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T
he morning was quiet and still, warm 
and humid by daybreak. In this stillness 
a new day began. It was a typical day 

in Africa, but one completely unusual for a 
visitor to this vast and harsh desert region. 
It was not an ordinary desert as one might 
imagine, like the Sahara with endless dunes 
of sand. Rather, this desert was green and 
full of water...at least for a season. In this 
northern region of Cameroon, known 
formally as the “Extreme North” province, 
the rains come for three months a year. From 
these rains people will draw the sustenance 
that will keep them alive throughout the 
remainder of the year. In the dry months, 
temperatures rise well over 100 degrees, 
scorching everything in site, turning the 
plains into a vast, brown dust bowl. 

The people of this land are hardy and have 
learned to survive completely through their 
own ingenuity and centuries of tradition 
passed on from generation to generation. 
Virtually everything they use is hand-made. 
Without nails or plastic, even the poles for the 
roofs of their homes are held together with a 
rope that is hand woven. Almost everything 
for survival has been taken directly from what 
seems to be an empty wasteland.

Yet in the midst of this remote region of 
sub-Saharan Africa the Orthodox Church 
is growing. His Eminence, Archbishop 
Gregorios had invited me to tour the thriving 
communities of newly illumined that have 
sprung up in his Metropolis. Over the course 
of my visit, I would be moved by the vibrancy 
and joy that the Holy Spirit had bestowed 
upon the people of Cameroon. 

The Archbishop and I begin our day with the 
goal of visiting several Orthodox communities to 
check in on the progress of various projects...a 
well here and there, or the building of a church 
over the border in neighboring Chad. Traveling 
with us are Fr. Philip from Chad, Theo (the 
Archbishop’s driver and aid) and Tesu (a local 
helper from the area).
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Reflections from a Recent Journey to the  
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Any visit to this harsh land always 
brings with it unforeseen, yet expected 
difficulties. Our car is parked in a “nearby” 
village because it is the beginning of the 
rainy season, making further travel by car or 
motorcycle impossible. To continue, we pack 
our necessary belongings for the day and 
sling them over our shoulders taking care to 
prepare our feet for the upcoming journey. 
We start the day with an hour and a half 
hike through muddy plains and around small 
ponds that have just begun to fill.

Fr. Philip carries a second pair of shoes 
which he will put on after passing thru heavy 
areas of mud. Theo and Tesu each carry flip 
flops in their hands and set out barefoot. The 

Archbishop follows suit and I attempt to give 
my galoshes a try, hoping that the mud and 
water are still shallow enough after last night’s 
downpour. I am left wishing that my feet were 
tough enough to follow the more practical 
method of our hosts.

The land is green and flat with sporadic 
clusters of trees standing here and there. We 
see broad sweeping vistas and vast desert 
plains that stretch for miles and miles on 
end. Somehow, scattered throughout the area 
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As the Church in northern Cameroon, Chad, Gabon and the Re-
public of Central Africa blossoms, more indigenous clergy are 
trained and ordained to minister to the growing flock of faith-
ful. On his recent visit to Cameroon, OCMC Executive Director, 
Fr. Martin Ritsi met with many of these clergymen to find out 
how Orthodox Christians from North America can help.

OCMC Executive Director, Fr. Martin Ritsi walks with His Emi-
nence, Archbishop Gregorios following a visit to one of the 
Orthodox churches that have been built in Cameroon. His 
Eminence escorted Fr. Martin on a two-week tour of Cameroon 
where he shared some of the accomplishments, hopes, and 
struggles that the growing Church faces there.

His Eminence, Archbishop Gregorios, several indigenous Cam-
eroonian clergy, and OCMC Executive Director, Fr. Martin Ritsi 
are surrounded by several of Cameroon’s Orthodox faithful. 
Returning from a visit to this west African country, Fr. Martin 
brought back several opportunities for Orthodox Christians to 
witness in Cameroon through the Mission Center’s many minis-
tries including: missionaries, Teams, and SAMP. 
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SAMP: MISSION PRIEST SPOTLIGHT

farther than the eye can see and even further 
than we could imagine are groups of round, 
mud huts with thatched roofs. Sometimes 
they stand alone surrounded by emptiness, at 
other times 6 or 8 of them are situated in small 
compounds surrounded by an earthen fence. 
Occasionally, such groupings are near each 
other forming a small village, but more often 
than not they are separated by great distances. 

