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A dance troupe in traditional Swazi
attire performs at Mantenga Cultural
Village in Ezulwini, Swaziland.

One young boy would not sit still. At a VBS
in Siteki, Swaziland, groups of about 30 children each—mostly orphans—were moving
from station to station hearing Bible stories, making crafts, and playing games. “Our
first group had been extremely enthusiastic,”
recalled team member Vanessa Ko. “Two
or three kids sat on my lap together, and
they kept turning around and staring into
my eyes with huge smiles,” she added. “But
this second group was acting more lethargic.
One particular boy fidgeted constantly; he
just couldn’t settle down.”

Florida Team
Relies on God
and witnesses
His Glory
adequately for the extended family members
that southern Africa’s AIDS pandemic has
thrust upon them. A nearby center called a
“care point” had been established to provide
for children in such situations; but the location was then, as frequently, out of food.
“Nobody knew what to do,” said team member Haven Rector. “We hadn’t brought any
food, and we didn’t have provisions in our
budget to feed so many.” Pooling their lunch
money, the group sent a team member and

Vanessa, a math teacher from CC Palm
Harbor, FL, was helping at the station where
the Gospel was being shared. “Do you know
how much God loves you?” the children
were asked. However, Vanessa recalled,
“These kids didn’t seem to respond like the
first group. My team member Josh, who was
sharing Jesus, was speaking emphatically
with love and conviction. Still, no response.”
Eventually, the squirming boy stood up from
the cold concrete floor. He put his hand on
his stomach, and Vanessa heard a Swazi
caretaker instruct him: “I know you haven’t
eaten in days. But these people came a long
way to tell you something very important.
Please sit still and listen.” Vanessa fled the
room in tears.

Just before a mission team conducts a VBS for orphans, team members and childcare-givers greet one another in Siteki, Swaziland.
churches, including CC Palm Harbor, spent two weeks sharing Christ in the southern African nation devastated by AIDS. Several
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The Hope Alive 2010 team from six Florida
had visited before and plan to go again.

The team quickly learned that most of the
orphans hadn’t eaten recently—Vanessa’s
first group contained most of the few who
had. The majority of the children live
with relatives or friends unable to provide

Team members collected their limited
resources to provide an improvised
meal when they discovered that many
orphans in Siteki hadn’t eaten recently.
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relationship over the past year,” Kari said.
As CC Palm Harbor’s women’s ministry
leader, Kari had asked women from the
church to write letters of encouragement to
conference attendees in both 2009 and 2010.
The Swazi women were invited to write

back, and several long-distance friendships
had resulted. Angie said she was impacted
by knowing that a woman from Florida
whom she had never met, Cheri Kowalski,
was praying consistently for her.
At the 2010 conference Kari taught through
Colossians, emphasizing Christ’s incomparability and glory as the just ruler over all.
“A recurring concept,” recalled team member
Vanessa Ko, “was the need for believers to
know God’s Word and be living it in their
daily life.” While Vanessa was helping at the

conference, she noticed a woman who was
dropped off alone a few minutes late. The
lady began pacing nervously as if waiting for
someone, so Vanessa introduced herself and
asked if she could help. “She seemed very shy
and said she couldn’t find her friend who
had invited her,” Vanessa recalled. “I encouraged her to stay and took her inside, where
she excitedly found her friend. Later when I
entered a session, I saw her frantically taking notes with a huge smile on her face. She
thanked me afterwards and said she would
have left if I hadn’t approached her.”

Swaziland

A woman named Angie approached Kari
with a bag of gifts she had made for those
who had come the previous year. “She had
tears flowing down her face because she
had been so touched by the teachings and
by the love expressed through her penpal

Gary Naegel, a Christian rapper from Florida, performs at a bus stop in Simunye,
Swaziland. The men ministered on the streets during the women’s conference.
a Swazi Christian to a local market. There
they bought bread, oranges, and juice, as
well as enough rice to feed the children for
two weeks. “That day was an eye-opener,”
recalled Haven, whose husband and their
1½-year-old son accompanied her on the
trip. “Despite their hunger, those kids had
joy. If that one boy hadn’t wiggled so much,
we may never have known there was a
problem.” Team co-leader Lynda Hetrick,
Haven’s mom, continues to coordinate
donations so that the orphans dependent on
that care point are fed daily.

If a brother or sister is naked and
destitute of daily food, and one of
you says to them, “Depart in peace,
be warmed and filled,” but you do
not give them the things which are
needed for the body, what does it
profit? ... Pure and undefiled religion before God and the Father is
this: to visit orphans and widows
in their trouble, and to keep oneself unspotted from the world.
James 2:15-16; 1:27

Watching God Work

In the fall of 2010, a group from six Florida
churches took a mission trip to Swaziland,
a tiny nation nestled between South Africa
and Mozambique. Led by believers from
CC Palm Harbor, FL, the 22 people spent
2½ weeks hosting a women’s and a youth
conference, running one-day VBS programs,
redecorating a children’s hospital, visiting
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prisons, doing street ministry, encouraging believers at churches, and sharing the
Gospel at multiple public schools. In both
planning and serving, Lynda said, the team
sought to rely on God instead of themselves
and to watch Him do the impossible.
Having grown up in Swaziland, a descendant of missionary parents and grandparents,
Lynda was able to guide the Americans with
her knowledge of Swazi culture and language.
The team included 17 women and four men.
“God didn’t need us to go,” Lynda said. “He
allowed us to go so we could see His glory—
and while we were there, He used us.”

