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Ukama Sunday
TEXT: 1 Corinthians 12:12, 27 “For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the
members of the body, though many, are one body, so it is with Christ.  Now you are the body of
Christ, and individually members of it.”
PURPOSE: To affirm the divine blessing that our partnership with the United Church of Christ in
Zimbabwe makes possible.  
______________________________________________________________________________

Today, as you’ve already heard, is “Ukama Sunday.”  Ukama Sunday
celebrates the partnership between the New Hampshire Conference of the United
Church of Christ and the United Church of Christ in Zimbabwe, which, this year, is
celebrating 25 years of friendship and shared ministry.  It especially celebrates this
congregation’s partnership with the Ivene Congregation of the UCCZ, a relationship
we’ve had since 2013.  We are one of thirty seven congregations in New Hampshire 
which are partnered with a congregation of the UCCZ.  

Early this week, before I had any idea at all as to what today’s sermon should
be about, I gave myself a challenge: to seek an answer to the question, “Why Ukama?” 
My self-imposed rules with regard to the answer have been, first, it can’t be pertaining 
just to what Ukama means to me, but to this congregation, and secondly, the answer
had to be theological, that is, it had to have something to do with why God appreciates
Ukama.  It turned out that my challenge has been more daunting than I anticipated.  

There’s lots I could say in answer to the question, “What is Ukama?”  Short
version: it is a family relationship between two groups of Christians.  It grew out of
the huge shift in missionary efforts which occurred in the last quarter of the twentieth
century.  The churches, schools and hospitals which missionaries had founded in
developing countries in the nineteenth century had evolved into self-sustaining
denominations and service provders with their own distinctive ways of being church
and serving their communities.  Not only that, but those former ‘mission’ churches
now had assets which were in diminishing supply in mainline American Protestant
churches, namely, evangelical enthusiasm, profound faith in the midst of social
upheaval, and ways of being church which were specific to their cultural setting. 
Paternalism was on the way out and partnership was the new way to be in relationship. 

The New Hampshire Conference decided to seek a formal partnership
arrangement with a denominational church body somewhere in the developing world. 
We chose the UCCZ because it had been founded by American Congregational
missionaries in 1893, and also because Zimbabwe, at the time the partnership began in
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1996, was a relatively prosperous and stable country in which  many people spoke
English fluently.  The purpose of Ukama is for the New Hampshire Conference and
the United Church of Christ in Zimbabwe to “walk together in faith and serve together
in ministry among God’s people.” (From Ukama’s formal mission statement) That’s
the what; it’s not the why.  

Answering how Ukama works is a bit more complicated.  It used to be quite
difficult to make Ukama work.  But in recent years, communication between people
here and people in Zimbabwe has become regular and dependable, thanks mostly to
the internet based program called WhatsApp.  I serve as the chairperson of the Ukama
Mission Group of the New Hampshire Conference.  Almost every week, I correspond
with partners there through WhatsApp.  Some local church partnerships 
have become really sophisticated in their use of online resources.  Keira wins the prize
here in South Newbury for the most Facebook friends in Zimbabwe, but there are lots
of friendships like the ones she has here and in other partnered churches.  

Most important to how Ukama works is direct contact through some of us
visiting there and some of them visiting here. South Newbury has greatly benefitted
from those visits.  Three pastors and two laypeople have preached here.  A number of
other folks from Zimbabwe have visited us.  Lindy and I have been on two delegations
to Zimbabwe, one in 2007, and the other in 2015, when we represented this
congregation.  Like others who have visited Zimbabwe, we have profound
relationships with folk there – Lindy with the woman she calls her Zimbabwe
daughter, and I with Rev. Menson Mpofu, who I count among my closest clergy
colleagues.  

When our Ukama began in 1996, Zimbabwe was so prosperous that it was
known as the “Breadbasket of Africa.”  Unfortunately, because of truly crazy politics,
multi-year drought, and insane inflation, the country has become unable to provide for
its own people, let alone anyone else.  The partnership has responded, most recently
with churches here donating over $16,000 which bought food for hundreds of
households there. 

But troubles continue.   We regularly hear of pastors who haven’t been paid in
months.  In response to the pandemic, the government imposed a very strict lockdown
twice, which resulted in far fewer people being infected, but also nearly destroyed
what was left of the country’s tottering economy.  A verse in our closing hymn today
has these lyrics: “We share our mutual woes, each other burdens bear; and often for
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each other flows the sympathizing tear.”  Never has that been more true than in the
past two years.  All this is how Ukama works; but it still doesn’t tell us why.  