The inhabitants of these small encampments 
rise early with the sun trying to get as much done 
as possible before the intense heat of the day sets 
in. Women and men spend their working hours 
bent over at the waist, leaning close to the earth, 
turning over the land with a small hand tool 
that is shaped like a hoe. Each person tirelessly 
turns the earth a foot at a time as they tediously 
cultivate their crops. Some have already planted 
and are turning soil in between rows of Mili-mili 
(a type of grain that is in the corn family and 
the major source of sustenance), while others are 
dropping seeds into the ground. A sporadic goat 
or pig can be seen and children clothed in rags 
roam in small groups, doing what children do all 
around the world—searching for ways to keep 
themselves amused. 

As we continue our walk, we pass other 
travelers, mostly women, balancing loads on their 
heads—large pots filled with water, clothes in a 
basket, and items purchased to be to be bought 
or sold at a village marketplace. We pass an area 
where other women are gathered on a small 
mound in the distance. They have convened at a 
round hole dug deep into the ground. Into it they 
lower a bucket and then proceed to fill their jugs, 
wash their clothes and visit with one another. 

On another vista off in the distance, a group of 
young children, playing in the water, can be seen. 

Farther still, three boys in tattered clothes are 
prancing through the dust, turning over stones and 
playing imaginary games together as they tend to a 
few animals that are grazing nearby.

The path meanders near some huts and the 
children see us. Sometimes they are afraid, but 
as we walk closer to where our churches are they 
know that the white man is the Archbishop. One 
can see the fruit of His Eminence’s ministry 
through the joy in their eyes. We encounter 
many people that seem to have been touched by 
the love of Christ in a similar way, either by the 
Archbishop or by one of the many indigenous 
clergy that serve in this beautiful country. 

After having spent some days among the 
people of northern Cameroon, I reflect on how 
we have become a part of the rhythm of life in 
this desert as we make our way back to the car. 
The unusualness of their circumstance fades, 
leaving only a sense of commonality between 
me and my fellow human beings. Despite 
our differences in life style and culture we are 
identical in bearing the image and likeness of 
God. We share in having hopes and struggles, 
joy and sadness, and we equally relate to God’s 
presence in one another. Walking the same path 
with Fr. Philip and Tesu has brought me closer 
to them, making it easy to forget that they will 
return to their own mud huts whereas I will 
return to the United States. It is tempting to 
forget where I am. We are so similar that the 
reality of how radically different our lives are 
comes dangerously close to fading. But then, 
something stirs within me and my eyes again 
perceive the harshness of life, the absence of 
medical care, and the subjectivity to climate 
that I am insulated from and that they are not. 

How is it, that I have been given a life with 

access to such abundance as if it is the natural 
order of the world, when here all around me, 
scattered over endless miles of land, are a people 
that live and suffer in a poverty that I can hardly 
conceive, even though it is before my own eyes? 
As I look out over the horizon, I remember the 
endless miles of similar landscapes that I had 
flown over on my way here. I remember that 
these people are not rare, but that many peoples 
in the world live in similar forms of poverty—
across the entire continents of Africa, in India, 
and so many other places

Yet, somehow, I am here in their midst, 
not as a privileged tourist or in search of some 
exotic adventure, but in response to the Lord’s 
call that we are to carry His love to the entire 
world. I am here on behalf of SCOBA and as 
a representative of the Orthodox Churches in 
the United States. I am here to prepare the way 
in order that others may follow to help these 
communities. Soon an OCMC Mission Team 
will be building an animal husbandry project 
on the same land where we have constructed 
a church and dug a well. The Mission Center 
will continue sending support to Cameroon 
to support the local clergy, help operate the 
seminary, dig more wells, buy medicines to 
be distributed in clinics, build more churches 
and translate materials to local languages. 
And maybe, just maybe, someone will hear 
the Lord’s call to this region and people and 
will be sent through OCMC as a missionary 
to work alongside Archbishop Gregorios  
in reaching more of these precious children of 
God with the saving message of Jesus Christ. 

On the previous day, the day before our “walk 
in the desert,” a meeting was held with the 11 
clergy in the area. They told of their parishes, 
the numbers of catechumens, possibilities for 
the future, and the struggles that they face. As 
I listened, it became clear that it would become 
my duty to carry their story back home—a 
place where this world is invisible and almost 
inconceivable. I pray, that together with our 
Hierarchs and the Mission Center, we will take 
their situation to heart; and that by God ’s grace 
we will gather our strength and talent to join 
the people of Cameroon on a walk through the 
desert—a journey with Christ.

