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An East  
Afr ican  
Journey 

 

Ethiopia and Tanzania 

By: Tim Frakes 
 
Tuesday, May 15, 2001  
The white Lufthansa 747 lifted off from Chicago's O'Hare International Airport at 4:30 p.m..  My watch is set for 
Frankfurt, Germany - 11:30 p.m.    
 
On this trip I'll visit East Africa - specifically Ethiopia and Tanzania.  Economically, both nations are poor, yet both 
are rich in history and tradition.  Our plan is to use video to tell stories about church growth and Aids.  We want to 
show both sides of the African coin.  Americans tend to see, hear and read only bad things about Africa.  We want to 
show what African's are doing to help themselves, and see how Americans can learn from Africans and stand with 
them. 
 
There are three of us on the production team.  Jim Quattrocki, Kevin Jacobson and myself.  Kevin is a pastor with 
the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America. (ELCA) and former missionary.  Kevin and I have worked together on 
television documentaries in Papua New Guinea, Madagascar, Palestine and now East Africa.  Jim Quattrocki is a 
videographer/director. Jim and I have been working together for a decade shooting stories from Cape Cod to Alaska, 
Jerusalem and beyond.  We have made video's about everything from gambling casino's to the Blue's at BB King's 
bar in Memphis.   
 
Kevin and Jim left Chicago a week ahead of me to record portions of this video in Senegal, a country in West 
Africa.  The plan is for them to meet me in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia where we will continue the shoot.  
 
Church growth is a hot topic in American churches today.  African churches like the Mekane Yesus Church in 
Ethiopia and the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Tanzania are bursting at the seams.   Our job is to find out why 
they are growing so fast, and what Americans can learn from them.  The second phase of our trip is to see how these 
rapidly growing African churches are coping with the Aids crisis.  
 
Christianity is certainly not new to Ethiopia.  The book of Acts records an encounter with an Ethiopian and Philip, a 
disciple of Jesus.   About 40 percent of Ethiopians are Christian.   What's new is an estimated 3.1 million Lutherans.  
While the Mekane Yesus church is growing fast, the Ethiopian Orthodox Union church is still the main player.   
 
The Orthodox story goes like this.  The Queen of Shiba (and Ethiopian) became one of Solomon's 2,000 wives.   
When Solomon went off his rocker, the Queen and some of the priests took off with the Ark of the Covenant.  The 
ark is a box containing stone tablets God gave to Moses on Mt. Sinai.  The Queen is said to have carried the Ark 
back to Aksum, Ethiopia. 
 
Centuries later, the Ethiopian town of Aksum converted to Christianity, following the ecclesiastical lead of the 
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Egyptian Orthodox Church.  For the next thousand years or so, while the European church did its thing, the 
Ethiopian Church developed on its own.  By the time Jesuit missionaries arrived in 1557, the Catholic's could barely 
recognize the theology of their distant Christian cousins.  Of course, the missionaries tried to "convert" Ethiopia 
back to Roman theology without much success.      

 
Ethiopia's independent spirit spills into politics, too.  While every other part of Africa 
was arbitrarily divided and colonized by Europeans in the 18th and 19th centuries, 
Ethiopia stood alone as the only independent kingdom on the continent.   Except for a 
brief and very bloody period of Italian rule in the 1930's, Ethiopians have run their own 
country.  
 
Wednesday, May 16 
My flight arrived in Frankfurt with out incident, Wednesday morning.  After passing 
customs, I jumped on a train and headed downtown for a day of exploration and a good 
nights rest before traveling on to Ethiopia. 
 
Thursday May 17 
This morning CNN says Lufthansa pilots have called a general strike.  It seems the 15 
percent salary increase the company was offering was insufficient.  The pilots want 30 
percent.  Since my flight was delayed four hours by the strike, I tracked down a bicycle 
to rent at the train station and spent the morning by peddling around the city.  This is a 

great way to fight jet lag.  Travel expert Rick Steves always says, "Go local."  There is no 
better way to fit in with Europeans than riding a bike.  One German even asked me for directions!   "Sorry.  Nine 
Deutch," I said.  
 
On the list of Europe's many travel destinations, Frankfurt is not high up.  It's a city known for banking, not charm.  
Most visitors are just passing through to wine country or the Alps.  Still, it is a Germany city, complete with an old 
cathedral, museums and elegant bridges spanning the Main River.  After the bike ride and a quick tour of the 
German Museum of Film History, I went back to the station and caught a train to the airport. Fortunately my flight 
to Ethiopia was not one of the hundreds that were canceled.   
 
