
Name:  Ben and Katy Ray 

Location: Iringa, Tanzania

Our role: Directors of the Neema 
Crafts Centre for people with 
disabilities.

Our call: To show God’s love 
for the most marginalised in 
Tanzania by providing training 
and employment opportunities 
for people with disabilities.
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The call in action

Dear friends,

We write to you from a country where the pandemic has hardly 
registered on the seismograph of deadly diseases to worry about. 
Unlike surrounding nations, Tanzania has had no major lockdown 
other than a few weeks of school closures. About mid-way through 
May, it was announced that COVID-19 had been defeated and face 
masks and social shielding were quickly consigned to the scrapheap 
by most of the population. It feels like stepping out of Narnia when we 
talk to people from the UK and hear that restrictions and threats of 
lockdown continue. 

Since April, there has been no official update on the infection rates 
and so information has been passed on only through word of mouth. 
While there was a reported spike in respiratory conditions in January 
and early February, since then, viral infections seem to have remained 
at pre-pandemic levels. Certainly, our own litmus across our 110 staff 
members seems to verify this – with mercifully no reported infections 
(and certainly no deaths) among them, praise God.

The deadliest effect of the virus here has been on the tourism 
industry. Where the Serengeti might normally expect thousands of 
safari vehicles entering on a single day, it has recently reported fewer 
than fifty a day. Many of our friends with safari lodges and hotels have 
had to retrench their entire workforce as bookings disappeared and 
of course, at Neema Crafts we’ve seen our takings fall by a massive 75 
per cent.

Impact on Neema 
The Neema Crafts Centre was closed down for six weeks 

to protect our staff and the community. During this time our 
heroic tailors began to sew masks, face shields and gowns 
from their homes. We were staggered by the response of our 
link churches to back this PPE initiative and this outpouring 
of generosity has been such an encouragement to us all 
during these bleak days. 

We were able to deliver hundreds of masks to health 
centres across the Iringa region before June. By then, public 
confidence that the virus was over was so high that it 
made further mask delivery seem unnecessary. Instead, we 
began making masks for export and we were once again 
encouraged that many churches bought our colourful 
fabric face coverings. If you are still in need of a box of these 
please email: neemamasks@gmail.com

In response to our stock rooms overflowing with unsold 
products, we have had to develop new strategies to reach 
the dispersed market. Katy and Dominique (our former 
designer) have constructed a new web shop for East Africa 
and we have secured support to help us develop an online 
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marketing campaign and delivery system. We are close to negotiating rent 
on a shop space in Dar es Salaam and during the October half term, we’ll be 
travelling as a family to Arusha to look at potential outlet sites there. 

Many of our tailors have continued to work from home since the shutdown 
and we are now looking for larger international wholesale orders for them. 
Carpentry, on the other hand, has turned to more local customers and our 
carpenters have been producing bespoke furniture items, which they have 
really enjoyed doing. 

We praise God that up to this point, staff have continued to receive full 
wages each month, but we ask for your prayers that we would be able to 
establish a whole new network of customers and outlets to secure the future 
of the project and the livelihoods of our disabled artisans. 

Impact on us
On a personal level, the start of the pandemic was a very trying time for 

Katy and me and made us think deeply about many things, particularly 
where we ultimately put our trust. Understandably, much of the advice was 
to “come back to the UK, now!”. This seemed logically the right thing to 
do as we imagined Tanzania in lockdown; little healthcare, shortages, civil 
unrest, us becoming a target, etc. But in our hearts it just didn’t feel right – it 
was also very expensive and a great deal of effort! 

Instead, we opted for making the best of a bad situation. We stayed at 
a friend’s farm/campsite (Masumbo), where we lived in a tiny cottage for 
six weeks in self-imposed lockdown. We felt so fortunate to have this time 
with our family, doing homeschool in the morning and enjoying walks and 
playing in the leafy surrounds in the afternoons. We also enjoyed trying out 
life in a close Christian community for a while. 

As it became clear that Tanzania was not going to lock down, it made 
little sense to keep the Neema Centre shut, especially as our staff all 
seemed desperate to get back to work! Praise God for this time together as 
a family. Continue to pray that now school and work are back, we can strike 
a healthy balance between Neema and family. 

Final reflection
On our daily morning walk at Masumbo to feed the bunny, Alessia and I 

walked past a large clay deposit left by industrious termites. One morning, 
we scooped up the rich red clay into a bucket and she and her brother 
spent the rest of the day shaping and forming it into snakes, leopards and 
other trinkets. At morning devotions, the adults also all took a lump 
of the clay and fashioned little people out of it. It was a very physical 
meditation that we are, each of us, the work of his hands; he formed 
us from dust; breathed life into us and knows the number of our 
days. If coronavirus should have taught us anything, it is humility 
before our creator God who has started a good work in us.  

With lots of love, Ben and Katy X

Church Mission Society is a mission community acknowledged by the 
Church of England  Registered Company No. 6985330 and Registered 
Charity No. 1131655 (England and Wales) and SC047163 (Scotland). 

Photos from top to bottom: Zawadi makes masks; visit to Aisha working 
from home; bespoke carpentry order; Ray family at Masumbo

You can give to Ben and Katy at:  
churchmissionsociety.org/ray

Contact details:  
benandkaty@hotmail.co.uk

If you would like to discuss your mailings with us or to receive this link letter on a regular 
basis, please email supporter.care@churchmissionsociety.org or call 01865 787400

GOING FURTHER WITH CHURCH MISSION SOCIETY
Africa conference online: Discipleship in Changing Times. A virtual 
gathering 6–7 November to connect with mission in Africa, with 
contributions from CMS and CMS-Africa people in mission. For more 
information and to sign up, go to churchmissionsociety.org/ac2020


