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Tuesday, 8th July 2014 – Thursday, 10th  July 2014 

 

I departed home on the evening of Tuesday, 8th of July. I knew what I was in for: two days of 

hurry and waiting, of discomfort in the moment and a destination that was so very far removed…  

The car journey was the first leg of a journey that would take me to Zimbabwe. From 

Pittsburgh airport the following day, to Dulles International the following evening…and then 

departed the United States.  

The plane landed in Dakar, Senegal for refuelling and boarding of local passengers, 

departing just as the sun was beginning to give light to the shapes and spaces of Africa.  Aloft for 

more than 10 hours, we landed in South Africa and had several hours before our final flight to 

Zimbabwe.  At our final destination we saw the light of the Dakar morning had given way to the 

shrouding darkness of evening, keeping 

from our eyes the sights that would 

come to greet us on later days.   

The message was unmistakable:  

“Be patient with Africa, for it does not 

give up its secrets all at once.”  Be 

patient with the ways of Africa.  Be 

patient with the people of Africa.  Be 

patient with the God who calls you to 

the journey.  Be patient in your own 

soul.   

Live in the moment God has 

given, for tomorrow will be its own 

journey.   

 

Sunday, 13th July 

 

 The first day of the immersion began with worship, an appropriate beginning to any 

journey.   

 Arriving at Cranborne UMC in time to be included in the procession of pastors and District 

Superintendents, we joined in their rousing hymns of praise whose tunes we knew even if their 

words we did not.  The processional was at 9:30 and we did not recess from the sanctuary until 

nearly 1:45 when a luncheon was prepared to fortify us for the road trip to our separate 

destinations.  In those four hours there was much to take in.  

 That a greeting was offered to all visitors would not surprise a western PA congregation, 

but for the forty some visitors, nearly 10 percent of the those present, to come to the front and pass 

a microphone, announcing where they were from, who in the congregation they were related to, 

what friend had invited them, and then to be prayed over – they were offered the warmest of 

welcomes. 



 Each part of the service, the procession, the welcome, the announcements, the greetings of 

visitors and dignitaries, the teaching time, the sermon, the offering… each part called a new leader 

to the pulpit.  As they made their way to the front they began an impromptu praise chorus and the 

entire congregation joined in.  Acapella singing is the sound of worship in Africa, with what sounds 

like various harmony and melody lines, with a drum, a maraca or tambourine thrown in for good 

measure, much of it without hymn books, song sheets or lyrics flashed upon the screen.  It is the 

praise language of the heart.  

 There was a separate Sunday school for the children, who were led by their teachers to 

another place, and a man came to the pulpit to offer the adults their own Sunday school.  Insisting 

that he was teaching and not preaching, he launched into a half hour of instruction on giving verses 

tithing, how we should give, reasons we should give, quoting from scripture and adding personal 

witness, ending with a call for a response – it was the best non-sermon sermon I’ve ever heard… but 

the main event was yet to come. 

 There is precious little I can tell you about that.  Partly because my interpreter was called 

away into other conversations, partly because the service was already well into its third hour, 

partly because the preacher spent far longer telling us what he had to tell us than we were able to 

take in, but those who understand Shona appeared to like it very well – which is to say, the world 

does not revolve around me, and that a journey of discovery will always bring me to see old things 

in different ways.  

  

Monday 14th July 

 

Our arrival to Gweru was late and following 

supper and family prayers the household turned in 

for the night.  The following morning I began to 

understand the many members of this extended 

‘family’. Some are permanent, some momentary and 

some transient.  The DS, her mother and teenage son 

were one family. [and, yes, everyone called her ‘DS’, 

including her own mother…] The cook-housekeeper 

and the gardener were an extension of family, among 

them for a season.  Various colleagues, either taking 

studies in the local university for two week modules 

or breaking their journey from one part of the conference to another, members of wedding parties 

who have travelled some distance for the festivities, the list of those merely passing through goes 

on and on.  At different times as many as 25 have found shelter under her roof and sustenance at 

her table. 

 The house comprises four small 

bedrooms, lounge, dining room and 

kitchen with indoor facilities.  It is 

situated on a small lot surrounded by a 

high wall and enclosed with a metal 

gate.  The windows are all covered with 

rebar to prevent intrusion by anyone 

capable of getting over the wall or past 



the gate.  Around the house one finds vegetable gardens to supplement the larder, cut from the hard 

ruddy earth which gives its fruit only after much labour.    

