
I worked with a middle school youth group in a poor community 
of Managua, during my time in Nicaragua.  I loved them immensely; 
however, after working with them for one year, I was exhausted. 
 
I was tired of dealing with illiteracy, familial alcoholism, child abuse, 
malnourishment, and all the other sins of poverty that affected these 
children!  I was tired of me, of the fact that I often got angry instead of 
responding to the youth’s many cries for love.  I was tired because the 
work required so much effort, but the results were so few.  I 
sometimes lost hope because I felt that the forces working against 
these kids were so much greater than the forces working for them. 
 
On Easter Sunday 2005, the church celebrated a city-wide sunrise 
service.  The church bus picked up everyone in our neighborhood, but  

  none of my youth made it on time.  
I took this as a given.  How could 
my kids overcome all those 
obstacles to make it to a church bus 
by 5:00 a.m.?  The pastor preached 
an excellent message and then 
asked us to share the peace.  Right 
then, I heard the cry of two middle 
school youth.  “Justin, Justin!!  We 
missed the church bus, but were 
able to grab another!”  I was filled  

with joy at the sight of those two 11 year old kids:  kids who overcame 
lack of transportation, lack of parental oversight, lack of breakfast, and 
lack of any outside impulse to come alone to a sunrise church service! 
  
On Easter Sunday, just as the disciples did 2000 years ago, I saw that 
Jesus is risen!  I saw Jesus defeat the power of death and all that 
accompanied it.  I saw Jesus overcome my failures and use me to 
change the lives of middle school youth, and overcome the obstacles in 
their lives to turn them into sowers of his peace and light.  I realized 
Jesus can do the impossible, when two middle school youth made their 
own way to worship on Easter Sunday.  I remembered the HOPE of 
being a Christian: death has been defeated, life has overcome! 
 
Justin Mootz, Global Mission Volunteer for the South Dakota Synod 

It had been seven years since saying farewell to Abu, as we drove 
from his village in Cameroon.   
 

I remember the young man standing by the roadside with a grin on his 
face but tears on his cheeks, as we parted ways for an expected 
lifetime.  I remember him helping build an altar, and then to the pulse 
of drums around a late-night fire asking in practiced English, “Will 
this man dance, please?”  I remember my joy at forging so many 
friendships in this community where we raised a roof on the village 
church.  I remember my sadness at leaving to travel for home, far from 
those newfound friends. 

But seven years later, with no 
communication save our common 
prayers in the intervening time, here 
we were again – companions in faith 
across continents and time.   

 
As we passed through the village, I  
recognized the church and asked, 
“Can we stop to see the roof we put 
up seven years ago?”  We pulled over  
and piled out.  Villagers peered at 
their unannounced guests.  And then, 
from around the corner of the church, 
raced Abu, “Jeff! Jeff!” 

 
Strikes me as a visage of Heaven.  How many times do we have 
opportunity, in this life, to renew relationships, restore friendships, 
hand to hand, heart to heart, with people that we’ve already grieved 
never looking in each other’s loving eyes again?  I can barely wait for 
those first days in Heaven – when a long lost one rounds a corner and 
we race to greet again with a holy kiss.  But here, in this life? 
 
Thanks be to God for our Companion Synod relationships … for new 
friends in faraway places, for faith that binds us unto one another, for 
prayer that helps us remember and holds out hope, for God’s Church 
in which we all are one, for surprises that stir the soul – like a joyful, 
shouted, high-five greeting from an old, old friend!   
 
Pastor Jeff Sorenson, South Dakota Synod, ELCA 



“ Able to Give, Willing to Receive” was the theme of our roof-
building team in January, 2007.  We went to Cameroon with a 
picture of all the “things” we would give.  But we also knew that we 
would receive a greater portion than what our suitcases could hold. 
 
The greatest gift that I received in Cameroon was the revelation of 
God’s presence in my daily life.  Here in South Dakota, where life is 
fairly easy and predictable, it is easy to assume that we are “in 
charge”.  But in Cameroon, where life often doesn’t go as planned, it 
can be easier to see how God cares for our daily needs.   
 
