
January 6, 2022 
 
Dear Friends, 
 
This month, I have been reading Thomas G. Long and Donyelle C. McCray’s Advent devotional, “A 
Surprising God.” I felt drawn to it in part because of the opening reflection, which talks about Kentucky 
farmer Wendell Berry’s aversion to predictions of the future—an aversion that might seem odd for one 
whose livelihood could depend on weather-related decisions. But Berry recognizes “all predictions are 
merely projections cantilevered from the past, guesses cast forward from what we already know and have 
experienced.” If we work solely from what we know, from our own world view, then we tend to reproduce 
it! 
 
More important, the desire to protect ourselves from the unknown, to eliminate unpredictability and 
surprise, is at its root a desire to be free of God and the “new thing” that God is always doing, regardless of 
our consent or approval.  “This surprising God is at the heart of Advent,” Long observes. “Like waves 
breaking on the beach, God keeps ‘adventing’ into our lives in ways that always amaze.” 
 
For me, the past year has been replete with unpredictability, surprises, and “adventing”. For one thing, it is 
the first year in a long while – perhaps the first ever – that I have spent entirely at home, thanks to the global 
coronavirus pandemic and the PC(USA)’s moratorium on work-related travel (now extended through the 
end of January 2022).  
 
In the age of Zoom, of course, one no longer needs to travel to be in meetings with colleagues around the 
world, and that has certainly become the daily routine for me. Having agreed in late 2020 to serve with my 
Central Africa Regional Liaison colleague, Jeff Boyd, as co-coordinator of World Mission’s Africa Office on 
an interim basis, I was surprised to find myself still inhabiting this shared role at the end of 2021.  
(Hopefully, World Mission will begin recruiting for a full-time Africa Office coordinator early in the new 
year, and Jeff and I can return to being “just” Regional Liaisons.) 
 
I’m sure that you have shared my surprise to see the way in which the Covid-19 pandemic has continued to 
evolve over the course of the year. We began the year excited by the prospect that vaccines would enable us 
to resume “normal” life by the year’s end; however, the uneven rollout of vaccines, the refusal of 
industrialised nations and pharmaceutical manufacturers to waive intellectual property rights, and the 
hoarding of vaccines by some nations highlighted the deep inequities that have long defined our “normal” 
existence. 
 
The developing world is drawing attention to the fact that our world is marked by uneven playing fields and 
abnormal assumptions about how the resources and gifts that God has bestowed on us should be allocated. 
In Southern Africa, there is even the suspicion that decades of collective failure to address adequately the 
HIV pandemic may have set the stage for the emergence of new variants of Covid-19.  I am grateful for 
those voices that are calling out for the envisioning of a new “normal” which reflects God’s justice and 
expectation that all may experience life in fullness. 
 
During the past year, the Presbyterian Mission Agency (PMA), too, has sought to discern how God is calling 
us to be faithful disciples of Christ in the midst of changing circumstances. PMA consulted widely with staff, 
global partners, mission networks and Presbyterian caucuses to assess what the church has done well and 
can build upon, where we have room for improvement, and where we need to make amends for historic 
harms. In October, the PMA Board received an initial report summarising insights from this process and 
contemplating possible responses. While it is unlikely that the report’s recommendations will ultimately be 
adopted in full, the process has invited us to “dream big,” to consider novel approaches to deepen our 
international engagement and pursue mutual relationships that recognise and lift up the gifts and 



perspectives of our partners. I am particularly excited by proposals for the establishment of new offices 
responsible for promoting continuous innovation and for repairing historic harms, as well as the creation of 
new structures to enhance the PC(USA)’s accountability to global partners and historically marginalised 
communities. 
 
While I have not been able to visit partners during 2021, I am grateful for their continuing ministries, which 
have been all the more vital during this period when the pandemic and economic shutdowns have pushed 
many households to the brink of destitution. Pastors often continue faithfully to serve congregations and 
communities, even when churches have been unable to ensure their livelihoods. Ministers are unrecognised 
frontline workers, called to visit the sick and care for bereaved families in situations where there is limited 
capacity to test for Covid-19. The pandemic and climate change have intersected in complex ways to make 
food insecurity the most immediate threat faced by many households. 
 
In light of this, I was inspired by the recent actions of our partners in Madagascar, the Church of Jesus 
Christ in Madagascar (FJKM). Madagascar’s arid south has been experiencing its worst drought in forty 
years, compelling people to walk many miles for water and leaving as much as half the region’s population—
an estimated 1.3 million people—at risk of malnourishment. The FJKM has been providing rice and 
encouraging its six million members to give the cost of a bottle of water—about 64¢—toward the installation.  

 
Pastors RANAIVONAIRIVO Tiana, SOJA Arthur, and RADIMISAON Jonah (l-r) inspect a new, life-giving well in the 
south of Madagascar. (PHOTO: RANAIVONAIRIVO Tiana) 



 
In August, the FJKM’s 19th quadrennial National Synod meeting demonstrated its concern for the integrity 
of creation by mandating that all of its churches become “Green Churches.” Initially, each of the FJKM’s 38 
regional synods will select two pilot congregations to explore possible options. The church’s Fruit, 
Vegetable and Environmental Education program, which PC(USA) mission co-worker Dan Turk 
accompanies, will work closely with the initiative to provide trees, plants, and ideas. The FJKM’s 700+ 
primary and secondary schools are also being encouraged to become “Green Schools” to ensure that new 
generations have respect for Madagascar’s biodiversity and environmental uniqueness. 
 
As we prepare our hearts anew to continue to welcome the Prince of Peace, we are reminded of the many 
societies that are torn apart by conflict and injustice—including our own! I would ask particularly for prayers 
for justice, peace and reconciliation in Cameroon, Ethiopia, Sudan, and South Sudan. 
 
In a year full of surprises, I am constantly grateful for the faithfulness and consistency of the encouragement 
and support that you provide to me, and other mission co-workers like me. Thank you for your 
partnership. May the hope and joy of Christ’s birth abide with you throughout this season and the year to 
come. 
 
Grace and peace, 

 
 
 
 

 