 As things go, the house is well appointed, many others on the outskirts of town only having 

two rooms and a cook shelter behind, some of which have been, with great industry, enlarged to 

four.  Life is often what one makes of it, and many were to be seen working to provide something 

better for their families, witnessed by stacks of brick and cement about or gatherings of young and 

old stuck into the work of shucking and shelling corn for meal, or selling various items along the 

roadway.   

 In such a journey as this there is meant to be mutual sharing of life stories, ours and theirs, 

but we begin better by listening rather than telling.  Before we begin telling them the better way to 

do this or that we should instead hear from them stories of how they live, how they manage, with 

what hospitality they pull one another along, and of what it means to be a Christian in a time of 

scarcity.   

 

Tuesday, 15 July 

 

There is to be a funeral today and 

it is most unwelcome.  The middle-aged 

wife of the caretaker of Gweru East 

United Methodist Church has died. She 

had been feeling unwell, but it was not 

thought anything terribly serious.   After a 

trip to the clinic for what was supposed to 

be a minor procedure she was sent home, 

did poorly and never recovered.   

 All of this took place on my first 

full day in Gweru, a scene playing out 

upon our arrival at the church office.  We 

had originally set aside the morning to 

begin planning out the three week 

schedule of church visits and events 

which were to shape my experience on 

immersion, but that planning was now set 

aside…  ministry is often what you do 

when you were on your way to something 

else.   

 I do not call it unwelcome because 

it set my plans aside, it was unwelcome 

for it was unnecessary.  It seemed a 

needless death because there were not 

the resources of skill, facilities or time to 

offer the care that would have seen her 

alive and well decades more.  Without 

post-op care, without a coroner’s report, 

without an autopsy this woman’s body 



was being prepared for its final resting place.  “Earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust…” apart 

from the burial of the soil, this woman was also being buried under words… “It is God’s will… God’s 

will be done…”  

 The final stage of death and dying, as taught to us by Elizabeth Kubler Ross, is acceptance. In 

the greater scheme of things I know full well that death is a part of life that we must all face 

eventually, but had she been a member of my congregation, being seen by a doctor in our local 

hospital it is likely she would have survived.  We live in different worlds, she and I.   

 “What difference would it make to know the reason why?  You might seek an answer, but will 

she not still be dead?” “Yes”, I argue in my mind, “but perhaps the next time a woman would survive…”   

“Yes, perhaps”, they might offer in rejoinder, “and perhaps your loved one would survive.  Perhaps 

you could go on with your life and put off thinking about death a while longer… put off thinking about 

eternity… put off thinking about God… where is the wisdom in that?” 

Life can be fragile here as well, and we all know this when we move beyond the invincibility 

of our youth.  We are all touched by life and no one is immune from its hardships.  However, here in 

Africa the fragile nature of life is more clearly seen, and can we ponder that in its briefness, the 

chance to be more deeply treasured. 

 

 

Wednesday, 16th July 

 

“It is your turn to preach.”  This I was told at the end of supper, with not a church worship 

service in sight.  Everyone had taken a turn this week, DS, her mother, the maid, even the gardener 

who has so little schooling he can barely write his name.  “It’s your turn.  We will gather in thirty 

minutes to give you time to prepare something…” 

Most every evening we were not traveling we would have family devotions.  There would be 

singing in Shona or English, one favourite 

being:  “You are faith-e-ful, Oh Lord, You are 

faith-e-ful, Oh Lord”.  Sometimes they would 

use the hymnal, other times from memory, 

they would sing of an overflow of a heart of 

praise.   

After singing, a reading from scripture, 

and then preaching.  “This is what the bible is 

telling us, and this is how our lives should be 

different because of what we have heard.”  

This would be followed by prayers in the 

manner seen in church worship, boardroom 

and home alike – all would rise up from the 

chairs on which they had been sitting, turning about, would kneel down upon the floor, and offer 

their prayers in this posture.  Sometimes a final song or chorus might be sung, sometimes not… 

I would find this pattern repeated when the district committee on ministry meet one 

evening for prayer and devotions in the district office.  Singing, scripture, preaching and praying.  

