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For refugees everywhere






Every day, every day | hear
enough to I
a year of nights with wondering.

Denise Levertov, Every Day
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Authors Note

This is not a book about Africa. It is about my years in Africa with
Sudanese refugees. It is not a sociological study of refugees; it is a por-
trait of refugee hearts. It is not a book about what | gave to the refugees,
but a book about what they gave to me. It is not a theology of mission,
but a story of mission.

I am a Catholic priest and a member of the Society of Jesus. Before
entering the society, | attended college at San Jose State University and
Santa Clara University. It was at San Jose State that I, an unreligious
person, began or was moved to ask religious questions. Over a
period of many months, | experienced a coalescence of extraordinary
interior phenomena: a long uneven search for the meaning and pur-
pose of my existence, a desire to end the con ict in my deepest soul
between moral order and moral disorder, and an unaccountable, myste-
rious, and real attraction to Christ in the Gospels and in the Eucharist.

is coalescence ultimately led me to Catholicism. At the University
of Santa Clara, where | went to develop a theology that might help
me better understand my faith, | encountered the Jesuits. | eventually
chose to become a Jesuit because their following of Christ seemed to be
what gave them life and love and hope in their committed service of the
world. It was a big decision, one prompted by the same persistent tap-
ping at my hearts window that had moved me toward Catholicism.
e path since then has led me through many places and experi-
ences in this country and abroad. | was ordained a priest in the seventies.

Xiii



xiv.  Author s Note

Moved, again, to support and work with the poor, I spent the next several
years in Oakland, California, as a community organizer with a team of
Jesuits, helping people of poor neighborhoods organize and ght such
social ills as vacant housing, drug dealing, de cient education systems,
and an unresponsive city government. In the eighties, | decided to enter
into the growing national issue of homelessness and went to Tacoma,
Washington, to serve as the director of Nativity House, a drop-in center
for street people and the homeless. In the nineties, continuing my street
ministry, | worked with inmates in jails and with residents especially
the mentally ill ~ of low-income residential hotels in downtown Portland,
Oregon. After eight years in Portland, living in the heart of the inner city,
I was moved once again to think in a new direction.

Here is what happened: One night in Portland, as | was chatting
with friends over pizza and beer, re ecting out loud about my ministry
and life, I expressed to them and, I guess, to myself, as I tapped into
emerging realizations that | wanted to be with the poor in a di erent
way. Life was becoming too comfortable. | was feeling, | thought and
here it comes again an invitation, a prompting to something more.
Someone mentioned Kierkegaard, the nineteenth-century Danish exis-
tentialist theologian and philosopher, who talked about the truth which
is true for me, for which he could live and die. Kierkegaard emphasized
the movement of faith in a persons heart, and the subsequent choices
that take the individual into untraveled country, beyond the expecta-
tions and laws of religious structures and beyond the safe world of ones
everyday life and actions. As we talked about this true idea, | thought
of a conversation | d had months before with a Jesuit at a Baltimore
meeting on domestic social justice issues. He had referred to the Jesuit
Refugee Service (JRS) and its commitment to the refugees of the world.
Recalling that conversation suddenly brought into focus everything that
had been swimming around in me: the sense of wanting to do more,
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the desire to identify my true idea, and the awareness of the world s
cry for help. I mentioned the conversation to my friends. 1s serving the
refugees an idea worth living and dying for? someone asked. And isnt
it true that the Jesuits should be where no one else goes?

After we broke up, | slipped gently into a night of thought and
prayer, staring up at the ceiling, listening to the sounds of the inner city,
pondering my hearts questions, tracking the way | was praying.  ere
was something going on, a movement at the door of my heart. 1 knew
the rhythm and insistence of that knock: God seeking entrance. It was
not an agitated movement, but rather one of peace. What about the refu-
gees of the world? Could 1 serve them? | lived in the presence of these ques-
tions for days, watching where my passion was moving, gauging whether
I was at peace, and eventually talking it over with my spiritual director
and one of my dearest Jesuit friends, Andy Dufner. Dufner always had
a way of helping me see if | was on a quixotic pursuit or being touched
cleanly and clearly by the gentle way of God. Eventually, we agreed that
all the signs made sense, and | went to my provincial and laid it out in
front of him. It was a tough conversation: he knew me and my ministry,
and he loved me and did not want to lose me from the province. But he
agreed with my discernment and recognized and named what appeared
to be a call. With his blessing, | spoke to a JRS-connected friend in
Washington, DC. Phone calls followed. An application was sent. e
answer came: there is a place in Africa. In Uganda.

I never regretted the decision to go to the Sudanese refugee settle-
ments of Uganda. | knew from the outset that it was uncharted territory
for me and would be risky. But my entire life had been one of moving into
unknown situations: converting to Catholicism; entering the Jesuit order;
teaching high school; ministering in mens and womens prisons; organiz-
ing on the streets of Oakland; living among the poor and homeless of
Tacoma and Portland; learning new languages and cultures in Mexico
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and Bolivia, China and Spain; loving and being loved by good and bad
alike. Uganda was just another unpredictable endeavor in the unfolding
mystery of my life, where | encountered a new culture, was challenged
to break open the Gospel in a new way, and had to face my strengths
and shortcomings once again. In short, following Christ in the service
of Sudanese refugees became the idea for which I was willing to live and
die. From the moment I landed on that dirt runway in northern Uganda,
I trusted that God was with me, calling me, desiring me, comforting me.
I trusted that God would disclose what | was to be in this new world.

I started thinking about this book in the latter part of my second
year in Uganda. To stay sane and focused in the stressful and demand-
ing world of the refugee settlements, I journaled. Often it was too hot
to write anything but a few notes, to be expanded upon when 1 could
manage a break in the cooler climates of Kampala, hundreds of miles
south. s book emerged from those journal writings. | wanted to take
a reader into the life of the refugees, to show how I came to know and
serve them and how they changed me. | wrote this book, too, because |
feel that my Jesuit life includes the invitation to express what makes my
heart tick. Finally, I wrote this to share my story with all who want to
attend to and understand the broad and benevolent movements of the
heart that I believe are born of the heart of God.

After learning that JRS would be sending me to Africa, | sat at my desk
and pondered the enormity of it all. Hosea 11:1 rose in my thoughts:

When lIsrael was a child I loved him,
and | called my son out of Egypt.

In the spirit of Hosea, the story that follows is about a child loved and
called. It is a story about the people who helped me make sense of that
call and who taught me the meaning of that love.



Introduction

Uganda is an East African country that straddles the equator
and is about the size of the state of Oregon. It is a landlocked
nation, surrounded by the Democratic Republic of the Congo on the
west, Sudan on the north, Kenya on the east, and Rwanda and Tanzania
on the south. With a population of twenty-eight million, Uganda, at
this writing, hosts nearly one hundred thousand Sudanese refugees in
its northern tiers, those areas bordering Sudan.

Sudan, in northeastern Africa, is a huge country, roughly one-fourth
the size of the United States, with a population estimated at thirty-six
million. It has a twisted and painful history involving several internal
wars, often between the Arabs of the North and the sub-Saharan tribes
of the South. Part of the con ictis religious the Muslim North versus
the Christian-animist South and part of it is political, over who con-
trols the oil elds of Sudan. e brutal civil war in Sudan between the
government in Khartoum in the North and the Sudan Peopless Liberation
Army (SPLA) in the South began in the 1980s. It is estimated that as
many as two million died in the war, and another four million were
displaced. Hundreds of thousands of escaping refugees came south into
Uganda. Most had little choice. ey could either remain in Sudan and
face possible death or ee into the uncertain world of exile.

Asaresult, overtheyears, several refugee settlementswere established
in Ugandan administrative districts. Within these settlements are many
villages, set up by the O ce of the United Nations High Commissioner

X Vil
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for Refugees (UNHCR). Most Sudanese refugees in Uganda live in the
three northern districts Adjumani, Moyo, and Arua and within a
hundred miles of the Sudan border. In the Adjumani district, on the
east side of the Nile River, is the Adjumani Refugee Settlement, in
which there are thirty villages. In the Moyo district, on the west side
of the Nile, is the Palorinya Refugee Settlement, in which there are
twenty-one villages. e Rhino Camp Refugee Settlement, in the Arua
district, contains nineteen villages. It lies to the west of the Nile and
south of the Adjumani and Palorinya settlements.

Within the refugee villages live Sudanese people of numerous tribes,
most with their own distinct language. A number of nongovernmental
organizations, or NGOs, work with the UNHCR to implement vari-
ous refugee programs, in education or in health and medicine or in the
construction of water facilities.  ese NGOs are called implementing
partners and receive part of their program funding from their mother
organizations outside of the country and part from the UNHCR. e
Jesuit Refugee Service (JRS) is one such implementing partner, focus-
ing on pastoral and educational matters.

My education in Sudanese culture often came during the events
surrounding Sunday morning Mass, or Prayers, in a particular vil-
lage. (Sudan is 75 percent Muslim. Most of the refugees in Uganda are
Christians.)  ere was always a striking sense of welcome, from the
time | drove into a village and throughout Prayers and the meal that fol-
lowed. e expression You are most welcome, in the tribal language,
in Arabic, or in English, was freely and frequently uttered, a re ection
of the cultural value of hospitality toward visitors and travelers, known
or unknown. e Sudanese cultural landscape includes a multitude of
languages, and | would often hear three or four di erent tongues in a
village, though each village in a refugee settlement is usually created
along tribal and linguistic lines. Here the Bari, there the Dinka, down
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the road the Madi, and so forth. e singing at Mass sometimes went
beyond that, incorporating even music in Lingala, a Congolese language
acquired by some refugees who escaped into Congo before moving on
to Uganda. e Sudanese love to sing and dance. It was always amaz-
ing to me to see the instant uni ed movement of bodies and hear the
polyphonic singing of the entire congregation at Prayers, as if they had
practiced all night. Music and dance are part of the Sudanese soul, and
I was often brought to tears by the beauty and spontaneity of it all.
After Mass, there was usually ameal. e food was always simple: tea,
a few small sh, perhaps some beans, and a bread called posho, made of
maize and sorghum. You were to eat the posho with your right hand after
washing your hands in a basin of water poured by the host. Before we ate,
whether the meal was a cup of water or a plate of sh or a piece of bread,
we had a prayer of thanksgiving, re ecting the deep faith that permeates
the Sudanese culture. s prayer was one of gratitude in spite of heart-
breaking personal and material deprivations; it was one of gratitude for the
simplest of gifts, for being alive and for having escaped the war in Sudan.

e pecking order of the culture is also revealed at meals: the men
and elders (women or men) are served by the young people of the chapel.

e Sudanese culture is patriarchal but is gradually being transformed
by a growing number of educated women, including some strong women
catechists who lead their chapels in Prayers and Christian education.

e people are personable, and there was much laughter (you can
hear Sudanese laughing at great distances) when we ate, especially if
someone was poking fun at him- or herself. One day | joked about
regularly hitting my head on the low entrances of chapels and thatched
huts called tukuls, seemingly incapable of learning the simple act of
ducking. You d have thought | was the funniest guy in the world. e
conversation at meals would attend to a variety of topics: the war, the
village, education for the children, babies born, deaths (especially from
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malaria), drought or rain and planting and harvesting (most of the cul-
ture is agricultural), struggles around poverty (especially lack of food),
church issues (catechist training, seminars on the faith, care for the suf-
fering and vulnerable in the village), meetings with local Ugandan civil
o cials, and my own family and the American culture. e Sudanese
have an oral culture; hence, much information is passed on in this way.

