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By Janice Beetle Godleski

I watched Jesse Zink grow up at 
St. John’s episcopal Church, 
Northampton, in the Diocese of 
Western massachusetts, where he 

was involved in the youth group, always 
a presence. I watched him shine as a 
counselor at our diocesan summer camp.  
In my mind’s eye, Jesse has a guitar in his 
hands, and his smile is infectious.

So, it surprised me not when Jesse 
reached for his guitar in a pinch to con-
nect with young chil-
dren in South Africa, 
where he served for 
two years as a mission-
ary with the episcopal 
Church’s Young Adult 
Service Corps and ini-
tially struggled terribly 
to make connections.

In his new book, 
Grace at the Garbage 
Dump: Making sense of 
mission in the twenty-
first century, readers 
learn that Jesse — a 
young man accustomed 
to success and taking 
action for the common 
good — was stymied by 
the abject poverty and death, caused by 
AIDS and tuberculosis, all around him. 
He was rendered useless by the fact that 
he did not speak Xhosa, the native lan-
guage, and couldn’t communicate with 
those he cared for in the village clinic. 

He also couldn’t reach the young chil-
dren, who didn’t know what to make of 
the tall, white stranger. Then, Jesse re-
membered his guitar, and he entered the 
preschool strumming. 

“Instantly, I was transformed,” Jesse 
writes in his book, a recounting of his 
time spent in Itipini, a small village out-
side mthatha, South Africa. “Instead of 
swarming around me, they pointed and 
whispered to one another, saying ‘isigin-
ci,’ which I learned to be the Xhosa word 
for ‘guitar.’ A sort of reverent hush — as 

quiet as any group of preschoolers could 
be — fell over them as they waited to see 
what I would do next.”

Jesse tells his story beautifully in 
Grace. As he used his ingenuity with the 
schoolchildren, he used it as well to learn 

Xhosa, to reach out to 
women dying of AIDS 
and serve as their ad-
vocate. He learned 
even to talk to teenag-
ers and women about 
safe sex, about avoiding 
pregnancy and sexu-
ally transmitted disease, 
about keeping their op-
tions for education open.

During his time in 
Itipini, Jesse also estab-

lished a pro-
gram in which 
m i c r o l o a n s 
were given 
to women to 
start their own businesses, 
a prospect that had about as 
many failures as successes but 
was valiant in the hope and 
independence it offered those 
who used it well.

Jesse describes Itipini 
well. It was a village that 
many of us in America 
could not even imagine. The 
homes were made of sheet 
metal and scraps of build-
ing materials found at the 
dump. The roofs — tarps 

for the most part — leaked. There were 
no bathrooms. There were no roads. life 
was an effort.

When Jesse, a former news reporter 
and ambulance driver, arrived in this 
foreign land to do good works in the 
name of God, he was stunned with his 
limitations and the cultural barriers he 
bumped up against. He writes that he 
was simply “being,” not “doing.”

but Jesse found the means within 

himself to begin to “do.” 
He was single-handedly 
responsible for making 
sure that one woman 
began to receive the 
antiretroviral medi-
cation she needed to 
treat HIV, thus sav-
ing her life. He forged 
a solid relationship 
with another woman 
and encouraged her 
to get tested for HIV.

While he doesn’t 
draw a direct link 
between his work in 
Itipini and his deci-

sion to enter the priest-
hood, he does hint as much.

At the book’s end, he writes, “my life 
had been transformed, my journey redi-
rected, by glimpses of God’s grace in this 
particular community of God’s children. 
The paths of our journeys were diverg-
ing, true. but the memories I took with 
me continue to shape the trajectory of 
mine.”   n

Janice Beetle Godleski is the former edi-
tor of pastoral Staff, a publication of the 
Diocese of Western Massachusetts in which 
this review appeared.

Editor’s note: The homes in the Itipini 
community, part of the work of the Afri-
can Medical Mission (AMM) in the East-
ern Cape, were unexpectedly bulldozed by 
the local government in May, following a 
dispute between Itipini and other nearby 
communities. AMM was able to transfer 
some of its health services to other clinics, 
and it continues to work to secure housing 
for those displaced.
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God’s grace can be discovered in unexpected places

The Rev. Jesse Zink talks with a visitor at General Convention’s Episcopal 
Global Mission exhibit.
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in conversation with… 
Jesse a. Zink, modern missionary
By Deborah Harris

Deborah Johansen Harris, editor of pas-
toral Staff of the Diocese of Western Massa-
chusetts, interviewed the Rev. Jesse Zink for 
the July issue of that publication. The in-
terview is reprinted here with permission.

You’re the grandson and great-
grandson of lutheran missionaries 
in india. how did this affect you as a 
modern day missionary? 

It was interesting to realize that I was in 
the same role as they were. It’s reassuring 
to know that I am not such an outlier in 
my family. my parents in their own way 
followed those steps: my dad was a peace 
Corps volunteer, and my mother spent a 
fair bit of time overseas. It seemed right 
that I would be called as a missionary to 
another continent, working in a different 
culture and speaking a different language. 

what would you say to young peo-
ple today about the importance of 
missionary work?  

When young people say they want to be 
missionaries, [their decision] is not usually 
looked upon with the same degree of admi-
ration as my great-grandfather’s decision to 
move to India. The word “mission” or “mis-
sionary” has come to be degraded in the 

popular imagination. I remember reading 
barbara Kingsolver’s book The Poisonwood 
Bible, and I think the picture of the unyield-
ing and harsh missionary in that book is 
what a lot of people think of when they hear 
“missionary.” I really struggled, myself, to 
become comfortable with that word “mis-
sionary.” I would tell people I was doing 
volunteer work or working for the church.

one thing that helped me, though, 
was realizing that mission is not ulti-
mately about what I can do. It’s about 
what God does, and God’s work is a 
work of reconciliation. When I talk to 
people about mission, I point out there’s 
a huge need for reconciliation. You do 
not have to go all the way to South Af-
rica to see that. We are all missionaries 
of that reconciling message, and to be 
called to that mission at this particular 
time is a privilege. It’s a matter of educat-
ing people, particularly young people, to 
see that they don’t need to feel awkward 
about being a missionary.

what are your plans for the future?  
my time in South Africa stirred up in 

me an interest in how the Gospel is re-
ceived and translated in different cultures 
around the world. I hope to begin a doc-
torate in the field of world Christianity 
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