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Holy Spirit at work through God’s Word 
in Burundi !
This past month, I was in Bujumbura, Burundi to 
introduce Luther's Small Catechism for the first 
time. The Evangelical Lutheran Church in 
Burundi is quite small with six ordained pastors 
and about 2,000 members. They are searching 
for their identity and what it means to be 
Lutheran. !
After the first couple of sessions, the leaders 
asked to meet with me in the evening. They told 
me that a couple months earlier a German pastor 
had come to their country and told them not to 
distinguish doctrine but rather to unite with other 
churches. This seemed to confuse many people 

because Lutheran practice is different than 
Pentecostal practice; would that not suggest they 
have different beliefs and teachings? How can we 
say we are the same and yet do different things? This 
is why we dug deep in the first couple of sessions 
into what leads to different doctrines among the 
different churches. If they all use the Bible then why 
are there so many denominations? The reason is easy 
to understand when we study the criteria that forms 
our beliefs. !
The Catholic Church in their catechism quotes 
scripture but also adds decrees of popes and church
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See to it that no one takes you captive by 
philosophy and empty deceit, according to human 
tradition, according to the elemental spirits of the 
world, and not according to Christ. Col. 2:8

It was extremely useful to have the Good News 
magazine in French (called Bonne Nouvelle). We 
studied the issue on Law and Gospel. They had 
never read scripture making the distinction and 
this caused and still causes a lot of confusion.
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fathers. The Baptists and Reformed use 
scripture but in their defense of their official 
doctrines they add human reason which 
may contradict or add to scripture. 
Pentecostals use Scripture but preach and 
teach more with their visions and dreams; 
at least this is the common practice in 
Africa. Liberal Church bodies might use the 
Bible but then they govern the Word of 
God based on the will and desires of 
mankind. This allows them to remove or 
ignore Bible verses they do not like. The 
Lutherans, by contrast, use scripture alone, 
Sola Scriptura, as we say. With this 
framework it was easier to study the 
commandments, creed, and sacraments 
and understand the difference between 
Lutherans and other denominations.

Vicar Aristide was one of my translators. I 
taught in French and Swahili and he 
translated into Kirundi. We first looked at 
some passages about why it is important to 
keep doctrine pure and that “All Scripture is 
breathed out by God and profitable for 
teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for 
training in righteousness, that the man of 
God may be complete, equipped for every 
good work." (2. Tim. 3:16–17) !
As often happens, many questions arose 
regarding the teaching of Baptism. One of 
my favorite passages for teaching baptism is 
2 Kings 5:1-14. Remember all scripture is 
about Jesus and we shouldn't be surprised 
to find a prefigure of baptism in the Old 
Testament. Namaan was confused about 
how to get healed. Did he need lots of 
money to pay for his healing to the prophet? 
Could simple washing save? No, he wanted a Pentecostal healer to wave his hands around 
screaming (v11). Then he questioned the quality of the water. As he went away in anger and 
frustration his friends suggested that maybe he should trust the WORD that was attached to 
that water. And when he was washed, he was healed according to the WORD of the 
prophet of God. And so it is in baptism.



But who needs to be baptized? Only adults or 
also children? This was the biggest debate and 
we let scripture teach us. Romans 5:12, Psalm 
51:5, and Genesis 8:21 show us that we are all 
sinful from birth and that only baptism saves. 
This Holy Baptism is for you and your children 
(Acts 2:38-39). !
Many in the church had been confused because 
the prevalent teaching that one must repent 
before baptism. Pentecostals in Africa teach that 
repentance means we must stop sinning and 

