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Preface 
 

 Martin Luther described the gospel of God’s grace as a passing rain shower.  It comes.  It 
pours out waters of life.  It leaves.1  Luther’s point?  The waters of God’s grace are life giving (John 
4:10, 7:37-38).  But they do not eternally linger.  God’s grace can depart from a place.  As the 
prophet Amos foretold: 
 

’The days are coming,’ declares the Sovereign LORD, ‘when I will 
send a famine through the land – not a famine of food or a thirst for 
water, but a famine of hearing the words of the LORD.  Men will 
stagger from sea to sea and wander from north to east, searching for 
the word of the LORD, but they will not find it. (Amos 8:11-12)   
 

 And Scripture shows us that the reason for the departure is man’s rejection of God’s gospel 
message of full and free forgiveness won by the blood of Jesus Christ shed on the cross.  History 
bears this out as we watch the gospel depart from Israel, where Christ lived and breathed, walked 
and talked.  We see the rain shower move to North Africa, to Asia Minor, to the Far East, to 
Greece, to Europe, to America.  We also see it depart from these regions.  False religions like Islam 
brought about such drought.  The Renaissance and Rationalism stripped the churches of Europe, so 
that today many lie empty.  Liberalism emptied the remaining portions of the Church of much of 
orthodox Christianity, so that we wonder today how many churches are even still Christian. 
 The continent of Africa isn’t immune.  The mission field of Mark, the bishopric of 
Augustine, the home of the Ethiopian eunuch all rose and fell as heresies like Arianism, as hordes of 
barbarians, and finally the demonic sway of Islam assaulted the continent.  After early rapid growth, 
the Church in Africa by 1500 had nearly disappeared.  The rain shower had seemingly passed. 
 But, in the early 19th century, the showers of God’s grace once again settled over “the dark 
continent.”  Missions from various church bodies began to work in Africa, spreading the gospel of 
Jesus along the way.  Roman Catholics, Anglicans, and Seventh Day Adventists, established missions 
that soon thrived.  By 1972, Ernst Wendland could write that there were 50 million Christians in 
Africa.2  Praise be to our gracious God who does not abandon His people! 
 In the twentieth century, the Wisconsin Evangelical Lutheran Synod (WELS) threw its hat 
into the ring of mission work on the continent of Africa.  As a member of the Synodical 
Conference, the WELS had been assisting in the Nigerian mission.  In 1949, the Wisconsin Synod 
desired to open its own field and sent two pastors, Edgar Hoenecke and Arthur Wacker, to do some 
exploratory work.3  Where would the WELS go?  The two men reported that the region that is now 
known as Zambia would be a place for the WELS to plant a mission.  And so it happened.  By 

                                                 
1 Luther even goes so far as to say that it does not return.  “For you should know that God’s word and grace is 

like a passing shower of rain which does not return where it has once been.  It has been with the Jews, but when it’s 
gone it’s gone, and now they have nothing.  Paul brought it to the Greek; but again when it’s gone it’s gone, and now 
they have the Turk.  Rome and the Latins also had it; but when it’s gone it’s gone, and now they have the pope.  And 
you Germans need not think that you will have it forever, for ingratitude and contempt will not make it stay.  Therefore, 
seize it and hold it fast, whoever can; for lazy hands are bound to have a lean year.”  This was quoted by Mark Lenz in 
his essay, “Luther and Religious Education,” presented at the Bethany Reformation Lectures on October 27, 2005.  He 
was quoting from Selected Writings of Martin Luther, 1523-1526, edited by Theodore G. Tappert (Philadelphia: Fortress 
Press, 1967), 44. 

2 Ernst Wendland, A Study of Independent Church Movements in Africa (Lusaka, Zambia: Lutheran Press, 1972), 9. 
3 This story is told by Pastor Edgar Hoenecke in the WELS Historical Institute’s journal.  Edgar Hoenecke. 

“The WELS Forty-niners,” WELS Historical Institute Journal, Volume 3 (No. 1, Spring 1985). 
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God’s grace the Wisconsin Synod also had the opportunity to open a mission field in the 
neighboring nation of Malawi.  This led to the formation of the Lutheran Church of Central Africa 
(LCCA).  Many missionaries have served these incredible fields and are part of the story of the 
LCCA.  This is the story of one of those missionaries – John Mark Gustav Janosek. 
 Pastor Janosek and his wife, Yvonne, returned from Africa in 2004 and settled in Canton, 
North Carolina.  They joined Living Savior Lutheran Church (Asheville, North Carolina).  This is 
the congregation at which I served my vicar year.  This paper is based on a video-taped interview I 
had with Pastor Janosek in July, 2005.  We spoke for a number of hours at his home in Canton, 
North Carolina.  I also had many other opportunities to speak with and get to know Pastor Janosek 
and his wife.   
 This paper is not intended to be an exhaustive biography of Missionary Janosek and his 
work.  Nor is it intended to be a complete history of the LCCA.  Rather, it is intended to open the 
door of study on this man who served the African mission field for forty years.  I hope to describe 
something of the life and ministry of Pastor Janosek and the challenges and opportunities that exist 
in this particular mission field of our Synod.  Since this is based on a tape-recorded interview of 
almost five hours, all my quotations from Pastor Janosek will be from that interview.  Thus, I will 
not offer any footnotes when I quote him.  References from other sources will be footnoted and full 
bibliographic citations can be found in the “For further reading and study” portion of this paper. 
 It is my desired hope and goal that those who read this would be moved to study more the 
African mission field, and perhaps be led to go back to Pastor Janosek and explore some of the 
areas discussed in more detail, or perhaps go in other directions not touched upon.  Also intended 
with this paper is to demonstrate that the work being done in Africa isn’t so radically different as the 
work our faithful pastors and teachers are doing in other mission fields around the world and in 
North America.  The problem remains the same – sin.  The solution never changes – the grace of 
God revealed in Jesus Christ, the Word become flesh.  The showers of God’s grace are pouring 
down on this portion of the world.  Let us praise God for it and let us continue to serve as His 
instruments to water the fertile grounds He has prepared! 
 

Benjamin Tomczak 
November 13, 2005 
Saints Triumphant  
 
 

The Lord called to His eternal rest the soul of John Janosek on December 28, 2011.  That 
led me to revisit this paper, originally prepared to fulfill my church history project as a senior at the 
Seminary.  Some statistics were updated (the population of Malawi and the size of the church in 
Malawi, for example, things change between 2005 and 2012) and minor grammatical or syntactical 
things modified.  But, in the main, the work remains as originally presented. 

Thanks be to God for the indescribable gift of shepherds to guide and guard His church, like 
John Janosek.  I’m thankful that I had a chance to meet him and get to know him this side of 
heaven, and look forward to our glorious reunion. 
 