Early in 2005, a peace treaty was signed between the Sudanese
government in Khartoum and the Sudan Peoples Liberation Army
(SPLA) of Southern Sudan. It provided the South with autonomy for
six years, after which a referendum on independence will take place. It
is an uneasy peace, exacerbated by the mysterious helicopter crash, just
months after the treaty was signed, that killed John Garang, the long-
time leader of the SPLA and the newly appointed president of Southern
Sudan. At this writing, groups of Sudanese refugees are returning to
their homeland through formal repatriation sponsored by the UNHCR.
Some, whose old homes were very near the border, cross over temporar-
ily to assess opportunities and security as well as to begin constructing
living quarters and preparing the ground for planting. But the majority
remains in Uganda, taking a wait-and-see approach.

In addition to the hardships of life in the refugee camps, the Sudanese
refugees in Uganda face another horror, that of Joseph Konys Lords
Resistance Army (LRA). Since 1987, the LRAs armed rebellion against
the Ugandan government has a icted Ugandans in the North and, to a
lesser degree, the Sudanese refugees who live there. e LRA has evolved
out of the tortured history of Uganda since the country received its inde-
pendence from Great Britain in 1962. From 1962 until 1986, Uganda was
ruled politically and militarily by northerners, including the dictator Idi
Amin, from 1971 to 1979. When the current president, Yoweri Museveni,
took power through a successful rebellion, he and his comrades favored the
southern and the western regions of Uganda, from where they originated.
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e northern leaders ed to the bush or to Sudan, where they organized
to ght Museveni. Various rebellions were mounted, only to fail and pre-
cipitate the wrath of the South and Musevenis edgling government.
One organization that emerged was a fanatical religious group claiming
special inspiration from the Holy Spirit. e group called itself the Lord s
Resistance Army.

e LRASs leader, Joseph Kony, proclaims himself a spirit medium
whose goal is to rule Uganda under the Ten Commandments. He is
opposed to Museveni and the Ugandan army, and he has attacked his
own people, the Acholi, because he believes they have cooperated with
the government of Uganda. e LRA has carried out its activities in
the North, attacking civilians, burning and stealing property, tortur-
ing and raping village people, and abducting children. e abducted
boy children are used as soldiers, and the girls are used as sex slaves.
Indeed, Konys army is essentially composed of abducted children, an
estimated twenty to thirty thousand. At the height of the LRAS brutal
activity, more than a million and a half northern Ugandans Acholi
people were put into displacement camps so the government could
protect them from the LRA and, as many accused, control them.

e LRA has attacked Sudanese refugee villages on the east side
of the Nile, so JRS work there is compromised. e Sudanese refugees
know the LRA, because for many years it had training camps in Sudan.
From these camps, the LRA launched raids into northern Uganda. e
governments of Sudan and Uganda have accused each other of violating
their common frontier and supporting the other s insurgents. Diplomatic
relations between the two countries were severed in 1995, allegedly
because of Sudans support of the LRA in retaliation for Ugandas par-
ticipation in the Sudanese governments war against the SPLA. Normal
relations were restored in 1999 2000. In the summer of 2006, represen-
tatives from the LRA and the Ugandan government began peace talks
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in Juba, Sudan, brokered by the government of Southern Sudan.  eir
negotiations have been contentious and continue at this writing.

e Jesuit Refugee Service has been in northern Uganda since 1993.
JRS was born in November 1980 when the superior general of the Jesuits,
Pedro Arrupe, distressed by the tragic conditions of refugees around the
world and speci cally the Vietnamese boat people, determined that the
Jesuits should be involved as an organization in relief, planning, and reso-
lution e orts. To do so, the Jesuits would utilize their worldwide talents
and resources. Decades later, JRS works in more than fty countries,
functioning in administrative regions that can include several countries.
Its mandate is to accompany, serve, and advocate for refugees, for those
displaced within their own countries, and for asylum seekers. It is com-
posed of about seventy- ve members of the Society of Jesus from various
countries and seventy- ve religious of other congregations, working with
approximately one thousand indigenous people. JRS works in the areas of
education, advocacy, emergency assistance, pastoral services, health and
nutrition, income-generating activities, and social services. e organiza-
tion strives to be a nourishing and encouraging heart at the bends in the
refugee trail, to walk with refugees along their journey, to o er a hand for
the next part of the climb to freedom, and to say to refugees by word
and action that they are not forgotten.

I was a sta person in the Ugandan JRS project for six years. e
Ugandan and Sudanese projects are directed from a country o ce in
Kampala, which in turn is directed by the regional JRS o ce in Nairobi,
Kenya. e JRS Eastern Africao ce oversees projects in Uganda, Kenya,
Tanzania, Sudan, Somalia, and Ethiopia. During my time in Uganda, |
worked rst in the Rhino Camp Refugee Settlement for two and a half
years, and then in the Adjumani and Palorinya settlements for three and
a half years. My job was in the pastoral area, and | was charged with
accompanying, serving, and advocating for the people in the villages of
these settlements.
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Journal: August 2000

Touching Down in Africa

I arrived in Kenya at 10:00 p.m., after a hopscotch ight from Portland
to Seattle to Amsterdam to Nairobi. e airport was unwelcoming in
the night. I expect lots of lights and hustle and bustle at airports, but
there was little activity at that hour in the dim and gloomy Nairobi
airport terminal.

Welcome to Africa.

I was nervous. | barely acknowledged the JRS contact person when
he called my name as | left customs.

e air outside the airport was cold, biting, and drizzly, but things
warmed up when | walked into the welcoming Jesuit community. Still,
| felt a slight depression  or was it anxiety? Maybe | am scared. | must
continually revisit my intentions in coming here: to place myself into
Gods hands, to o er my skills to refugees, and to deepen my desire
to serve the poor. | cannot allow myself to be seduced by the army of
potential catastrophes marching through my head, including death. If
God brought me to Africa for that, so be it.

Lead me, O God. In all this, craft a steady heart.

Shopping in Kampala
After a brief meeting with the JRS Eastern Africa director in Nairobi,
I ew to Kampala, about an hour-long trip. My assignment: to serve as
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the assistant to the JRS project director in the Rhino Camp Refugee
Settlement, in northern Uganda. But I will have a few days in Kampala
to acclimate to the scene. Given all the nutty and impossible situations
that have dotted my life, I am always amazed at how unsure | am in
new surroundings. Its like an outlaw gene has been unleashed inside me
and sends a message of self-doubt to my heart. Here | am, starting over
again. And doubting myself. I am about to walk onto one of the great
stages of the su ering world, presuming that | can use my few talents in
service of the refugees.

After Mass with the Jesuit community, | was in tears. Why? | was
overwhelmed with fear, hope, gratitude. | snapped out of it when |
went shopping in Kampala with Paco, the Mexican Jesuit with whom
I will be working. He came down from Rhino Camp to shop for a few
necessities and to accompany me back. He is a good guy and a wheel of
energy. He will be leaving JRS soon, and | will probably be taking over
as project director.

Impressions of Kampala: streets seething with young men, cars,
taxis packed with people, prostitutes giving me the come-and-get-it nod,
motorbikes and tra ¢ police, beggars crawling on deformed legs, and
mothers carrying their babies on their backs. Walking from the Jesuit
residence to the center of town, | passed a tra ¢ jam and hundreds of
sidewalk merchants selling old Sunday magazine sections of the Monitor
and the New Vision (the English-language Ugandan newspapers), worn-
out and frayed books, peanuts, bananas, pineapple slices, handkerchiefs,
watchbands, Bibles, pens, and cheap socks. Giant garbage-eating storks
were ying around, pterodactyl-like, coming to rest on the top of build-
ings and trees, where they casually took in the scene below, like they
were meditating. | walked by security people standing and sitting vigil
in front of banks, money-exchange places, markets, jewelry stores in
a word, any place that has money. ey cradled automatic ri es and
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sawed-o shotguns and exhibited cold and unimpressed faces. Huge
waves of noise and people and activity constantly broke over me as |
cautiously made my gawking way down the street.

I was nearly clobbered by two cars. In Uganda, cars drive on the
left side, and rarely do you have the luxury of pedestrian crosswalks. Or
stoplights. I looked the wrong way, stepped out into the street, bounced
backward to avoid a honking truck, and then was almost run down by a
taxi coming fast from the other direction.

I struggle emotionally o and on, and I spend too much of my time
concerned about the future and living in the glory of the past. I wind
up praying in the night, asking God to assist me in seizing these new
moments in my life and to help me see that here, in this new land, God
will give me new gifts; here I will learn deeper trust and new ways to
use my talents.

Arriving at Rhino Camp

Paco and I ew from Kampala to Arua in a two-engine, twelve-seat
grasshopper of a plane. e distance is 350 miles, almost directly north,
and the ight takes ninety minutes. We made a brief stop in Pakuba,
a town on the shores of Lake Albert, which Uganda shares with the
Democratic Republic of the Congo. We buzzed the runway once to
chase o the gira es that use it as a shortcut.

e landing in Arua, the largest northwestern Ugandan town, f-
teen miles from the eastern border of Congo, was smooth, but I was
antsy as we made the approach to the dirt runway. We were greeted there
by the JRS sta of Rhino Camp Refugee Settlement and a few refugee
leaders. From Arua, we drove for an hour and a half to the settlement
and the JRS compound. | rested, ate, and was introduced to my new
home. e fty-by- fty-yard compound consists of four thatch-covered
houses called tukuls, a latrine, a place for bathing, a small building for
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storage called the store, an open charcoal-fueled kitchen, a small eat-
ing facility, a well for water (called a borehole), an anemic thatched car-
port for the pickup, lots of willowy neem trees, and three ducks. We had
a good evening meal and | retired early, obsessively checking to make
sure the mosquito net was hanging properly.

In the morning, Paco and | toured the Rhino Camp Refugee
Settlement, roughly two hundred square miles in size. e settlement is
s0 named because it is adjacent to the Ugandan town of Rhino Camp,
which sits on the west bank of the Nile River. e rhinos were hunted
to extinction in the last century, so the name is misleading. e town of
Rhino Camp is small, located fty miles east of Arua. A few thousand
Ugandans live there, subsisting o the land. Rhino Camp is also home
toasmall shindustry; each day sh from the Nile are trucked or biked
to the Arua market.

In the early nineties, the UNHCR, in concert with the Ugandan
government, established the Rhino Camp Refugee Settlement for
Sudanese eeing their civil war. Eventually, forty-one villages were
established in the settlement, and the thirty- ve thousand refugees who
live there are placed among the villages primarily by tribal and language
lines. Most of the refugees are Christian, and constructing a small
chapel was one of the rst things each village did. In a few villages, the
people pray under a huge tree rather than in a chapel, either because
they could not a ord to build one or because their wood-and-thatch
chapel collapsed from termite attacks. All the people of the villages in
the refugee settlement are subject to the Ugandan government and are
directed by a government-appointed settlement commander. His is the
last word on virtually everything, from crime to new construction to
traveling permits out of the settlement.

Paco and | moved quickly through each village, where we were
brie y received, sometimes by only the chapel elders, sometimes by
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the elders and enthusiastic crowds of curious people, sometimes by all
the above plus a small army of smiling children, singing and danc-
ing songs of welcome. e villages are tattoos on my heart: Agulupi,
Aligoi, Ariwa, Eden, Kaligo, Katiku, Kiriadaku, Mariaba, Matangacia,
Ngurua, Ocea, Odobu, Olujobo, Ossa, Simbili, Siripi, Tika, Walope,
Wanyange, and Yelulu each a memory of faces and events.

