Dear Friends in Christ,
 
During Lent we are invited to journey with Jesus toward Jerusalem in the way of the Cross.  Like the disciples then we often have trouble seeing and understanding what that means. 
Recently I was privileged to travel through parts of Zimbabwe at the invitation of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Zimbabwe (ELCZ) and the Lutheran Development Service (LDS) together with Dr. Mamy Ranaivoson (Health and HIV&AIDS consultant for the ELCA and LWF).  On our journey through Zimbabwe’s cities, villages and rural areas we experienced something of Lent and Easter.  Our hearts and minds are full of stories and images, hope and despair.   
The countryside is lush and green.  Rivers are running after good rains following several years of severe drought.  However because of high prices and the lack of fuel, seeds and fertilizers many communal farmers where not able to take full advantage of the good weather.  The main purpose of our visit was to visit the four hospitals run by the ELCZ and as well as development projects and programs addressing the HIV & AIDS pandemic.  
Only one of the three hospitals has a resident doctor.  All four hospitals suffer because of frequent power cuts, lack of fuel for ambulances, and scarcities of medicines, food and funds to provide a purified water supply.  Some nights the hospitals sit in total darkness with only a few candles for patients and nurses in the wards. 
At Mnene hospital, established in 1903 by Swedish Lutherans, the new parish pastor Rev. Luckson Magwizi preached a sermon on Luke 18: 35-43 to a full church.  He pointed out that on his way to Jerusalem Jesus took time to stop and listen to a blind man in the middle of the crowd.  Jesus listened and then asked a crucial question: “What do you want me to do for you?”  “Sir,” he answered, “I want to see again.”  Pastor Magwizi  marvelled that the disciples and the crowd could not see what the blind man could see about Jesus.  ELCA – Global Mission provides some funding support for the four hospitals including the Mnene School of Nursing with 120 students.
At Masase we visited Betseranai Home Based Care Center and met the coordinator Mrs. Simayedwa Moyo who is a registered nurse.  175 volunteers were trained as home based care givers.  In 2005 they cared for over 12,000 patients and assisted over 650 orphans and vulnerable children. A new voluntary testing and counselling (VCT) center was built with help from the ELCA – Global Mission.
We also visited the Mhungu Dam/Nature Garden 20 miles outside the mining town of Zvishavane a project supported by the Lutheran Development Service.  80 men and women are working together on a number of activities to reduce poverty.  They have built a small earthen dam and are applying various conservation techniques to stop  soil erosion and siltation of the dam.  They have started a tree nursery and demonstration garden where they grow vegetables, cassava, millet, ground nuts and other crops.  They are learning about growing and conserving indigenous plants that have medicinal properties and hope to process and sell natural remedies for an income.  
At the end of our visit the newly elected presiding bishop of the ELCZ Bishop Naison Shava spoke to us about his vision of a church and society beyond poverty.  He challenged us as the ELCA to look at practical ways of expressing our companion relationship and exploring further what mission as accompaniment really means.  He thanked the ELCA – Global Mission and the Upstate New York Synod for the relationship that exists with the ELCZ and shared his hope for closer and more regular contact and exchanges.
 
Our journey through Zimbabwe challenged me to ask to what degree we are willing to stop and listen to our brothers and sisters around us as Jesus did.  At the same time Jesus did not waver in his resolve to continue on his journey to Jerusalem to challenge the political, social and religious systems of the day and to witness to the power of God’s love for the world.
 
Thank you for your continued commitment to journey together in God’s mission.  
 
Yours faithfully,
Philip J.  Knutson
ELCA -  Global Mission  
Regional Program Assistant – Southern Africa
Cape Town
March 10, 2006