Benjamin Tomczak 
June 9, 2012 
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The Call to Africa 
 

 The day started like any other.  Except today was “call day” at Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary 
in Mequon.  John Janosek, a graduate of the class of 1964, was about to receive his first permanent 
assignment into the pastoral ministry of the Wisconsin Evangelical Lutheran Synod.  And he had no 
special inklings of anything.  Though he had mentioned to Seminary President Carl Lawrenz his 
desire to serve the Church as a world missionary, he had no expectations of receiving such a call.  “It 
was a tremendous surprise.”  “I didn’t expect I was going to be a missionary at all.” 
 Yet, as he and his classmates gathered, waiting around as the call meeting took place, his 
name was called.  Pastor Edgar Hoenecke, “Mr. Missions,” of the Wisconsin Synod, one of the 
WELS “Forty-niners,” wanted to meet with Janosek.  During the meeting, Hoenecke informed 
Janosek that he was being called to serve the WELS mission in Lusaka, Zambia as a bush missionary 
for the Lutheran Church of Central Africa.  His instructions:  go to Zambia, to the Sala Reserve 
(about 42 miles west of Lusaka), and preach the gospel of Jesus Christ. 
 Then, as today, graduates had an opportunity to discuss such a call with family and spouse.  
Janosek conferred first with his wife, Yvonne.  “She was jubilant right off the bat, that’s exactly what 
she wanted.”  The reaction wasn’t universal.  “The rest of the family was not so jubilant.  They 
expected that I would be in the United States.” 
 Such a decision isn’t an easy one to make.  The reality is that committing to overseas service 
means long periods of time without seeing friends and family.  Furloughs only come every couple of 
years.  And this is before the days of cell-phones, wireless internet, and the nearly instant 
communication of the twenty-first century.  But a decision was required.  “We decided to go to 
Africa.  We were both very happy to do that.” 
 Who is this happy missionary?  John Mark Gustav Janosek was born in Minneapolis, 
Minnesota in 1936.  He was baptized and confirmed in the Missouri Synod (a fellow-member of the 
Synodical Conference at that time).  His mother, a member of the Augustana Synod growing up, had 
joined the Missouri Synod upon marriage.  Janosek attended a public high school, graduating in 
1954.  He began studies at the university in Omaha, Nebraska.  He spent one year there before 
deciding to attend Northwestern College in Watertown, Wisconsin, at the urging of his own mind 
and the encouragement of his pastors.  He graduated from Northwestern in 1960 and matriculated 
to the Seminary in Mequon.  He graduated from Mequon in 1964. 
 Along the way he met his wife, Yvonne.  They met in New Ulm, Minnesota, where she was a 
student and he was serving for a year as an instructor.  They were married in 1962.  In Wisconsin, 
she taught at St. Marcus, while Janosek finished his studies at the Seminary.  During this time, they 
were pretty much like every other young seminary family (the first of six children was born in 1963).  
Their decorative motif was “old attic,” as Janosek said.  Brick and boards made for shelves, the rest 
of the furniture hand-me-downs from others.  During this time Janosek served as a Seminary 
assistant at Grace and also as a driver for the Milwaukee Journal.  Africa, then, certainly presented a 
change of life for this WELS family. 
 As noted, Janosek’s original call was to serve in Zambia.  He arrived in 1964 and served in 
Zambia until 1966.  During this time he worked with Missionaries Schweppe, Cox, Sebald, and 
Wendland.  At the same time, work had begun in Malawi.  Already in 1962 trips were being made 
from Zambia to Malawi in answer to a Macedonian call from their neighbor to the east.  Students 
from Malawi had been in Zambia and upon return had called for missionaries.  The WELS 
responded, and in June of 1963, worship services began in Blantyre, Malawi.  Missionaries Cox and 
Mueller served the Malawi field.  In 1965, Mueller was called back to Zambia and at this time 
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Janosek received a call to Malawi.  He accepted.  The rest of Janosek’s ministry (1966-2004) was 
spent in Malawi.4 
 

The Mission Field 
 

 Janosek’s was called to serve as a bush missionary.  A bush missionary (and his family) lives 
in a mission compound or in town.  On the weekends they make the rounds to their congregations.  
The Janoseks lived for thirty-eight years in the city of Blantyre, a major city in southern Malawi (over 
725,000 inhabitants), in the house built for Missionary Mueller.   
 Malawi itself is a “tremendously poor country.”  About the size of the state of Pennsylvania, 
it is landlocked by Zambia, Tanzania, and Mozambique.  It is a sub-tropical nation with few natural 
resources.5  The seasons are essentially the reverse of the United States, with a “cold” season from 
May to August (though the cold there is nothing like the Midwest).  Currently the population is over 
16,000,000 (July 2012 est.).  It has been an independent nation since 1964, but previously was a 
colony of England called Nyasaland.  It “ranks among the world’s…least developed countries.”6  
Malawi relies on agricultural pursuits and tourism.  Politically, Malawi is a multiparty democracy, 
though there are still political killings and much corruption.  The first president of independent 
Malawi, Dr. Banda, was a president for life, but over all not an incredibly corrupt man.  Since his 
departure from office, law and order have regressed. 
 Culturally, Malawians hold family relationships to be very important.  Cousins are brothers.  
People even seem to tolerate others more in Malawi, more even than in America.  As a rule, Janosek 
pointed out, they are helpful and wonderful people.  If you have a problem with someone, “It’s 
quite a bit your fault.”  “We [Americans] talk a good talk, but very often we don’t follow through as 
we should.  I don’t think we basically understand even Europe, as the Malawians do.”  Janosek 
noted, “I think they were far better at adapting to us than we to them.” 
 One of the aspects of Malawian culture that Janosek noted was what he called “Malawi 
time.”  “If [the Africans] come one hour late, they’re on time.”  Africans don’t make decisions 
quickly, or even after talking things over just once.  Africans “have learned to go along with the 
meeting.”  However, things are still often changed after a vote has been taken.  Or, “you might have 
to keep opening up the same subject you thought was already finished.”   
 Janosek recalled how when he was in Zambia with Schweppe they would go into town, that 
is, to Lusaka, once a week, usually on Friday mornings.  They would also take with them village 
representatives who needed to go to town.  Everyone had something for the missionaries to pick up 
for them.  The missionaries themselves had a number of things to accomplish as well.  Each had 
compiled his list– usually 30 things or so that had come up during the week – things to get or people 
to see.  “If you got ten of them done....You would probably see all thirty people necessary.  But if 
you got ten of them done, you probably thought you were successful.”  “It was very stressful, at the 
very least.  Dr. Schweppe was very stressed out by this thing.”  This too was symptomatic of Malawi 
time. 
 Understanding this concept of Malawi time was a key for the missionary, according to 
Janosek, especially in decision making.  Over the years, Janosek learned to be patient, to avoid the 
quick decision, especially the quick “no.”  “If you say ‘no’ right off the bat it means you haven’t even 
                                                 

4 During his time in Malawi, Janosek received calls to serve in Oklahoma, Colorado, and Cameroon.  “I didn’t 
take any of the calls because I thought that the Lord needed me more in Malawi.”  He listed as reasons for staying his 
knowledge of the people, the language, and the mutual respect he’d earned.   