On the plane from Frankfurt to the Ethiopian capitol, 
Addis, Ababa, I had the privilege of sitting next to a 
very distinguished Ethiopian gentleman dressed in a 
rugged khaki suite with  white oxford dress shirt.  When 
dinner came, he put down his trashy romance novel and 
we talked.   Mr. Goobyai asked about my visit to 
Ethiopia and I told him about the Mekane Yesus Church 
and the aids story.  My new friend turned out to be a 
graduate of the University of Kansas where he earned a 
bachelors and masters degree in the 1960's.  "An 
American company offered me a job for $2,000 
American dollars a year.  In 1965 that was a lot of 
money.  I couldn't believe it.   I told them, "No.  
Ethiopia is my home and I want to go back.""   
 
Our conversation covered Ethiopian history,  politics and 
religion.  Goobyai said he is Orthodox from the Amhara tribe, but never goes to church.  "Why the hell should I go 
to church to find God?" he said.   I told him many Americans feel the same way.  The most interesting part of our 
conversation came when I told him of our desire to tell positive stories of Ethiopia rather than re-enforce negative 
stereotypes.  This really got him steamed.  "Ethiopia is all f___ed up!" he complained.   "American's don't care 
because they don't know the truth.  You are going to see some  things that will shock you in Addis.  Begging has 
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become a profession.  When I was a boy, it was a curse to be 
a beggar.   The only ones allowed to beg were students who 
wanted to become priests.  Even if they had money, they still 
had to beg, in order to learn humility.   Now there are beggars 
everywhere.  People urinate in the street.  It didn't use to be 
like that."  Goobyai went on to say that democratization and 
U.S. military intervention against non-democratic states was 
Africa's only hope.   
 
Our flight from Frankfurt to Addis stopped in Cairo, Egypt. 
As we approached, I glance out the window.  To my absolute 
astonishment and delight, there, bathed in the light of the 
setting desert sun stood the Great Pyramids of Giza!   "Yes, 
Virginia.  There really are Pyramids in Egypt."  
After dropping off most of our passengers and refueling in 
Cairo, the mostly empty Boeing 757 took off for Addis.   We 
landed around midnight.  I passed customs and looked for my 
Ethiopian contact, Yonas Gorfie.  No Yonas.  That old 
sinking feeling crept in.  "Here I am in Addis Ababa.  It's 

midnight.  I'm by myself and I don't know a soul."  As the small terminal began to empty, I decided to follow the  
Lufthansa flight crew to the Sheraton Hotel shuttle bus.   The hotel agent told me that the Addis Sheraton had rooms, 
but they cost $150.00 U.S.  a night.  "No problem,"  I said.  Just as I sat down in the shuttle, the agent came to the 
door and said, "Come, come.  There is a man named Yonas looking for you."  I thanked the agent and followed him 
into the dark parking lot where a rather handsome man with shaved head, goatee moustache and beard, waited.  The 
sign in his hands read, "Tim Frakes".   It's good to have friends.   
 
Fr iday, May 18 
 It was one of those mornings when you wake up and aren't quite sure where you are.  "...guest house...  Addis 
Ababa, Ethiopia...  Africa...   Oh, yea, I remember..."  The house was quiet when I emerged from my room.  Soon 
Yonas's youngest daughter Zima, popped her head around the corner.  Zima is 5 years old and full of energy.  She 
introduced herself and her kitten, Flower.   
 
After a shower, I decided to take a stroll.  The guest house is part of a larger complex owned by the Ethiopian 
church.  The colonial style structure was built by missionaries in the 1950's.  Inside the compound is a seminary and 
communication office.  There are also a number of homes and roads that knit the little the community together.   
Children played.  Mothers washed cloths.   A man cut grass with one of those hand-powered rotary blade mowers. 
The weather was cool, dry and sunny. 
 
Back at the house, coffee, bread and peanut butter were on the table, so I ate breakfast.  Yonas and I then caught a 
taxi and headed to the Mekane Yesus Headquarters in down town Addis.  On the way, Yonas gave me a brief 
overview of the Mekane Yesus Church.  Officially formed in the 1950's, the Mekane Yesus church was started by 
Swedish and German Lutheran missionaries at the turn of the century.  Unlike missionary work in other African 
countries/colonies, the Swedes and Germans allowed the Ethiopians to develop on their own.  Church governance 
has been left up to Ethiopians rather than foreign missionaries.  The result is a truly African church with a distinct 
history and culture.   
 
