Twentieth Sunday After Pentecost 2007 

“Asante Sana Jesu” 
It was 17 years ago that our Family began a very special relationship with the people of Tanzania.  The Lutheran Church offered a special mission program in which 3rd world pastors, whose churches were seeing explosive growth, were brought here to teach us about evangelism, about witnessing, about what it means to be the Church.  Now there’s a twist.  And so Pastor Ndemfoo Masawe came from Moshi, Tanzania for three and a half months.  He preached, he taught and lived the Gospel among us.  And he got us back to basics.  We always make things so complicated…Masawe kept it simple.  Two very quick examples.  When he talked about the church in Africa, it almost sounded idyllic.  I asked, “Masawe, don’t you have problems and divisions there in the church?”  “Oh of course Pastor,” he’d reply.  “The devil does his best work in the church, because when the Christians are fighting, the Gospel gets ignored.”  Haven’t we learned that lesson?  And the ultimate Masawe story.  On the last day of his first visit, as he implored us all to come to Africa to visit, he turned and said, “But if you can’t come, I will see you at the great feast in heaven.”  I will never forget that moment.  We talk about the resurrection.  We talk about Easter hope.  For this dear brother it was a daily reality in his life.  And it was a powerful lesson for us.  And for me…many times, particularly in these last days.  Well, Masawe and Apansia, his wife,  and many others have come and shared ministry with us.  And we have been blessed to go there.  It has been a rich relationship that I believe has helped them and us grow in the Gospel.

One of the very first songs Masawe taught us almost 20 years ago, was Asante Sana Jesu.  We are thanking Jesus.  And if there is a theme that captures the spirit of that beautiful parish on the slopes of Mt. Kilamanjaro, that is it.  There’s a joy in the Gospel there, where the community is centered around the presence of God in there lives.  Midst poverty and disease we could not comprehend, they claim the grace of God and the hope of the resurrection.  Up and down those mountain trails we heard that beautiful African music, filled with joy.  Because of their realization, that Christ was in their midst.  That’s a gift we too often miss.
My friend Bob Woodruff has sent me a few stories…they’re always keepers.  I got one a few weeks ago and knew it was coming to today. 

 It tells of a woman and her husband who were in invited to spend the weekend at the boss' house.  Truth be told they were both very nervous about the weekend. He was the boss and he was very wealthy; his cars cost more than their house.  Well, they didn’t need to be nervous.  The first day and evening went extremely well, and they were delighted to have this rare glimpse into how the other half lived. The boss was a generous and gracious  host, and he took them to the finest restaurants. It was like make believe for the young couple. 

        As the three of them were about to enter an exclusive restaurant, the boss was walking slightly ahead of the young couple when he stopped suddenly, looking down on the pavement for a long, silent moment.  There was nothing on the ground except a single darkened penny that someone had dropped, and a few cigarette butts. Still silent, the man reached down and picked up the penny. 

        He held it up and smiled, then put it in his pocket as if he had found a great treasure. How absurd! What need did this man have for a single penny? Why would he even take the time to stop and pick it up?

        Throughout dinner, the entire scene nagged at the woman. Finally, she could stand it no longer. She casually mentioned that her daughter once had a coin collection, and asked if the penny he had found had been of some value. 

        A smile crept across the man's face as he reached into his pocket for the penny and held it out for her to see. She had seen many pennies before! What was the point of this? 

        "Look at it." He said. "Read what it says." She read the words " United States of America "         "No, not that; read further."        "One cent?" "No, keep reading."       "In God we Trust?" "Yes!" 

    Whenever I find a coin I see that inscription. It’s like God dropping a message right in front of me telling me to trust Him.  How could I pass it by? When I see a coin, I stop and pray, and I stop to see if my trust IS in God at that moment. I pick the coin up as a response to God; that I do trust in Him. I cherish these coins as if they were gold. I think of it as God's way of starting a conversation with me, that I need to have again and again. Lucky for me, God is patient and pennies are plentiful! 


Our Gospel lesson today is the story of our lives.  Day in, day out, we are so blessed…and yet we miss the greatest blessing…the awareness that God is in our lives every moment.  And so today’s about reminders…pennies on the ground…and dear sisters and brothers in Africa that remind us of God’s presence and God’s call for our response.  Simple words, Assante Sana Jesu.
