Dear Brothers and Sisters in Christ,
The words of the prophet Isaiah (Isaiah 40) both challenge and comfort us, calling us to prepare the way of the Lord who comes paradoxically with mighty power and gentleness.
The prophet shares a vision of lofty mountains being leveled and deep valleys being lifted up, of an end to warfare, hunger, fear and strife.  It is a message we need to hear again this Advent as we are reminded that the ground is not level in the world we live in.  
Recently I visited the Kingdom of Swaziland, a small and hilly land-locked country of 1 million people caught between Mozambique and the Republic of South Africa.  I was invited by the Eastern Diocese of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Southern Africa to attend a meeting of mission partners in the capital Mbabane and the 20th anniversary celebration of the diocese.  The Eastern Diocese has companionship relationships with the ELCA Caribbean Synod and also with Lutherans in Germany, Sweden and Finland.
As ELCA Global Mission regional program assistant in Southern Africa I was interested in visiting several of the projects of the diocese that are being supported in part by the ELCA.  I was taken by Mr. Mafika Shabalala, the Diocesan HIV & AIDS Program Coordinator, to visit the Mpuncu Water and Garden Project near Manzini.  The Sigwaca Lesihle Support Group consists of men and women who are infected and affected by HIV & AIDS.  According to Mr. Shabalala the group has not only taken bold steps to be open about their HIV status but has also taken it upon themselves to be champions of development in the area.  For the last two months the group has been working hard setting up reservoirs and digging trenches for pipes to bring water closer from hillside springs for drinking and garden irrigation purposes.  In 2007 the government declared a national state of disaster due to severe drought and bush fires.  Maize production was down 60% from the previous year and prices rose 132%.  The Lutheran Development Service of Swaziland has been active along with other relief organizations in distributing emergency food relief and supporting local food production initiatives.  Everyone hopes that spring and summer rains will come soon.   
During this Advent and Christmas season I would like to encourage your ongoing support for the ELCA World Hunger Appeal and the ELCA Stand with Africa Campaign in our efforts to banish hunger, overcome HIV&AIDS and build peace.  Learn more at www.elca.org/goodgifts.  Advocacy in the USA and Southern Africa around the Millennium Development Goals through support for the ONE campaign is still critically important in order to create an effective global partnership for sustainable and just development.  

Thank you for your prayers and participation in God’s Mission locally and globally.
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