
by Becky Wehrspann, Features Editor

Anita
DENNIS

D iamonds are beautiful 
stones, full of facets 
and dimensions unique 

to each individual rock. But they 
don’t have such a beautiful 
start — diamonds come from 
dark, dirty coal that withstands 
tremendous pressure over a 
long period of time. This difficult 
process is needed to create an 
exceptional-looking gem.
The life of Anita Katherine Dennis 
shows all too well that only through 
the waters of Holy Baptism and 
Christ’s blood of forgiveness can 
we shine as exceptional gems.
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Anita the student 
and young wife
The facets of Anita 
Dennis’ life are many. 
She was raised on 
a farm in Ohio, by 
loving parents who 
brought her to the 
waters of Baptism 
as an infant. She 
was “the apple of 
her father’s eye” 
as she grew into a 

young woman. She had dreams and aspirations 
of international travel that led her to enroll in an 
anthropology class during her sophomore year of 
college. That decision influenced the rest of her 
life, in ways she never dreamed or imagined. 
At age 19, she met her future husband, Ben, 
her 35-year old professor at Ohio University and 
a hereditary tribal chief from Liberia, West Africa. 
Their relationship was forbidden, both by the 
school and by her parents. “Interracial marriage 
is becoming more common now; it was not in the 
1960s,” Anita remembers. 
During her junior year, in 1965, she was forced by 
her father and mother to quit school and move 
back to the farm. For two years she and Ben were 
separated, but their love for one another only grew 
stronger. She estranged herself from her parents 
and returned to Ohio University to marry Ben, with 
only a Liberian graduate student and the pastor’s 
friend standing up as their witnesses. Their rocky 
start was just the beginning of more than 40 years 
of trials, joys, sorrows, and forgiveness. 
In 1970, Ben accepted a faculty position at the 
University of Michigan–Flint, where there were no 
other black professors and only a few black stu-

dents. It was no surprise, but still a great disappoint-
ment to Ben and Anita, that none of the Lutheran 
churches in Flint were integrated — blacks and 
whites worshipping together. “Our Savior [Lutheran 
Church, Flint] had one black member — it was the 
only integrated church at that time,” Anita said. 

Anita the missionary — home and abroad
The couple saw racial integration as an immediate 
calling in Flint. “Ben and I always considered it our 
mission to welcome — enthusiastically — any black 
person or couple that visited our church,” Anita said. 
And today she continues to reach out, especially to 
those of different races or cultures, in her congrega-
tion of St. Michael in Fort Myers, Florida. 
Anita made her first international trip in 1972, trav-
eling to Liberia with Ben to meet his family mem-
bers and visit his father’s village of Vahun. She was 
welcomed into Ben’s tribe as the chief’s wife, and 
was given the Mende name Ma Baindu. Several 
more trips were made to Liberia in the ’70s, with 
an eventual focus on evangelism and bringing the 
Gospel of Jesus to the Mende people. In 1983, Ben 
and Anita, along with their three sons, Ben Jr., Joe, 
and Peter, returned to Liberia as lay missionaries to 
the Mende and Gbandi people in Vahun. 
“Missionary work began in Vahun in 1976, so when 
we arrived in 1983, it was a joy to see God’s Word 
in action as I worshipped with my Mende broth-
ers and sisters in Christ and participated in the life 
of the church there. The small mudblock churches 
in the adjoining villages demonstrated that God 
comes in the most humble of settings,” Anita said.
“These were my sisters and brothers in Christ. 
We shared a deeper relationship than someone 
of my own race or culture who is not a Christian. 
We have all of these differences, and yet the most 
important thing in life we share — the unity of 
the faith,” Anita said. 

ANITA KATHERINE DENNIS: WIFE, MOTHER, MISSIONARY, MA BAINDU
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“The week before Christmas 
[1983], Ben left for 5 days to 
investigate mission opportuni-
ties among the Gbandis living 
near Somalahun. Things were 
bleak as Joe and I came down 
with our second bout of ma-
laria while he was gone. The 
monthly bush plane brought 
us 8 Christmas cards … I hung 
Joe’s and Peter’s construction-
paper chains decorated with 
bells, stars, and trees in the 
living room. Our houseboys 
tied palm branches on our 
porch posts — a typical sign 
of celebration. 

“The familiar Christmas songs on my cassette tapes made 
me cry at first, but my spirit revived as I sang along with 
them. We faced a Christmas with no gifts under the tree, 
no familiar church program, and no smell of Christmas 
cookies in the oven. 
“The church window shutters were open, letting in the cool 
night breeze. Two large, kerosene, pump lanterns sat on the 
simple, wooden altar, illuminating the colorful felt banners, 
donated by American churches, on both sides of the mud-
block wall. Everything glistened, including the palm leaves.
“People reverently filed in, filling the benches, the children 
hushed and still. Our choir of eight, wearing robes for the 
first time, marched in carrying candles and singing ‘O Come, 

