Out of Africa

Written by Laurie Rees

A team of 13 missioners traveled this summer to Butere, a small rural village in western Kenya, to enrich the lives of some of Africa’s most impoverished.  In the process, they found their own lives being blessed beyond all expectations!    This inter-generational, inter-denominational team, registered as a United Methodist Volunteers in Mission team with the Western PA Conference, included team members from various churches, from different towns, even from three different U.M. conferences:  Western PA, Central PA and Texas.  (A list of participating team members along with their church affiliations are posted at the end of this article.)  This special team, each individual member having been called specifically to this mission, was covered thoroughly in prayer – from the VIM Prayer Partners of the Northeastern Jurisdiction to the various church families of the team members.  A special thank you goes to Fred Watts, VIM Coordinator for the Western PA Conference and Greg Forrester, VIM Coordinator for the NEJ Conference.  

As the team prepared to embark on its overseas mission trip to Kenya, terrorist threats in that country were increasing and the U.S. government posted a travel warning for the region.   However, the team was determined to persevere.

“The travel warnings were simply the devil’s work,” says Ruth Dietz, who organized and led the mission.  “God had been calling me to return to Kenya and to bring a team with me. He was faithful every step of the way through organizing this trip. How could I possibly decide not to take the team He placed in my hands and told me to bring? What God starts, He concludes. He called me to the task, so I trusted Him. I never had a doubt that this mission was meant to be.”

It wasn’t until the mission team was flying over Lake Victoria on the final leg of its 16-hour, 8,000-mile flight from Baltimore to London to Nairobi that they received a sign from God: a brilliant rainbow. “At that moment,” Marta Finley smiles, “we all knew it was God saying to us, ‘Hakuna Matata’ (No problem!). That was our confirmation that all was well.”

In fact, as the plane was landing, the U.S. government lifted the travel ban. “The devil was trying so hard to keep us out of Africa,” Ruth adds. “But once we arrived, he just gave up!”

And so began the trip of a lifetime, a trip Ruth had been planning to make for the past two years.

Since her previous mission trip to Kenya with her daughter and a youth ministry team from the Central Pennsylvania United Methodist Conference in 2001, Ruth couldn’t wait to return. “For me, that mission has never ended,” she says. “The Lord placed a desire and a burden on my heart to continue encouraging and supporting the ministry He began in the small town of Butere, Kenya.” 

Even after Ruth moved from central Pennsylvania to Pittsburgh and began attending Ingomar UMC, she couldn’t stop talking about Butere. And the more she talked, the more interest grew within that congregation. By January 2003, Ingomar had made the decision to send $15,000 to Butere for the construction of a school, was sponsoring children to pay for their school fees, and had formed a mission team to go first-hand to help Pastor Richard Ongudi and his ministry at the Butere Miracle Centre Church and school.

In organizing this three-week trip, however, Ruth was determined to do some things differently from her first mission trip to Kenya.   For that mission, we had been instructed to take as little as possible for ourselves - not to carry anything we did not need,” she recalls. “I soon saw that a great opportunity had been missed.” 

For this trip, the team carried its own personal luggage plus a guitar, 10 extra suitcases and three boxes crammed with six computers, two VCRs, 20 wristwatches, stacks of Bibles, a variety of tools, assorted clothing, school supplies, and gifts for the children (including small tablets, pencils, crayons, “salvation bracelets,” and candy). They were just ounces shy of the airlines’ weight limit with a total of 900 pounds of extra baggage.

With so much luggage, the team may have looked more like tourists than missionaries. But this trip was not a vacation. It was not for the weak-hearted or weak-bodied, Ruth claims. Every single day, the team was busy from morning until night.

In the mornings, they worked on construction. Using a hoe-like hand tool, the team broke ground and helped dig the foundation for the new Butere Miracle Centre School. They helped dig another foundation for a new boys’ dormitory and helped move 2,000 large clay bricks …by hand. They even dedicated the girls’ dormitory which had been built from monies sent by Ingomar Church. And when they got hungry from working, they simply picked some of the soft, sweet maize from the surrounding fields and ate it raw.

In the afternoons, they ministered to the people. Rev. Morford fondly re-calls his experience with the students at the Butere school, where religion is taught alongside English and mathematics. “I have no idea how they do it,” he says, “but I know the children are learning, even though their classrooms are simple, concrete rooms with wooden benches as seats. In a Question-and-Answer session, one eighth-grade boy asked me, ‘After the Kingdom of Israel was divided, was Jeroboam king of Israel or Judah?’ (Do you think he was testing me?) Yet, those same children were thrilled by small gifts such as stickers and lollipops.”

Marta and Ruth especially cherished their time spent with the women of Butere, a ministry no previous mission team had ever performed. 