Not a night to discuss plans, activities or events, except as how we might bring such things before 

the Lord in prayer.  Not a night for committee work.  Not a night to talk shop.  It was time to connect 

ourselves with the presence of God all around and to find the power of God’s Spirit within.   



Devotions might be brief or long but we gathered for them this way most nights.  Travellers 

lodging for the night would be included.  Visitors would be asked to offer something from the Word. 

No one was excluded and no one’s offering was looked upon as less worthy.  When we give our 

praise to God we can often give encouragement to one another, and no one has received so little 

that they do not have something to give back.   

As often as we invite God into our midst, that many times will we find God to be faithful. 

 

Thursday, 17th July 

 

Travel around the district and you will 

see a few congregations with church buildings 

finished.  Senga, on the outskirts of Gweru is 

not one of them.  Travel a bit further and you 

will see many Senga’s about.  Gather with 

them under a temporary, corrugated roof, 

under the branches of a tree, or in the open 

air, and you will see the half-finished edifice 

nearby.   

Sometime about a decade ago there 

was a vigorous effort to plant congregations 

and many sprang up.   Perhaps the parable of 

the sower comes to mind, of the seed 

scattered on the various places, all of it springing forth with life, but not all of it thriving.  Yet some 

do, and the increase is thirty, sixty and even a hundredfold.  But first we must pause and ask:  what 

does a thriving congregation look like?  Can you still be a thriving congregation without a proper 

sanctuary?  Without a fellowship Hall?  without a roof and four walls? 

These congregations struggle to put up a building, but they do not struggle to witness to 

their faith.  They do not struggle to offer the watching world a reminder of God’s goodness.  And 

they show up to district meetings, along with all the other congregations, stating Goals, Action 

Plans, and Hoped for Achievements.  They offer their plans of how they will reach into their 

community, their goals of how many they will 

reach this year in evangelism, how they will 

use their childcare ministries to reach young 

families, their strategies of how they will 

grow the kingdom wider and deeper – of how 

the world will be different because they 

gather in this place to engage in mission and 

ministry. 

  There is a persistence, and a way of 

long range planning that looks not to the 

resources currently on hand but trusts in the 

God who can make available all we truly need 

to answer the call.  It is taking the long view 

and trusting that we can lay out an agenda of 

years and decades, believing that God is not finished with us yet.  The Senga congregation began by 



purchasing a lot and then building a wall around its perimeter to enclose a churchyard.  The 

continued by putting up corrugated steel roofing over makeshift benches and a rough wood pulpit.  

Recognizing the physical needs of a gathered congregation, they are building men’s and women’s 

toilet blocks.  Pastor Christine spoke of the next stage, costing between $ 25,000 to $35,000, the 

sanctuary itself.  They had even marked out where it would be situated, and not without leaving 

space within the lot for a fellowship hall, offices, and what else? a youth centre? a clinic? Wherever 

the needs in the community and the gifts God has given intersect, there is the possibility for 

ministry. 

 The persistence of God’s people can accomplish much when we are assured that God is not 

finished with us yet.  What would our church look like were we to take a page from their book? 

 

 

Monday, 21 July 

 

Road travel in Africa can be an 

aid to ones prayer life.  To fulfil her 

duties, DS travelled long distances.  Her 

district extends to Kwekwe in the East, 

two hours distant.  She has oversight of 

pastors as far West as Victoria Falls, 10 

hours away. To the South her district 

includes Gaborone, capital city of 

Botswana, a drive of over 16 hours. Add 

in the conference meetings requiring 

the four hour trip to Harare up the 

Masvingo Road and the time spent in 

the car can seem longer than the 

personal contact with other human 

beings.  Were the roads good and the vehicle well serviced it would only be a matter of time.  Such 

is not the case in Zimbabwe. 

The Masvingo road is one of the most widely travelled in the country.  It is the main artery 

feeding traffic from South Africa through the heart of the country. And it is too narrow.  Drift off the 

broken edge and one can very easily lose control of their vehicle among traffic already progressing 

far faster than dim headlights should allow.  More people die on the Masvingo road than any other 

roadway in the country.  In our travels we always sought to traverse its length completely before 

the sun set.   