God Over All

In 2009, Lynda, co-leader Kari Saul, and
Kari’s daughter Kasi had visited Swaziland
to plan the 2010 trip. They wanted to coordinate with Swazi nationals to find ministry
opportunities that would meet true needs.
They also hosted a 2009 women’s conference. There Lynda taught on God’s being
the God Who was, Who is, and Who is to
come. During the 2010 women’s conference,
several women gratefully approached Lynda
and Kari saying that the first event had
greatly encouraged them and strengthened
their walks with God. “One lady told us she
had never before realized how much hope
it brings to know the God Who is to come,”
Kari recalled. “You could see in her face that
she knew deeply what she was talking about.
She said that over the past year, she had
realized that hope—and it had changed the
way she lived her day-to-day life. She had
begun to look to God, not circumstances or
other people, to provide hope.”

On Saturday, a believer named King Kunene
from Manzini, the largest urban center in

prays with youth who professed faith in Christ during the Hope Alive Youth Conference. Inset: A public school marching band
Swaziland, leads 800 Swazi teens in a street parade that began the conference.
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Rebecca Robinson meets orphans at a
care point in Shewula, Swaziland.

God Who Moves Hearts

Team member Esther Nelson first felt drawn
to missions in 2005. “I watched a video
about hungry children, and my heart broke,”
Esther said. She began seeking opportunity to visit India, but her husband Chris
was strongly opposed. “He said it was too
dangerous,” Esther recalled. “I began fighting with him about the trip,” she added; but
shortly afterward, Esther received advice
that God would not call her to push against
her husband in such a way—even for what
seemed to be a good cause. Deciding instead
to pray that God would work in Chris’ heart,
“I let the matter go,” Esther said.
Five years later as this trip was being
planned, Esther jokingly asked Chris if he
wanted to go to Africa. She was shocked to
hear him reply that he would love to. Chris
asked for time off work at his brand-new
job, and he was astounded when his boss
enthusiastically encouraged the idea. “I’m
really glad I went on the trip,” Chris said.
“While preparing, honestly, I had mixed feelings. I drug my feet sometimes. But the trip
was awesome. And I feel they really needed
a few guys on a team of so many women.”

The Good Shepherd’s Care

While half the group hosted a VBS at a preschool, the others served at Good Shepherd
Hospital in Siteki. The only hospital that is
accessible to a third of Swaziland’s 1.1 million population, Good Shepherd functions
as both a medical facility and a short-term
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Alicia Burke plays with orphaned children in Shewula. The believers used colored
soccer goals to make the Gospel memorable to the kids—each time a red goal was
scored, for example, the group recited a phrase about Jesus’ love and death for us.

orphanage, explained team member Esther
Nelson: “Sometimes parents dying of AIDS
drop their kids off there so they can die
without worrying about them.” The believers wanted to transform the rundown
children’s ward into a cheery atmosphere,
so they had asked quilters to make blankets—and had received about 40 quilts
from around the world. While team members played with children, placed a quilt on
each bed, and distributed flip-flops, stuffed
animals, and coloring books with crayons,
Haven and Esther painted a wall mural
in the playroom. “We believe God gave
us Psalm 23 as the theme,” Esther said. In
the rural, pastoral nation, “Shepherding is
something they can relate to,” she continued.
The scene included sheep, a sunny blue sky,
and the first three verses of the psalm.

The Lord is my shepherd; I shall
not want. He makes me to lie
down in green pastures; He leads
me beside the still waters.

Psalm 23:1-2

The Americans were particularly burdened
about an emaciated, listless boy lying on
a hospital bed. Meningitis was taking his
life, explained doctors, and no treatment
was working. The believers prayed for the
boy’s healing throughout the day and then
emailed friends and family his picture that
evening, requesting prayer. Upon returning
four days later, they were devastated to see

the boy’s bed empty. Fearing the worst, they
asked the staff about him. “Oh, you don’t
recognize him?” replied a nurse. “That’s him
over there, playing.” Esther was shocked
and figured the nurse was confused. “But
as I studied his face,” she recalled, “I finally
realized it was the same boy. The doctors
said he had gained 10 pounds in four days.
I feel that God called us back to that hospital—where we hadn’t originally planned to
return—to see that He had done something
miraculous for this boy we thought wouldn’t
survive. God is working in Swaziland.”
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The Kingdom of Swaziland is bordered
by South Africa and Mozambique.
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