This congregation has lots going on right now.  We’re in the middle of our
stewardship campaign seeking support for our ministry next year.  I do hope each of
you will pledge your support.  We’re in the middle of our capital campaign seeking
support for the renovation and expansion of our Friendship House.  There’s a lot going
on behind the scenes in that effort.  I’m less than a month away from retiring.   That
requires lots of transitioning responsibilities from me to others, and, more importantly,
it evokes lots of emotions, in me and in others.  Why, with all that and more going on,
should we be investing energy into this relationship?  Put the question this way: why
does God want us to have a healthy, active relationship with people who live so far
away, people whose lives and culture are so different from ours, people whose needs
appear to be beyond overwhelming?  

I was hunting for answers to that question on Thursday while I was sitting on
our porch watching Logan and a friend play, when I got a WhatsApp message from
Rev. Mpofu about an issue not related to Ukama Sunday.  I responded to that, but
then, we started discussing what he and I were developing for our sermons for today. 
It occurred to me that the Holy Spirit was working through our WhatsApp texts. 
Menson told me that he was basing his sermon on the passage from First Corinthians
that Keira read for us. On that basis, I decided to include it in our worship.  Back and
forth we went, cross fertilizing our ideas.  Menson is working with Paul’s image of the
Body of Christ, in particular the part where Paul reminds us that “if one member
suffers, all suffer together.”  In one WhatsApp post, he recalled times of great distress
and upheaval in the UCC in Zimbabwe and later in the New Hampshire Conference.
He happened to be at the New Hampshire Conference’s Annual Meeting where a
significant conflict in the conference was rather disturbingly on display.  Menson got
up and vigorously chewed us out for not letting our hama in Zimbabwe help us, as we
had helped them when conflict had troubled the church there.  For his concern, he got
a dressing down by the meeting’s moderator who told him that our internal problems
were none of his business.  I didn’t know him personally at the time, nor did I have
any idea what were the core values of Ukama, but that very tense exchange made it
quite clear to me that Ukama ran far deeper than providing a cordial exchange of
visitors and ideas about the mission of Christ’s Church.  I also realized that Menson
Mpofu is a force not to be trifled with, a man with a strong faith and unwavering
convictions.  
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This brings us close to finding an answer to why Ukama.  Why do we have this
Ukama between the New Hampshire Conference and the United Church of Christ in
Zimbabwe? Because, when we are actually practicing its covenantal values, this
partnership demonstrates the importance of mutual care and mutual encouragement
among Christ’s churches, even when that feels like someone is meddling in our private
business.  

That’s one answer to why Ukama, but there are more answers. Here’s what I
think gets to the heart of the matter.  God sees the whole church of Jesus Christ – its
widely different expressions all around the world.  God sees the church in its
brokenness, split by conflicting theologies, torn apart by corrupt leaders and by trying
to hide its sins, both past and present.  Just the same, God sees communities of faith
taking great risks to embody the way of Jesus as they seek justice for people who are
oppressed and mercy for people who are wounded by the deeds of others.  No human
being can see Christ’s whole church as God sees it.  What we are able to see is no
more than a few parts of Christ’s amazingly varied body in the world.  Ukama allows
us to see how another community of Jesus’ followers deals with the costs and joys of
being his disciples where they are.  And it lets our brothers and sisters in Zimbabwe
see how we are seeking to be faithful where we are.  Actually, Ukama takes us past
seeing each other’s efforts at faithfulness to experiencing the interdependence Christ
knows his body needs if it is to accomplish the mission he has in mind for us.  

But wait! As the commercial says – there’s more!  I found the ‘more’ in the first
verse of today’s closing hymn.  “Blessed be the tie that binds our hearts in Christian
love; the fellowship of kindred minds is like to that above.”  That’s the line that struck
me.  It says that the way we are in fellowship with each other is like the fellowship
enjoyed by the inhabitants of heaven – the perfect relationship God has with the saints
who have gone to glory.  This is an astounding claim.  I believe it is true.  And I also
believe that God is using the relationship between us and our spiritual family in
Zimbabwe to help us here and those there to be more faithful, more hopeful, and more
loving.  That’s why we are in Ukama.  That’s why God has blessed this relationship. 
That’s why it’s well worth our participation.  That’s what we celebrate today, and
what will bless us as we deal with the ongoing challenges and privileges of being part
of the body of Christ in these urgent days.  
 