Which brings one to the servicing of vehicles.  At times we thought there was something 

wrong with the battery, the alternator or the starter when the engine would not even turn over at 

ignition.  The electrical system was certainly faulty as there was no radio and sometimes the 

already overly dim lights would go dark in the middle of driving.  The car had been purchased used 

and had been in various accidents, meaning the passenger side door always had a sound of rushing 

wind that left one with the expectation it could open at any moment.  And at speeds above 145 kph 

that could be a bad thing because the passenger side seat belt was broken…  “All I need is for one 

stray antelope to come bounding across the road and I’m going to be traversing the bonnet [hood] and 

over the bumper…”  I tried to console myself with the thought that at least it would be brief…  



 It is a story of people who make do with what they have to hand, and who can argue against 

anything that helps us live a life of deepening prayer.  

 

 

Wednesday, 23 July 

 

 They’ll tell you that history doesn’t repeat itself, but sometimes it rhymes…  It’s been over 

twenty three years since I became a certified candidate for ordained ministry but I can still 

remember the church we went to, the room we interviewed in, and the pastors of the District who 

helped lead that process.  Life came full circle as I sat the district office boardroom in Gweru and 

helped with District Committee on Ordained Ministry interviews.    

 We met with Mr. Ta-nad-zee-ah and Mr. Chee-ne-mah.  These are spelled out phonetically 

and are likely not the actual spellings, but at the time I wanted in my speech to do justice to how 

their names should sound.   

Zimbabwean surnames can be very unfamiliar to our ears, Nyabote, Marangwanda, Chikuya, 

Gonda, etc, at a time when first names are more familiar; Rudolf, Christine, Washington, Daniel, etc.   

This is especially important in a place where first names are only used by those most familiar to us, 

though the pastors of the district were accommodating to me in allowing me to speak on a more 

familiar basis.  Even pastors serving together on the district seldom spoke with one another using 

first names.  Truth be told, it only takes a short time to familiarize oneself with the sound of these 

names until they take hold in our memory, and the time taken is worth the respect it demonstrates.   

The candidates were asked questions about their background, their sense of calling, the 

mission of the church, their understanding of the sacraments, things they would improve if given 

the chance...  One point of difference was that both candidates had a sense of call grounded in 

dreams and visions.  Asking the committee if this was typical generated two responses.   

Yes, the idea of visions and dreams does figure in call narratives of those who come before 

them. The sense of the Spirit’s closeness and the openness to hearing from the Spirit in these ways 

marks a difference between our cultures.  The Scriptures tell us to seek the Spirit, yet the same 

scriptures teach us to test the spirits to know which are of God.  We do not believe in God because 

of what we see, we see because we believe in God.   

And yes, many candidates, as they tell the story, perhaps embellish a bit.  What we did not 

find fault in is the excitement of receiving something from God and the desire to serve in what ways 

God makes possible.  Each one of us is given a spiritual gift and each one has a calling.  May the Lord 

speak to us so clearly that we may follow more closely… 

 

Friday, 25th July 

 

Ever get a hankering for something, and nothing else will do?  It happens to all of us from 

time to time. Perhaps something salty, perhaps something sweet.  Perhaps something that reminds 

us of another placed or time.  Especially powerful are things from our childhood, stumbled upon 

later in life that have the ability to transport us to that place once again.  Such a memory put us on a 

journey, from one end of Gweru to the other, for milled sorghum.   



It was something DS remembered from times of childhood in the rural areas.  We headed to 

the milling office to get a quantity for cooking, but they had none, and wouldn’t the rest of the week.  

We were sent instead to the outskirts of 

town.  On the edge of the road a grassy area 

had filled with tarps covered with buckets 

and baskets and tubs full to overflowing with 

all manner of grains, fruits, vegetables, and 

several dozen traders in the informal 

economy offering their wares for sale, calling 

out to passers-by, with a bit of haggling 

tossed in for good measure.  

I haven’t any idea what sorghum 

looks like.  I don’t know how to prepare it.  