5 Janosek said, “People are our most important product.” 
6 “The World Factbook:  Malawi” (A Central Intelligence Agency website, accessed on June 9, 2012) 

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/ 
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thought the thing over, you’re not placing any consideration in the request they have, and really what 
they’re trying to tell you doesn’t make any difference to you.  It isn’t even worth thinking about.”  
It’s worth going through the “hassle” of multiple meetings, discussions, and talks, because in the end 
it brings respect and understanding.  It creates good working relationships.  Janosek apparently made 
his peace with Malawi time, as it was said to and of him, “You won’t have any trouble living in 
eternity, because you’re living in it already.” 
 The major focus of the Malawians life is getting enough food.  While missionaries would be 
considered lower-middle class in the United States, they are pretty well off compared to the 
Africans, considering they have a house, a car, decent clothes, and a monthly salary, and the Africans 
have almost no money.  Making $200 per year is pretty standard.  People get up very early in Malawi, 
4:30 or 5 in the morning to hoe, weed, or harvest their tiny fields (one-quarter or one-half of an acre 
is considered sizeable).  Many also work for various businesses in town, either in factories or as 
domestic servants to Europeans.   “People lack the education they have in other countries,” Janosek 
noted.  And, he went on, even if they got it, there’s nothing they can do with it.  With little medical 
help available (HIV/AIDS is a major problem.), low education, and a poor economy that’s basically 
on the bottom of the world’s food chain, Malawi has literally the worst economy in the world. 
 Thus, much of the Malawians life is focused on taking care of their families.  Malawians will 
do anything to take care of the family.  “They are not shy in asking for loans.”  The reasons?  “My 
mother/father is sick.”  This is the reason, no matter what has happened.  This bothers Europeans 
and Americans, ruffling the feathers of the missionaries, but it’s part of the African culture. 
 None of this spoiled Janosek’s view of Malawi.  “I think of it as a beautiful country…I think 
of the people as beautiful.  They have a good sense of humor.  They are friendly and cooperative as 
a rule.” 

The Mission Work 
 

 Janosek’s orientation to the field was pretty crash-course.  “There wasn’t all that much 
teaching or orientation of a missionary before going over there.  My orientation was basically sitting 
down with Pastor Edgar Hoenecke, ‘Mr. Missionary,’ and talking with him about the things there.”  
Janosek also consulted with Pastor Theodore ‘Tate’ Sauer, a veteran of the field for half an hour!  
Once you arrived in the field, you had “bull” sessions with field missionaries.  “You were either a 
self-starter or you died on the vine.” 
 That meant trying to meet often with other American missionaries for the “bull” sessions.  
Janosek noted that veterans often felt that these meetings were a pain in the butt, but the new guys 
wanted to have these meetings to get into the field and know what’s going on.  For the veterans, 
Janosek says, you’re talking about the same things over and over again.  But these meetings were 
important, not just for discussing doctrinal and practical issues of ministry, but as vital opportunities 
for social contact and the mutual encouragement so vital to keeping up the spirits of a lonely 
missionary pastor, or any parish pastor for that matter. 
 In Zambia, working on the Sala Reserve from 1964-1966, Janosek had an opportunity to 
work with Missionary William Schweppe for a year.  Schweppe had been the Wisconsin man 
working in the Synodical Conference’s Nigerian field.  Tragically, Schweppe was killed in an 
automobile collision not too many years later. 
 From 1966-2004, Janosek served in Malawi.  As a bush missionary he was responsible for a 
number of congregations, sometimes as many as thirty-five at one time!  When Janosek arrived there 
was only one other man on the field, Missionary Ron Cox.  At the time, the work was centered in 
Blantyre.  The work in Malawi also centered on fostering congregations, over against the Zambian 
focus on medical missions and the running of schools.  This allowed the work in Malawi to spread 
throughout the whole country, even into the capital, Lilongwe.  “Basically we concentrated on 
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having congregations there.”  The goals were to build big, strong congregations, not many little 
fifteen and twenty member groups.  Today, the mission field in Malawi boasts 45,000 members in 
132 established congregations.  There are twenty-six national pastors, seven national evangelists and 
vicars, sixteen pre-seminary or seminary students, and six expatriate missionaries.7  Pastor Janosek 
estimated that in his years he baptized about 15,000 people!  As the statistics above indicate, the rain 
showers of God certainly poured upon the work in Malawi! 
 All of this work was accomplished under very little government interference.  President 
Banda was a Christian man and usually was pretty hands off.  There was one rule:  you could only 
work in an area where you had already worked.  This is sort of a cuius regio, eius religio set-up.  Other 
church bodies had gotten into Malawi earlier and were spread all over the country.  These included 
the Presbyterians, the Anglicans, and the Seventh-Day Adventists.  The WELS, on the other hand, 
was basically stuck in the Blantyre area.  The only way to open a new area to WELS work was to 
“infuse money into education or medical.”  Hence the genesis of the mobile medical operations in 
the African mission field.  Both the Zambian and Malawian missions undertook mobile medical 
operations.  The danger is that this kind of work can either wag the tail of the mission or come to 
overtake the mission work.  The Zambian field struggled with this more, according to Janosek.  It 
took until 2004 for the Zambian mission field to move out from Mwembhezi.  They also had to 
disentangle themselves from operating public schools (where they could teach Christian doctrine).8  
 In Malawi, on the other hand, the mission went with mobile medical clinics (rather than the 
static operation in Zambia).  They built buildings at the sites, but they were only staffed when the 
mobile clinics came to town.  They kept supplies there and the teams came once a week.  The 
rationale was that “the medical work was serving the mission” and not the other way around.  An 
African national chaplain was also sent with the medical team to serve the people.  The focus of the 
medical work was not curative, but “basically teaching them how to be healthy, how to take care of 
their children.”  On Sunday these clinics became the worship spaces. 
   What was the typical day like for Janosek?  “Really there wasn’t any typical day.”  “Yes, you 
planned things…”  Missionary Janosek would get up between 5 and 6 am (about the same time as 
his daughters got up for their piano lessons), go over his schedule for the day, go over notes for 
classes to be taught that day and meetings to be held, then go out and teach.  In the late afternoon 
or evening he would return home and do other things for the home and for his family, or prepare 
for the next day – if nothing came up during the day.9 

                                                 
7 “WELS World Missions Annual Statistical Report, Year Ending December 31, 2011,” available at 

https://connect.wels.net/AOM/MCG/CongStatsReport/Documents/WM%20Church%20Planting.pdf (accessed on 
June 9, 2012).  There are more souls in Malawi than in all our other world missions combined (including Zambia).  
Janosek commented, “If you continue planting the Word faithfully in an area like that, and the Lord has opened that 
area to you…” 

8 The thought behind running the schools was that children would bring the parents.  The government only 
cared that schools were being established, the church was trying to do mission work.  This plan didn’t work too well, 
especially as missionaries began to realize that the key to opening doors is not the children, but the chiefs and headmen 
of towns and villages.  Cf. Ernst Wendland, Diary of a Missionary, Milwaukee, WI: Northwestern Publishing House, 1996. 