The headquarters building for the Mekane Yesus Church is a tall, 10 story office building.   The property was given 
to the church during the reign of Hali Salasi, Ethiopia's last emperor.  When the communist junta known as the 
Derg, came to power in the 1970's, the government confiscated the building.  In 1996, when the Derg itself was 
overthrown, the new government gave it back to the church.  At the headquarters I was able to record interviews 
with Beredo, the Mekane Yesus expert on evangelism, and a second interview with a  church Aids expert.   
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After the interview, Beredo, Yonas and I went across the street for lunch at a traditional Ethiopian restaurant.  The 
food was great.  Ingera is a soft, grey, spongy bread rolled up like a napkin, and Watte is a spicy meat sauce.  The 
meal is served on a large dish.  Each person reaches in and helps them self (right hand only).   The whole thing is 
washed down with soda pop and thick, sweet, Ethiopian coffee.   
 
 
Addis Ababa is the capitol city of Ethiopia.  Three million people call it home.  Centuries ago, Ethiopia's emperor 
built the city which sits in the central highland hills.  Like most African towns, the streets are rough and very busy.  
Buses, cars and trucks of all kinds jam the narrow road.  In between the vehicles, people dart in and out.  Everyone 
seems busy.    
 
A few words about Yonas.  Yonas is an Ethiopian married to a Dutch/Canadian Lutheran who works at the Dutch 
embassy.  The two of them met in Sweden, were married and lived for eight years in Canada.  Yonas and his wife 
are loosely connected with the *ELCA as volunteer missionaries.  Yonas's real job and passion is as leader of a 
Christian band.  "All for God" is the name of the ten member group.  In recent years they have played in Holland, 
Sweden and of course, all over Ethiopia.  Yonas was to be our guide and constant companion throughout our stay in 
Ethiopia.  .  Yonas and his wife Gail live on the Lutheran compound in Addis with their daughters Zana and Zima.   
 
After lunch, Yonas drove me all over Addis Ababa.  My two traveling companions, Jim Quattrocki and Kevin 
Jacobson were not scheduled to arrive in Addis until the next morning.  Following our tour of the capitol, Yonas and 
I drove back to the Lutheran compound and paid a visit to the Mekane Yesus Communication office.   The more I 
travel, the more I learn not to assume anything.  Yonas introduced me to a young man named Abraham.  Abraham is 
the Mekane Yesus television production person.  He said, "Come, I will show you our new studio."  I expected to 
see a few old, broken down pieces of equipment.  Instead, I was shown the churches brand new digital video editing 
system.  Not only that, they had three new digital video cameras that are nicer that ours!  Abraham was still in the 
process of learning to use the new equipment, and was eager to have me run through them with him.  We spent the 
rest of the evening learning about Adobe After Effects and other state of the art software.   
 
Well after dark, Abraham walked me back to the guest house where I ate a quick bowl of soup and headed off to 
bed.  Sleep what not to come, however.  Throughout the night I was treated to a symphony.  The howling dogs of 
Addis.  The guest house had two dogs.  These were joined by at least twenty others in the neighborhood.  I soon 
detected a background chorus of dogs from the surrounding area.  Taken with a mosquito that continually dive 
bombed my ear, it was a sleepless night.    
 
Saturday, May 19 
In the morning, Yonas and I drove back to the airport to pick 
up Kevin an Jim.  We had to wait outside.  Airports in the 
United States, or anywhere else I know for that matter, let 
you wait for passengers inside the airport.  Not in Addis, 
where paranoia left over from the former communist 
government is still a powerful influence.  The flight arrived 
on time, but Kevin and Jim were exhausted.  There flight 
from Senegal had routed them through three or four stops on 
the way to Ethiopia.  It was a kind of African milk run.  
When it was over, they had spent the better part of two days 
in an airplane.  This was not good, because we had a nine 
hour drive to the town of Nekempte, over rough roads. 
 
After picking up bottled water, Kevin, Jim, Yonas, our driver 
Isaiah and myself, piled into a Toyota Land Cruiser and 
headed west out of the capitol for Nekempte.  My 
preconceptions of Ethiopia were quickly thrown out the window.  Ethiopia is a beautiful country.  Eucalypts trees 

A rusting tank sits by the side of the road.  A 
reminder  of Ethiopia’s many internal conflicts. 



 

 5 

imported from Australia line the road.  High mountain peaks 
ring rolling green hills.  The blue sky and warm dry air give 
the feeling of driving through the Italian countryside.  Of 
course, Italy doesn't have grass huts lining the road or 
farmers plowing their fields with teams of oxen.  Ethiopia 
does.  Most people here are farmers.  They live off small 
plots of land the way their ancestors did for centuries.  Every 
so often, our car would pass the burned out wreck of an 
Ethiopian army tank.  In the early 1990's the current                   
government duked it out with the former communist 
government in these green hills west of the capitol.  
According to Yonas, thousands died.  All that remains are the 
tanks.  Too heavy to move, they sit as lasting monuments to 

the memory of war.   
Every so often you see beautifully decorated horses tied up outside the mud houses.   Around one bend a group of 
riders galloped up.  I asked the driver to stop and I got out the video gear.  It turned out to be a wedding party.  The 
groom and his groomsmen were on their way to pick up the bride and take her to the wedding.  Seeing me, the 
horsemen galloped right up to the camera and showed off for us.  The horses tack was brightly woven with red, 
yellow and green ribbons.  The men were cheerful and happy.  After whirling around us for a moment or two, they 
road off over a green hill in a cloud of dust.   
 