change our way of living. Then baptism is a confession that I am now a good person. 
Lutherans on the other hand teach that repentance means to confess we are sick with a 
disease called original sin and we need the medicine of Holy Baptism to save us. !
The Bible makes it clear that we have a son sickness and need to be healed, to be forgiven. 
Psalm 51:2-7 says, "Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity, and cleanse me from my sin! 
For I know my transgressions, and my sin is ever before me. Against you, you only, have I 
sinned and done what is evil in your sight, so that you may be justified in your words and 
blameless in your judgment. Behold, I was brought forth in iniquity, and in sin did my 
mother conceive me. Behold, you delight in truth in the inward being, and you teach me 
wisdom in the secret heart. Purge me with hyssop, and I shall be clean; wash me, and I 
shall be whiter than snow." !
Two women at this seminar confessed that 
they never knew this before. After learning 
that Baptism saves and that Jesus says, 
“Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born 
of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the 
kingdom of God." (John 3:5), they wanted 
their children baptized before I left. What a 
wonderful cause for rejoicing! !
Three children who were baptized in the 
end of my stay were actually the children 
of the vice president of the Lutheran 
Church. He had wanted his children 
baptized for many years but his wife had 
refused as she came from a Pentecostal background. You can imagine the disagreements 
this had led to in their home. So it was an overwhelming joy to him to have his children 
baptized and now his wife, Deborah, can't stop from telling others how important it is to 
baptize your children. Alleluia!!!!



Joy shadowed by frustration !
Sunday was a big celebration day also because that was the ordination day of the sixth 
pastor, Emile Nkurunziza, of the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Burundi. He is also the 
General Secretary and the one who continued to insist I come and teach because of so 

many confusing teachings influencing this young church. I got to 
hear it first hand. A guest pastor from the Lutheran Church in a 
neighboring country was the preacher of the day. His sermon was 
based on a message of money. He said they have problems because 
they don't have money and they don't have money because they 
are not loving and united. He explained how important it is to have 
it and how he has found ways to get it. According to him, full 
submission to God and co-operation work to obtain this goal. In his 
conclusion he misused Galatians 3 “There is neither Jew nor Greek, 
there is no male and female” and implied this referred to women's 
ordination (when in reality it refers to justification not ordination). 
To be honest there was a moment when I feared all the teaching 
done during the previous week was in vain. His concluding 

sentence was “In our country we have female pastors and you should do the same in 
Burundi. Amen.” Then something I never expected …Silence in the church hall. Usually the 
congregation always responds with the Amen but we had learned that Amen means, "Yes, 
yes, it shall be so!" Wow! The best lack of an amen ever! !
Newly ordained Emile also correctly noted that there was no 
Gospel, only Law in the sermon. This is quite encouraging. The 
work of Lutherans in Africa is helping people to rightly understand 
God's Word and not to be tricked by false doctrine. Thank you to all 
of you for making this possible! !
Honestly, it is truly a fight for the faith. Many liberals come from 
Sweden, Finland, Germany, and ELCA to influence the churches 
and one of their first points is always, "if you ordain women then we 
have fellowship which means you get project money... and possibly 
a new car." The temptation put forward by LWF is great but there are 
still many who seek first God's Word taught in truth and purity. Thus for his ordination gift 
we gave Emile a Book of Concord, a Lutheran Study Bible, and a Luther Rose cross. !
Additionally the Lutheran Church in Australia gifted Emile with a communion set so that 
the people may receive the Bread of Life. He was so grateful and told me this is only the 
second communion set that the entire church has. Basic silver chalices are still relatively 
expensive but they are necessary as they are more sanitary than plastic cups and in light of 
Ebola and other diseases, proper precautions must be taken. Thus we are fighting against 
the sicknesses of sin but also many earthly sicknesses as well.



Please pray with us for this young church and for her leaders that they would firmly stand 
on the rock of God’s Word and that the temptations of the devil would not make them fall. 