9 One of those things that might come up, as it does for American pastors, is a funeral.  Pastor Janosek 
recollected a funeral from his first year in Zambia.  It was the mother of James Lumano, one of many wives of a village 
head man.  And the thing about an African funeral is that it takes all day.  “A funeral in Africa is a very social thing.  It 
goes on for hours and hours and hours.”  Funerals begin the day before with prayer and hymn-singing.  It’s such an 
event, because people are coming from such a long distance to attend.  The next day is the grave digging, which goes 
fast, because there are no funeral homes.  All the headmen and chiefs get up and speak.  Meanwhile, the missionary 
meets with the family to talk spiritually.  In this instance, while they were talking, someone burst in, “Mrs.  Lumano has 
risen from the dead.”  At this particular funeral, the woman wasn’t quite dead yet.  The funeral was postponed, but she 
died the next day.  “Things like that happened.” 
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 Part of Janosek’s typical day was also being a father.  Starting in 1963, the Janosek family 
grew and grew and grew, until it included eight people:  John, Yvonne, and six daughters.  These 
daughters all lived in Malawi until it was time to head to college.  They attended the international 
school in Blantyre, which was run according to the British system.  The Janosek children attended 
these schools to an equivalent of what we would call junior college.  They then attended college in 
the United States.10  Since the family didn’t live in the bush, per se, but in a major city, they really were 
not raised “as Africans.”  They were at school with other expatriate children from 7:15 until lunch.  
In the afternoon they had extracurricular activities until 4.  That took up pretty much the whole day.  
By that time, Father Janosek was home, and the family could enjoy a meal together, and perhaps 
play some board games.  Meanwhile, Yvonne, while also serving as an able and capable mother at 
home, used her DMLC training to teach at St. Andrew’s Secondary School in Blantyre. 
 The family also got to spend time together vacationing in Malawi and back home in America 
on furlough.  In Malawi, one of the favorite destinations was Lake Malawi (365 miles long, 52 miles 
wide, freshwater).  Everyone in the family loved swimming and diving.  They would go climbing and 
hiking in the mountains and plateaus of Malawi as well. 
 Furloughs occurred every couple of years.  Early in his African experience, Janosek was able 
to take the last six month furlough (which meant dedicating two months to lecturing, preaching, and 
visiting schools).  After 1968, every two years of service allowed for a two month furlough.  You 
could also stay three years or four years and get a three or four month furlough, but most 
missionaries opted for the two year stretch.  Of that time, you gave two weeks to preaching, 
teaching, and lecturing about the mission.  “In reality it never happened that way,” Janosek said.  
Missionaries on furlough would often spend far more time preaching and visiting and lecturing.  
“You look almost with fear and trepidation towards furlough.”  Why?  “It’s almost like a rat race.  
You’re visiting all these people, you’re living out of a suitcase…Pretty much you’re on the run all the 
time…It’s very difficult to say no.”  Furloughs were also times to pick up things that you needed 
back in Africa but couldn’t get.  Not to mention, it was time to see family and friends.  And, perhaps 
also, to sit down and rest a little from the work of the Church. 
 This highlights one of the difficulties of world mission work:  the distance and the 
separation/isolation from family and friends.  “There is always the desire to want to see your mother 
and father,” Janosek noted.  Usually, mission coordinators were able to be flexible enough to allow 
missionaries to return home if emergencies came up.  This time would just be counted against later 
furloughs or holiday time.  Though things didn’t always work that way and sometimes important 
events or family deaths and emergencies were missed. 
 How did all this affect family life for the Janoseks?  “As long as we were all together in 
Africa, it’s not so bad.”  At school, the children were with other international kids, who were in the 
same boat – living out of their home country, and many of them children of missionaries.  The 
problems came when the children returned to the United States, both for the parents and the 
children.  For the parents, it’s difficult to let kids go away to college a state away, let alone continents 
and oceans.  For this reason, Janosek always desired that his children remain in Africa as long as 
possible, and he encouraged the other missionaries to do the same.  For the children, “They have a 
hard time relating to American kids.”  This makes perfect sense when you consider the time children 
are returning to the United States – about age 16-18.  Some children struggle with adjusting to the 
different culture in the United States.  For that reason, missionary children tend to gravitate towards 

                                                 
10 One daughter attended DMLC, two attended the University of Iowa, one went to the University of 

Wisconsin-Madison, and the last attended Knox College in Illinois (I realize that’s only five, but somehow or other I 
missed where the sixth attended – a topic for another church history paper on the Janoseks!).  All are married now. 
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other children from situations like they were in.   They even tend to marry one another.  “They can 
relate.” 
 All of these things were part of the tapestry of life in the mission field.  It’s what makes 
things interesting.  It is also to be noted that while these are challenges to be faced, they are in many 
ways similar to challenges most families of called workers face.  There is often moving to far 
distances from where one grew up, and when it’s time to go off to high school in Saginaw, 
Watertown, New Ulm, and Mequon, or to a secular campus, that can be challenging to deal with for 
families that are close knit. 
 We return now to the mission work that Janosek carried out in Malawi.  While the previous 
paragraphs were something of a digression from the subject heading of this portion, it cannot be 
argued that families do not make up an important part of the overall mission work of a pastor or 
teacher, and so it is important to see how family life fits into the whole situation of ministry. 
 As mentioned above, Janosek’s call was to be a bush missionary.  He was not a pastor in the 
traditional sense of the word.  While Janosek did preach, teach, and administer the sacraments, it 
would be a mistake to think of your local parish pastor and assume that’s exactly how Janosek was 
serving the Church.  “A missionary is not a pastor as you think of a pastor.”  “Missionaries are not 
role modelers of what pastors should be in Africa or in any other place.”  Why?  Recall above that 
there were times when Janosek had oversight of thirty-five congregations!  This did not allow him to 
have the same kind of daily contact with his people and his parishes as a man who is serving one, 
two, or even three parishes in the United States.  Missionaries tended to be base-touchers.  They had 
to be.  “In one month, what can you do with thirty-five congregations?”  Worship services were held 
several times during the week so that every congregation could be visited.  “We would be lucky 
perhaps to meet with the elders and the congregations in classes two or three times a month, 
depending on how many congregations you have.”  The irony however, was that while this was how 
missionaries were serving the African people, they were trying to teach the African national pastors 
to be like American pastors, that is, “Be with your people!” 
 It was because of this tendency for missionaries to be base-touchers, that the mission started 
calling pastors from the United States who were shepherding large, urban congregations.  The 
purpose of this was to provide true role models for the African national pastors, to show them how 
to be in close and constant contact with their one, two, or three congregations.  Despite all this, 
missionaries could not establish the same rapport with their people as a pastor in the United States.  
Though that’s not a hard and fast rule.  It always depended on the groups of people with which you 
were working.   
 With those groups, Janosek sought to preach and teach the Word of God faithfully.  This 
would begin at the local level not with worship, but with classes.  The LCCA came to be known as a 
teaching church.  And this fit with the culture of Malawi.  Chiefs and headmen, whole villages would 
come and feel you out.  Groups would come to the missionaries, ask questions, and let them explain 
what it means to be Lutheran.  The missionaries explained, “We teach the Word of God.”  Then the 
groups would decide if they wanted to be Lutheran.  Janosek explained,  
 

