
Notes from the Mission Field: Not Always What We 
Expect 

Is there anything more true than the fact that, indeed, God’s ways are not our ways? Considering 
that our sinful nature is one that cannot fear and love and trust God, it is good that it is not man 
but God at work, fulfilling His plans and purposes in all creation, and especially in the lives of His 
children.

My trip to Burkina Faso remains a wonder and a puzzle. I left 
with great anticipation for the joy I knew would be coming. The 
new vicars, Joseph and Espoir, had been installed in Burkina 
Faso last June and had been actively planting the seeds of the 
Gospel. Because the Good News is stronger than any other 
message, any teaching in this world, a Muslim elder was saved 
by faith and the Lord brought his household into God’s family. 
It is hard to explain how significant the conversion of a Muslim 
elder is in a Muslim dominant country.

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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So often, when a younger person is converted by the Holy Spirit in a predominantly Muslim 
country, the devil has a strong grip on him and won’t let him go easily. His family might turn on 
him, kick him out, and threaten never to have a relationship with him again. If the family is not that 
antagonistic, the local imam will put that pressure on the family and make them social lepers in the 
community. BUT when a Muslim male elder converts and his heart is really convicted, it opens up 
the possibility for many others to hear the Gospel and be saved. In this case, Antoine and 30 others 
from the same village were washed clean by the waters of Holy Baptism.

The day after celebrating these Baptisms with the 
faithful, I came down with food poisoning that made 
living a misery. Or so I thought. For the real misery 
came when the money donated for the new church 
in Tanserga was stolen. Truly, I was bereft, broken in 
spirit, and dreading breaking the bad news. It seems 
many of my plans, ones I thought were certainly 
good, had gone up in smoke.

I, along with the vicars, had planned to meet with 
Antoine and the sellers of the land in the village 
the following day. Since they were so far from 
civilization, there was no way to call them to break 
up the meeting and avoid embarrassment on all sides. I wasn’t looking forward to having to bring 
the bad news after the Good News.

It is custom that a meal is shared before news is 
passed along, so I ate with the elders of the church, 
my stomach churning over how to explain what 
had happened. But even my plan, my prediction, 
for the outcome of that meal was not as I foresaw. 
They were concerned about the well-being of the 
missionary God had sent them. They were overjoyed 
at the work God had done in those 30 baptisms. 
They were content to continue to worship beneath 
a tree until God saw fit to supply their needs 
differently. God used the meeting I so dreaded to 
encourage me to see that these new brothers and 
sisters in the faith “got it.” As Antoine, the former 

Muslim, put it so aptly: “Don’t be discouraged; the baptisms you delivered were of much more 
value than any sum of money. Riches can be replaced; life cannot be bought at any price. As God’s 
servant, you brought us eternal life in Jesus Christ.”

It is not that money is not vital to the work that Lutherans in Africa is doing. It is not that money is 
not necessary to purchase land and build a house of worship in Burkina Faso. But the Good News 
for me this trip was the blessed reminder that God works both with and without money, in His 
perfect timing, for plans that will come to fruition when and where and how God wills them to be.



Good News was also the central focus of a second trip in a 
way I had not foreseen.

The Lutheran Church of Australia brought me out to speak 
to ten congregations in Victoria about the work of LIA 
and to help the leadership of the District Office better 
understand African culture. My role there, primarily, was to 
illuminate aspects of the communal approach to living so 
many Africans share and how that can seemingly contradict 
the individualist nature of the Western world. I explained that I, too, was confused when I first 
began living in Africa until I learned how important community is, more so than the individual. This 
is key to understanding culture, beyond any differences in dress or dishes.

For example, in the West, we do not like to be disturbed at meal times. In Africa, a guest is a great 
treasure, especially at meal times, and we always welcome the interruption and share our food 
with them. Another contrast comes with time. Being on-time for meetings and such is not nearly 
as important as having time to properly greet people, being gentle and leisurely in our exchanges. 
Rushing is a great offense; haste underscores how little you care for the well-being of your 
brothers and sisters and their value in the community at large.

This I did, from January 25th to February 15th. However, I also found myself teaching and 
preaching, just as I have been in Africa, to refugees from Congo, Sudan, Rwanda, and Burundi!

Since the genocides of the 1990s that ravaged Africa, Australia has been a welcome refuge for 
those fleeing persecution. It is said that there are 12,000 Sudanese in Melbourne alone. Many 
Sudanese arrived not knowing how to read or what the laws were, but one thing they had in 
common was Luther’s Small Catechism and the liturgy. On Sundays, they looked for churches that 
held to the same faith and liturgy. Many of those African refugees came from Lutheran Churches 
and were happy to find “something” resembling home. Yet one obstacle remained: the language 
barrier. Most of these refugees spoke French, Swahili, Nuer, and Dinka. In time they have learned 
conversational English, but it remains a second or even third language to them.

Anticipating meeting the refugees I knew were there, I took with me three cartons of catechisms, 
Bibles, and Good News magazines in their languages. Then I began speaking in French in one 
congregation and Swahili in another. It was as if I had brought manna from heaven…or perhaps 
the tastiest dishes from home they had missed so dearly. My supplies were not nearly enough, but 
they served as a solid beginning. We hope to be able to send more copies soon, to give them the 
means to share the Good News clearly and free from the confusion that can stem from language 
barriers.

As I have done often in Africa, I taught from Issue #3 of the Good 
News magazine on Baptism, using the questions as a tool to 
inventory what is it that people thought about Baptism. As I have 
often encountered, a heaping of evangelical thinking about choice 
and man’s efforts was mixed in with their understanding of God’s 
work in Baptism. Delving into the Scriptures, we rejoiced anew to 



understand that Baptism saves, the Word of God saves, not our will or intention or desire. Our 
works do not add to it or complement it. The power of the saving Word of God is all sufficient and 
efficacious.

Thinking about the Baptisms God had brought to pass before me in Burkina Faso, while teaching 
the refugees, I found myself repeatedly sharing the story of the loss of funds for the Lutherans 
in Burkina Faso. Again and again and again, I was greeted with the same response: joy in the 
Baptism, concern for the well-being of one bringing the Good News, and trust that God would 
care for His flock, His community, in His time.

I would be lying to you if I did not admit I still feel 
keenly the loss and struggle with guilt that it came 
while the stolen funds were in my keeping. I am a 
sinner and I will always struggle with my flesh. But 
by God’s grace in Christ I am also a saint who has 
learned to also rejoice in the far greater riches of 
thirty baptisms. Considering the forgiveness of sins 
and the gift of eternal life God freely gives through 
the Gospel, that missing $3,000, important though 
it was, pales in comparison to the gifts we receive 
in the means of grace.

Yours in Christ, 
Rev. James E May, Jr.

When we are baptized, when we eat the Lord’s body, when we are absolved, our heart must be firmly 
assured that God truly forgives us for Christ’s sake. At the same time, by the Word and by the rite, 
God moves hearts to believe and conceive faith, just as Paul says, “Faith comes by hearing” (Rom. 
10:17). But just as the Word enters the ear in order to strike our heart, so the rite itself strikes the eye, 
in order to move the heart. The effect of the Word and the rite are the same. It has been well said by 
Agustine that a Sacrament is a visible Word, because the rite is received by the eyes and is, as it were, 
a picture of the Word, illustrating the same thing as the Word. The result of both is the same. 
~BOC, AP, XII (VII), 4-6

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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