Despite the big welcomes and the warmth of my colleagues here,
I have been nervous ever since | left Portland. Everything is new, and
I am working hard to absorb all the places and faces and greetings. |
am conscious of the language di erences, and | wonder if I 1l ever be
able to lead people in Prayers in their own language. Once again, | am
second-guessing myself: Am | strong enough to deal with a new culture
and its physical challenges? Will | be able to help out with the programs
Paco has e ciently established, especially those, like catechist training,
income-generating activities, and adult education, about which I know
very little? I am Mr. Street Guy from the USA  my expertise is in other
areas. And will | be able to communicate with the people? Even my
English, laced as it is with a million street idioms, is often unintelligible
even to Paco, who is Mexican but totally uent in English.

Back at the JRS compound, | went to my internal mountaintop to
pray to God to help me overcome my temptations to self-doubt. But it
is not all darkness and gloom. 1 am consoled to be surrounded by the
refugees, who are clearly happy that I am here. My God, | am here. | am
in Uganda. | am among the refugees.



Killer Lightning

It was a November storm and my rst in Rhino. At one point, a
bolt of lightning and a clap of thunder arrived at once, an explosion that
left me hunched over, heart pounding. e lightning had been close. It
struck about fty yards away from my tukul.

And it killed a human being.

e man was walking just west of the JRS compound, on a worn
trail that snaked through the countryside and linked up with a road in
front of our property. He was pushing his bike as he walked. Ten yards
ahead of him, pushing her own bike, was his wife, a baby strapped to her
back and three other children following her.

Shortly after the blast, a Sudanese man who was in the area ran
to the compound and noti ed the three of us who were home Paco,
George Atibuni, and me that a man had been struck by lightning.
Could we come right away?

We arrived at the place where the rigid gure lay on the muddy
ground. His black skin was burned o from shoulders to waist, giving
the appearance of a half albino. Dead. His wife stood a few yards away,
staring at the body of the man who, until twenty minutes before, had
been her mate of many years. She was stunned, shivering in the rain,
her baby crying an eerie sound in the numb silence of those who had
come to the scene. Nothing could have snapped the woman out of her
trance. Incredibly, a chicken, tied at the legs, which had been brought
for food later in the day, was hanging upside down on the handlebars of
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the mans bike, alive and twitching, with half of its feathers burned o .
How strange: the man dead, his body blasted into rigor mortis by a light-
ning bolt, and the chicken, inches away from the man at the moment of
impact, still alive, thrashing around on the front of the bike.

Surrounded by the Ugandan nationals who live near the JRS com-
pound, Paco and | had a brief conversation and then sent Atibuni, a
Ugandan himself, to notify the appropriate o cial. e speed and
tragedy of this death invaded me. It turned out that this couple was
Sudanese and had seven children. ey and their four youngest children
were headed to Yelulu, a nearby village in the settlement, to work in the

elds with the couple s adult children, who had families of their own.

A Ugandan policeman came, one who works with the local refu-
gees, and said, after a short examination, that it was all right to take the
body and bury it.  ere would be no o cial postmortem, as there are no
coroners in this part of the world. Even if the man had survived, there
are no doctors or hospitals around here where he could have been taken.
So, in the heavy rain, the people placed the body, enshrouded in a blan-
ket I had taken from my room, into the bed of our pickup with three of
the children. e wife and the baby, along with Atibuni and a man who
had been traveling with the family, rode in the cabin along with the
chicken. e woman had asked for the chicken as we were loading up
because it could still be eaten. e fact of hunger is always present, even
in consuming sadness. ey set 0 on a two-hour drive to the couples
home village on slippery, rain-soaked roads.

Like most deaths in this part of the universe, this mans was sudden,
leaving much up in the air in terms of what the family will do in the
long term. But the community will gather and will care for and comfort
the widow and her children in the immediate future.

is mess captures what it means to be a refugee in this part of the
world that is invisible to developed nations.  ese two poor people, a
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father and a mother, a husband and a wife, traveled by bike on a rainy
day to elds miles and miles from their home, bearing their youngest
child, with three more children on foot, and a chicken to be killed and
cooked for the day s only meal. ey traveled through the bush, with no
paved roads and no toilets or water along the way, in the hot sun, subject
to sudden storms, dodging opportunistic mosquitoes. And then he was
Killed, dead in his tracks.  ere were no phones around to call the next
of kin, no government o cials to sign a cause-of-death certi cate, and
no emergency vehicles to pick up the body. He was simply wrapped in a
blanket and taken home, to be buried next to his small family tukul, his
wife and children and friends mourning for three days.

Death in the Rhino Camp Settlement: it is everywhere. People do
not live long enough to die gracefully in their old age. Children die all
the time. Talk to any refugee parent, and he or she will tell you. Lucy
Kaigi has had twelve Kids; six of them have died. Steven Asega lost his

rst three children.  eopista, on our sta , is one of thirteen children;
only she and her brother survived. Every family has lost at least one.
Cause of death? Disease mainly, those diseases that invade malnour-
ished bodies. All live intimately with death, like this widow, her hus-
band struck dead ten yards behind her. | saw her about two weeks later,
and she was frighteningly stoic about it all. Stunned, yes, and bewil-
dered, but there was resignation on her prematurely aged face; even the
death of her man was just one more grinding instance of su ering that
has accompanied her life, like stunted trees along the road.

Africa can be an alternate world sometimes. is is not the safe and
protected world 1 left. I am constantly reminded of this.

So, my God, death again. I pray for this man, for his family. Bless him
as he now comes to you, as we all will come to you, naked and bewildered.
Comfort his family and send helpful people into their lives. Show me how to
be present in this death, and what | am to learn.



New Life, New Hope

On Christmas Eve, as darkness came, | celebrated Mass in the
village of Agulupi. It was a hot night, and there were maybe seventy
people in the little thatch-covered chapel. Dust covered everything, and
I could smell the sweat of the people who were crowded cheerfully into
the room. A kerosene lamp hung on a wooden pillar to the right of
the altar. Huge moths periodically crashed into the lamp, and once in
a while one could hear the slap of a hand as another mosquito made a
hungry landing.

Students sang the liturgy s rich music, and twenty grade-school girls
danced around the altar. Agulupi is home to many Sudanese who ed to
Uganda via Congo, and after communion the singers began a Christmas
song in Lingala, the language of eastern Congo, that featured an imita-
tion of the wailing of the baby Jesus. e dancers sighed while folding
their forearms over their foreheads in an expression of weeping. It cut
straight to my heart: a cry heard down through the centuries from God-
become-human; and, too, an echo of the wailing of refugees who have
endured a long road of ightandsu ering. As with that birth in a barn,
there is a sense in all this stinking poverty of hope reborn.

I said the Mass in Bari, which most present could understand, and
gave the homily in English, which was translated into Arabic, which
all could understand. After Mass, the people, ashing smiles and tired
eyes, presented me with my Christmas gift: a live duck. Food for life. Is
there a better gift? Earlier in the day, seven miles away by a dirt road,

1
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in a village called Wanyange, after another Eucharist, the people gave
me seven eggs.

e night was full of contrasts for me: the absence of loved ones and
the presence of welcoming refugees; the deprivation of the settlement
and the wealth of faith; the longing for home and the comfort of the
Eucharist. 1 thought often of Christs words: is is my body, given
to you; this is my blood, poured out for you.  ose words have always
contained for me the tenderness found also in the moment of his birth:
here was a child, born as a mission of care and love from the heart of
God. On that Christmas Eve in obscure Agulupi, Jesus was born again,
his tender presence hidden in the bread, nourishing me and the little
congregation.

Even as | clung to the familiarity of the Eucharist, I celebrated this
Mass as if it were my rst. And it was, in a sense: everything feels new
in these new surroundings and this new culture. It is startling, the new-
ness of it all. It takes time to adjust to a night like this, but there is no
time, because I have been thrust into an utterly foreign world, and | have
to respond.  ere are so many moments like this here: adjustments to
food, lack of clean water, creatures of the night, customs, relationships,
expectations, su ering children, unrelenting heat, absence of loved
ones, unforgiving terrain, unexpected disease, death, and requests for
help that are heartbreaking in their simplicity and impossibility. And
yet | take refuge in the consolation of Christ once again pouring out
his love and hope in the Christmas mystery as | face what is new and
frightening and unclear.

e promise of Christmas was brought home for me powerfully on
Christmas Day. I spent it with two young men, Kingara and Otumbara,
students | had met shortly after arriving at Rhino and who were home
from school for the holiday. After Christmas Eve Mass, they had
approached me, in a crowd of secondary school kids home for the break,
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all of whom speak English and were eager to talk, and invited me to join
them for Christmas tea. Kingara and Otumbara are good kids, honest
and guileless, orphaned by the civil war. We sat on the dirt oor of their
tukul sipping tea and eating chocolate chip cookies | had received from
a friend in the States (they were hard as rocks but dunkable). Many
other teenagers had crowded into the tukul. ey all knew and admired
Kingara and Otumbara, both bright and determined to nd a way to
continue their education. ey never knew their fathers and barely knew
their mothers, escaping from Sudan as young teenagers, their families
slaughtered. We talked at length; they asked lots of questions about my
country, my family, and education in the States. eyhadadi culttime
grasping that my mother tongue was English, since they understood it
to be an international language to be learned, as they had learned it,
after the acquisition of ones native language. | was curious about their
escape from Sudan and their hopes for the future. After the other teen-
agers left, 1 gave Kingara and Otumbara each a calculator, decent ones |
had purchased in Arua. ey were abbergasted and grateful. As | left,
we planned to meet again during their next school break, in April.

Like Mary and Joseph, Kingara and Otumbara are simultaneously
being born and giving birth in a foreign land. In their quest for an
education, and for truth, they are claiming their lives and their hearts,
bringing new life and new hope to their continent and to their Sudanese
culture. It is a similar situation for me. Far from home and from my
loved ones, 1 am being born anew, through the grace of the One who
created and sustains me.



Letter from Rhino Camp
Refugee Settlement

Dear P,,

Hi, dear friend. Where to begin? It has been a slow and fast, serious
and hilarious adjustment. e trip from Portland to East Africa, which
you have experienced, was uneventful. e free wine on the ight helped
take the edge o the emotional pain of farewells and the weariness of
being stu ed into an airplane seat for sixteen hours. Our brothers, the
African Jesuits in Nairobi and Kampala, were warm in their reception,
though no amount of welcome can ease the anxiety of entering a com-
pletely foreign culture. | was like Paul nally arriving in Macedonia,
saying to myself, Well, I am here because you have called me here. Now
what?  ere have been some tough moments, partly a result of the cul-
tural adaptation. But there is also the constant struggle to trust in God
in my anxiety, and the drain of having to be an extrovert when | am by
nature an introvert, and the absence of friends and spoken love.

After delays in Kampala because of an Ebola scare in northern
Uganda and rebel ambushes to the east of my assigned location, I ew
north to Arua, a town fteen miles east of Congo and perhaps fty
miles south of Sudan. | came up with a Mexican Jesuit, Paco, who is the
director of the JRS project in Rhino Camp Settlement. He is a veteran:

ve years in Africa and decades in the jungles of Chiapas and the slums
of Mexico City. He is a talented man, wiry of body and mind, used
to working alone. He tends to have a short fuse, although he learned
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quickly that anger doesnt work on me, so he has had to adjust. In the
end, I dont think my strength will threaten him; indeed, it can be the
basis of a companionship that he has not had for some time. He will be
leaving the project soon, | am told.