Now this is very strange for someone from the United States, 
because you go out and try to find people one at a time, but that’s 
not the usual thing here.  What usually happens is groups come.  You 
either go to a village and find a group and you teach them something 
about the church, and they want to find out all about your church.  
Or they come to you and say, ‘We would like you to come to our 
village now and we want to talk to you about establishing a Lutheran 
Church of Central Africa. 
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 During this time of testing, after you had started worship services, the people might “try 
things” on you.  They might bring in an outside choir and see what you do.  Eventually, as time went 
on these kinds of tests would tail off, unless you had a “chief” in the group.11  If you had a chief who 
really wanted to run things, then you would be forced to call his bluff and say, “Go ahead, leave.”  
Sometimes groups split off.  This is really quite similar to how things can run in our parishes in 
America, when families and groups come to dominate the affairs of congregations.12 
 What happened next?  More thorough instruction.  When people decided that they liked this 
Lutheran church, they would be taken through a catechism course much like ours in America.  This 
was no six-week wonder course either.  After determining why someone desired to join (to assure 
that they weren’t simply fleeing sins or theological troubles of another church), they were instructed 
deeply in the six chief parts of the catechism and the key passages of Scripture that went along with 
them.  There were four basic courses, and then what Janosek called “the test.”  This all took about a 
year (compare that to our 14 week adult instruction course).  “We were sticklers on people who 
enrolled getting all the classes.”  They discussed all the major doctrines that we deal with as well, 
including the Lord’s Supper, fellowship, and close communion.  The issues in Africa are the same as 
America.  The people are coming from heathen or unionist backgrounds, just as in America, and 
need to be taught the whole counsel of God.  And Janosek and the LCCA did that admirably.  “Our 
church did get the reputation of being a teaching church.” 
 At first the LCCA missionaries faced some resistance to all this teaching (the sinful nature is 
the same everywhere).  In 1966-1967, while working with Missionary Cox, they lost large groups of 
people over all the required instruction courses.  The main reason is that the other churches weren’t 
doing such thorough instruction, and the people chafed at having to go through so much to join this 
Lutheran church.  But the missionaries’ attitude was:  “I don’t care what your other church did.  You 
will learn Christian doctrine first, before you are baptized, especially before you are confirmed.”  
This is a problem we sometimes face in America as well.  In a society that demands instant 
gratification, some people don’t want to sit through so many courses in order to join a church. 
 Along the way, Janosek estimated they would lose about one-third of the people who began 
a given class.  But this was rarely because people got angry at the teachings or disagreed doctrinally.  
Often, the problem was illiteracy.  Probably about a third of people in a given class could not read or 
write.  People had to retake courses or wait to take a course at another time.  Those who could go to 
school struggled because school was free, but class sizes were enormous and there aren’t a lot of 
supplies.  “They learn what they can.”  People also dropped out because they moved, or had 
financial issues, sickness, or pregnancy. 
 By this time worship was taking place.  This is similar to our home mission fields where we 
are doing exploratory work.  Perhaps we begin with meetings and information classes, but soon we 
begin worship.  It’s no different in Africa.  Although the worship itself is a little different. 
                                                 

11 Janosek commented, “Over in Africa everyone wants to preach, to teach, everyone wants to be the leader.  
Everyone wants to be influential, to be the chief.  That’s one of the problems of course.”  When missionaries left an 
area, these chiefs would step up and try to take over.  This caused any number of little breaks in congregations and 
groups.  They had issues with people who “thought they were chiefs” and tried to dictate to congregations what was 
going on. 

12 Cf. Ernst Wendland, A Study of Independent Church Movements in Africa (Lusaka, Zambia: Lutheran Press, 1972). 
In this Lutheran Seminary course, Wendland talks about such splits and schisms in African church bodies.  He writes, 
“The fact that Africa has the largest amount of schisms within the church anywhere in the world is a reflection on 
certain characteristics which are peculiar to Africa….Africa is a country of many tribes.  Each tribe is a social unit.  The 
unity of the tribe is deeply rooted in its traditions and beliefs.  In fact, the entire traditional life of the African is 
inseparably bound together with his pagan religion” (19).  Later in this study African superstition and pagan religions will 
be discussed. 
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 On a typical Sunday when Pastor Janosek arrived in a town or village all the women came 
out and started to dance and sing:  “Here’s Pastor Janosek, he’s come all the way from Blantyre to 
teach us the Word of God.”  The worship was structured, that is liturgical.  They had the liturgy 
translated into Chichewa.  And they sang much of it.  “They loved to sing.  You almost had to hold 
them down to keep them from singing.”  Then came the preaching and teaching, the Lord’s Supper, 
and usually some Baptisms.  Janosek said that some Sundays there were one-hundred Baptisms at a 
congregation.  There would be lots of confirmations too.  
 A major feature of worship in Malawi is the choir.  As the choir began to sing, they would 
get up from their seats and make their way to the chancel area, dancing.  Even two songs could be 
stretched out for quite some time.  The congregation takes part in the dancing at the same time.  
Janosek said, “I never hold them back.  I let them go, it’s part of their worship.”  So, while the 
worship is much the same in form and order as our worship in the United States, it might not look 
exactly the same, or last the same amount of time.  Janosek elaborated,  
 

The structure of the service we have is more open, open-ended….In 
the US if a sermon goes over twenty minutes, or the service goes 
over an hour, people are disturbed.  But in Africa, they have no 
television; they have no major league baseball teams, or basketball 
teams, or football teams, or whatever they are.  This is their social 
and religious thing for the whole day.  And they don’t care if it goes 
on for six hours. 

 
Because of the potential length of services, Janosek had to limit himself to three services a Sunday.  
He tried for a time to have four, but that just didn’t work.  It was too much for him, and too late for 
the people.  It was very draining, not just the preaching, but all the traveling (hazardous traveling no 
less).13 
 

The Challenges in the Field 
 

 The student of Lutheran history notes that there are problems that Lutheran churches (and 
the Church at large) have faced throughout the world and throughout its history.  The Church has 
always struggled to answer the question:  “Who will preach the Word?  Where will we get workers?”  
The Church has also always struggled with doctrinal and disciplinary issues.  And the Church has 
struggled with language issues:  “How will we preach and teach to these people?” 

 Training Workers with the Word 
 In the early days of the mission in Malawi 99.9% of the work was rural.  In the last seven or 
eight years that Janosek was there, when the first “model” pastor came, the work began to focus on 
urban areas like Blantyre.  The obvious logical connection is that the first national workers were 
from the rural areas, thus they had hardly any education.  In distinction, many of the pastors of 
other church bodies were university educated.  This isn’t to put down the pastor who grew up on 
the farm.  It’s just a statement of fact.  It’s hard to work in the city if you’ve never been to the city, 
or if you can’t keep up with the education levels of those in the city.  This is a challenge our own 