In Cameroon, Christians know what it is to live by faith.  They do not 
have the luxury of life and health insurance or Social Security.  But 
they look out for each other as best they can, and they gave us the very 
best they could.  We were served the best food, given the best seats in 
the house and slept in the best  
accommodations that they had.  We were  
warmly welcomed and treated like royalty. 
 
I came home with a lot of questions.  Why  
is a culture that has existed thousands of  
years longer than ours, so far behind us?   
But then again, are they really behind us?   
 
The sermon text at the worship service  
before we left Cameroon was Romans 12,  
where Paul compares the human body to  
the Church.  Our bodies are made up of  
many members.  Our ears cannot understand what our eyes do, and our 
hands cannot do the job of our lips.  However each member has its job 
in making the body work.  The Church is made up of many members, 
who though we may not understand each other’s work, make up the 
complete body of Christ.   
 
I, a farm woman from South Dakota, make up one small part of the 
body of Christ.  But I was so blessed to witness many other members 
of the body of Christ in Cameroon.  May the Spirit help us to work 
together to do His will and glorify His name. 
 
Mary Weerts, St. John’s Lutheran, Bancroft, South Dakota 

The young people.   La gente joven. When I think of our short 
mission trips to Cameroon and Nicaragua, it is the young people who 
have impacted my life.  Children aren’t always immediately open with 
their affection for strangers, but curiosity piques their interest to get 
closer. What a thrill to turn around in a village only to notice you have 
a fan club of little ones traipsing behind!  What joy to stretch out your 
hands only to have little ones clamber to hold them!  
 
In December, 2006 as we walked through a rural village in Nicaragua, 
the little ones were so eager to touch their guests.  After a meal of 
beans and rice, they sang beautiful little songs familiar to us from our 
own Sunday school days.  They sang Jesus Loves Me in Spanish, and 
we followed in English. 
 
The ILFE’s youth serve their church in four groups: Gender and 
Violence, Culture and Sports, Pastoral Accompaniment and 
Theological Training, and HIV/AIDS.  These youth take an active part 
in their church, bringing Christ into every aspect of their lives. 
 
I was most taken by a boy named  
Ronnie.  When he sat across from me 
in a restaurant, we visited about his  
hopes and dreams for his personal  
life and for the church – in Spanish.  
I asked time and time again: what is  
this, and what is that?  Amazingly I  
could understand him!  I really feel  
God interceded in our talk.  I don’t  
know if Ronnie remembers our time 
together, but I will never forget it.  
 
When we asked leaders about the 
ILFE’s greatest needs, they asked for help in funding the annual Youth 
Conference.  Our delegation agreed to fund the 2007 gathering, and to 
assist in the future.  It makes me feel good to know that each January 
in Managua, we ELCA South Dakotans are with these Nicaraguan 
Lutheran Youth in spirit as they come together to worship our Lord. 
 
Valerie Parsley, St. John Lutheran Church, Madison, South Dakota 



I had no idea what to expect on my first mission trip to Nicaragua, 
but I never expected to find "family".   
 
I was so anxious to see the elementary school run by the Lutheran 
Church of Faith and Hope (ILFE) in Nicaragua that I awoke early for 
our bus ride.  As we approached the school, we parked the bus and 
walked, because the road had turned into a path, more like a trail in the 
gully.  I thought of my two granddaughters, and of how easily they get 
to school each day – but how difficult it is for these youngsters.    
 
When we reached the school, each class welcomed us.  The 
preschoolers sang the Barney Song with actions.  Others asked 
questions and explained what they were studying.  These were 
children just like my grandchildren and  
their friends.  Some were bashful and  
shy, some happy and playful, some  
paying attention and some not.  They  
sang to me, talked to me, played with 
me.  Their circumstances were meager 
but they were still children with joys  
and hopes and ambitions and a thirst  
for learning.  I immediately adopted  
each of them as my own grandchildren. 
 
Then I noticed that Tomas, a preschool 
teacher, was pregnant, expecting a boy 
in May.  Oh my, my eyes welled up with tears.  My own daughter was 
expecting a boy in May!  
 
God touches our hearts in various ways.  He has touched mine with the 
children of Nicaragua.  I add these precious children of Nicaragua in 
my prayers each night, praying that God will keep them safe and I will 
see them again. 
 