Meeting us at the Arua airstrip were the three other JRS sta ers,
Atibuni, Lodu, and Lokuri, all young laymen, one Ugandan and two
Sudanese. ey are excellent people who have been helpful in my adjust-
ment and education. From Arua, we bumped our way alonga fty-mile
dirt road to the Rhino Camp Refugee Settlement, my home for the next
few years.

e land is bush country, with lots of grass and low-rising trees. |
arrived at the outset of the dry season, and the heat is like a lamprey
that sucks the life out of you. In the dry season, not much in the way
of subsistence crops can grow. Malaria is prevalent here; knowing this
is like living in a house with a smoldering re in the basement; one is
always waiting for the ames to make their move. Everyone here has
had and will have malaria. It is the very young who su er the most from
it. Almost one million children under the age of ve in sub-Saharan
Africa die each year from the disease.

I have all the conveniences of home: no electricity, no plumbing, no
phone, no running water, and no TV (but I do have my handy-dandy
shortwave radio). | have a blessedly long bed with a mosquito net. I live
in a little one-room thatch-covered house called a tukul, which I share
with lizards, eas, dive-bomber moths, grasshoppers, spiders, mosqui-
toes, plump cockroaches, and a million what-the-hell-is-that creepy
crawlers. Your kind of place.  ere are snakes, too, including cobras and
black mambas. Even a shower is an adventure and an act of will, since
one has to maneuver with buckets, cups, and a twenty-liter Jeri can
(named after the British nickname for the Germans, who produced it
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during World War I1). e food is very di cult for me, and already my
mind wanders o into frequent food fantasies. What | would give for a
green salad and a piece of cheddar cheese.

e JRS work in the Rhino Camp Settlement is primarily pastoral,
while other projects in northern Uganda and Southern Sudan emphasize
education. ere is an educational component here as well, although it is
directed toward adult literacy. e Rhino Camp project also is commit-
ted to the development of cooperatives, as refugees endeavor to establish
small businesses to compensate for the consistently infertile land. A big
investment on the part of JRS is in the training of Catholic leadership:
elders, catechists, youth, and women. And we celebrate the Eucharist
and other sacramental activities in nineteen di erent chapels. I have
baptized more children in two months than I have in my entire thirty
years as a priest. I go to the villages for Mass either on a motorcycle
(Gary Smith, born to be wild!) or in a pickup. e catechists who work
with me in the chapels usually translate my English homily into Arabic
or Bari, a Sudanese language. | am beginning to learn the Mass in Bari.
Some days, there may be four di erent languages we have to work with.

e liturgies are full of nonstop dancing and singing and rich in faith
and a sense of trust in God. It always touches me.

Incidentally, I have seen more exposed breasts in my few weeks here
than I have in my entire life. Mothers breast-feed during baptisms, and
in anointing so many little nursing heads | sometimes wind up anoint-
ing heads and breasts in one, uh, graceful movement. Life and cultures
are so relative. | realized one day that I was baptizing three babies of
separate mothers but all having the same daddy. It doesnt happen often,
but it happens. Polygamy is a cultural nut that the African church has
not yet gured out how to crack.

e people are good and welcoming; they possess a deep faith and
are resilient in the face of crushing obstacles. Never have | heard the
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Twenty-third Psalm e Lord Is My Shepherd prayed with such
devotion in the midst of absolutely oppressive surroundings. But faith
never softens the reality of deprivation. e deepest lash to my soul is the
su ering of the children. Disease makes its move early; the life expec-
tancy here is just over forty.  ere are all kinds of hideous things: malaria,
worms, TB, typhoid, dysentery, cholera, tropical ulcers, and leprosy. Not
to mention the payback to the body for years of backbreaking work, never
having a permanent home, and grief over family separations. Like street
people in the States used to tell me, Its not the years that age you, Father;
its the miles. e Sudanese have traveled lots of miles.

To preach to this sea of su ering is like learning how to talk again.
Herein lies a sobering truth: 1 am free when | am out of control, when
I get out of the way and let those walls come down. | cannot depend on
cleveridiomsand ashy rhetoric when breaking open the Gospel. Often,
if I slip into Americanisms, the translators have no idea what I m talking
about, even if they have gured out the di cult American accent. e
stripping that occurs is not of conveniences; it is of old ways of operat-
ing. So humility comes thundering into my life in spite of myself. Or
maybe God is in the hunt for my humility. I was deeply immersed in
that truth on Christmas Eve at the small village of Agulupi. In their
chapel lit by a kerosene lamp, there was a moment when | looked at the
bread and said to myself, isisme: o ered, broken, and shared. e truth
is that | am dependent on a power bigger than any talents I bring to the
situation. In fact, my talents here sometimes dont mean shit. | was, P.,
at that moment, looking at my life, and I knew, like Jeremiah, that | was
seized by a re burning in my heart, / imprisoned in my bones (20:9).

I did not start the re, and I am not sure | can control how much
heart fuel will be burned.

Greet the community. | send my prayers and love to all of you.

Gary



Letter from Kampala

Dear R.,

Hi. It was good to hear from you. | write this from Kampala, where
I'm taking a break from the North. It gives me a chance to clear my
head, have a few hot showers, eat better food, and do the shopping. e

ight from Arua, which has the closest airstrip to the Rhino Camp
Refugee Settlement, to Entebbe Airport, about thirty miles outside
of Kampala, takes about an hour and a half. e approach over Lake
Victoria is breathtaking. I get down about every three months and stay
with the ten Jesuits at the community in Kampala. | miss all of you and
read your letters over and over again.

You asked about the wars that a ect us in northern Uganda. I 1l try
to give you an overview. e JRS projects in the north of Uganda and in
Southern Sudan labor under the dark shadow of war. Rhino is not directly
involved, but of course all the refugees here have family still in Sudan.

e civil war there staggers along. It has bled that poor country for almost
twenty years. e Sudanese government, in white-hot anger over recent
rebel successes, has taken to bombing villages along the border in Rhino,
we can hear the Russian-built Antonov bombers make their sweeping turns
over Ugandan territory. Whenever the planes y overhead, the refugees get
a certain look on their faces. ey have been there. ey know.

In Uganda, there is also the festering rebellion of a malignantly char-
ismatic nutcase by the name of Joseph Kony, who is the self-proclaimed
leader of the Lord s Resistance Army (LRA). He says he receives visions
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and instructions from God. e LRA specializes in destruction and
mayhem, ambushing a bus here and a truck there, burning down schools
and hospitals, invading and torching displacement camps, killing indis-
criminately, and, worst of all, abducting many children, who are forced
to become soldiers and sex slaves. As far as | can gure, there is no
coherent ideological component in their ght, but rather a combination
of Christian fundamentalism and opposition to Museveni s government.
LRA rips and runs on the other side of the Nile from Rhino, so we are
not a ected directly, though we are touched by eeing Ugandans who
escape over to the west side of the Nile. e stories about LR A activities
are horri ¢. Most recently, they stopped a bus, pulled the people out,
put padlocks through their lips, and then torched the bus.

But there is another side of my life here, a counterpoint to the
depressive and destructive activities of the LRA: it is the richness of
the people and the joy that being among them brings. Recently, at a
Sunday Mass, during the prayers of the people, a woman was uttering
a fervent prayer for rain. A six-year-old boy stepped into the middle of
the aisle, maybe ten feet away from the altar, and proceeded to take the
pee of the century on the parched dirt oor, looking at me with a stare
somewhere between de ance and ecstasy. Of course, the whole chapel
started cracking up, including the woman who was praying for rain. She
was the mother of this kid. Sort of gives new meaning to the e cacy of
prayer, doesnt it?

Another time, two seven-year-old Acholi girls were discussing me
as they stood behind my chair outside the chapel at the village of Ariwa.
I was talking to several of the village elders at the time. One of them,
who spoke excellent English, asked me if I would like to know what
the children were saying. | nodded, and he gave the following running
translation, the girls unaware that | was eavesdropping on their ani-
mated conversation, which was interspersed with lots of giggling:
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First Girl: He is very tall.

Second Girl: Uh-huh. Imagine having to go through life
like that. Have you noticed the blue eyes?

First Girl: Yes, what a handicap. How can he see? And his

white skin. Scary.

Second Girl: Yes. Its like his skin is turned inside out.
Very ugly. And his hair kind of makes him
look like a rooster.

First Girl: Yep. Poor man.

Ugly? Rooster? Me? Hey, dont they know I m a hunky guy?

And then one group of villagers gave me a live duck. Did I tell you

that? A symbol of life and no small sacri ce. e little duck must have
gured out that I am a vegetarian, because she follows me around like I
am the man, her conquering hero.

I know you are not going to want to hear this, but I have become an
insect killer. It used to be that I would kill only after intolerable levels
of harassment, but the terrorism became so exasperating that I simply
started going after them, guring a good o ense is a potent defense. |
have killed thousands of termites, removing their little veins of mud
snaking up the walls to the grass covering of my tukul, and as many
ants, before they bite me and raid our food supplies. | have made tons
of solo hits on spiders, wasps, ies, grasshoppers, eas, twig bugs, scor-
pions, mantises, cockroaches, beetles, moths, gnats, ying white ants,
dragon ies, caterpillars, mosquitoes, and all sorts of unidenti able
creepy crawlies.

I draw the line on re ies. Too amazing to kill.

I send my love to you and the family. Remember me to all.

Much love,

Gary



And in God There Is No
Darkness at All

On the night of the Easter Vigil, | walked over to Ocea, a
small village about a mile from the JRS compound. It is an
achingly poor community with a large number of young students, from
fourteen to twenty- ve years old, in grades eight to twelve. Most of
them live alone and are given a slight monthly ration by the United
Nations upon which to survive. Many are orphans, rendered so by a
war that has killed parents and uncles and aunts, or have been separated
from their families, possibly never to see them again.  ere are others,
not orphans, who have come to Uganda seeking the more stable condi-
tions of the education system here.

It was raining o and on, and so to create the Easter re, three
women, prominent elders in the village, stacked wood that the children
had gathered at the base of a tree. How they ignited that re in the light
rain with wet wood remains a mystery to me. African technology, a
student responded to my perplexed look. From that tenderly created re,
we lit the Easter candle and moved slowly to the front of the chapel, the

ame protected from the drizzle by our hands and by the thatched roof of
the chapel, patched with a raggedy canvas. A group of girls danced rhyth-
mically, leading the procession, and all present clapped and sang with a
purity of faith so characteristic of these refugees.  ere was one kero-
sene lamp hanging from a eucalyptus beam over the small wooden altar,
which was covered with a brilliant red and white and orange cloth.
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I celebrated the Mass in Bari with snatches of Arabic. I am not
uent in either language, but one learns the language of the Mass by
constant practice with patient teachers. After the Gospel was read, |
had a few of the people act out the scene at the empty tomb as told in
Luke 24: one woman played Mary of Magdala, another played Joanna,
and another played Mary the mother of James; a few men played the
roles of Peter and the apostles; and a man and a woman played the two
angels who say, Why look among the dead for someone who is alive?
He is not here; he has risen. e Sudanese love drama and love to see
their own people act out a drama. ey can perform on the spot, much
as they sing and dance.

e women were appropriately sad, fearful, and dumbfounded by
the disbelieving apostles.  ere was a lot of laughter at this, since it
pointed to the dynamic between men and women in the village. e
angels, of course, brought lots of smiles, because it is amusing to see
someone you know on such an intimate human level play something so
celestial. e men, led by the one playing Peter, acted out the role of the
confused and condescending apostles perfectly.

