Heaven on Earth
Thomas E. Frank

In Bulawayo, thereisafairground called the“ Zimbabwe International Trade
Fair,” acollection of exhibition halls, al in disrepair but still usable. Also there
isacollege called Bulawayo Polytechnic, which can house large numbers of
people when school isnot in session. And finally, thereare afew small hotels
in the area that cater to western visitors. These were the facilities used in
August 2003 for the assembly of Mennonites from around the world.

About 7,000 people attended the meetings. They came from 60
countries. About 5,000 of these were Africans from places like Zimbabwe,
Zambia, Congo, Tanzania, Ethiopia, Kenya, Ghana, Nigeria, Burkina Faso
and Angola. The other 2,000 came from the United States, Canada, Europe,
and multiple Asian and Latin American countries.

The sequence of eventsincluded the following:

1. A week of meetings involving representatives from member
churches. Their job wasto plan the future of the MWC; to dream about what
it might accomplish; and to set in motion new programs and activities that
promise to expand the boundaries of the Kingdom of God on earth.

2. Then, aweek of daily church services, oneinthe morning and one
in the evening, each lasting about two hours. The servicesincluded singing,
dancing, Bible study, testimonies, sermons, and prayers, and were attended
by 6,000-7,000 each day.

3. Thedaily church serviceswereled by Zimbabweans on Monday,
August 11; followed by Asia Day; Europe Day; Latin America Day; North
AmericaDay; AfricaDay; and then World Day, an amazing closing ceremony
involving participantsfrom every world region on Sunday, August 17.

4. Between the morning and evening services, participants attended
seminars; toured a“ Globd Village” wheremulti-national art, music and stories
were presented; they sat and spoke with each other; and enjoyed two simple,
satisfying meals— lunch and dinner served buffet style.
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That's the background. Let me tell you what being at this meeting
meant to me.

1. It was like going into Toledo Mennonite Church for the very first
time. On December 19, 1996 | was baptized at Toledo Mennonite Church. A
lot happened to my wife and me at that church before we were baptized.
When we went there as strangers one day in March ' 96, the people of that
little Mennonite congregation welcomed us asif they loved us. Weweretotal
strangers, but we were immediately swept up into their community. | felt the
sameway when | walked into thefairgrounds at Bulawayo. The peoplel met
there— people from all over theworld, most of whom | had never met before
— welcomed me with open arms and swept me up into their community of
faithandlife.

2. It was a humbling experience. “Being Christian” for meis to be Christ-
likeinfaithandindaily life, whichisthe essence of the Mennonite version of
being Christian. | have made progress toward that goal. Sometimes | even
feel alittle proud of my new self, which of courseisnot avery good idea. At
Bulawayo, | discovered how much farther | have to go on the journey to
authentic Christianity. | heard African, Asian, and Latin American people
givetestimony about their struggleto remain faithful in the midst of poverty,
disease, corruption, and oppression. | met people who were beaten and sent
into prison for their faith, people who had suffered from unspeakabl e acts of
cruelty. | heard stories of heroismin theface of persecution. | listened to men
and women weep as they gave testimony to God's faithfulness to them in
times of utter despair. I’ ve never met people like this before, but | did meet
them in Bulawayo. And they taught me what it meansto be Christ-like.

3. It was a series of “ Precious Moments’. When an American like me
venturesinto acountry like Zimbabwe, joins up with thousands of strangers
from al over theworld, and entersinto ahost of hew relationships, in avery
intense environment, certain momentswill be memorable. | had my share of
these precious moments. Here are a few of them:

| was out in the country one day. There | met an old woman dressed
in black rags who lived on a small farm where she and her family tried to
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grow enough food to stay alive. Intypical American stylel reached out to her
and said, “How areyou?’ Shesaid, “ Mister, | am very hungry and my husband
has died. So now | am both hungry and sad.” It made me sad to hear this, but
this woman unknowingly made an impression on me. Now | have seen for
myself what millions of poor, rural African people are dealing with. And |
have to think about what | should do about it.

Onthefirst day of church services at the fairground, a Zimbabwean
woman sitting nearby offered her baby to me, thinking | might enjoy holding
her little girl during the service. | did enjoy holding that baby, and | had to think
about what her life would be like, growing up in Bulawayo in the years to
come. Later, that young African mother tracked me down and gave me agift
to bring home to America, a small table covering that she probably knitted
herself. | will treasure it forever. She asked me to take some pictures and
send them to her so she can show them to her family and friends.

During every worship service, during quiet moments of communal
prayer, and during the pauses in sermons and Bible commentary, the great
meeting hall was filled with the sounds of babies. There must have been at
least 500 babies at the services. Many of them dept, many just sat silently.
Andalot of them cried from timeto time. It waslike background music —the
music of babiescrying softly, always softly, in the spaces between our words.

On North America Day, the worship team sang a folksong about
calling God's children home to the table. They acted out scenes of people
returning hometo atable of worship and fellowship. One of the children they
called home was a boy named Tim. | have a son named Tim, and when |
heard them calling him to God'stable, | wept. Maybe Timwill cometo God's
table someday. | hope that happens soon.

One day | felt atap on my shoulder. When | turned around, there
was ayoung woman. Shesmiled at meand said, “1 madeit. I’m here because
of you; because of your speech at lunch in Goshen, Indiana.” | had met her
about six months earlier, when | wasraising money to pay for thisMennonite
Assembly. When | discovered she had come to Zimbabwe because of what
was said at that meeting, | broke down in tears of joy. She gave me a hug,
smiled, and left without aword to join friendswaiting to go to lunch.
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4. It waslike Heaven on Earth. Until August 2003, | had never been ableto
get my mind around the concept of heaven. | pretty much gave up on trying
to predict what it will be like. But | found out about heaven in Bulawayo.
There | felt the presence of God the Father during worship services. There |
saw his son, Jesus Christ, displayed in many of the people | met there. There
| felt the power of the Holy Spirit, moving me and other peopleat thefairground.
For me, the presence of God was papable. There also | found myself in the
presence of 7,000 Chrigtians, and weall were singing, dancing, learning, praying,
and worshiping God. | think therewill belotsof singing and dancing, learning,
praying, and worshiping in Heaven. Bulawayo was a preview of coming
attractions!

Moreover, not oncedid | seethereany violence, meanness, salfishness,
aggression, ego, or oppression. The atmosphere in the worship hall, the
seminars, and the Global Village was pure. It was alove-in. People who had
never met before were acting like they loved, respected, and cared about
each other. | suspect that Heaven will be just like that.