On a somber note, we passed several funeral processions walking along the road.  In each case, the large crowd 
forced our vehicle to slow down to allow them to pass. In one group, a man carried a small casket.  Like weddings, 
funerals are very public rites of passage in Ethiopia. 
 
Finally, after a long and very bumpy drive, we pulled into the town of Nekempte.  The sun was just setting in the 
western sky.  Nekempte is a small town of several thousand people.  The streets are muddy.  Goats and cattle move 
freely or are driven through the town.  There are several hotels and many shops along the main drag.  The Lutheran 
Mekane Yesus church is really big here.  In addition to a number of congregations, they also have a seminary.  We 
drove to a compound where they have a guest house, dropped off our gear and went with church officials to dinner 
at a local restaurant.  As in Addis, we had Ingera and Watte. 
 
Sunday, May 20 
Early Sunday morning I took the camera and went for a walk.  
The sun was just peaking over the tops of the mountains.  
Even at this early hour, a steady stream of worshipers made 
their way up the road to the church for an hour of prayer 
before the first service at 7:30 a.m.  No parking lot at the 
Nekempte church.  Everyone walks.  It rained heavily the 
night before and the road was muddy.  Still, people came, 
dressed in their finest.  Men wore western suits with polished 
shoes, doing their best to scrape off the mud before entering 
the church.  Women wore traditional white robes, often with 
heads covered.    
 
The night before, we had been told not to record until 
introduced.  By the time 7:30 rolled around, the sanctuary was 
packed.  An auxiliary sanctuary built next to the main room 
was also completely full.  Outside, wooden benches ringing 
the church were full of people as well.  And still they came.   
 
When the time came, Jim, Kevin and I were introduced to the congregation by the pastor.  Then we were each asked 

Groomsmen, off to pick up the br ide for  an 
Ethiopian wedding. 

Jim greets the Nekempte congregation with ants 
in his pants. 
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to bring a greeting.  Kevin and I went first, bringing the usual greetings from the Evangelical Lutheran Church in 
America.  Jim is not one for big speeches.  Especially in front of large crowds.  When his turn came, the greeting 
was especially short.  "I'm a man of few words.  So thank you for having us here."  It was only later I learned that a 
troop of fire ants had crawled up Jim's pants leg.  By the time he spoke to the crowd, Jim literally had ants in his 
pants! 
After recording much of the service, Jim and I broke into two teams.  A Mekane Yesus official took Jim and Kevin 
to several other churches in town.  Another official took me to a rural parish.  As in the town, the rural church was 
packed with people.  A make shift canopy of sticks, lashed together with twine, served as an over flow area in front 
of the mud brick church building.  As I walked into the service, parishioners were lying on the ground in prayer.  
Others were on ** * their hands and knees.  As with the first church, I was asked to greet the congregation before 
recording.  After worship I spoke to a few of the members and recorded interviews.  They also showed me their 
dairy cow operation which is used for income generation.   Before I got into the car, an old woman came up to me 
and began kissing my hands.  This brought a chuckle from the many other worshipers standing near by.   
 
After lunch, Jim, Kevin and I reunited to visit an elderly, blind grandmother caring for two young grandchildren.  
The parents died several years ago due to complications from Aids.  A common misconception is that people die of 
Aids.  In Africa, they actually die of Tuberculosis, Malaria , dysentery, or any number of other tropical diseases.   
Aids only lowers the bodies ability to fight off infection.   
 
We spoke with the old woman and listened to  her very sad story.  At one point she produced old photographs of her 
daughter and son-in-law.  The images put a very real face of this disease.    
 
Later, we recorded an interview with a man who is currently suffering from full blown Aids.  Each week he gets 
progressively weaker.  In some parts of Africa Aids is known as "Slims Disease."  You can see why.  The man had 
been a soldier in Ethiopia's civil war.  He contracted Aids by having un-safe sex.   He now devotes his remaining 
days telling others about the dangers of HIV/Aids.   
 