When the drama was over, everyone in the chapel applauded with
approval, and a little tide of murmured editorial comments swept through
the congregation. | asked one woman, one man, and one angel from the
play to remain at the front of the chapel with me, and I asked each ques-
tions, which were translated into Arabic, about their character:

Can you describe the tomb? How did you feel when Jesus
was not there? Why were you afraid?

Why did you and your apostle brothers not believe the
women? What was going through your mind when you
learned the body was gone?
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Who are you, angels? Did you know where Jesus was?

And then | asked the congregation:

Where was Jesus?

Why did Jesus go through all this?

Why are we happy on this night?

What does his resurrection mean to us?

What is the relationship between our celebration here and
the one in Japan, or in Rome, or in my hometown in the
States?

e drama participants answered their questions with smiles and
enthusiasm. When the people in the congregation answered their ques-
tions, they always stood up.

And so the Easter Vigil Scripture was broken open by old and young,
and the ancient message of Gods love was rediscovered and renewed
and embraced. It was a naked and breathtaking experience for me. Here
we were, in this simple little chapel, with its dirt oor and mud walls,
a congregation of not just poor but ragged and hungry poor, and hearts
were being expressed, passionately and innocently. I thought of the line
uttered by the British bureaucrat protagonist in Graham Greenes e
Heart of the Matter:

Why . . . do I love this place so much? Is it because here
human nature hasnt had time to disguise itself?
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e blessed poor of the Beatitudes were before me, expressing their faith
with a strength emerging straight from their good hearts.

After our Eucharistic prayer, the little band of worshipers announced
to me that they would escort me back to the JRS compound. So, singing
and dancing  fty strong we plunged into the jaws of the night, a night
so black that you could not see your hand in front of you were it not for the

icker of the Easter candle leading the way and a winking lantern bringing
up therear.  ere are no streetlamps in this part of the world.

e people sang in Arabic, Bari, a couple of Congolese dialects,
English, and other languages | did not recognize. Africans negotiate
languages as e ortlessly as my Ocea friends moved on that dark path.
I was placed in the middle of the pack, and all laughed hilariously at
my every missed step to a beat and a rhythm that comes easy to the
Sudanese. Incorporated into the singing at di erent times was Father
Gary. | dont know what they were singing, but it was done with lots of
laughter, the kind that is born of love and happiness.

Imagine peering down from your magic carpet into the unyielding
blackness, and there, sandwiched between a couple of small ames, you
see a pack of merrymakers snaking their way along an unseen road,
apparently headed for no destination other than deeper into the sur-
rounding bush darkness.

Of course, the prevailing imagery of the Easter Vigil Christ, the
light in the darkness and the light of the world  was not lost on any of
us; it was a fundamental truth that poured over us like a tropical rain.

e words of the rst letter of John rose in me: God is light; there is no
darkness in him at all (1:5).

e Oceans accompanied me to the door of my tukul. What irony:
the JRS mandate is to accompany these good people in the darkness of
their tragic dislocation. And yet here they were, walking me home in
the darkness.
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| stood there, the crowd beaming back at me as I thanked them
in Arabic and Bari and English.  en they sang again; | felt like | was
being serenaded. After much singing, clapping, foot stomping, and
laughter, they wished me a good night and one nal Happy Easter and
then turned and sailed back into the night. After they left, I retrieved a
bottle of cheap wine from my clothes cabinet that | had stashed away for
the occasion: my Easter feast. | sipped and began to let the night soak
in. I could hear them o in the distance: Oceas nest, heading home.
Singing. Clapping. Banishing the night with their love of God. ey
were happy that | had come, but happier that on this night they could
celebrate the Resurrection with the Eucharist.

At that time Jesus exclaimed, 1 bless you, Father, Lord
of heaven and of earth, for hiding these things from the
learned and the clever and revealing them to mere chil-
dren. Yes, Father, for that is what it pleased you to do.
(Matthew 11:25 26)

e night was a festival of precious images; they reside in my heart like
inner icons, before which my soul can kneel and give thanks to God.
I learned a lot about myself that night with my friends in Ocea: that
I can be happy and relaxed in the most challenging of circumstances;
that the spirit of faith exists independent of language and liturgy and
church; that 1 am understanding what it means for a pastor to love his
people and even be willing to die for them; that the simpler my life
becomes, the more abundantly God comes into it. | understood deeply
Paul s words to the Corinthians: Having nothing, and yet possessing
everything (2 Corinthians 6:10, NRSV).
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Breaking the Ego

I continue to stagger through the Mass in the Bari language, and today
was no exception. But the people of the village of Matangacia were grate-
ful for the e ortand that I was there. My words in English can get lost in
translation, and 1 am constantly editing in my head before I say anything,
to rid my speech of American idioms and metaphors. Breaking open the
Gospel is the challenge. I will learn how to reach the heart of the people |
serve; it will just take time. is place has a way of breaking the ego. | keep
reminding myself that I m not here for me or to deliver brilliant homilies.
I'm here for God period. And God will make up the di erence.

e children at Mass are a joy. ey normally sit in the front of the
chapel on papyrus mats and are usually subdued and attentive. Sometimes
an older woman will patrol the area where they sit with a long switch, just in
case the kids forget where they are. When they assault me with their ear-to-
ear smiles, I return the favor. At one point, with the Mass concluded, | was
listening to announcements by the chapel catechist when a little girl snuck
up behind me and ran her ngers through my hair. Exploring the unknown.
Most of the children here have never seen a white man up close.

Ink on a Thumb

I o ciated at a wedding today in the village of Siripi for which all the
documentation had been done by another priest. It was full of surprises.
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For starters, the couple, Paulino and Rachael, was older, not young and
just starting out.  en, just before the exchange of vows, Rachael began
nursing her child, who, I found out after the ceremony, was her eighth.
After the vows, Paulino and Rachael returned to their chairs, their
eyes cast down, and she resumed feeding the child. Another surprise
occurred at the signing of the marriage certi cate. e chapel catechist,
Otim, who had done all of the translating, started painting Rachael s

nger with his BIC pen. It turns out Rachael cant read or write, so her
thumbprint took the place of a signature. I have certainly never seen that
at weddings in the States.

e post-Mass celebration was wonderful, with waves of dancing
and singing and ululating. (Ululation is a high-pitched, repetitive cry of
joy or grief. e word is an onomatopoeia; the cry sounds like Uh, lu,
lu, lu. ) People didnt just walk up the aisle to congratulate the couple
they danced up the aisle.  ere was a feast of beans and goat and rice
and a bread called posho and tea, served by smiling women. Paulino
and Rachael, a naturally shy couple, courageously endured it all, know-
ing that this celebration was as much for the community as it was for
them it was a communal expression of their peoples love for them. As
I was leaving, the married couple thanked me graciously, repeating the
Bari word for thank you, tinate, and then instructed each of their chil-
dren to do the same, with the exception of little Mr. Hungry, who was
still nursing. Finally, the new bride and groom asked for my blessing for
their family. It was a wonderful day.

God s Presence in Death

Olujobo is a small village in the far eastern part of the settlement,
about an hours drive in the dry season from the JRS compound. After
Eucharist this morning, the congregation and | went to the burial site of
a six-year-old girl, Luwena, who had been crippled by polio from a very
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young age and died the previous night of malaria. Her mother, Molly, a
teacher at the local primary school, was widowed by the Sudan war, and
Luwena was her only child.

Almost the entire village was present. | was intimidated, walking
into a crowd like that, not speaking the language and still not com-
pletely familiar with the burial customs. It was a hot, dusty, windy day,
and to protect the family and me from the sun, a canvas tarp had been
loosely strung over our heads. e hanging sides of the tarp, caught by
the wind, apped against the imsy support poles. Around me stood
thin Sudanese wearing faded and well-worn dresses and pants and
shirts, and thongs on their feet. | was seated in front of the body, which
was wrapped in a blanket and lying in front of the grave. People here
are buried on the compound of their living relatives, generally next to a
tukul; as | sat there, | could see many such graves: slight mounds in the
ground, sometimes with a cross marker stuck into them.

I realized that day, in the midst of my feelings of intimidation and
inadequacy, that my grasp of the language and my ability to deliver a
few signi cant words were not what mattered. My presence as priest
anointed the occasion. e Sudanese believe God is in all things, espe-
cially death. Being there, I, the priest,a rm their belief. It is humbling
to have this conviction imposed on me. is world is so direct and raw.
Like the wind in my face, | have to encounter it, engage with it, and let
it sift me.

We prayed, and the child s remains were lowered into the grave, and
more prayers were said. | embraced Molly. She sobbed long and hard in
my arms.

The Music of Touch

e rains this week have caved in one entire side of the Ariwa chapel.
is evening, we had Mass under a tree without rain.  ere were
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twenty- ve rst communicants; about half were young children, and
the rest were adults. At the sung acclamation, after the consecration,
I was overwhelmed by the beautiful polyphonic singing it was like
hearing a favorite passage in a favorite symphony. e consolation it
brought me reemerged periodically throughout the morning.

At the end of Mass, | noticed a little girl, Marie by name, on the
fringes of the congregation, sitting in a metal box that looked like a
squat trunk. At rst | thought she had just crawled in it to play. en
realized that she was severely handicapped. Her eyes were unfocused,
and her legs were merely useless appendages. Polio caused this, her
faithful sister told me, watching over Marie like a sentinel. | went over
to her with Kabir, my puppet whose Arabic name means big, and she
reached out to stroke his hair. She uttered an unintelligible word in her
little voice | was informed that she does not understand language. |

ashed on another severely handicapped child | knew, in a parish in San
Jose, California, whose parents brought him to Mass. His father played
classical music in his room all day, noting that one never knows what is
getting through. 1 held Maries hand with one hand and with the other
chased away the ies that were crawling over her face. Was my touch
reaching her, with its own kind of music of care and love? Ah, my little
Marie, what gets through to you?

Shopping in Arua

e sta and | traveled to Arua today for our weekly shopping and to
visit the bank, which is always distressing. It is normally jammed with
people, who dont stand in line but push forward en masse, and the tell-
ers are too few and bored. After the banking, I sent a few sta to buy
big-ticket items like fuel and construction materials, and I took Atibuni
to the market with me. It is always good to have a native with you to
negotiate prices for tomatoes or rice or oranges or eggs. It is automatic
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that the muzungu, the white man, will be charged more, so that is why |
take Atibuni; he speaks Lugbara, the language of Arua, and can wheel
and deal with the best of them.

One thing I can always count on in Arua is the beggars. ey are
generally mentally ill, handicapped, or just poor. e streets are full of
them. ere are three or four lepers, now cured, who always come to
me. All have lost most of their ngers to the disease, so they extend only
stumpy hands in supplication. Begging for alms is the only way for the
handicapped to survive; the Ugandan government does not provide for
them. I try to give something without making a big deal of it. All are
grateful no matter what the amount.

While | was waiting in the street, leaning up against the pickup, a
young boy, terribly crippled, crawled toward me, his elbows and knees
covered by makeshift guards. He stopped in front of me, looked up, gave
adisarming smile, and asked in clear English, Would you tell me about
yourself, muzungu? 1 did so and asked him his name. By name | am
called William, he replied. en he invited me to listen to a song he
had made up, with the refrain | would like to know Jesus. Amid the
chaos of the marketplace, in a street packed with trucks and bikes and
people, among a million di erent noises and smells, William sang his
song, the smile never leaving his face. It was an unforgettable moment.