We were told it could be milled, and then 

cooked like anything else… we were even 

told of a mill that would do the job, the next 

village over.  The haggling over the price of a half bucket of sorghum seemed to last 25 minutes, but 

it could have just been the sun beating down upon us, the dusty, dry air, the perception that this 

experience could last all day… it didn’t bring us to a quicker conclusion when DS began haggling 

with vendors nearby, asking could they beat his price? Was their millet or sorghum of better 

quality?  Eventually we headed to the mill with hopes of a good meal in the offing… what was one 

more leg to the journey when you were so close to the destination?  

With that we headed to the mill and the disappointment DS would find there.  We found it 

easily, only asking directions a couple of times. Once there we were told we had the wrong kind of 

sorghum.  It was still in the hard shell and could not be milled. Once the shell was removed, a 

process they could perform, the soft inner starch could be milled for cooking.  The man who came to 

the car window, cap in hand and face and clothes covered in the fine white dust of milled sorghum 

was apologetic, but there was no recourse – the men who sold the grain to DS has brazenly lied 

about what was needed and I fully expected to ride back and see him get what-for.  We were 

looking forward to it.  In this it was the turn of the driver and I to be disappointed… we went home 

and she gave it to the chickens… 

 

Saturday, 26th July 

 

Something old, something new, something borrowed, something blue.  A wedding was being 

planned and we were heading back to Harare to join in the celebration.  

In many respects it was just as we would expect.  Everyone dressed in their finery, the bride 

resplendent in white, the two to three hours we spent at the church… well… not everything after all.  

There were guests arriving from around the country and we would be traveling four hours by road.  

A car journey to the capital was not something to miss out on, and several came with us.  Travel in 

Zimbabwe can be long, difficult and expensive.  A bus ticket would cost you $ 10 whereas petrol 

[gasoline] costs would set you back $ 120.  But if at all possible, don’t take the bus.  



The train tracks go 

east to west but you hardly 

ever see a train upon them.  

They lack parts or need 

maintenance.  And, yes, for 

those without a car there 

are always the buses – but 

listen to the description 

first.   Imagine a 12 

passenger van with the 

larger seats removed and 

narrower benches put in 

their place such that the 

capacity is greatly increased, 

perhaps fifteen or twenty 

with small children on their 

parent’s laps.  There will be 

many stops along the way, oftentimes with boxes and cases being tied to the roof, causing a poor 

balance at speed and in sharper turns, not occasionally with passengers hanging half out the 

windows to catch the breeze.  Accidents can happen and when they do the death toll is high.   These 

buses are stopped at police checkpoints and there are searched for contraband merchandise, things 

brought into the county from South Africa without the requisite duty having been paid – and who 

keeps receipts for such things? Perhaps they are looking for a ‘tip’ and one can understand that a 

bus filled with passengers is a better chance of it. So much easier to be in a passenger car, 

particularly if those driving are wearing a clerical collar, and so often as not get waved through the 

checkpoints.  In a five hour journey from Harare to Masvingo 

our bus was stopped eleven times…  

On the day of the wedding we gathered at a church with 

a sanctuary capable of seating seven or eight hundred and over 

a short time saw it fill.  The music was vibrant.  The colors 

decorating the place were fantastic.  The bride, dressed in white 

was resplendent.  She is an ordained minister in the conference, 

and in her early forties, had waited a long time for this day, 

most especially being an African bride.    

Much of what we would see occur at our wedding 

reception was part of the ceremony.  The wedding cake in all its 

splendour sat on the table at the front.  After the vows and rings 

and sermons and songs, the bride and the groom cut into it and 

gave each other a bit of their first meal together as husband and 

wife.   This was followed by the speeches, by the parents, an 

uncle, the best man and the chief bridesmaid, various members 

of each of their churches, and the bride and groom.  Meanwhile, 

the cake was being cut by an industrious group of ladies to 

create enough finger sized pieces wrapped in foil that everyone 

in the church got one before they left.  



The reception was in 

two large open sided pavilions 

on the grounds outside the 

National Sports Stadium and 

featured a sit-down catered 

meal with all the fixings.  Music 

continued to play and during 

part of the time the twelve or so 

bridesmaids and groomsmen 

provided a show of 

entertainment that was 

something between a line 

dance and Zumba.  They pulled out all the stops for their day of days.  The honeymoon trip was 

planned and they were savouring these moments. 

I would later learn, after my return to the states, that within a few weeks he would be dead.  

