
WOMEn OF  THE  ELCA  25 TH AnnIVERSARY

Fifteen women joined two Women of the ELCA 

staffers, Valora Starr and Eva James Yeo, on a 

25th anniversary trip to Liberia, Nov. 29–Dec. 

8, 2012. They celebrated our partnership with 

the National Lutheran Church Women Fel-

lowship of Liberia (NLCWFL) and met with 

Liberian president Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf, Nobel 

Peace Prize recipient Leymah Gbowee, and the 

Rev. Dr. D. Jensen Seyenkulo, bishop of the 

Lutheran Church in Liberia (and co-author of 

the 2010–11 Gather Bible study, “Unity in the 

Midst of Diversity”). On the trip, Women of the 

ELCA presented the NLCWFL with a $10,000 

gift to purchase a four-wheel-drive vehicle and 

a $3,000 seed grant to assist parish work among 

women and girls. They also presented a $2,000 

grant to Leymah Gbowee for peace work.

by Valora K Starr & Eva James Yeo
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Liberian women present offerings of fruit to the visitors (above).  
Trip participants and Liberian women pose after Sunday morning 
worship at St. Peter’s Lutheran Church in Monravia.
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We cleared customs in early December, 
and there in a sea of greeters were our 
tour guide and several women from 

the National Lutheran Church Women Fellowship in 
Liberia (NLCWFL). We exchanged hugs that felt like 
we returned home to love ones who missed us. But 
really we were receiving greetings from strangers.

In the warm night air above the chatter of the group 
we heard “Welcome to Liberia!” We were impressed 
that four women would wait for our flight—delayed 
four hours—and greet us with such warmth. We were 
surprised when many more women were waiting for us 
outside, singing in the humid night to welcome us in 
the Liberian way—drums and shakers, voices, 
and more hugs.

Seventeen women traveled to Liberia, 
West Africa, to mark the 25th anniversary of 
Women of the ELCA ( June 2012–2013) and 
celebrate the long history of our joint ministry 
with Liberian women. The National Lutheran 
Church Women Fellowship of Liberia (the 
women’s organization of the Lutheran Church 
in Liberia) has often invited us to visit, just as 
members of their organization have visited 
with us. 

We came bearing gifts that would support 
the ministry of the NLCWF. However, I went 
to sleep that night knowing that we would 
receive a deeper and longer lasting gift than 
the ones we brought.

The next morning, hundreds of women 
from all over the parish assembled in 
front of St. Matthew Lutheran Par-
ish in Monrovia to greet us in the 
same fashion—drums and dancing, 
singing, and plenty of hugs. As the 
group’s leader, I was summoned to 
take part in the welcome ritual. And 
this would be the first of many. 

Their traditional gifts to us (money, kola nuts, and 
rice) indicate appreciation and welcome. The rice and 
kola nuts are symbols of purity in the heart of the host 
and acceptance of the guests. The money symbolizes 
the value of the relationship between the guests and the 
host. Both the guests and hosts take a bite of the kola nut 
to show solidarity. Then, there is a presentation of fruit 
and produce as a reminder that you will be fed and cared 
for as long as you are in their company. 

Women prepare a meal (below right). A welcome plate with kola 
nuts, rice, and currency given to visitors (below).
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RITUAL OF FEEDInG

Africa is a continent often reduced to “third-world” 
poster images of starvation, despair, drought, war, and 
need. And, while there is great poverty and hunger 
there, just as in America, the ritual of offering food 
and money is a widespread practice. The tradition 
reminded me of the widow who offered the last of her 
bread to the prophet Elijah (1 Kings 17:11 –16) and 
the story Paul told of the generosity of the church at 
Macedonia (2 Corinthians 8:1–7). The amount of food 
is not important. It is in the ritual of feeding that the 
Holy Spirit blesses both the giver and receiver. 

 In many ways, we have lost the gift of hospitality 
in this culture. I grew up “down south” 
where love, food, and hospitality were 
synonymous. When we participated in the 
welcome ritual or ate a meal in Liberia, I 
felt like I was back home at somebody’s 
table for a feast that was usually described 
as “not much, but you’re welcome.” 

I heard these exact words at our stop at St. Andrews 
Lutheran Church in Salala. Our host announced that 
they didn’t have much, but we were welcome to what 
they had. And then women brought in one basket of 
fruit after another. Some were carried by two women 
because they were so full. 

As we left the church, one of our participants asked 
Evelyn Gray, national president of the NLCWFL, if we 
could give some of the fruit to the children in the group. 
In this teachable moment, we learned it would put the 
young ones in an awkward position if they were asked to 
take it, and it would hurt the feelings of our hosts. 

As we rode to the next stop, I recalled all those 
family visits we made to my grandparents’ home. My 
mother prepared us for the stops we would make along 
the way: aunts and uncles that lived nearby. I thought 
my aunts were crazy to feed us as if we wouldn’t be 
together later for the feast at the big house. 

Not all of the welcome rituals at every parish (we 
stopped at five that day) produced that much fruit, 

which we presented to the hosts and patients at 
Phebe Hospital on our last stop. But the prom-
ise was felt. The feeding ritual gives deeper 
meaning to 1 John 3:1: “See what love the 
Father has given us, that we should be called 
children of God; and that is what we are. The 
reason the world does not know us is that it did 
not know him.”

That’s what we were doing: giving love not 
in an extravagant or wasteful way but by cel-
ebrating what God has done for all of us.

Our welcome ritual to them was a financial 
gift toward a much needed four-wheel drive 
vehicle and a seed grant to help raise up healthy 
women and girls. It was what we had to offer. 
Valora K Starr is director of discipleship for Women of the 

ELCA. Eva James Yeo, who took the photos on these pages, 

is director of membership.
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