee camps and we were 
grateful for their help.  Because of their family needs many of them had 
to return but we hope and pray that they take the Gospel with them. 
 
 

Some obstacles and challenges 
 
Another very important initial task was to fence the entire property.  The 
area is still largely Masai and they have many livestock; cows, goats, and 
sheep which roam the area.  They are not a danger to our lives but if we 
start farming, they will be a danger to our crops!  You will see that even 
though we have fenced the area, we have also put thorns in the fence 
because the fence alone does not keep the goats out. 
 
Once the fencing was done and enough rocks were collected, we 
needed to hire a competent contractor.  Thanks be to God we found 
one!  His name is Michael Kariuki and he has done a great job working 
with my chicken scratch and the great designs created by Jason 
Stephens. 

While this might not look like 

the nicest place to sleep, it was 

actually better than the tent 

because the site gets very 

windy at night time when the 

air comes rushing down the 

Ngong Hills into the valley.  

Sometimes my boys got to join 

me. This is Matthew enjoying 

some local ugali and cabbage.  



Just because there isn’t 
a church building, it 
does not mean we haven’t had 
services.  We have daily made 
time to start with God’s Word.  
Sometimes we meet under a tree 
and sometimes on the work site.  
“For where two or three are 
gathered in my name, there am I 
among them.” (Matthew 18:20) 

Giraffes continue to visit and inspect the 

mission center.  They are a welcome but 

shy guest.  It never gets boring turning 

around and seeing one of them standing in 

front of you! 

There aren’t any lions in the area which you 

might find odd since we sometimes have 

them in our neighborhood in town.  The 

greatest danger is from scorpions and 

hyenas.  Thankfully I do not have a picture 

of the hyenas but I have found more than 10 

scorpions.  Watch where you walk! 

Another essential first assignment 

is digging and building a latrine.  

We employed a Finnish style here. 

Why are we building with stones?  Because 

the wood you buy, even from “good” 

lumberyards are not equally cut and are 

almost always warped one way or another.  It 

takes so long to chisel or plane wood to size 

that it is easier and cheaper in the long run to 

buy cement and build with stones, especially if 

they are free and on site! 



Here you can see the foundation being laid.  The stones 
have been removed off to the left, the soil is leveled 
and a foundation dug around the perimeter. 
 
Foundation has been laid. Next step is to pour the 
cement floor.  Easy right? 
 
Nothing is as easy as you suppose!  In order to make 
cement, you need water.  Because we are out in the 
bush, there are no water taps or pipes.  So we order 
truck loads of water and sometimes they get stuck 
because the roads are so bad.  On this day they actually 
tried for four hours and couldn’t get the truck out.  The 
water had to be dumped and try again the next day.  
This is just to show you some more of the challenges. 

This is about the time that Jason Stephens arrived and 
he got to work together with the contractor and discuss 
the plans.  Another volunteer arrived, Nathan Knaus.  
He was a great help and hopefully he can return! 
 
Eventually the floor was poured and it was time to start 
erecting the walls.  On each end there is a toilet/
shower room in front and a room for solar 
batteries in the rear.  In between are seven 
rooms which will initially and temporarily be 
used to house the board members for our 
Annual General Meeting held just after Easter.  
This building will then become the 
administration block.  We will also sleep and 
work here while constructing the other 
buildings. 
 
Since the interior walls need to be straight, 
masons are hired to chisel them square before 
putting them in place.  Another tough job! 
 



Many of these pictures were posted on Facebook 
but not everyone is on Facebook.  Good for you!  
What I posted is, “Maji ni Uhai!” This means, “Water 
is Life” in Swahili.  In Scripture this refers to Baptism 
because it is baptism where we are born again and 
given spiritual life.  But earthly water is also essential.  
Without it, we die.  We thank God for so many 
Lutheran schools who have contributed to this 
project.  It is still ongoing as we need to install a 
pump to get the water out and we have a very large 
bill but this will be worth every penny.  Maybe your 
school or Sunday school would like to help out! This 
water will be needed for drinking, washing, 
irrigation, livestock, and also to share with the community which has no access to water. 
 
The plan is to install a solar water pump system which will take the water from the well and pump 

it up to a large storage tank (yet to be constructed) 
at the top of the site.  It will fill during the day when 
the sun is out and then gravity will deliver water to 
the rest of the site.  This could also be a great 
project for science classes to study.  Electricity does 
not have to be used from nuclear plants or other 
unclean sources.  The sun (clean energy) and 
gravity can be used! 

 
This is a picture from the test pumping day. It is 
producing about 30,000 liters per hour! 



After the foundation was laid and the interior 
walls begun, it is time to start filling in the gaps.  A 
form wall is put in place inside so that the interior 
walls can be plastered smooth.  On the outside 
the rocks are left in their natural state to blend in 
to the environment.  I really like this kind of 
design! 

What's next? Site plan 
 
Not sure how large of a picture we will be able to post on our newsletter program but this will 
soon be posted to the website so that you can see there is an overall plan and we are not just 
throwing it all together.  The church and administration building will be at the top of the site, 
along with the water tank.  This will enable gravity to deliver the water to the rest of the site.   
 
Next will be the Bible and Primary schools which will also need a cafeteria and library to facilitate 
their work.   Then in the next large area of space we will carefully design the farm with enough 
crops and livestock to feed all the students and their families.  After the farm area there is 
another rocky area on the site where we will build the dormitories for the students and their 
families.  A seasonal river divides the site. On the other side of the river we will have homes for 
permanent staff like missionaries and professors as well as a guesthouse.   

The masons are doing an excellent job. 



There are still many details that need to be worked out and 
our brilliant architect will continue working out those details 
with a demanding director.  Feel free to send in your 
comments and suggestions! 
 
BYE for now!  Our plan is to create a page on 
lutheransinafrica.com so that you can see the progression of 
the site.  We are so technologically advanced, we are also 
even planning to have a link to monitor the efficiency and 
usage of the solar water pump! More on that later.   
 
God bless you and keep us in your prayers! 
 
In Christ, 
Rev James May 
 
 
 

**PRAYER REQUESTS** 
Smooth transition for the new missionary and deacon 
families (Rev Stephen van der Hoek and Jason Stephens) 
 
Guidance during the upcoming AGM 
 
Protection from harm and injury for all the construction crew 
 
Safety and guidance of the Holy Spirit for upcoming teaching 
trips in Kisii (Dr Simojoki and Rev Green), Bor Town, South 
Sudan (Revs. May and Heise), Somali evangelist training (Dr 
Simojoki and Rev May), and Guinea (Rev May). Yes, I will be 
going to Guinea in early May.  This is a region that was 
recently ravaged by Ebola.  Many people including many 
Lutherans died.  The country is now Ebola free and they need 
new pastors and evangelists trained.  It is a critical mission! 

We encourage you to 

share newsletters with 

your family, friends, congregations, etc.!  

You may print copies and distribute them or share electronic 

versions online. Thank you!  

www.LutheransINAfrica.com  

To contribute, please visit the WAYS TO HELP section on our 

website or send your check made payable to Lutherans in Africa to: 

Lutherans in Africa 

c/o Bethlehem Lutheran Church 

7500 State Road 

Parma, OH  44134 

http://www.lutheransinafrica.com