Since this first visit, I have returned to this same school in Nicaragua.  
The children recognized me and welcomed me back to their school.  
Then I saw Tomas.  She proudly showed me a picture of her son, and I 
shared a picture of my grandson.  I truly have "family" in Nicaragua. 
 
Teresa Nygaard, Canton Lutheran Church, Canton, South Dakota 

Wells and water buckets come in many styles.  
 
Drive between Ngaoundere and Garoua, Cameroon, and you may see 
many kinds of wells: those with foot- or bicycle -operated pumps, 
wells that are covered or open. One community in Nicaragua even has 
a well that is operated by a horse!  But all have one thing in common:  

they require a bucket to draw and 
carry the water. Women and 
children go to and from the wells, 
carrying water needed for cooking 
and washing and drinking.  They 
carry buckets in many textures, 
shapes, and colors: from home-
made clay pots to galvanized tin 
buckets to, and by far the most, 
plastic buckets and basins of every 
shade and hue, from hot pink to 
dark blue. 

 
Watching these women and children going for water made me think of 
Jesus and the Samaritan Woman, in John 4:1-15.  Jesus went to 
Samaria and sat down by the well, waiting for someone to give him a 
drink.  He couldn’t get the drink by himself because he had no bucket; 
nothing with which to draw the water; nothing to hold the water once 
it was drawn. 
 
Jesus needed a woman – with her bucket – to get a drink.  But what 
Jesus gave back to the Samaritan Woman was a beautiful gift – living 
water. 
 

The gifts we share with our brothers and sisters in Cameroon and 
Nicaragua are much like a bucket of water.  We meet and greet each 
other, sharing our joys and our sorrows, and our love of Jesus.  Then 
we take that companionship, and carry it in our hearts, sharing it with 
others, spreading the good news of Jesus.  The little things we do for 
each other – a church roof in Cameroon – a clinic in Nicaragua – a 
Cameroonian choir singing in South Dakota – all share that bucket of 
joy and turn it into the living water of life that we receive from Jesus. 
 
Cindy Hansen, Trinity Lutheran Church, Arlington, South Dakota 



One of things that you must do as a visitor in Africa is follow the 
local protocol.   In January, 2005, with a group of students from 
Augustana College, we arrived in the village of Djackone, a small 
village in Cameroon only thirty miles from the borders of Chad and 
Central African Republic. The following morning was given to 
meeting the local regional chief, stopping at the police station, and 
generally making our presence known. This is common courtesy.  
 
In time, a nearby village heard of our group and invited us to come and 
pay a social visit to their community.  Only two kilometers away was a 
small village of about 125 Fulani people who had been displaced 
because of civil war in the Central African Republic. This Moslem 
village had been having trouble with dysentery since they settled there 
four years before. They had no potable water supply. Water from the 
river was stored in drums and plastic containers for the dry season, and 
soon became stagnant and contaminated.  
 
As we sat, surrounded by the male elders of the village, the women 
and children stood in an outer circle watching us. The men expressed 
their need for a well in the village. After much discussion, we found 
that a proper well could be dug for 135,000 francs ($300.00). Hearing 
this, the six girls in our group offered to give the money to have the 
well dug. One of them explained, "We believe that Jesus Christ is the 
living water". This was the simple message we left behind.  
 
When we returned to the missionary compound, we told our story to 
the manager of the radio station which broadcasts the gospel to the 
Fulani people living in the ten countries surrounding Cameroon. They 
became excited about our experience and promised that they would 
make a news report of the event. In the future, a production crew will 
travel to the village for interviews and progress updates.  
 
The village was overjoyed by the generosity of the Augustana students 
and proclaimed that the well would be remembered as "the well of the 
six young girls".  
 
Isn't it remarkable how God puts Christians in the midst of people that 
need to hear his word and who are also thirsty. 
 
Darrel Johnson, Peace Lutheran Church, Sioux Falls, South Dakota 

The first breath a newborn takes is a moment of intense drama 
and joy even in the most ordinary of circumstances. 
   