Young people like William tear down all the walls | put up. His
simplicity and humility y in the face of what the world says is really
important: power, beauty, and possessions. Ironically, William already
knows Jesus and teaches me of the meek and humble Christ who ulti-
mately stands at right angles to the world. With all of his poor Arua
street companions, William creates an opportunity for God to have a
cleaner shot at my heart.

ere is a place in Arua called the hawker market, where | buy non-
perishable goods.  ere is a woman who always sits in a narrow alley
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between the street and the market. She is dressed in rags, her eyes cast
down, her hand extended in a quiet request for alms. Sometimes, walk-
ing through this alley, | have to dodge human feces. | always give her a
few shillings and gently fold her hand around what | give. She looks up
at me and thanks me. Her eyes are worn out with life  one sees such
eyes often among poor women here. My God, what is it like to spend your
life begging in a Ithy alley? What kind of existence is that in a world where
there is so much wealth?

Atibuni

Dont move your head, Father, Atibuni, my Ugandan logistics man,
instructed me. We were having dinner together last night; the room was
lit by a kerosene lamp, and we had been talking Ugandan politics. He
slowly got up, removed one of his sandals, glided over to me, and quickly
and skillfully smashed a scorpion that was about three inches above
my head and moving south. Now, he said with serene nonchalance,
where were we? | gulped as | looked at the dispatched scorpion. | had
no idea where we were. Just pass me another warm beer, | thought.

Atibuni is one of my dearest friends. He is a good man, a Benjamin,
a Nathanael, an emerald that glistens whatever the sight line. He is six-
foot- ve, as lean and sinewy as a bamboo stalk, and a Ugandan of the
Lugbara tribe. He is in his late twenties, but he is much older than his
age indicates. He has been employed by JRS for several years and also
owns and operates a small retail outlet in Yoro, the Ugandan village
adjacent to our compound. He was an orphan early in life and supports
himself and a dead sisters six children with this business and his JRS
salary. He assumes all of this responsibility with the natural grace of one
who does what is to be expected.

A few months ago, his boss at Rhino, Paco, returned to Mexico
after an extended illness. JRS asked me to take over as director of the
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settlement project, so Atibuni and | have been working together. He is
my main man, my go-to guy: he helps with shopping, building, sorting
out problems, and translating; he o ers me tips on ways of proceeding
and puts me in touch with important people. Everyone in this region
knows him and respects him. And | really love him. He is sensitive and
reliable and loyal. And he laughs at all my corny jokes.

Occasionally Providence gives us people who help us make sense
of life. Atibuni is that for me. In my rst years in Africa, he has been
another sun in my life. He casts his clear light when I am lost in cultural
darkness, neutralizes the shadows of critical situations, and o ers the
warmth of his dedication and love. He is a solid guy, steady and endur-
ing. We were friends from the rst time we met, and we became closer
as we encountered together the challenges of the bush. He is one of
God s most wonderful creations.

Naming a Child

All the JRS sta , plus my best catechists Minga, Tuwanga, Otim,
Luaate, and Dudu and I were having lunch after a morning of plan-
ning programs for the next six months, and we started talking about
the impending birth of the rst child of my sta person Wawa. |
asked him if he and his wife had decided on a name for the child,
and everyone began laughing. As | subsequently found out, Africans
dont name their kids until after the birth, and it is a family a air, not
just decided by mom and dad. To ask them what name they will give
is as strange and hilarious as asking what they think of the weather
tomorrow. As one sta er, a Kenyan, said, We dont buy the cloth
until we see it.

Names are given based on the context of the birth, and the elders
lead the way. So my logistics man was given the Lugbara name of
Atibuni, which means born for the grave, because a large number
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of children in his family had died soon after birth. A child might be
given the Arabic name Taban, which means tired, if the mother is
so at birth.  eopista, our cook, was given her name because it means
one who trusts in God, and her father and mother, people of great
faith, trusted in God to keep her alive. Sometimes children are given
an English name, like Sunday, which re ects the day of the birth. Once
| baptized a child named Nelson Mandela, whom the parents admired
very much.

Givenall of this, I have decided that the name Gary is pretty wooden
and unexciting. Perhaps | will change it.

Prayer Re ection

I have lately been aware of the prayer from Psalm 90: Let us wake in
the morning Iled with your love. Having just nished Mary Purcell s
book on St. Ignatius, e First Jesuit, I am even more aware of that plea.
I am so far from being Iled with God s love when | read about saints.
I am aware of my shortcomings, my sin, my loneliness, my distractions,
my anger at people, my distance from a passionate love for God, and |
wonder at the di erent interior universes of Ignatius and the mystics
compared to mine. | ask for this love. Sometimes | am moved by God s
presence, but it never lasts, because | become distracted, like Peter,
convinced in the rst moment of walking on water and then sinking in
disbelief. I would like just once to love God with all the passion with
which | love another person whom I know loves me. Ignatius says to
stay and relish the consolation of the movement. But, sinking into love
and never wanting it to end, | lose my grip on whatever the movement
is, guring that it is just an emotional burst, like a are on the sun.
Here, then gone.

I am contemplating this again tonight and feeling sorry for myself.
Maybe it has just been a long, di cult day and | am tired. To bed.
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oS

But I woke up. At two a.m.

e sight through my mosquito net was magical. Scores of re ies
were grazing on the grass roof of my tukul. How did they sneak in? ey
always Il me with joy. Did they know their great admirer was lying
beneath them in the darkness, gawking, spellbound? All my preoccupa-
tions were obliterated by those tiny blinking beacons in the night.

I am here, guys, I am here. Just look down. I am here.
| fell asleep and was okay.



A Mothers Voice Crying
Out in the Wilderness

Atibuni normally greets and interviews individuals when
they come to our compound to request aid.  ere are many. He
informed me one morning of a woman who needed to see me. She had
come from Yelulu, a small village in the northeastern part of the Rhino
Camp Refugee Settlement. She had traveled the nearly ten miles by foot
on a brutally hot day.

I ducked under the low entry to the open structure called a pyot
where our guests wait, and there | stood face-to-face with a towering
woman who was clearly undernourished, wearing a long, faded orange
dress, gold earrings, and a headdress that matched her dress. Her face,
adorned with high cheekbones, was smooth, unblemished except for
three subtle V-shaped lines from her temples to the middle of her fore-
head: the ritual scars of the Dinka. She was, even in her thin frailty,
a beautiful woman. | greeted her in Arabic and asked her name. She
responded in English, By name | am called Rebecca. Her face was
strained, a look of concern and fatigue that went much deeper than just
tiredness from having walked a great distance. | see this look all the
time: it is the look of hunger and poverty.

In her arms, Rebecca held a small child.

I asked her how I could help.

She spoke in Arabic and Atibuni translated: Father, | am now alone
because my husband is ghting with the Liberation Army in Sudan. My
child cannot nurse because | cannot produce breast milk. 1t will soon
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starve to death if there is no food. Can you help me with money so that
I can buy cows milk? She addressed me as Baba, the a ectionate term
for Father.

To make clear the devastating fact of her inability to produce milk,
most likely a result of malnutrition, she asked if | would like to see her
breasts. Before | could answer, she gently pulled down the top of her
dress, cupped her breasts, and held them out for me to see. | was struck
at once by the absurdity of it all, and yet the humanity of it all. | stared
at her barren breasts, asking myself, Why is she showing me? I m not a
doctor.

But perhaps | was, in that moment. She was looking not so much
for a diagnosis as for some kind of consolation and assurance and,
of course, nancial assistance. Nodding, | gulped and said, Uh, yeah,
Rebecca, they sure look unproductive to me. | have no idea how Atibuni

nessed that translation.

Underneath all this, a gloom took hold in my heart. Children
are considered to be a blessing from God in this culture as in most
cultures and the more children one has, the more transparent the
blessing. And yet I couldnt help but think, Isnt it foolish and cruel to con-
tinue to have babies when you cannot provide for them? But | was trying to
intellectualize a problem that cant be framed in rational terms. In war-
time, one isnt thinking of birth control and family planning. e issue
was a plain one: this young mother was about to lose her child because
she could not produce milk. Its not hard to understand how she might
see this as a reversal of God s blessing.

Near her village, Rebecca could buy cows milk sold in a Pepsi
bottle for around four hundred shillings, about twenty- ve cents. I
gave her enough for a month s supply and told her to come back when
she needed more.
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As she left, she grasped my hand, thanked me, and told me, Chol
is your child now, and as he lives he will pass your generosity on to
others. 1 was knocked out by her wonderful understanding of the inter-
connectedness of people. | thought, too, that it re ected a true grasp of
the notion of the body of Christ.

A man never hates his own body, but he feeds it and looks
after it; and that is the way Christ treats the Church,
because it is his body and we are its living parts.
(Ephesians 5:29 30)

As she was leaving, | asked her what full name she had given to her son.
Jacob Chol, she answered. She explained that the Dinka word chol
means the child who was born after the one who died. So I knew what
happened to Rebeccas rst child: he perished because he had no breast
milk. All that his little sucking mouth could nd was a warm breast
over his mother s warm heart. Rebecca told me about her rst child with
strength, her face disclosing neither pain nor anger. She said then, God
is good, marrying two di cult realities: that Chol's brother had died
and that everything is given and taken away by God. Not an easy con-
nection to make, perhaps impossible for those of us who take food and
decent medical care for granted.
It is always hard for me to stack bush theology up against my own.
But in the end, the person of faith, like Job, o ers this: e Lord gives
and the Lord takes away. is belief re ects an acceptance of crushing
conditions, no matter how severe. Yet it is about not only accepting what
cannot be changed, but also o ering up adversity to the benevolent God.
| see this attitude every day in the people here, but I myself am not very
good at it.
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I encountered Rebecca and Chol at di erent times after our rst
meeting. At the marketplace in Arua, she came over to me with a few
Dinka women, greeted me, placed her little Chol in my arms, and stood
back to admire the two of us, drooling Chol and Baba Gary, staring at
each other. When there is an opportunity, Rebecca wants her son to be
held by his father.



A Paratrooper in a Diaper

The sight of blood nally snapped me out of my stubbornness.
I was sitting in the latrine at three in the morning, my ashlight icker-
ing on the oor. Lizards were hanging out on the walls, thumb-sized
cockroaches were scurrying above and below me, and bats were rustling
in the space between the wooden rafters and the tin roof. But they didnt
scare me. e blood scared me. My blood. In my shorts.  is was not
your basic diarrhea.  is was serious.

A few days earlier, my sta and | had gone shopping in Arua. It
was a dry-season day on the equator, the temperature topping out at
110. By the time we arrived home after a ninety-minute drive on dirt
roads we were sticky with sweat and covered in dust. In my case, there
were other inconveniences: a pounding headache and an aching body.

en, as | was taking a quick cool shower, a tremor moved through me,
and my stomach clenched up. As the afternoon progressed, the symp-
toms got worse. It looked like malaria: headache, chills, fever, nausea,
general body fatigue. | started popping malaria medicine, a treatment of
four pills a day for ve days.

at was my rst mistake.

e chills eventually ceased, and | thought the whole episode would
blow over. In the tropics, these things happen: a glass of bad water here,
a little fungus there; now an insect bite, then an allergic reaction. |
thought I knew what I was up against. I woke in the middle of the night,
poured myself a glass of fruit juice, and sat down at my desk, thinking,
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Hey, I dont feel too bad. I just cant sleep.  en I threw up: juice, eggs,
whatever else had gone in since lunch. Soon, | was back in the latrine.
e sickness didnt let up for three days.

e JRS sta checked in on me periodically, but I waved them
away. | thought it was malaria and that I would be back to normal in
a few days.