The cause I never discovered.   Life is fragile.  For all our joy, it seems that sorrow is never far away. 

 

Sunday, 27th July 

 

The first trip planned to Bulawayo, the second city of Zimbabwe and an area of the Ndebele 

people, was planned for a Sunday and included an opportunity to join them in worship.  Many of the 

congregations in the district are recently planted.  As recently as twenty years ago there had been 

no district and no district superintendent.  Many of the half-finished church building were begun a 

decade ago, suffering delays during the economic downturn.   

The United Methodist Church in Zimbabwe had its start in the East, in Old Mutare Mission, 

back in the days when the London Missionary Society divided up the country and parcelled out 

portions to different denominations.  Western Methodist in the East, British Methodist in the West, 

Reformed church in the south… and others elsewhere.  Only when Western Methodists migrated to 

the capital, Harare, were they allowed to erect a church there in 1958.  The migration to the West 

has been much more recent.  But this time it is not just a denominational boundary that is being 

crossed, but cultural and linguistic.   

There are Shona speaking pastors appointed to congregations in the Ndebele areas who do 

not speak Ndebele, just as others in the district have been sent to Gaborone in Botswana who do not 

speak tswana.  But they have the similar dedication to learn those languages in order that they 

might have a ministry in those areas.  They have gone, as the Apostle Paul did before, to create new 

places for new people…. and they have the same grit.   

Pastor Grace welcomed me to the congregation at Sindiso, 60 to 70 people gathering in a 

rough built shelter while they prepared a parsonage and made plans for a sanctuary nearby.  It was 

like many others with the welcome it offered, the choir who led singing, the time of teaching, the 

attention to preaching, the various ages represented from young to old, but this service had one 

difference – it was the day set aside some months ago for the gathering of the harvest offering.  



 Months of preparation led to this day.  First, the young children were called forward to 

bring their offering.  They placed it into a basket as the Lay Leader called out their name as well as 

the amount of their gift.  A few African Rand coins here and there, perhaps as much as a dollar.  

When the youth came forward with their gifts, and along with their names the amounts were noted 

as fives and tens.  The women of the church came third, were named before giving their tens and 

twenties.  The men of 

the church came next, 

and were announced 

as they gave their 

fifties and hundreds.  

The pastor of the 

church and her 

husband came last, and 

in exemplary fashion, 

gave the most.  When I 

was given an envelope 

with payment for my 

preaching what else 

could I do but count 

myself thankful to God 

and drop it in the 

basket with the rest.  

One good example 

leads to another.  A 

paraphrase from the New Testament reminds us,  “let us consider how we may stir one another up to 

love and good deeds…”  as others are carefully watching, what will they take away from your 

example or mine? 

 

Monday, 28th July 

 

Early Sunday morning, even before departing for Bulawayo, I felt unwell.  It began with a 

dull headache that wouldn’t go away.  While in the worship service I began to feel a heat within that 

was something other than the “John Wesley strangely warmed heart when he recognized God’s 

forgiving love”.  I recognized pretty quickly that it was likely something I’d eaten at the wedding 

banquet the day before.  We arrived home in the early evening and the fever and chills were 

beginning to hit… I wondered if I could have malaria.  In that moment I suddenly recalled having 

missed taking my anti-malaria meds a couple days and suddenly felt very foolish.   How could I have 

been so careless? 

Early the next morning the fever was gone, but I was still several days before I began to feel 

like myself.  It was not malaria.  What I experienced that once happens often to the people in 

Zimbabwe.  We had thought to schedule a trip to the clinic so I could see what it was like, and here I 

had the opportunity to see it working from the inside… the waiting room, the nurse who took vitals, 

the waiting room again before being ushered in to see the doctor, getting the prescription, paying 

the fee, going to the pharmacy, waiting for the antibiotic to take effect… within a short period 

knowing the relief which is modern medicine…   



The funds being raised for Imagine No Malaria will go to help the people of the African 

continent in many ways.  Some of it will go for treated bed nets that directly impact the spread of 

malaria.  Other things it funds will have a broader reach.  The clinics it will help supply will have an 

impact for people with a variety of health crises, some with malaria and others, like me, with simple 

food poisoning…  in all cases, they bring relief to those in need.   