Imagine then, being in a developing country, witnessing the birth of a 
dusky, unresponsive baby boy, and then witnessing his first breath. I 
was privileged to have this experience while on a mission trip to 
Cameroon, Africa two years ago. 
  

Seven of us from St. Mark's Lutheran Church in Sioux Falls spent 
Christmas 2004 helping complete a church in the bush village of 
Ngaoui.  Because I am a nurse, I was also able to spend two days at the 
mission hospital in Ngaoundere with a surgeon from the U.S.  On our 
second day together, he took care of a young woman who was 
pregnant, full-term, but bleeding. She received a blood transfusion 
after her family gave blood and bought tubing. The transfusion made 
her more medically stable, and a C-section was performed.   
 
The surgeon needed to focus on the mother, and after delivering the  

baby, put him in my hands and said 
"Bonne chance," which in French 
means good luck". There was no 
resuscitation equipment but after 
having airway support and CPR for 
several minutes, this tiny baby moved 
his right arm and took his first shallow 
breath! What an incredible sight!  
Soon he was moving his arms and 
legs, and was breathing and crying on 
his own. Another nurse wrapped him 
in a cloth, and we brought him to his 
grandmothers, who dressed him and 
prepared to take him home.  

 
All surgeries in this hospital are started only after a prayer by the OR 
staff; and only prayer and God's grace could have created the ending to 
this delivery story and the beginning of this child's life story. I felt 
truly honored to experience the three weeks I spent in Cameroon, and 
even more privileged to take part in this child's birth. 
 
Lorie Laurila, St. Mark's Lutheran Church, Sioux Falls, South Dakota 



We thoroughly enjoyed our trip and the Cameroonian experience.  
 
In our visit to Cameroon in January 2007, we built a roof on a church 
in a village called Bindiba.   Our interaction was mostly with the men 
who helped with the roof. There were plenty of workers, and the 
congregation really pitched in to help build, so we did have time to 
joke and talk with them.  When the village celebrated the National Day 
of the Children, the children  
sang and marched while we  
were privileged to sit next to  
the chief.    
 
Bindiba  is led by a friendly  
chief, who said when we came, 
"I was feeling sick all this time 
until you came and now I am  
well that you have come to put 
the roof on the church".  
 
It was great to be refreshed by folks who have so little, materially,  
yet always seemed to have a smile and a pleasant greeting, both for us  
and for each other. The congregation seemed to be very alive. It  
did us good to worship with Christians from another culture and 
another place, and yet appreciate that we all have the same belief and 
hope, no matter where we are or how we conduct that worship. 
 
We had a little extra time in Garoua Boulai because the lumber truck  
was delayed, so we really got a good sense of how the local economy  
works when we spent an afternoon downtown. The tours there and at  
Ngaoundere gave us a great overview of how the church, both the  
Evangelical Lutheran Church of Cameroon and the larger ELCA, work 
in cooperation with one another.   
 
Travel is the hard part of the trip, but we still loved seeing and meeting 
these people.  The first church service we attended in Ngaoundere was 
so full of people, mostly young people, and the singing so great – we 
think that was worth the whole trip. 
 
Orland Geigle, Pollock Lutheran Church, Pollock, South Dakota 
John Raforth, Grace Lutheran Church, Sturgis, South Dakota 

A Journey of the Heart 
 
It’s been two years now since we, as a couple, joined five other 
members of St. Mark’s Lutheran Church in Sioux Falls, to embark on 
a 21-day journey into the “heart” of Africa.  Our mission was to help 
construct a roof on a church in Ngaui, a village located in the remote 
bush country of Cameroon. 
 
We have been fortunate to relive this experience time and again, as 
we’ve shared our story, photographs and video with school children, 
teachers and other churches.  For those people who have experienced 
similar journeys in their lives, we know you understand how the 
feelings, thoughts, even tastes and smells of your time in a distant land 
or culture stay within your being for a lifetime. 
 
People generally agree to such mission  
experiences with the thought of helping  
others less fortunate than ourselves.   
That is what Christ teaches us to do.  But  
inevitably, when the suitcases have long  
been unpacked, and the people you  
reached out to are now back to the routine 
they’ve always known on the other side  
of the planet, we come to the full  
realization that it was those of us who did 
the ‘reaching out’ who benefited most  
from the experience. 
 