                                                 
13 Cf. “The WELS Forty-niners” for Hoenecke’s descriptions of the rough and tumble journeys he and Wacker 

undertook as they explored Africa for a picture of the hazards.  Also, if your interest is piqued, take the time to listen to 
Janosek’s Christmas adventure story on the final fifteen minutes of the video-taped interview (available from the author).  
It is a harrowing and hilarious story of just how crazy travel can be in Africa. 
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Lutheran churches in America have faced and continue to face.  The question then is, “What can we 
do so that more of our pastors have greater education?”  This is regardless of if they’ll be serving in 
a rural or urban setting.  The answer was to begin professional religious education.  
 This education was carried out in Zambia, where the Lutheran Bible Institute and the 
Lutheran Seminary were organized.  The Institute offers three years of theological education in 
preparation for the Seminary.  But the question now is how that education can be broadened into 
more of a general liberal arts training, as pastoral candidates receive in the states at Martin Luther 
College?  This is a challenge, and a necessity in Africa, where there are so many needs to be met on 
top of the one thing needful.  And urban outreach would be key to that, for it is in the cities that you 
will find your white-collar professionals, your doctors, your lawyers, and your university students. 
 But, for now, as in our Lutheran churches in America, the African churches are simply 
desperate for candidates.  Where do they come from?  Congregations and pastors recommend 
candidates for the Bible Institute and for Seminary training.  Candidates have to know enough 
English to function in school.  There are, of course, examinations at the Institute for English and 
doctrine.  Upon graduation, candidates serve as vicars and evangelists for a year.  After that, they are 
eligible for a call.  This is similar to the system in the Evangelical Lutheran Synod (ELS) where 
students have three years of Seminary classroom work, then go out as vicars, and then receive their 
permanent assignments. 
 In Malawi, graduates were usually sent back into rural areas, for which they were well 
prepared after the training of the Institute and the Seminary.  Often they even went back to the areas 
from which they came.  This is an interesting feature of assignments in Africa.  In America, we often 
function with the guideline: “It’s not good for a prophet to come back to his home.”  But that 
doesn’t fit in Africa, according to Janosek.  “The best thing for them was to go back to where they 
were.”  For a graduate to go home meant he was working with people and customs he knew.  He 
knew the strengths and the weaknesses.  Graduates tended to gravitate back to their home regions 
anyways over the years (as pastors and teachers in the United States sometimes do as well).  
According to Janosek, “It seems to work okay.” 
 As the years went on and more national pastors, evangelists, and vicars were being trained, 
more and more of the leadership of the LCCA could be in the hands of the Africans themselves.  
This was vital, in order to alleviate fears that the Europeans were making all the decisions.  The 
missionaries early on made a rule:  “We don’t make decisions at meetings about Africans without 
Africans at the meeting.” 
 The national church now elects all the boards and praesidiums of the LCCA.14  “We want 
the Africans to take over the entire work that we’re doing.  When they’re ready…we should be very 
happy to turn that work over to them.”  Such a decision however is not made by the expatriate 
missionaries alone.  Nor is it made by the Board for World Missions or the Africans alone.  The 
decision is made by all those who are working in the field together.  Janosek stressed the importance 
of making a cooperative decision.  This leads to good ends.   When orders come down from on 
high, Janosek noted, that’s when things get bad. 
 How were these men paid?  To begin with, they were heavily subsidized by the missions.  It 
took years, according to Janosek, to shift the paradigm and get people to realize, “Hey, this is our 
pastor.”  Each year, the mission tried to raise the amount local congregations support their pastor by 
five percent.  Zambia seems to be leading the way in this effort.  The compensation of called 
workers also has created issues when local leaders wonder why they aren’t receiving compensation 

                                                 
14 Cf. Constitution of the Lutheran Church of Central Africa, (Lutheran Church of Central Africa, Revised edition 

1988). 
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for serving as elders or filling in when pastors are gone.  The mission has carried out a consistent 
policy of not paying “non-called” workers. 
 In all these things, Janosek stresses, “It’s essential to change, to be resilient.”  This is the core 
of ministry.  It is necessary to be ready, to be able to change.  Of course, Janosek is not referring to 
changing doctrine and teaching.  He is referring to the shifting of responsibilities to the national 
church and away from the missionaries.   
 The key question to be asked by our missionaries is, “When is it time?”  And this is a big 
change.  After you’ve spent time with a group, working, teaching, preaching, you have to get out.  
This is counter-intuitive in many ways.  However, when the Africans are ready, then the 
congregations have to be ready to call a national pastor.  They have to be ready to “have” a pastor – 
to pay him, to house him, to provide for him.  Teaching congregations to be a calling body has been 
a challenge, Janosek notes. 
 Janosek desires the Malawians to “assume more and more” control in self-discipline, in 
being self-supporting, that is, in running the LCCA on their own as their church.  There will come a 
time when the mother church (the WELS) can say, “We can phase out two of our missionaries,” not 
because we can’t afford it, but because the national churches are so strong.  Could this be possible in 
the near future for Malawi?  Perhaps in twenty years, Janosek guesses.  But, as he says, “He wouldn’t 
swear to it.”  “This is not easy, to recognize that,” that is, when it’s time to let a church stand on its 
own. 
 The training and compensating of called workers isn’t only an issue in Africa.  It is also an 
issue in the United States.  Right now our Wisconsin Synod is facing severe financial shortages.  Our 
training schools have lost subsidy and we’ve recalled numerous missionaries.  Janosek, like many in 
our Synod, feels very strongly about these issues.  He sees our ministerial education systems in 
Africa and America as the key weapons in warding off challenges and dangers, and the dismantling 
of it as “dangerous.  Where do you go for your pastors then?”  He comments about our schools in 
Africa and America: 
 

As long as we have our schools and our teachings for our pastors 
who are coming out and so forth and they understand what’s going 
on, I think that the challenges will be not so great – negative 
challenges will not be so great.  As far as handling all the problems, 
we will be able to face them….If the schools will break down so that 
we will have to take our trained workers from other religions…as 
long as we do not have to do that, I think we can withstand all that.15 
 

 Janosek sees the ministerial education system as tightly bound up with our home and world 
mission efforts.  “I look at the ministry that we have in the Synod as a three part thing.”  You have 
established congregations, with lots of members and money.  You have home mission fields and 
world mission fields.  You have the theological educational system.  “I don’t think that any of the 
three can exist by themselves.”  If any of the three give up on any of the other three, “They are 
failing as Christians and dying on the vine.”16  “We all have to work together in doing the work of 
Jesus as a unit, unified, doing the work together.”  Clearly, this is an issue not just facing the LCCA, 

                                                 
15 Cf. Wendland, Study, 24-25.  Wendland writes: “If we fail to make full use of all the power that the Holy 

Spirit has placed into our hands, we should not wonder if we fail in our purpose” (24). 
16 Janosek cited the specific example of calling home missionaries and putting other missionaries “on the 

bubble,” that is, letting them know that missionaries will be cut, but not letting them know who it will be.  He asked, “Is 
this right?  Fair?  Evangelical?  How does this affect our mission field?  Do we as a Synod weep over such things?” 
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but also the WELS.  We would do well to heed his words and move to work more and more 
together to do the work Christ has commissioned us to do. 
 Part of that moving, in Janosek’s opinion, is opening a new mission field right next door:  
Mozambique!  This nation surrounds Malawi almost completely.  And the African national pastors 
have already gone into Mozambique at times.  This hasn’t always been the best or easiest area of the 
world to get into, due to civil wars.  But currently it is a time of peace.  The population of 
Mozambique is greater than Malawi, at over 23,000,000 (July 2012 est.).17  There are language 
differences in Mozambique.  It was a Portuguese colony at one time.  But “it’s right there!  It’s right 
next to us!  We have built in missionaries, African missionaries who can go there!”  May the Lord of 
the Church so move the rain showers of His grace that we could proclaim the Gospel of Jesus 
Christ in another African nation! 