Sitting in the latrine on the morning of the fourth day, I knew
something else was going on. | hadnt been able to eat for days, and my
stomach had expelled everything in it, but still I was sick. I remembered
a story a veteran coworker on the streets of Portland had once told me
about a sign at the desk in one of the skid row hotels in the 1970s. It was
a list of names, and above the names it said, e following list of people
cannot stay here, because they shit on the oor. I thought to myself, Better
put my name on the list, guys. | started to laugh at the thought of it and
then to worry that | was losing my mind.

In this dark, out-of-control moment, | wandered into a prayer that
went something like this: I am here in this land, in this obscure place, because
my deepest heart followed all the signs of invitation that you gave. | trust you
and that you want me to get better. So I am in your hands now.

Five minutes later, the decision came to me: | must attend to this
business. Now. is wasnt malaria, and | was a fool to tough it out on
my own. | needed help.

I left the latrine and went over to Atibuni s tukul. It was four oclock
in the morning. | told him to get our driver, because we would be leav-
ing for the Aruaairstrip at sunrise, ultimately heading for Kampala, 350
miles south. A doctor there had treated me for other tropical ailments.

Victor, our driver, came in at dawn. Before leaving, anticipating an
accident along the way, I rigged up a towel diaper, fastened with safety
pins. It was so outrageously bulky that I could not button up my Levis,
which | masked with a long jacket. January is a scorcher in Uganda, so |
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probably looked pretty silly. But I didnt care. | collapsed in the backseat
as we took o for Arua.

By the time | arrived in Kampala, | was whipped, thanks to the
dehydration, the loss of blood, and the lack of food and sleep. But, bless-
edly, I d had no accidents.

e superior general of the Jesuits, Peter-Hans Kolvenbach, is
alleged to have said that the Jesuits in JRS are the paratroopers of the
society. | thought of that glorious and provocative line as | waddled
through Entebbe Airport, my makeshift diaper in place: Here | am, a
paratrooper in a diaper. Actually, given what | know of my Jesuit friends
and their wounded hearts, a paratrooper in a diaper is an appropriate
metaphor for many of us in the Society of Jesus.

I was in the doctors o ce within two hours. Old Doc Stokely, an
English expatriate who runs a tropical disease clinic in Kampala, made
a quick diagnosis: dysentery. A couple of doses of antibiotics and a few
hours later, | began to feel better.

at night, | fell asleep early. I woke before dawn. All was still.
O in the distance, | could hear the bells of one of the nearby Catholic
churches calling people for an early Mass. | lay in my bed at the Jesuit
residence in Kampala, but my soul knelt. I was okay. My god, | was
okay. | got out of bed and stood staring into the darkness of my room,

ashing on the events of the past several days. | was restless but at peace,
sensing the presence of God and how all the jagged edges of the past
several days had been smoothed and sealed. | was like a rescued miner
emerging from the darkness after a cave-in, coming up and out into
the day, waving to the world and breathing deeply, weary but happy. |
returned to my bed and whispered a prayer of gratitude.

I am always struck by the fact that | can embrace faith in hopeless
situations. It is a paradoxical idea. But in those moments when my life
is unraveling, 1 am touched by the truth that I am in God s hands. No
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matter how dark the circumstances, God is in them, for God is the
benevolent and solicitous ground beneath me. So | am steadied, even
consoled. I make my comebacks.

I cannot feel sorry for myself when every day | meet people who
struggle with disease and death. ey are as much a part of the East
African reality as the sun and the rain. When 1 joined JRS, | never
thought that my accompanying the refugees would include su ering
from a ictions that they endure constantly. But in those a ictions, |
encounter God. It is a sort of mystical experience: even here, and maybe
especially here, I meet God. However intense my moaning and groan-
ing, the moment of confrontation puts things in perspective. God s love
for me trumps the chaos that invades my life. e truth that I am loved
and desired rings in me like those clear and pure predawn church bells
in Kampala.



Letter from Arua

Dear S.,

I write this from Arua, where | have come for a meeting and have
the night free. I miss you so much. Each morning | pray in gratitude for
my knowledge of you and that you have stuck with me throughout my
stay here. You are a wonderful friend.

You asked in your last letter about the contrasts in my life. I struggle
with the complex culture here, yet | always feel welcome. | laugh a lot
and have moments of at-out terror. Regarding the latter, I recently
encountered a cobra in the shower stall on our compound; it was cooling
0 inacorner. | hit its hooded head with a bucket, slammed the door
against it, and then beat the stunned thing to death. When it was over,
I stood there buck naked alternately laughing and crying.

I spend my days responding to endless and frequently impossible
requests and adjusting to the nuances and defects of sta and of those
employed by other nongovernmental organizations. Little things can
make the most emotionally depleting day manageable: a cold beer, a
letter that tells me I am loved, a crackling strain of classical music over
BBC shortwave, a breeze sneaking in under the heat, a child unaccount-
ably holding on to my hand from the moment | got out of the truck until
it was time for me to leave the village. Little things.

Our JRS project continues to march forward on a number of fronts,
cobras notwithstanding. We have now enrolled hundreds of adults in
adult-ed classes, which take place outside on rows of logs. We also give
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money to groups of eight or more who launch an income-generating
operation that has promise of success: for instance, selling grain pur-
chased in Arua at the local markets in the settlement, or buying second-
hand clothes, xing them up, and selling them. e groups eventually
pay the loan back through pro ts. We also lead seminars at each chapel
for leaders and their people, usually around theological matters. And, of
course, I celebrate the Eucharist in the settlement villages.

I was recently here in Arua for three days to attend a seminar for
catechists and for follow-up blood tests at the clinic (malaria caught
up with me in April more on that later). Catechists run the show in
the settlement in many respects, attending to the prayers of the com-
munity when there is no Eucharist, emphasizing Scripture, and help-
ing the people apply the Gospel to their lives.  ere are some excellent
catechists in the settlement who are powerful in their preaching. In this
diocese, they do 95 percent of the funerals, and there are a lot of funer-
als. Most of the catechists tend to be men in their thirties and forties,
and a large number have been trained in Arua at the primary diocesan
center in the North, or at another center in Yumbe, west of the Nile and
close to the Sudan border.

e program participants must have a secondary education and
a sacramental marriage and be able to read, write, and speak English
(because of the many languages in the settlement, the training cen-
ters must operate in a common tongue). e course work takes a year,
requiring signi cant time away from home. When an individual is away
at the training, the home village and the JRS project attend to the needs
of the persons family. e nancing for participants comes in part from
diocesan grants (money given by philanthropic foundations in Europe)
and in part from the home parish of the catechist. ey are trained
in Scripture, church history, catechesis, preaching techniques, liturgy,
social awareness, and spirituality. 1 have come to love and respect the
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catechists, men like Minga, Asega, Kenyi, Tuwanga, Otim, Luaate, and
Lokuri. And I am in the hunt for more women to take on the role.
e rains have been poor; one often hears the dreaded word: drought.
ere is so much hunger as it is. | always knew how to get food to home-
less street people in the States; here there is no food and no money. It
is painful to hear parents say that their children have not eaten in two
or three days. Is that the word? Painful? Its deeper than pain. Without
food, the people are susceptible to what I call hunger diseases, diseases
that strike when the body s defenses are weakened by malnutrition. |
have lingering guilt when | eat and know that many of the brothers and
sisters will face the day without food.

Speaking of disease, | was nally nailed by malaria the prospect
was always there, lurking, only a matter of when and where. It was a
hurricane that breached my shoreline swiftly, powerfully, and merci-
lessly. It started as a bad headache, and before | knew what hit me |
was dealing with a stomach disorder, aching muscles, teeth-chattering
chills, lots of sweating, and a high temperature. I was a mess. | have
never felt so rotten in my life. e medication worked, but between it
and the malaria, | was left feeling edgy and emotionally blunted and
vulnerable. I know you worried about this, but | am better now, and my
bodys immune system will be more prepared the next time a hungry
mosquito injects its parasites into my bloodstream.

Of many things: women carrying twenty-liter cans of water on their
heads; the smell of rain on the wind before it reaches our compound,;
dogs underneath the altar at Mass; teak tree leaves the size of small sails;
rejoicing with a young man on the arrival of his wife from Sudan after
two years of separation; Mary and Mary, two orphaned teenagers, very
happy when I bought them two kilos of rice; dawns sung into existence
by doves and cuckoo birds; the distant six a.m. jet heading north toward
Addis Ababa; the intoxicating juice of a mango, leaking and smeared all
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over my face and hands; snails the size of softballs lazily making their
way across the road; encounters with African men and women so guile-
less they seem to be from another planet a planet of good hearts. God,
I love this place.

I pray for truth and happiness in your life and your marriage, and
for your parents.

My regards to all,

Gary



Cause of Death: Life

The leadership of the village of Ngurua, where | celebrated
the Eucharist one Sunday morning, requested that | come to
the residence of a young man whose wife had died the night
before. After Mass, we moved through the camp of small tukuls. It is
an extremely poor village, even among the other poor villages of Rhino.
I walked in the middle of a long line of people, many of whom had been
at Mass; others who had not attended were aware of what was happen-
ing and had joined the procession. Grief is a communal experience in
a tribe, made more so by the close quarters in which people live in the
settlement villages, and though they mind their own business when it
comes to the intimate matters of family, all know what is going on with
their neighbor. And, too, the history of ight and su ering and death
is shared by all.

e silent line moved over dusty footpaths, only the occasional cry
of a child or bark of a dog interrupting. Even the very young children
joined us, as well as most of the teenagers. We came to the compound of
the deceased, and | was met by the husband. He was young, in his early
twenties, and the strain of the last few days was apparent on his face. He
took my hand and led me to his dead wife. | stooped beneath the small
opening of the one-room tukul and entered into the smell of death and
dirt and defeat. e tukul was full of women, seated on the dirt oor in
a silent circle of mourning around the dead woman, who lay wrapped in
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a blanket, her young head visible. ey all turned to look at me, and |
greeted each one with a handshake.

e young wife had died the night before, at twenty-two years old,
due to complications from the birth of her second child a week before.
As far as | could gure out through the translation of the husband s
words, she had hemorrhaged to death, and the midwives, for all their
experience, could not stop the bleeding.

e women parted, making a spot for me to kneel before the body.
Standing behind me were the leaders of the chapel, who were not much
older than thiswoman. ey had been in this place so many times before,
veterans of the premature deaths of mothers and children that are com-
mon here. | knelt and prayed, but it was a distracted prayer, because I
was thinking about the husband and his needs, and how in the world he
was going to feed the newborn.

As | left the tukul, I stopped and talked with the father. He held the
week-old baby, deprived in the long term of a mother and in the short
term of a mother s warmth and milk. e father showed me the freshly
dug grave, adjacent to their tukul, where his wife would be buried later
that day. He asked if I could help with another blanket, since his wife
would be buried in the only one they possessed, and if | could give him a
few shillings for cows milk. ey dont have formula here; it is the stu
of another solar system.