All churches work hard to achieve goals,  
mission statements and priorities of  
financial affairs.  We couldn’t be more  
proud of this small congregation we belong to, who despite facing the 
same philosophical and financial challenges all congregations endure, 
remains steadfast in their efforts to help our community, nation and 
world sense the outstretched arms of Jesus. 
 
“Truly, I say to you, just as you did it unto the least of these, my 
brethren, you did it unto me.”  Matthew 25:40 
 
Rhonda & Rich Kemmis, St. Mark’s Lutheran Church, Sioux Falls, SD 



How the Quilts Warmed My Heart 
 
It was a heartwarming scene.  A truckload of windows and quilts!  It’s 
how they came together that made all the difference.  
 
The hospital at Garoua Boulai, Cameroon, got a load of hospital 
windows donated by a manufacturer from Chicago.  Although the 
windows were in cartons the glass was exposed.  Quilts from churches 
all over the Midwest were also being shipped by Global Health 
Ministries in that truck box.  A clever idea was conceived to protect 
the glass.  Quilt sandwiches were made from both cargoes, window, 
quilt, window, quilt, etc. 
 
When the shipment reached Garoua Boulai by rail, ship and finally 
truck, there was great concern for the condition of the cargo.  Some 
big, strong men began carefully unwrapping the sandwiched windows, 
carrying out the windows and tossing the quilts into a pile.  There was 
no breakage, not at all. 
 
Feeling very good about the gift of  
The windows and their safe arrival,  
we were giving thought to paying  
the now tired, sweating workers.   
Money was fine, but there was this  
pile of quilts still in the truck box.   
Why not give the quilts to these men  
who worked so hard?  As the men  
took the quilts they tenderly enfolded  
them into their chests.  This was 
more pay to them than money could 
mean.  The quilts would warm their  
beds and their children’s beds.  There  
were so many words of thanks, my 
heart warmed to the scene before me  
and my dark glasses hid the tears  
welling in my eyes as the quilts were  
carried to their new homes. 
 
John Larson, ELCA Missionary to Cameroon, 1996-2002 

Un Encuentro 
 
A community waits for strangers.  A delegation travels to meet them.   
Two groups who have never met begin preparations for a visit. One 
group packs their bags. Another arranges the house and plans meals. 
Both think about what they will talk about and what they will do. 
Neither knows what to expect, but both proceed with excitement, 
anticipation, and trepidation. Is everything ready? Will they arrive on 
time? Did we bring the right stuff? Where are we going? 
 
We left Managua late and failed to make up time on the road. We 
arrived in Somotillo with a downpour of the first rains of winter. When 
it became apparent that Gerson, the pastor of El Rodeito who would be 
our guide to the rural community we were headed to, had already 
headed back on his bicycle, we continued on hoping to catch up.  
 
Not knowing the roads, we began asking directions. The roads filled 
with water, turning them into small streams. The roof of the bus started 
leaking. As the sun set, I was sure that Gerson had already arrived 
home and told the community that we wouldn’t come today. I was 
convinced no one would be waiting for us. We continued asking 
directions. “Oh, you’re a league away,” one old man told us; we still 
had an hour to go – splashing through the mud, avoiding big holes. 
 
We finally arrived. All was dark except a single candle burning across 
the open plaza. As we got closer we could see a crowd gathered under 
cover from the rain. I had given up hope that anyone would be waiting 
for us, but there they were – two dozen community members waiting 
for visitors they had never met. They held a candle, a light that guided 
us towards us them, a light that shone in the darkness and told us we 
had arrived, a candle that brought me a sigh of relief and a smile. 
 
As we dismounted the bus the group began singing, “Ya vienen mis 
hermanos, ya vienen ya estan aqui. Pasan adelante hermanos” – “My 
brothers are coming, they are here. Come forward. Enter in.” People 
we had never met waited for hours in the rain in the dark with a candle 
as their only light. They welcomed us; they invited us in; we accepted. 
We had arrived. We were home in a place we had never been.   
 
Rachel Peterson, Global Mission Volunteer for the S Dakota Synod 