How to combat Islamic Terrorism !
Growing up I never heard of radical Islam. To be honest, Islam really wasn't discussed at all 
even though I remember the words Iran Contra Affair and Oliver North. What I remember 
as the serious threat was a nuclear attack from the Soviet Union. In school we practiced 
bomb drills and hiding under our desks, as if that would have protected us from a nuclear 
bomb! Nevertheless, we had fear of our enemies. Prevailing attitudes in movies and society 
was that young Americans should grow up to hate and destroy our enemies. But this is not 
what Jesus teaches. He says, "You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbor 
and hate your enemy.’ But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who 
persecute you." Matthew 5:43-44. !
You combat hate and terror with love and forgiveness. You trust in the power of the Word of 
God to convert hearts. If we only look at Muslims as murderous terrorists then we have 
already condemned them. But remember the conversion of St. Paul. He too persecuted and 
executed Christians but the Word of God transformed him and brought him to repentance 
and life. !
One Saturday, I was blessed with an invitation to attend a Somali Christian fellowship. This 
happened because a Somali man attended our church service the previous Sunday. He said



he never heard the Gospel preached like that and said he really needed help to teach 
other Somalis. These dear children of God live in greater terror than you could ever 
imagine. It is nearly impossible to have their own church as they are openly persecuted by 
Al Shabaab and many Somali pastors have been killed. If these people convert to 
Christianity then their relatives or neighbors will literally kill them too. Many of the people 
I have met have lost loved ones after their conversion. At the same time when they try to 
enter a place of worship in a foreign country, everyone treats them as a Muslim terrorist. !
I taught them from Sunday's text, Matthew 20:1-16. What is God's reign like? He goes into 
the shopping malls and market places and in His perspective, all the people are idle. 
Worldly eyes see them as busy buying and selling but they are searching only for material 
goods that do not last and have no eternal value. But Jesus comes along and says, "You go 
into the vineyard too and I will give you that which is right/just." (v4). He seeks to make us 
righteous even though we do not deserve it. Amazing! He pays for us, people who have 
no skills and no works worthy of merit. He pays the price to buy us and bring us into His 
kingdom. You cannot buy soap that washes away sin and guilt from a shopping mall but 
Jesus loves you so much He is willing to hire you so that you can enjoy the life in His 
vineyard. !
Afterwards I gave them Small Catechisms and Childrens’ Bible stories in the Somali 
language and they were amazed to read Christian books in their language, something that 
is forbidden in Somalia and would lead to death but for them it was life giving! The very 
next day, on Sunday, we had two new Somali families in our chapel service. They had 
been in the tent meeting and wanted to hear more of this kind of teaching. We thank the 
Master, who tirelessly invites laborers into his vineyard! !
Thanks be to the Lutheran Heritage Foundation 
for printing books in the Somali language. I was 
amazed that the man who came to our chapel 
told me that he now begins each day crossing 
himself and saying, "In the name of the Father, 
Son, and Holy Spirit" in reminder that he has 
been marked with God's name and washed 
clean of all his sins. I was completely 
flabbergasted. THIS is how you combat Islamic 
Terrorism. Bombs make more hate and terror. The 
Gospel creates a new heart of love and 
forgiveness. This is how our patient God looks at 
us. Having received His love, I pray that you too may look at others with Christ's eyes of 
compassion and mercy. Who knows what might happen. !
In Christ,  
Rev James May



To make a donation by check, 
please make it payable to 
Lutherans in Africa, write LIA 
Training Center OR daily mission 
work in the memo and send it to:

To support the preaching of the Gospel and the training 
of workers for the harvest, please make a donation:

lutheransinafrica.com/training/  for LIA Training Center

lutheransinafrica.com/daily/   for daily mission work

We must think this way about Baptism and make it profitable for ourselves. So 
when our sins and conscience oppress us, we strengthen ourselves and take 
comfort and say, "Nevertheless, I am baptized. And if I am baptized, it is promied 
to me that I shall be saved and have eternal life, both in soul and body." For that 
is the reason why these two things are done in Baptism: the body--which can 
grasp nothing but the water--is sprinkled and, in addition, the Word is spoken for 
the soul to grasp. Now, since both, the water and the Word, make one Baptism, 
therefore, body and soul must be saved and live forever [1 Corinthians 15:53]. 
The soul lives through the Word, which it believes, but the body lives because it 
is united with the soul and also holds on through Baptism as it is able to grasp it. 
We have, therefore, no greater jewel in body and soul. For by Batism we are made 
holy and are saved [1 Corinthians 6:11]. No other kind of life, no work upon 
earth, can do this.!
!
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