To those who helped with funding for that clinic and others like it, I say from the bottom of 

my heart [and stomach], thank you! 

 

Sunday, 3rd August 

 

Word came from one of the district pastors that he would not be able to make the district pastors 

gathering because his mother was ill and close to death.  While on conference business in Harare on 

a Friday we received notice that she passed from this life.   

Preparations would be made Saturday with the funeral on Sunday.  In the capital we were 

already two hours from the district and the funeral would take place in the rural areas where she 

had lived out her life another two hours further east.  The DS immediately sent out word to all the 

pastors in the district to find lay-speakers to take their Sunday services as all 21 of them were 

asked to attend this funeral for their colleague’s mother.  Some of them travelled eight to ten hours 

to be there, others more because they had to take several of the buses in order to complete their 

journey.  More than half the pastors made it there by Sunday morning.   

The casket was brought from the funeral home on Saturday evening and a brief service of 

homecoming was offered.  Friends and neighbors came and camped out in front of the thatch 

covered circular hut, spending the night mourning their loss and remembering her life.  Those of us 

who came in cars slept fitfully in them, my sciatica lingering the better part of a week afterwards.  

 Before the funeral began, while we were having breakfast of tea, toast and fruit, some of the 

men were busy in the work of preparing the luncheon that would follow.  A yearling heifer and a 

young goat had been purchased by the pastor for his mother’s send-off and these had to be 



slaughtered and butchered so that the ladies could do their work of cooking the meal.  At the same 

time, others were busy with pick and shovel digging the grave in the hard and stony earth.   

 The funeral itself composed of scripture, singing, witnesses to her life, preaching and 

committal lasted several hours, moving from the hut, to a pavilion set up for the occasion, to the 

graveside as the casket was lowered in once, twice and a third time as the space was found to be too 

narrow to permit the casket to be lowered completely.  Afterwards the local legislator, not wanting 

to pass up an opportunity to speak to a gathered crowd, had his words to say of her life and how it 

was a witness for us to follow.  It had been a long time since breakfast and as we could all smell the 

good things being prepared for lunch, we nodded at all the points we were expected to nod and 

hoped that he would not go on too long, somewhat uninvited as he was…  

 It is something of the measure of community that exists among the people called Methodist 

and the pastors who serve that church in Zimbabwe that such a gathering of pastors would happen, 

and on a Sunday no less… we do support and encourage one another, though we show that support 

for one another in various ways.  I wonder how our pastors would respond to receive such an email 

from their own DS… an expectation voiced that had nothing to do with meeting the apportionment 

or getting forms filed on time… an expectation to support one another in such times of loss and 

need.   I wonder how I would respond… would I drive twelve hours to support a colleague in 

ministry?  Or would I find some reason [excuse?] why it just wasn’t possible to attend? 

 

 

The Impact of the Experience 

 

I have been shifting in my ministry thinking over the past few years away from the idea of doing 

things for people toward doing things with people, which is the basis of partnership, and this trip 

really brought home the importance of this. I met many capable, competent servants of God in my 

travels throughout Zimbabwe with whom we can walk in ministry together.  I think we just find it 

easier to give someone a can of tuna…. [do we “give a fish or teach to fish”?] 

 

I take from my experience a sense of fervent and vibrant spirituality.  This is found in their worship, 

their prayer life, their discipleship…their relationships.  I think we are comfortable with the way 

things are in the cocoon we have created, and it will take disrupting what we have in order to 

receive what God might be about to offer us… to put off the old and take on the new… 

 

They have a connection with one another that is deep and abiding… I have a deep and abiding 

connection with many ministers of the conference that happens only on the second week in June… 

 

They have a focus on ministry that, helps them define goals and priorities for family, church, life… 

They hold meetings to hold one another accountable as to goal setting that is specific, measurable 

and meaningful… “our church will connect with this many families, will invite this many people to 

faith, will have this many baptisms…”  they did not always meet their goals, but the first step in 

meeting any goal is to first set one….  All too often our biggest goal is keeping the doors open and 

keeping the lights on… ministry is taking place, no doubt… but sometimes looking after the edifice is 

one of the biggest things that occupies our mind, and all the while there are people outside our 

doors who need some of that attention and focus sent their way… 