 Answering Problems and Questions with the Word 
 Like every parish, circuit, conference, district, and synod around the world, the LCCA has to 
deal with problems in doctrine and practice.  A number of issues struck Janosek as major in his time 
in Malawi.  They included problems with polygamy, problems with fellowship, problems with 
money, and problems with superstition. 
 Sixth commandment sins are just as big a problem in Africa as they are in the United States.  
They always have been and always will be.  The consistent testimony of Scripture warning us against 
temptations of the flesh assures us that this is true.  The most prominent reflection of that in Malawi 
is with polygamy.  It happens to be legal in this part of Africa, so that causes problems.  For a time, 
there were even rumors that the LCCA allowed and sanctioned polygamy.  This resulted from some 
problems in local congregations, where faithful churchgoers turned out also to be polygamists.  This 
is an issue Janosek dealt with constantly, and according to God’s Word, confessing to the truth of 
God’s Word:  polygamy and all adultery are sinful and wicked, but God forgives that sin!  Repent!  
Sin no more! 
 It’s also a problem when it comes to figuring out how to deal with it pastorally.  Janosek 
offers these PT posers:  “What do you do if someone wants to join the church and already has 
wives?  Do you allow the first wife to join and the second and third cannot?”  Or, a man repents and 
says, “I’ll have just one wife,” which wife is it?  What do you do with the other wives?  These are 
sensitive pastoral issues.  An example solution that Janosek offered:  the other wives live in different 
villages, but the husband is still bound to take care of them.  Sadly, these solutions don’t always 
work, as “taking care” of your former wives often turns into improper sexual relations again. 
 The doctrine of church fellowship also had to be dealt with in Malawi.  As noted above, this 
was sometimes most common in the realm of church choir singing.  Congregational choirs would 
want to go sing in Catholic churches, or some other church, or choirs from other churches would 
show up at your church to sing.  Janosek posited the situation:  You’re going through worship and 
the congregational president stands up at the time for the choir to sing and says, “Now the choir 
from the Seventh - Day Adventists will sing.”  How do you handle that?  Janosek would often meet 
together after church and tell them frankly, “This is false fellowship,” explaining the necessity for 
unity in doctrine, all doctrine.  In his experience, the people of Malawi were open to teaching and 
instruction on this issue.   
 Funerals also offered a sticky fellowship situation.  Here’s a chance to preach to thousands 
of people sometimes, but there are at the same time often superstitious rites and rituals connected to 
funerals.  Another case for careful pastoral decision making. 
                                                 

17 “The World Factbook:  Mozambique” (A Central Intelligence Agency website, accessed on June 9, 2012) 
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/ 

 



 15

 Financial issues were also a source of concern.  As noted above, it was work to get 
congregations to understand their role in compensating their called workers.  It was also work trying 
to get called workers to stop causing problems about what they were getting paid.  If workers 
discovered that they where “getting shorted,” they just wouldn’t show up.  Then a congregation will 
complain to the missionaries, “Pastor’s not coming.”  The missionary or circuit pastor goes to the 
pastor, and he says to them, “Well, they didn’t pay me.”  It’s a vicious cycle, because often these 
things linger under the surface for so long.  The practical solution was that in Malawi all workers had 
to get the same thing so as to put an end to jealousy.  All evangelists get paid the same thing.  All 
pastors get paid the same thing.  Only principles of the schools and the Seminary get more.   
 Another difficult issue to be dealt with in Malawi has to do with superstition and the pagan 
religions.  According to Janosek, witchcraft “is in their culture and their way of life.”  Missionary 
Timothy Soukup put it this way, “Everything that happens in any given day to an African is related 
to the spirit world.”18 
 Two major examples Janosek discussed were the funeral traditions and the charms on 
infants.  Funerals have been touched on earlier.  The key thought is that if you fail to attend the 
funeral, you may have had something to do with the death.  Also, there are many rituals and 
ceremonies that have to do with keeping the spirit in the ground and away from you.   
 The problem of charms on infants was one Janosek dealt with constantly and forcefully.  
Mothers would put charms on their children – juju beads – in order to protect them.19  Janosek 
would see these charms as the mothers brought the infants forward for Baptism.  This was one case 
where Janosek didn’t wait until after worship to deal with an issue.  This is a first commandment sin 
and also a blasphemy of the power of Baptism.  Janosek would very publicly take the charms away 
from the children and the mothers.  But this forceful display would be followed by patient 
instruction.  Sometimes the people would understand, sometimes you found you were dealing with 
“chiefs.”  But you teach and you talk to your elders.  You meet at conventions and conferences.  
You spend whole days and sessions on these things.  You teach from Scripture (for example, Isaiah 
8:19-20).  “You always have to be talking about it.” 
 Janosek commented that these problems with superstition did not go away over his forty 
years in Africa.  Why, if there was so much teaching?  This is one of the pitfalls of having to serve so 
many congregations.  Janosek never had forty years with any one group of people.  “The process 
goes on always,” he says. 
 This points to something very important about our work in Africa.  It is vital that our 
missionaries and our Bible Institute and Seminary continue faithfully raising up more and more 
young Africans in the training and instruction of the Lord.  We must continue teaching them the 
doctrines of Scripture, especially the three solas of the Lutheran Reformation.  As Soukup points out: 
“Missionaries then must leave behind leaders who measure everything they do by the yardstick of 
Scripture and stick by it.  If we fail to mold, shape and leave behind national leaders we will fail to 
culturally contextualize the Gospel to the utmost in Malawi.”20 
 An interesting feature of how problems and issues are dealt with in Malawi is the prevalence 
of public repentance.  Janosek noted that often people desired to repent publicly, and he allowed it.  
He would typically question the penitent before the congregation, though often not specifically 
mentioning the sin, but allowing the people to understand the nature of the issue.  He also made it 
                                                 

18 Timothy Soukup, “Syncretism/Contextualization in Worship Life in LCCA-Malawi,” (presented at World 
Mission Conference, East Fork, Arizona, August 10-14, 1992, WLS Essay File 987): 6. 

19 Cf. Soukup’s fascinating discussion of this practice and the beliefs associated with it.  He describes how 
Malawians don’t view a child as being born alive, it is a thing.  And it takes time for this thing to become a person.  Part 
of the protection along the way are these charms and beads. 

20 Soukup, 12. 



 16

clear to the people that “this isn’t how forgiveness is achieved,” but rather that this is a fruit of the 
Spirit.   
 Why was public repentance a bigger deal in Malawi?  In Janosek’s opinion, the people of 
Malawi had a better feel for their Old Adams.  He asked, “How often have we wept over our sins 
like Peter and Judas?  Have we ever?”  He also noted that the Africans seemed to do a pretty good 
job of “forgetting” other people’s sins and remembering, “This could be me next.” 
 In all these things, Janosek saw as the key a patient working of Matthew 18.  Work with your 
elders!  Get together, meet with them!  Teach them about the Bible and the Church and how to deal 
with church discipline!  This is key!  “I can’t stress this enough,” Janosek said.  The evangelical 
application of law and gospel is the vital key to the African ministry, as missionaries and national 
pastors face these and many other problems.  E.R. Wendland writes: 
 

We happen to believe that although the traditional African religion 
bears witness to the natural knowledge of God, and often in a very 
striking way, yet this natural knowledge is as far from the true 
knowledge as day is from night.  It is a religion based upon fear and 
superstition.  It is a religion of this world only, whether that be in the 
mind of a living person or in belief concerning the spirits of the 
living-dead.  It is a religion which knows nothing about the love and 
forgiveness of a gracious God, revealed and effected in the person of 
the Saviour Jesus Christ.  It is a religion which cannot possibly 
appreciate what it means to be a true child of God, born again of the 
Holy Spirit, destined for eternal life.21 
 

Certainly, we can see that this is exactly what we face in our lives and congregations here in America. 