OSSA is the name for the Mekane Yesus Aids program.   Because the church tends to be very conservative on social 
issues, the it preaches a doctrine of abstinence and faithfulness.  This position leaves open the question of protection 
- namely condoms.  The Mekane Yesus's unwillingness to educate their members or the public about condom use, 
puts them at odds with government and non-governmental Aids awareness programs in Ethiopia.  All over town, 
you can see bill boards advertising condoms and urging people to practice save sex.  On this issue, the church 
remains silent.   
Our Aids patient asked that we mask his identity and not use his real name.  Apparently his face had appeared in an 
Ethiopian Aids video.  When people in his village learned that he was HIV positive, he was shunned by family and 
friends.  A big part of the Mekane Yesus work is to stand with those who are HIV positive to provide emotional, 
spiritual and even monetary support.  When a person is kicked out of their village in Ethiopia, there is no safety net 
to catch them.  The church is it. 
 
In the afternoon we stopped by a local hotel for tea.  Three young men sat at the bar.  Yonas and I strolled over and 
started a conversation. We told the men we were shooting a documentary about Aids and wanted to know if they 
would talk.  They did.  One was a soldier.   He told us the army has a standing order.  All uniformed personal must 
have a condom in their pocket before leaving the base.  Once we got the three talking, they relaxed and began to 
share details regarding the male mind set in Africa.  At first,  all three said they weren't married, so they didn't need 
condoms.  Then it came out that all three were, indeed, sexually active.  The more we talked, the more they wanted 
to know about HIV and condom use.  It seemed an odd conversation for an American tourist to be having with three 
Ethiopian men in a bar.  But hey.  It might save their lives.  It also might save the life of their wife, some day.  
 
In the evening, Kevin, Yonas, Jim and I went to local brothel.  The small establishment had a bar, a few tables and 
chairs.  The room was dark and dirty.  An old boom box pumped out loud disco music.   Nekempte has an army 
base, and a number of soldiers sat at tables drinking beer.  Of course, one of the working girls came over and sat 
down.  She looked to be in her mid 20's.  Her face was tattooed with a pattern of black dots, signaling her tribal 
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background.  Once she figured out that we weren't potential clients and that we were making a video, she agreed to 
talk to us, provided we didn't use the camera.  "I pray that God will protect me from Aids," She whispered.  She also 
claimed that all her customers wear condoms.  "It's a rule," she added.   The price for risking her life and the life of 
her customer is pocket change.  The girl explained, "Men don't carry paper money.  Pocket change is enough."   
With an exchange rate of 50 to 1, a prostitute costs less than a dollar in Ethiopia. 
 
After dinner we went back to the compound.  A large green Praying Mantis sat on the door post waiting to greet us.  
Amazing creatures.  You sense they are aware of you.   
 
Monday, May 21 
At dawn, Jim and I took a walk through the streets of Nekempte.  Busy shop keepers opened their kiosks for the day.  
There is no super market in Nekempte.  If you want soap, toilet paper, clothes, food or anything else, you go to one 
of the many tiny shops on the main avenue.  Children dressed in white shirts, blue pants or dresses held hands on 
their way to school.  Other children, boys mostly, played in the street.  Obviously they weren't headed to school.  
 
Street kids are a fact of life in urban Africa.  They are real children.  They play.  They get hungry.  They need hugs.  
Many of the children who scratch out a living here are Aids orphans.  While Jim shot footage of an old Communist 
monument in the town square, I sat down on a section of broken concrete and watched the boys play with a deck of 
cards.  It seemed to be a game of chance.  One boy would take a card and throw it on the ground.  The others would 
crowd around to see the outcome of the wager.  They had nothing, so I can't imagine what their bet was. There is 
nothing glamorous about children living on the street.  It is sad and very hard to see.   
 
Back at the church a wedding party pulled up in a brightly decorated car.  The bride wore a traditional white, 
western style wedding dress.  The groom wore a suite.  Bride, groom, attendants, friends and relatives assembled in 
front of the church.  Amid singing, they began a slow march into the sanctuary.  The procession took about 20 
minutes even though they only had 10 or 15 yards to walk from the road.  The couple would take a step or two, then 
stop.  The crowd of onlookers sang and danced and celebrated the occasion.  Everyone was having a great time.  The 

bride was the center of attention and loving every minute.   
 
By Monday afternoon it was time to drive back to Addis Ababa.   A 
Mekane Yesus staff member asked Jim and I to come see his video studio 
before we left.  Unlike the one in Addis, this was very basic.  The 
equipment was old, but he was proud of it.  We also toured the seminary.  
They are in the process of building several new buildings.  The Mekane 
Yesus church has 3 million members and only 800 ordained clergy.  They 
crank out new ones as fast as they can.   
 
The drive back to Addis was as beautiful going as it was coming.  We 
arrived nine hours later and checked in to a brand new guest house that 
Yonas and his wife are running.  The walls smelled of wet paint.  We were 
the very first guests.  My new lap top computer has a DVD player and Jim 
brought along some movies, so we watched "Life is Beautiful."  Yonas's 
wife Gail had made pizza for us to warm in the gas oven.  A real treat.  We 
ate the pie, watched the move and went to bed.  