“It was my personal desire to spend time with the women in their homes, learning what it is like to be a woman in Kenya, to see how they care for their homes and how they manage to care for their many children with no conveniences at all,” says Ruth. “And how they manage, day after day, doing their back-breaking work.” Many of these women’s husbands are polygamists who have since moved on to new wives, leaving behind the previous ones — along with house-holds 

full of children — to fend for themselves. 

The women of the mission team spent the afternoons working at the different homes, helping perform routine chores: harvesting beans planted between the rows of a corn field; planting a vegetable garden; and remodeling floors made from mud and cow dung, then decorating them with designs etched from the ridged sides of aloe leaves.

When the day’s work was done, the worship began. Every evening was spent at a revival service in the Butere Miracle Centre Church. Typically, the worship service opened with an hour of continuous music, singing, whistle-blowing, dancing, and marching around the sanctuary. While the American visitors were a bit restrained at first, they soon loosened up to experience some of the wildest, hopp’nest, most joyful worship they’d ever seen. One of them said she’d worshiped so much while in Butere, she wouldn’t be due in church again until Easter! 

On the last Sunday of the mission, the team participated in a four-hour-long worship service in which Rev. Morford helped ordain a dozen new pastors. The team presented each with a Bible, instructing each that if he already had his own Bible, he should give the new one away. The team also bought five new bicycles and gave them to the new pastors to help them spread the gospel even farther. With the presentation of each new bike, the congregation jumped to its feet singing, dancing, applauding, and praising God.

“Some of these new pastors will be sent to serve new churches; others will continue serving in Butere,” explains Rev. Morford. “One of the new pastors has a heart for sharing the gospel with Muslims. His dream is to go to Iraq and share his faith. He even wondered aloud how honored he’d be to share the gospel with Saddam Hussein. I joked that if he could convert that one, he’d get a mighty large star in his crown. But he was serious. He had no desire to see Saddam dead. Through faith, he wanted to see Saddam saved.”

Moments like these made this mission trip extraordinary.

“I had a life-changing experience!” Marta exclaims. “This trip was such a blessing. Many years ago, I felt a desire to go on a mission to Africa. I have no idea why. The desire was very strong for many years, but since so much time passed, I thought it was just a young girl’s dream. However, God never forgets. It is obvious now that this was part of God’s plan for me. This definitely fulfilled my dreams of doing missionary work.” 

“We taught and we learned; we led worship and we worshiped; we served and were served,” says Rev. Morford. “It was a wonderful, wonderful experience.   Without a doubt, there is faith in Kenya. Amid poverty unlike any we know here, Christianity is growing by leaps and bounds. The Butere Church has started four new churches this year and will open several more before the year is over.   What people lack in knowledge, they make up for with faith and dedication.   I suspect we could profit from a share of their strong faith and spirit. I’m glad I went; I’m glad to be home; and I’m glad we were called to be sent.”

Pastor Richard also was glad the team came. Just two years ago, he was ready to give up on his school. Now, he’s making preparations for more students. New school uniforms are being sewn and new school desks are being built. “Your mission team has given the people of Butere a morale boost,” he says. “Butere has been greatly blessed because you provided so very many desperately-needed items for the church, for the school, and for the individuals. Your team was 

able to achieve more than we’ve achieved with all the other teams from the USA combined! Your material and financial support were overwhelming. I believe our teaming up is by divine appointment. Our partnership will greatly improve the lives of the people of Butere.”

Yes, the people of Butere showed their appreciation, in many, many ways, but those who were blessed ten-fold were those on this mission team.
Called to this mission were:  from Western PA, Pittsburgh, Ingomar UMC:  Ruth Dietz – team leader, Chub Dietz, Rev. Dr. Duane Morford, and Marta Finley; from Central PA, Shiremanstown UMC:  Christy Yentzer, Ted Thomas, Susan Powell, and Kim Kline; from Central PA, Greenmount UMC:  Bonnie and Casey Homes; from Texas, First UMC of Hallsville:  Pam Woodard; from Country and Town Baptist, Mechanicsburg, Pa:  Katie Gardner; from Graystone Presbyterian, Indiana, Pa:  Joel Scanga.  
If your heart is moved to sponsor a child in Butere so that he/she can go to school – at the cost of only $180 for a whole year – a small price to pay for the education of a child, or if you would like to send a gift to help with the cost of construction for the new school, or if you are interested in a future mission to the village of Butere in western Kenya, Africa, please contact:  Ruth Dietz at rydietz@comcast.net
Please PRAY for our departing VIM teams!  Find the Departing Teams list at:  http://www.gbgm-umc.org/umvim-nej/departing_teams.htm
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