In northern Cameroon seasonal rains briefly transform the re-
gion’s arid landscape into a vibrant savannah. In the ponds 
and rivers that fill with the heavy deluge, indigenous Cameroo-
nians fish and grow all that will sustain them for the rest of the 
year. With the help of OCMC, the Church in northern Cameroon 
is growing its infrastructure in response to the struggles that 
the faithful endure in such a harsh environment. 

To see the bright smile of Fr. Athanasios 
Karanja is to see the joy of a man who 
has found his calling; but to look into 

his eyes is to see the wisdom earned by his life’s 
epic journey and complete trust in Christ. 

Born in 1953 to Orthodox parents in Kenya, 
Fr. Athanasios was just a child during the 
turbulent years that followed the Mau Mau 
rebellion. Fueled by anti-colonial sentiments 
the uprising became one of the catalysts that led 
to Kenyan independence in 1963 from colonial 
rule. In his youth, he learned the construction 
trade and farming in a country that was very 
different from the one his parents had known. 
He was astute, faithful, and proved to be a 
gifted builder as he worked on land that his 
family owned. As a young man he married and 
started a family with his wife Jane. 

In 1982, the Markarios III Theological 
Seminary opened in Nairobi. Fr. Athanasios was 
working as a contractor at the time and already 
had children. Feeling a deep desire to help 
spread Orthodoxy in East Africa, Fr. Athanasios 
left his job and enrolled at the seminary. Being 
among the first to complete his studies at the 
school, he was ordained to the priesthood 

almost immediately after graduation. 
Archbishop Anastasios, who was the 

Orthodox Church’s presiding hierarch in Kenya 
at the time, had a tremendous vision for Church 
growth in East Africa. To this end, Fr. Athanasios’ 
gifts in construction could not be ignored. He 
worked with several OCMC missionaries and 
oversaw the many building projects that were 
undertaken by the metropolis. One of these 
projects involved the first ever OCMC Mission 
Team in 1987.

For many years, a host of Kenyan churches, 
clinics, and schools would be built under the 
careful guidance of Fr. Athanasios. By the late 

1990s he, Papadia Jane, and their five children 
had purchased land in Nakuru. In 1999, 
however, tragedy struck when Papadia Jane 
suddenly passed away. Fr. Athanasios had to 
choose between leaving the priesthood to re-
marry or abandon the rigorous travels of his 
construction work for the metropolis to care 
for his young children.

True to his lifelong calling to witness for 
Christ, Fr. Athanasios decided to remain a priest. 
He committed himself to a life of celibacy and 
became responsible for the pastoral care of two 
Orthodox communities in Kenya. With help 
from his family, Fr. Athanasios raised his children 
providing for them in every way possible and 
making sure they received a good education. 

As his children began entering adulthood, 
divine providence would again shine on 
Fr. Athanasios Karanja. Under the current 
Archbishop of Kenya, His Eminence Makarios, 
Fr. Athanasios has been asked to head the 
construction of more projects for the Church 
in East Africa. In September 2007, another 
OCMC Mission Team was slated to assist the 
people in Lodwar build a permanent church. 
Fr. Athanasios oversaw the project. St. John the 
Baptist, as the church would be named, would 
mark the far northern frontier of Orthodoxy’s 
spread through Kenya. 

A SAMP recipient since 1999, Fr. 
Athanasios Karanja has sought to sanctify the 
talents that God has given him by offering 
them to the Church. With each of life’s turns 
he has remained dedicated to serving Christ. He 
entered seminary with the desire to share Christ 
through the richness of Orthodoxy with East 
Africa. Through his loving obedience he has been 
instrumental in building dozens of churches and 
ministry facilities that have impacted the lives of 
thousands all over the region. 

The support of indigenous clergy is vital to 
establishing vibrant Eucharist communities 
throughout the world. OCMC’s SAMP program 
currently supports 319 priests like Fr. Athanasios. 
Each of these men offers a living Christian witness 
in his own unique way. More priests participate in 
the program every year and the contributions of 
Orthodox Christians in North America make it 
possible for these clergymen to dedicate their lives 
to the work of ministry.

Building
the East African Church  
One Brick at a Time

In 2007, an OCMC Mission Team traveled to Kenya to build a 
house of worship for the Turkana people in Lodwar. Fr. Athana-
sios oversaw the project which saw Kenyan workers and North 
American volunteers construct the first Orthodox Church in the 
far north of the country.

Fr. Athanasios Karanja instructs two members of OCMC’s first 
Mission Team sent to help build an Orthodox Church for the 
people of Lobere, Kenya in 1987. Fr. Athanasios has been 
involved in the construction of churches, clinics and schools 
throughout the metropolis.
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