 
Tuesday, May 22 
Before leaving the country, Yonas wanted us to meet the president of the Mekane Yesus church.  As it turned out, 
the big guy had to cancel our appointment and go to the presidential palace.  Too bad.  So sad.  No meetings.  
Instead, we did a bit of shopping downtown and headed to the airport.  Yonas bid us farewell and we boarded an Air 
Ethiopia flight for Tanzania's Kilimanjaro airport.  Air Ethiopia was another in a long line of pleasant surprises on 
this trip.  The airline is first class in every respect. The Airbus jet was new.  The seats were comfortable and the 
service impeccable.  By some quirk, I was even given a seat in business class.  This gave us the chance to crash the 
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executive lounge before boarding.  Free soft drinks and sandwiches were on the house.   
 
Unfortunately, when my camera bag went through the ex-ray machine, the table catching the bags at the other end of 
the conveyor was too small.  My bag dropped to the floor.  It wasn't until later that I realize the lens had broken off 
the video camera.  Good thing with brought three of them. 
After a layover at Kenya's Jomo Kenyatta International 
Airport, we arrive in Kilimanjaro, Tanzania.  Kilimanjaro is 
of course, one of Africa's biggest tourist attractions.  In 
addition to 19,000 foot Mt. Kilimanjaro, the area is also 
home to some famous game parks.  Kevin made 
arrangements for our hotel to pick us up.  The drive to our 
hotel took us on a northwesterly route around Mt. 
Kilimanjaro.  Spectacular!  I just don't have words to 
describe this incredibly beautiful place.     The Hotel 
Marango was another nice surprise.  The guests stay in little 
cottages located in a green grassy garden campus.  Beautiful 
flowers and shrubs dot the landscape.  It was the kind of 
setting you would expect members of an African safari to 
stay in.  Indeed, many do. Ernest Hemingway and his family 
were suppose to have stayed here.  The hotel is also the 
jumping off point for those who want to clime the snow 
capped mountain.  In the bar, Jim, Kevin and I played chess 
and listened to the BBC world report on the radio.   
 
Dinner was served in courses, with style. The Marango is 
owned by an Irish family.  One of the brothers told us his story.  He grew up in Tanganyika and later went to school 
in England.  Finally he became a criminal lawyer in Canada's's Arctic, serving Intuit Eskimos.  When his mother 
died, the man moved back to Tanzania to help run the hotel with his brothers and sisters.  You meet lots of 
interesting people on these trips.  During dinner one of those famous African rain storms hit. We watched the 
downpour from the restaurant.  When it slowed, we ran to our cottage and turned in for the night.     

 
Wednesday, May 23 
The next morning we drove to the town of Moshi and 
boarded a single engin, fixed landing gear plane operated by 
African Inland Mission. Andy, the pilot, is a very tall, slender 
American from Boulder, Colorado.  It had rained all night and 
into the morning.  Now the clouds began to break and we 
took off, flying around Mt. Kilimanjaro and her more rugged 
sister Mt. Meru.  We then headed out over the world famous 
Serengeti Plain, Ngorongoro Crater and Odoval Gorge.  The 
green grasslands of the crater were dotted with huts and 
animals.  At 10,000 feet, you can't tell if they were Zebras or 
cows.  It takes a safari to do that.  Our route took us west 
across the Serengeti to the city of Mwanza along the southern 
tip of Lake Victoria, the source of the Nile River.  After 
refueling, it was back out over the Lake to Bukoba on the 
western shore.   

 
Bukoba is Tanzania's second largest port on the Lake.  It is a fairly large town with a number of intersecting roads.  
The area is hilly and very beautiful.  Coffee is king in Bukoba. Many of the local farmers plant coffee trees in and 
among their banana trees.   Banana's are a staple of the local diet.  Coffee is a cash crop.   
 

19,000 foot K ilimanjaro is Afr ica’s tallest 
mountain. 

 

 
19,000 foot Mt. Kilimanjaro 
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Our flight was met by staff members from the Evangelical Lutheran Church in 
Tanzania (ELCT).   Bukoba is the headquarters for the ELCT's north west 
diocese.   Our host, Pastor Jonas, works with the ELCT's Aids program known 
as OSSA.  Jonas drove us to the ELCT compound only a few blocks from the 
lake.   The headquarters campus is very large and modern. In addition to the 
administrative offices, they have a conference center, dormitories and a large 
dining hall.   The only down side was the lake flies.  Clouds of them.  If you've 
ever seen a Mayfly hatch, you know what I mean.  Lake Flies are about the size 
of a mosquito, but they don't seem to bite.  They just swarm into clusters over 
every sidewalk.  To get from one building to the next, you have to run the 
gauntlet.   
 