All Ye Faithful’ with an African lilt. As I listened to the Christ-
mas story read in English and translated into Mende — 
And there were in the same country, shepherds abiding in the 
fields … — I realized this humble village was more like the 
setting of Christ’s birth than any place I’d ever known. 
“On Christmas Eve, that night of nights, I was hit with an 
avalanche of homesickness. I looked outside the church 
window and saw a full moon rising, imagining it shining 
on my Michigan home. That year, everything was stripped 
away except the true meaning of Christmas — that the Lord 
came to His people. I sat there, hearing afresh the message, 
Unto us a child is born, unto us a Son is given … I thought of 
Christians celebrating all over the world. As I watched the 
kingdom of God in Mende faces, Christmas became univer-
sal; its meaning and joy applied to people in every country 
and climate. We all had a Savior, our bond of faith overcom-
ing cultural differences. 
“We had the essentials: God’s love, His Gift for all time, and 
our faith. My family wasn’t there, but we had Ben’s ‘relatives’ 
and our brothers and sisters in Christ. 
“The fog was lifting the next morning as we walked to 
church. Ben and I welcomed everyone, saying ‘Merry 
Christmas!’ On this holiest of days, the wooden benches 
were crammed. Communion was served. That day, I had put 
on a cheerful face, despite my homesickness, for my kids. 
However, in the privacy of my home, my façade didn’t hold 
up. [The missionary’s] daughter arrived with a small box of 
Christmas cookies — colored sugars, sprinkles and all, just 
the way my mother made them. After she left, I sat there 
crying at that touch of home.”
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The Dennis family on Christmas Eve in Vahun, 1983

Anita, Ben, and family, 1979

6 FA L L  2016



Anita the widow
Another Christmas, many years later, was also marked with 
sadness and loneliness: A week before Christmas in 2009, 
Ben passed away. “Losing my husband was the absolute, 
most profound experience in my life,” Anita said. 
In time, she began to see this facet of her life as an oppor-
tunity to reach out to other women in her community, by 
beginning a lunch ministry to meet other single women 
and widows. “Losing your husband — no one can under-
stand that unless they’ve gone through it,” Anita said. “I will 
never forget the other widows in the church coming up to 
me and telling me ‘you will get through this; you will move 
forward.’ Somehow that gave me hope for the future.”
One Bible passage Anita uses as a guide for uplifting others 
is 2 Corinthians 1:3–5 (ESV): Blessed be the God and Father 
of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies and God of all 
comfort, who comforts us in all our affliction, so that we may 
be able to comfort those who are in any affliction, with the 
comfort with which we ourselves are comforted by God. For 
as we share abundantly in Christ's sufferings, so through 
Christ we share abundantly in comfort too. 
“That [passage] was very meaningful to me because I had 
witnessed that comfort from the Lord myself and could 
offer that to other, more recent widows than myself,” Anita 
said. “There is nothing that can duplicate that [comfort]. It 
is there and it is real. That comfort is real.
“When I married Ben, it could have been a tragedy,” Anita 
said. “In fact, everyone told me it was going to be a trag-
edy. But yet we both loved the Lord and, despite our sin, 
God blessed us and kept us together. And then God used 
that — it’s amazing that God can use anything in our lives, 
no matter how tragic, but He can use it in a positive way. 
God did work it out for good.” Which is another favorite 
Bible verse Anita relies on each day: And we know that in 
all things God works for the good of those who love him, who 
have been called according to his purpose (Romans 8:28). 

Anita the author
Anita was co-author with her husband, Ben, of the book 
Slaves to Racism: An Unbroken Chain from America to Liberia 
(Algora Publishing 2009). After Ben’s death, Anita was 
encouraged to write her story — their story — but it took 
her a long time to get past her intense grief to write and 
publish Beyond Myself — The Farm Girl and the African Chief. 
The book chronicles her life growing up in Ohio, meeting 
Ben, their travels and mission work, living as an interracial 
family, and loving the Lord together. 

“One of the reasons I wrote my book was to testify to what 
God had done in my life,” Anita said. “I think that reflecting 
on the past helps you see how God was with you. It pro-
vides such a witness.” Anita continued, “I put some things 
in my book that were very embarrassing, telling about my 
sins. If I portrayed myself as a plaster saint, people would 
not be able to relate to it. It is a humbling thing to put these 
things down on paper and share them with the world.”
The Rev. Dr. Robert M. Roegner, LWML Senior Counselor and 
past missionary to Liberia, wrote in his review of the book: 
“Do you want to read a true love story? A story of intrigue 
and surprises? A story of how difficult it is to live in another 
culture and the problems a black man and a white woman 
face when they fall in love? Finally, do you want to read a 
story about how God’s Love can sustain someone through 
the good times and the bad times? Then read this book!”
“I really thought it was important that I write that memoir,” 
she continued, “and not because I’ve had an unusual life. 
God works in every life. It’s not a question if God uses a mis-
sionary in a foreign country, but God uses every single one 
of us every single day. We all have our little mission field.”

Missionary Legacy
When Anita thinks of heaven and the tribes and nations 
gathered around the throne of God, “it brings tears to my 
eyes, because I think of Ben’s people being there. There is a 
unity of the faith that transcends culture and race,” she says.  
The promise of heaven and the joy of life in the Lord mo-
tivate Anita’s service to those in her congregation and com-
munity, especially to widows and those of other races and 
cultures. The multiple facets of her life — the opportunities 
God has granted to her — give her a unique perspective to 
reflect His love and share His life-saving Gospel. 
“Jesus is the true Hero of my story. Living in a tribal village 
in Liberia felt like things were out of control and yet, I knew 
God was ultimately in control. I can’t say I was joyful during 
trials, but I knew God was with me. Joy is based on what 
counts for eternity.”  Q

Anita Katherine Dennis invites you to visit her website at 
www.anitakdennis.com to learn more about her life as a tribal 
chief’s wife and her dedication to sharing the Gospel with others. 
She very much enjoys meeting people through email, Facebook, 
and Twitter. She also enjoys speaking to book clubs. Anita is especially 
looking forward to meeting many new LWML sisters at the Diamond 
Dazzle Celebration in Albuquerque!
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Anita, Ben, and family, 1979
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