 Learning How to Communicate the Word 
  The final major challenge of the Malawi mission field is that of language.  To Janosek, this is 
the sine qua non of mission work.  Learning the language of the people is a “primary concern.”  In the 
history of WELS mission work, “It wasn’t always.”  In the early days of WELS mission work, 
Janosek says, the Wisconsin Synod wanted to use Africans as the missionaries, while the Americans 
would preach and teach in English.  But this is troubling on a number of levels.  First, “because you 
never know.  If you don’t know the language, what the interpreter is actually saying, he could be 
saying almost the opposite of what you’re actually saying.  That’s disastrous.”  Imagine preaching a 
sermon on Romans 3:21-28 and having to wonder, “Did he tell them that we are saved by grace, 
apart from the law, by the righteousness of Jesus Christ through His sacrifice on the cross?” 
 It’s also troubling when one considers the role of a pastor.  A pastor is a shepherd.  How can 
one shepherd a flock if he cannot speak to it?  How will a flock learn to love a shepherd who cannot 
communicate with him?  Soukup writes: 
 

Bringing God’s message to the people in their own language 
immediately puts their culture ahead of your culture.  You become 
the learner.  They become the experts.  This deliberate step of 
humility by the missionary then offers him the opportunity to present 
the pure gospel in the receptor’s culture.22 

                                                 
21 Wendland, Study, 20. 
22 Soukup, 5. 
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Praise be to God, our missionaries came to this conclusion!  Janosek credits Missionary Dick 
Mueller, with beginning the push to learn the native languages.  He also credits the influence of 
WELS missionaries Cox, Sebald, and Wendland, who “stressed the fact that you must learn the 
language, you must get to know the people, you must get to know the culture.”  As a result of this 
thinking, Janosek went through the process of learning the local African dialects twice in his time, 
first in Zambia and then in Malawi. 
 This process takes time.  It took the usual bush missionary about a year to learn the 
language.  Then he could go out and preach in Chichewa.23  And that becomes sort of a litmus test:  
learn the language or go home.  The process was laborious.  Overall, Janosek said it took about three 
years to completely get over the struggle of learning the language.  Janosek studied grammars of the 
languages, but that only gets you so far.  The real learning comes, he says, by immersion, in 
conversation.  That’s how he learned Chichewa.  He got an African correspondent.  He met every 
day with him for two hours, or however long he had, and went through conversational Chichewa.  
Janosek also pointed out that classes are available at local schools, and one can also visit the courts, 
or simply attempt to converse in every day life.  You use the language, you learn the language.  And 
the people of Africa understood, and loved it!  “For one thing, you’re going to make those people 
very happy,” Janosek pointed out.  “You’re struggling with the language…” but the people 
understand, “This person is interested in us.” 
 Again, one can see an obvious connection to our work in America.  In the early twentieth 
century the Wisconsin Synod went through the transition from German to English, and it was a 
struggle.  But it was done in order to proclaim the Gospel to people, so that they could understand 
the good news about Jesus.  Today we face the reality that Spanish speakers are multiplying in our 
midst.  Will we ignore this growing mission field and force them to understand English, or will we 
rely on interpreters to do the work for us, or will we take the Gospel to them in their tongue until 
enough “national pastors” have been raised up to serve them? 
 

Conclusion – Forty Years in the Bush 
 

 The mission field of Africa is vastly different from our parishes in the Midwest.  But in so 
many ways it is the same.  Our people and the African people have the same needs:  they are sinners 
in need of a Savior.  In so many ways the people of North America and the people of Africa are 
identical.  They struggle with the same sins.  They struggle with the same prejudices.  Financial issues 
are no strangers to either land.  Anger, jealousy, laziness, and greed infect both continents.  Both 
continents also have their share of faithful workers, serving the Lord as His instruments, bringing 
His peace, serving to build His Church in the world, one brick at a time (Ephesians 4:12; 1 Peter 
2:5).  Thus, these words from E.R. Wendland, written to African Seminarians could just as easily be 
written to us or preached from our pulpits: 
 

We shall also surely want to guard against the mistakes within our 
own church body which the story of these independent movements 
reveals.  Is there a way in which we can relieve some of the tensions 
which in part, at least, give rise to these movements?  Is our church a 
home for the African or a building constructed by the European or 
American?  What does Christ have to say to our own people as His 

                                                 
23 Janosek commented that teaching was even harder, because you don’t have the use of a manuscript, it’s all 

give and take and you have no idea what’s coming next.  “I remember the first year of teaching I would often come 
home with a headache.” 
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Word is proclaimed and taught in our churches and as His 
Sacraments are administered in our midst?  Are our people so filled 
with the spirit of Christ in their own lives that they are willing daily to 
fight against all that which is contrary to the will of God, whatever 
that might be, willing also to make sacrifices and to suffer in the 
name of Jesus wherever that becomes necessary?  Are they also 
prepared to walk in love, even as He loved us?  Or is our  
‘Christianity’ merely an outward form which we have accepted in the 
hope that it offers us some new ‘medicine’ stronger than that of the 
witchdoctors?24 
 

 John Janosek’s public ministry is over.  In the fall of 2004 he and his wife Yvonne returned 
to America after forty years in Africa.  They settled in the town of Canton, North Carolina, about 40 
minutes from Asheville, North Carolina.  The adjustment hasn’t been without difficulty.  “We feel a 
great tug for Africa, but we know we have to get on with our lives in America.”  Janosek continued, 
“I spent most of my life in Africa, right now I can say that…Yeah, I would think of myself as more 
of an international type person, perhaps favoring Africa very much and the African people very 
much.”  Janosek likened being a missionary for forty years to living in an institution.  The mission 
provided a house, a car, a salary.  Suddenly, the Janoseks are on their own to pay taxes, insurance, 
and a whole host of other things.  But, Janosek has discovered that America isn’t so much different 
from Malawi.  There are many people who work on “Malawi time” in America too. 
 The Lord has certainly blessed the WELS mission fields in Malawi and the mission 
endeavors of His worker, John Janosek.  The rain shower of God’s grace lingers over the African 
continent, and it is through the work of men like Janosek that the Lord has raised up His newest 
crop of faithful believers.  A fellow world missionary wrote this about Janosek in 1993: 
 

Janosek, like Cox and Mueller before him, became a missionary of 
the first rank.  He is fluent in the language of the people and in his 
more than 25 years in Blantyre has personally experienced the 
remarkable growth of the mission in Malawi from a few hundred 
members to the more than 18,000 baptized members today.25 

 

 It is only by the grace of God that men like John Janosek see any kind of success in the 
ministry of the Word.  Janosek will be the first to tell you, “I did nothing, the Word did everything.” 
And that is true.  There is no power or might that we can add to the Gospel to make it work, to 
make it grow, to make it spread.  God sends out His Word, He makes it work (Isaiah 55:11, 1 
Corinthians 3:6).  The Gospel is “the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes, first 
for the Jew, then for the Gentile” (Romans 1:16).  It is the Gospel that changes hearts.  It is the 
Gospel that brought forth the Reformation of Luther, the foundation of the Wisconsin Synod, and 
the creation of the Lutheran Church of Central Africa.  It is the Gospel of Jesus Christ in the Word 
and the Sacraments which brought John Janosek to faith, which worked in his preaching and 
teaching to bring countless thousands of Africans to life.  It is the Gospel of Christ which led 
Missionary John Janosek, a hero of faith in the mold of Hebrews 11, to live by this motto:  “Don’t 
be afraid to give up your time or even your life for Christ!”  SDG! 

                                                 
24 Wendland, Study, 22. 
25 Theodore Sauer, To Every Nation, Tribe, Language, and People (Milwaukee, WI: Northwestern Publishing House, 

1993), 209. 
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