After lunch in the cafeteria, we recorded interviews with the ELCT North West 
Diocese Bishop and Fidon Mwombeki, General Secretary of the diocese.  Our 
evening was spent exploring the town.    
 
Thursday, May 24 
Each business day, the ELCT staff gathers for morning prayers.  Of course, we 
were invited.  During the service, a member of the staff passed out.  Nothing 
too unusual.  Just a coincidence.  But as the guy lay on the floor, we simply 

continued with the service.  Nothing gets in the way of worship in Tanzania.  It 
reminded me of the foursome that came home late.  One of the wives asked why 
it took so long.  " Charlie had a heart attack                  on the second hole.  It 

took forever.  Hit the ball, drag Charlie.  Hit the ball, drag Charlie...   
Our day was dedicated to telling Melissa's story.  A 19 year old girl, Melissa's mom and dad died of aids several 
years ago leaving her to raise four young siblings.  A year ago the oldest boy died.  The three surviving children are 
HIV positive.  Melissa's oldest sister, eloped and moved away.  Now, Melissa is the only member of the family not 
infected.  The graves of the mother, father and oldest boy lie a few paces from the font door of the mud house.   
 
Melissa and the children sleep on straw matts   Inside there is no furniture, no running water, no electricity, no toys.  
The structure, built by her late father, cost $100.00 to build.   They do have a few chickens and a small plot of land 
they use to raise banana's and other subsistence crops.  Each morning the three children march off to school, about a 
mile from the house.  OSSA, the ELCT's Aids program is responsible for the care of 50,000 orphans like Melissa's 
family in the north west diocese.  In Melissa's case, the ELCT makes sure the kids are going to school and that 
Melissa's property is legally protected from predatory relatives.  The staff checks up on here once a week. That's 

about it.  More help is just not possible.   
 
To complicate matters, Melissa now has an infant child.  She 
got pregnant because it seemed certain to her that the 
siblings will die, leaving Melissa alone.  While Jim recorded 
footage of Melissa in the home, the three kids and I went for 
water.  The fresh water source comes from a spring about 
half a mile away.   The kids carry the water jugs down to the 
spring, fill them up and lug them back up to the house.  The 
oldest boy carries the biggest jug.  It must have weight about 
25 pounds.  The smallest girl, who couldn't have been more 
than five, was responsible for carrying two, gallon jugs.   
 
 
Fr iday, May 25 

This was our most relaxed day of the trip.  Jim and Kevin had 
been making hay for two weeks straight, so we decided to slow down a bit.  As a way to tell the Aids story in 

The coffin maker  in Bukoba, 
Tanzania 

The church in this par t of Tanzania is car ing for  
50,000 Aids orphans like Melissa and her  siblings. 
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pictures, Jim asked if we could meet a casket maker.  He 
turned out to be a Lutheran and was happy to have us come 
over.  The shop was a wooden shack near the center of town.  
The owner employs half a dozen men who make furniture and 
caskets.  "We make more caskets than we used to." he 
explained.  The furniture is, of course, all hand made from 
rough, wooden planks.  No power tools here.  Just the sound 
of plains, saws, chisel and hammer.  They work surprisingly 
fast.  Having done a bit of woodwork, I've often wondered 
how American pioneers could build houses with out power 

tools.  Watching these men work, answered my question.  
 

The afternoon was spent shopping in the local market. If I were an African visiting America for the first time, and 
wanted to see how Americans live, the local grocery store or shopping mall would be the place to visit, not Disney 
World.  The reverse, of course, is true for me. African markets are the best way to experience life from the African 
point of view.  To me, that is the best part of travel.  
 
Saturday, May 26 
The church is growing at a incredibly rapid rate in Tanzania.  
Our team drove north out of Bukoba to a village 50 
kilometers away, over very bumpy roads.  Kigarama is 
located on the Ugandan border.  The church sits on a high 
ridge, overlooking a dramatically beautiful valley of tall 
grass.  Kigarama Parish is the oldest Christian church in the 
north west part of Tanzania.  A local legend recounts the 
story  of Tanganyikan traders who learned about Christianity 
while visiting neighboring Uganda more than a century ago.  
Upon returning to Kigarama the village witch doctor rejected 
the new faith.  To avoid persecution, the Christians began 
holding worship services in a nearby cave on the shores of 
Lake Victoria.   
 
Today, Kigarama Parish is a thriving congregation that serves thousands in the area.  We arrived in Kigarama where 
church elders, evangelists and the pastor gave us a tour of their elementary school.  After the classrooms, we visited 
homes with an evangelistic team. In-home- visits are one of the reasons the Church in Tanzania is growing.  On this 
day a team that included the pastor, an evangelist and several deacons and deaconess's went house to house, greeting 
members of the parish.  At one stop we had an impromptu worship service complete with preaching and a choir.  
 
