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Bounteous Blessings in Bulawayo

On Christ the Solid Rock I stand,
All other ground is sinking sand.

Barbara Nkala

The image presented by this song has never been more vivid than during the
fourteenth Mennonite World Conference (MWC) Assembly in Bulawayo,
August 2003. To date, I’m still marveling at God’s mysterious and abounding
grace! The MWC Assembly was a precious gift to the Brethren in Christ
Church (BICC) in Zimbabwe. The peaceful and joyous occasion surpassed
all our expectations and defied all our misgivings. There were bounteous
blessings in Bulawayo.

Picture a place that has one of the worst publicity reports of human
rights ills. The inhabitants wallow in hunger, political violence, unemployment,
poor communications, riotous inflation, and all manner of suffering. Then
brothers and sisters from some fairly peaceful and comfortable areas are
asked to go and hold a week-long gathering in such a place. No one can be
blamed for thinking that is sheer madness. The first miracle for BICC
Zimbabwe was the big step of faith taken by the international community of
the Mennonite and BIC churches when they decided to come and share with
us in suffering. It is easy to share in joy, but to share in suffering is another
story. That commitment preached volumes to us. It became a challenge also
for me and for many others, I am sure. Would I have done the same, presented
with a similar scenario outside my country? Right inside our country, there
are many of God’s children languishing in various forms of suffering due to
the sick economy and a harsh environment. What am I doing to share in this
predicament with my country folk?

The visitors who came brought many gifts with them. These were
food items; gifts of fuel to enable transportation; gifts of encouragement,
love, and togetherness; not to mention huge donations of money that made
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the Assembly possible. Zimbabwean brethren still talk with wonderment at
God’s providence. There is no way we would have taken care of even a
tenth of the Assembly without the amazing gifts we received.

The colorful spectrum in the meeting hall was a blessing for us all. There
were different nationalities, tribes, languages, colors, and classes. According to
world standards, these differences can cause communication and relational
barriers. A miniature model of what was happening during the Assembly is
the vibrant international choir that performed as though they had been singing
together for years. The choir was made up of nationals from fourteen different
countries. They amply demonstrated that God’s children are a united force.
Music has no barriers. The message of the love of God through music says
we are all heirs of the Father. We are family. We are one. I still can hear music
in the air, which tells me God is good and compassionate all the time.

The youth did not feature much during the Assembly, but when they
made their beautiful presentation of a song, they demonstrated that we still
need to become globally oriented by communicating fully with everyone. They
had one of the singers performing sign language as they sang. We need to
engage in such [efforts] more and more, so that no one is left out.

Two major and relevant publications graced the occasion. Both texts
were very significant to the theme of the Conference. If Siaka Traore’s vivid
illustration of the live chicken gift to a visitor to one’s home in the African
context was not clear enough, then Tshimika and Lind’s Sharing Gifts in the
Global Family of Faith: One Church’s Experiment has enough illustrations
to show that even those who are not materially rich have a lot to give. They
can give of their time, talents, and spiritual gifts. The text is a rich and fresh
way of approaching the topic of sharing gifts, especially when we consider
the North/South relationship. The second text is A Global Mennonite History:
Volume One, Africa, edited by John Lapp and Arnold Snyder. What is
particularly exciting about this volume is that it is written by Africans, showing
the African perspective of the development and spread of Christianity through
the Mennonite and BICC involvement. It is hoped that future church historians
can build further on this study. Again, there was sharing of gifts, in that the
North provided the material resources and technical skills while Africa provided
the human resources and knowledge of what had transpired in their areas.
The effort was that of the body of Christ in action. What a rich resource for
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posterity! What a gift for Africa! A good foundation has been provided for
others to build upon.

One of the most powerful interactions during the Assembly was a
workshop titled ‘God Invites Growth in the Midst of our Grieving.’ It was
packed full each day with sisters and brothers sharing their painful stories of
loss and grief. Many hearts were heavy and bleeding still. A number of
participants mentioned how the burden seemed to have become lighter after
listening to the stories of others. Some of those stories seemed worse than
theirs. It was again noted that there are no boundaries where pain and grief
are concerned. The love of God spans across nations and is shared in
community. We are grateful that this workshop took place, because Radiant
Publishing had been hoping to do stories of loss and grief and how the Lord
brings healing in lives as testimonies to help brethren in similar situations. The
Assembly beautifully jump-started that process. There are plans afoot to
prepare some of the stories for publication.

In Zimbabwe, matters to do with HIV and AIDS are not yet wholly
open topics. There is still some holding back when such issues are discussed.
One of the highlights towards the end of the Assembly was the [memorial]
quilt made out of 234 pieces beautifully sewn together. About a hundred people
took part in this project. The love and patience shown in making each little
piece shows how much the dearly departed are loved by us and by God.
Again, this demonstrated how we all suffer the same pain in the loss of our
beloved. God cares for all of us.

I cannot relate all the events that impacted many of us. But, whether
it was a simple testimony of God’s goodness such as how the Lord God
answered our prayers as shared by Ethel Sibanda, who headed the Prayer
Committee; or a deeply researched topic such as ‘Saints, Sages and Singers’
by MWC President Nancy Heisey; or a symbolic act of forgiveness for past
wrongs incurred during the slave trade, performed by an African and an
African American, all messages were greatly uplifting.

Even streams in a desert or an oasis have some undesirable creatures
lurking there, in search of a living. We were not blessed by the few incidents
where some guests lost their precious belongings to thieves. Still, it could
have been worse, considering an average of 5,000 – 6,000 people were hosted
each day. God was with us. God is with us, and he continues to be our Solid
Rock and Fortress.


