18th Sunday after Pentecost 07

“A CASKET FOR JESUS”


17 years ago our Family began a very special relationship with the Lutheran Church in Tanzania.  The church in Tanzania is the fastest growing Christian Church in the world and for that reason, Pastors came from there to the U.S. to teach us about evangelism and about living the faith.  Our partnership began when Pastor Ndemfoo Masawe came from Masama Kati Lutheran Parish on the slopes of Mt. Kilimanjaro.  He lived and worked with us for four months and a few years later came back for a month with his wife.  Masama Kati grew so quickly that Masawe moved further up the mountain and a little more than a dozen years ago, Masama Mboreny Lutheran parish was formed.  8 folks from Faith visited there in 2000, and it was wonderful to worship there and to see that church filled to overflowing and it has continued to grow under the faithful leadership of Pastor Sippu and Pastor Mtui.  Two weeks from today we will celebrate African Mission Sunday with a special liturgy and a special Forum…and I’d encourage you to be with us to learn more about where we have been and very importantly, where we are headed in this rich partneship.  God has blessed that congregation and God has blessed us with these dear sisters and brothers, these partners in Christ.


I want to share a story that I’ve shared before in a different context, but I want to share it today because it has such wonderful ties to our lessons.  It is the story about how the Lutheran Church began on the slopes of that beautiful mountain-the tallest in Africa.  A little over a hundred years ago, Swedish missionaries claimed that land for Christ.  It was considered an honor and a privilege to be selected to be a missionary there.  And while we were there, we heard these wonderful stories of those first missionaries and the sacrifices they made to plant the seed of the Gospel.  One powerful image for me told of them loading all they were going to take to Africa into these large shipping containers.  And then when they got there, lugging them up the mountain to begin their ministry.  And the people watched in awe.  And over 100 years later they still tell the story.  For the shipping containers the missionaries used were in fact their caskets.  And with them came the very clear message that this ministry wasn’t a temporary dalliance.  It wasn’t a hobby horse for the moment but rather a commitment-for life.  And it was with those understandings that the story of Jesus was told; that the Easter gift was proclaimed.  And those seeds have borne rich, rich fruit.

That Gospel has helped our sisters and brothers survive with hope in one of the poorest nations in the entire world.


That Gospel has helped them cope and persevere as the AIDS Pandemic sweeps their land, orphaning their young and robbing them of the fruit of a whole generation.


That Gospel has provided a rock that has built unbelievable community and family in a rapidly changing world.


Talk to the people from our Family who made that life changing journey and what they will tell you about is a people who humbled us with their generosity of spirit and of purse.  When I talk about the blessing this ministry has been to us, to me, I make no bones-from some of the poorest people in the world, we learned anew the story of real riches.  And the truth of today’s Gospel and lessons is made all the more real.


You’ve heard us say it before, if there is heartache that Pastor and I have, it is that we see so many folks who still haven’t learned to handle God’s gifts, who still haven’t learned to share God’s blessings.  Who still haven’t discovered the joy of commitment and sacrifice.  It hurts us to see that poverty consume so many of our people.  The Scripture tells us that life is about choices and about perception.  About understanding the gifts we have are a loan from God to care for others.  About understanding that if money is your goal, what drives you-you will never have enough.  But if caring and sharing God’s gifts is what drives you, you will never have a day without opportunity and reward. And the joy of the Gospel.  And the reality in your own life, that Easter in fact does change people; it does change the world. 
Listen to the words of our next hymn.  They talk of powerful commitment and living faith.