Later, we went with the pastor and several elders to    bring communion to an elderly couple.  Christianity is loaded 
with personal touches, in Tanzania.  Watching these Christians, you get a better idea of what it must have been like 
for Jesus and the disciples going house to house, village to village.   
 
In the evening, we made our way back to Bukoba where several congregations assembled at the large, Bukoba 
Cathedral for a youth choir concert.  At the event, we enjoyed a three hour festival featuring five different groups.  
Tanzanians excel at singing.  The Bukoba choirs were no exception. 
 
Sunday, May 27 
Sunday morning we got up early and drove back to the Ugandan border for worship at Kigarama Parish.   
A few miles from Kigarama, Jonas passed the Kigarama pastor on his motorcycle.  With helmet and nylon cover-
alls over his Sunday suit, the pastor looked like he was on the European Grand Prix circuit.  The pastor waved for us 
to pull over in front of a tiny church building.  Kigarama is referred to as a parish, because it actually consists of several congregations.   This particular group is made up of a few elderly 
people who find the walk to Kigarama too much on a Sunday morning.  So they meet here.  The pastor stopped for a 

Members of K igarama Par ish gather  fora mid-
week prayer  service. 

The choir  processes into the sanctuary at 
K igarama Par ish. 
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very brief communion service.   It turned out this tiny group had expected us.  After bringing the traditional greeting, 
one of the elders opened an old wooden cabinet (the only piece of furniture in the building) and brought out several 
bundles of Tanzanian coffee wrapped in banana leaves.  Gifts for Kevin, Jim and I.   Tanzanians (and Africans, for 
that matter) really know hospitality.   
 
We then drove on to Kigarama for a rousing worship service in an absolutely packed sanctuary.  In addition to 
magnificent choirs and processionals, we were witness to a wonderful African offitory.   
At Kigarama, it is customary for members to bring their offering to church in the form of produce.  This means 
everything from stalks of sugar cane to bananas to coffee, to tangerines.  This cornucopia is laid out in a pile in front 
of the church.  After the worship service, the congregation assembles in front for an auction to benefit the church.  
This system works because poor members feel that they have contributed as well as the rich ones.   
As the worship wound down, I was shooting exteriors of the church.  The Sunday school had let out earlier than the 
worship, so several hundred children crowed around me as I worked.  They really got excited when I showed them 
recorded images of themselves from my camera.  Fearing the gang would get out of hand, I reverted to my Sunday 
school teacher mode and began teaching them American children's songs.  All kids in  Tanzania learn English, so I 
was able to keep their attention until worship was concluded.   
 
Following worship we were invited to the pastors house  for dinner.  The meal included rice, a big bowl of bananas 
and a meat sauce gravy over the top of it all.  At the door, a woman greeted us with a bowl with soap and pitcher of 
water. Washing hands before dinner is an important part of Tanzanian hospitality.   
 
After dinner it was time to drive back to Bukoba.  Jim and I climbed into the bed of the pick-up truck, already full of 
produce from the auction.  The sun shone and Jim and I really enjoyed the ride back to town.  On the way, people 
waved to us and we returned the gesture.  Simple things are the memorable part of any trip.  
 
Monday, May 28 
Rain came in over night and it rained all morning.  It looked as if our flight out of Bukoba might not make it, but just 
when it looked like all hope was lost, the clouds lifted and the Precision Air twin engine prop plane came in for a 
landing.  We thanked Jonas and Lydia for all their hospitality 
and climbed aboard.  Soon we lifted off and flew out over 
Lake Victoria on the first leg of a long journey home.   
 
 
Final Thoughts 
Travel has taught me never to make assumptions about new 
places or people.  The minute you do, you'll probably be 
wrong.  This trip really reinforced this notion.  Both Ethiopia 
and Tanzania were beautiful countries with beautiful people.  
The weather was mild, sunny and very pleasant.  The people 
we met were, for the most part, very friendly.  They couldn't 
wait to make us comfortable.   
 
While the spread of Aids, lack of clean drinking water, 
poverty and limited heal care are defiantly causing lot's of 
problems in sub-Saharan Africa, you get the feeling  that 
Africans will find ways to rise above the challenge.  The people I met in Ethiopia and Tanzania were in no need of 
my pity.  They are strong, energetic and smart.   They have earned my admiration.  It was truly and honor to tell 
their stories and share them with the church in America.  

The Sunday produce offer ing is auctioned after  
worship. 
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A Muslim woman near  K igarama br ings 
firewood and banannas to a fr iends house. 

 