At some point, as | was walking out of the compound, my arm
around the shoulder of this young man, I lost it, drawing away momen-
tarily to weep in that obscure little place that was baking in grief and
heat.  ese moments are always a blow to the gut for me, and all |
can do in the face of the overwhelming odds confronting the refugee
is mourn. It is such madness, the death of a young person. Today in
particular was di  cult, because it was my birthday. What tragic irony: |
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celebrated my birthday on the day I prayed over the dead body of a sister
who was forty years younger than me.

Otim, the local catechist and a good friend, told me that he would do
the funeral later in the day. Would this not remind him, I asked, of another
day last year when he buried his own ve-year-old daughter, struck down
by malaria? Yes, he said. But Abuna, we are in God s hands.

To say that this mother died of complications from childbirth is to
dance around the real issue. She died of malnutrition and a compromised
immune system that broke down in a ght against postnatal infection.
It was no contest. When | see the gaunt bodies that attend to these
moments; when | consider that even the most basic resources proper
health care, clean water, decent housing are not available to this long-
su ering people; when, in a word, I see a life riddled with deprivations,
I have to conclude that the cause of this death was life.

In my mind s eye, | see the millions of refugees of the world, spawned
by the decisions of political power brokers.  ese decision makers seem
to be indi erent to the su ering they cause, a su ering that crashes
down on the heads of ordinary people who only want to raise a family,
grow food for their kids, and sleep peaceably at night. And beyond the
people who cause war and nurture their own death-dealing agendas,
there are the people in wealthy developed cultures who have learned to
compartmentalize the poor of the world into a problem out there : a
global version of out of sight, out of mind.



Letter from Mwanza,
Tanzania

Dear B.,

Hi. I write this at the southern tip of Lake Victoria in Tanzania,
where | am attending a meeting of pastoral agents in JRS Eastern Africa
countries: Uganda, Sudan, Tanzania, Kenya, and Ethiopia. It has been
an opportunity to stand back and assess things, which I needed to do as |
head into the homestretch of my time in Rhino. In the evening, we dine
at a little village restaurant on the beach and have some delicious tilapia.

I have re ected on what | have been doing and will try to answer
your question about my work.

For the past several months, my sta and | have been organizing
and conducting a series of one-day and three-day seminars for our refu-
gee church leadership: catechists; people involved in the care of the sick
and aged; youth, women, and liturgical leaders; chapel chairpersons;
facilitators of Small Christian Communities (gatherings of people in
the villages who meet regularly to read and study Scripture); and those
developing small businesses. In general, we have realized our goals, and
the next four months will be a time of much pastoral work within the
villages and follow-up on the seminars.

We hold the three-day seminars at the training facility located three
miles from the JRS compound. Actually, training facility is perhaps
a bit elaborate: it consists of one classroom, a latrine, a small kitchen
for open- re cooking, a storage room, and a couple of outdoor benches
that we use for group discussions. e seminars are humbling.  ere are
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many challenges: language issues (determining which one to use and
arranging for translators), illiteracy, sickness (malaria hits two or three
people at every seminar), lack of electricity, crying babies (who come
with their moms), the long distances to the facility from peoples home
villages, rain and heat, lack of running water, insects and poisonous rep-
tiles, simple food (beans and our and a little cabbage and dried sh),
sleeping arrangements in the seminar room (we have to partition o
the room since men and women both attend), and a few thousand other
things. e logistics of such seminars are daunting, but fortunately my
sta is smart and well organized. ats why | pay you guys the big
bucks, 1 joke with them.

Our ministry involves more than just organizing seminars and
teaching theology, of course. I also have a lot of one-on-one meetings
with people in the settlements. Tuesdays are di cult, because that is
when | see the many people who come to us for assistance. One of the
last people | saw last week wanted money to purchase sugar and tea for
the large gathering of people who would come to mourn a death in his
family. I had been giving out assistance all day and was becoming irri-
table, mildly put o by so many wanting money or supplies.

e man standing before me was in his mid- to late twenties, thin,
sad. He had a strong handshake and the coarse skin of a person who
has worked in hard labor all his life. He came to us for supplies for the
funeral of his nine-month-old daughter, Viola, who died of pneumo-
nia complicated by a severe case of malaria. |1 informed him, in one of
my more arrogant comments as JRS project director, that we could not
take nancial responsibility for every funeral. I shall never forget the
look of bewilderment on his face, bringing into stark relief the small-
mindedness of my comment.

I stopped myself, my heart impaled by his look. | asked him if she
was his only child.
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He said, No, this is the fourth child.

And the others? 1 asked.

Dead also, Father, all in the rst year of their lives. I myself and my
wife are nearly dying with grief.

It was a direct hit. e rubble of my arrogance was scattered every-
where. Feeling like the consummate jerk, I mumbled something about
how sorry | was. Imagine: four children. Dead. His own. His all. e
horror of it.

I turned to Atibuni, who was translating. Give him anything
he needs.

e young man shook my hand again with his leathery hands. He
thanked me and was gone with Atibuni.
ings like this happen here. I am learning.

Please dont worry about me so much; what is important is that
you pray for me and for my people here. God has the ultimate hand in
everything. | hear the drums of death nearly every week, part of the
mourning and burial ritual of native Ugandans. e drumming can last
for three days and nights. But even surrounded by death, I am reminded
of the wealth of life.

And there is abundant new life. Recently, two midwives from a
nearby village came to ask if I could take Mary, a young orphan woman
I know and love, to a clinic; she had gone into labor with her rst child.
I drove for two hours over bad roads looking for an open clinic, with
Mary and the two faithful midwives in the backseat. Bumping along,
nervously looking over my shoulder at the hard-breathing mother-to-
be, whose contractions were coming at shorter intervals, | tried to say
something in Arabic to support her, but I was nervous and all I could
manage was Have a nice day. | was prepared for a backseat delivery,
but we made it to an open clinic, and shortly after we arrived the baby
was born. A boy. Mary named him Gary, because of my involvement
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in the delivery. My name sounds kind of goofy next to the Sudanese
surname (Ondoa), but who cares. So now, as far as I know, there is one
Gary in a settlement of thirty- ve thousand. Not too long ago, a mother
came to me shortly after she had given birth to a daughter, on the day |
said Mass in her village. She asked the name of my deceased mother. So
somewhere in the villages is a young girl named Eunice.

More life in abundance: about two weeks ago, a gift duck (from
the mothers in a village where | baptized a dozen kids) hatched count
them thirteen ducklings in our compound. Oh, the sight of that
mother duck majestically strolling out of the nesting area, her u vy,
peeping, black and yellow little guys in tow. I stood gawking, the whole
scene a light in the darkness. 1, Mr. City Boy, was the most excited out
of the whole sta . Itis no big deal to Africans they ve been there, done
that. If there had been cigars, | would have passed them around.

I love you and miss you.

Gary



Journal: September 2002

Anointing and Being Anointed

Last Sunday, I celebrated Mass in the village of Tika. Walking into the
chapel, led by the young Kizito dancers, | am always knocked out by the
music, the singing, and the scores of people swaying in unison. But on
that Sunday, | was moved to tears. | am not sure why. Was it the beauty
of the music? e raw contrast between the impoverished little chapel
and the glittering Western churches | have seen? e faces of everyone
turned toward me, smiling and welcoming?

ere was a baptismal liturgy in the middle of the Eucharistic cele-
bration. e fty-three children were from the six Tika villages and
had been prepared by the local catechists. After a question-and-answer
homily, built on a youth-performed drama from the Gospel, the con-
gregation moved outside, gathering underneath an enormous mahogany
tree for the baptisms. | was surrounded by concentric circles of mothers
and babies, fathers and sponsors, the Kizito, the talented musicians and
the throbbing choir, other members of the community, and half a dozen
chickens and two sleepy-eyed, emaciated dogs. Moving down the line
of children during the anointing, | came upon one frail malarial baby,
Genty, with beads of sweat on her tiny forehead. | knew she would die
soon. Her mouth was listlessly wrapped around her mothers nipple. e
mother, for her part, tried to muster a smile for me. For the few seconds
my ngers were on Genty s head, images of all the sick children and sick

54



Journal: September 2002 55

adults I have encountered in the settlement hovered just inside the fron-
tiers of my consciousness, a dark reservoir that | kept pushing back. e
su ering and death in the refugee villages can break a person. I moved
on to the next child, my eyes clouding over.

When the liturgy was nished, there was enthusiastic applause; the
women ululated in celebration, and the church moved forward. I myself
was anointed by the sanctity of the good hearts surrounding me. In that
moment, | was experiencing the body of Christ. I whispered a silent
prayer, asking God for peace in the world and a life of peace for those
dear children. We processed back to the chapel and nished the Mass.
Morning became afternoon. Hours after we began, | was eating beans
and drinking tea and bantering with the leaders of the chapel.

I spent half an hour before leaving Tika playing with a yo-yo that
I had asked my sister to send. e children were spellbound by it; they
crowded in, eager to touch me and to gure out how on earth | made the
darn thing stay spinning at the end of the string.

I learned two days later that Genty had died. She was her mothers
second child to perish.

Baptism for a Deaf Child

Before Mass today at the Simbili chapel, the catechist, Isaac, and a
woman from the village brought a twelve-year-old orphan boy, the
womans nephew, to me. ey wanted to discuss whether he was ready
for baptism. e boy was deaf. | was told that he was able to make the
sign of the cross and that he attended Prayers and Mass with the family.
I asked Isaac and the aunt what they thought; after all, they knew him
best. ey said yes, he is ready. | turned to the boy and asked him what
he wanted to do. Isaac translated my question for the aunt, who in turn
repeated it in a crude sign language for the boy. He beamed and nodded.
| added that they should teach in his presence, let him watch the other
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kids and the praying community, and trust that God will make up the
di erence.

It is a hard and long road for disabled refugee children, who face
added hardship on an already di cult path. In this boys case, he has to
live with the belief of many of his people that deafness is God scurse a
belief fueled by witch doctors. What | would give to be able to reach out,
put my hands on his ears, and heal him. (Indeed, what would I give?) |
will baptize him the next time | am at Simbili for Mass; I will have the
people in the congregation come up after the baptism and impose their
hands on his head and ears. It will be a sign from the Christian com-
munity that he is not alone in his silence.

They Sang All the Way

At Ocea, three of the catechists, Lokuri, Luaate, and Dudu, conducted
a four-day seminar for women, facilitated primarily by Dudu, a trained
woman catechist, and Sister Gloria, a nun from Arua. Gloria directs
a school for women that helps them develop community projects and
become self-reliant. e purpose of the seminar was to give the women
a deeper understanding of the church, its various talents, and the neces-
sity of women leadership. Gloria also spent time talking about income-
generating opportunities and how they might be accomplished. It was a
gathering, too, that was geared toward a rming the women not only as
leaders but also as women. Two representatives from each of the nineteen
chapels in the settlement attended the seminar. Many of them brought
their babies and younger daughters or sons who were old enough to
babysit. In the end, we had almost sixty people to feed and house. e
women love these events where they can come together.

A standout was Anite, a graceful mother of ve. Her husband is
working in Congo, and she is a smart servant of her family and the com-
munity. She acted as an uno cial leader in the seminar, a rming the
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women and asking questions that needed to be addressed: What are the
economic conditions of refugee women? What are their options? How
can they be empowered? She helped the facilitators lead discussions
around these questions, cajoling the women to talk and cracking them
up when they needed a break from the serious conversation. (I suspect
that men took a benevolent beating in those moments.) Anite has been a
good friend to me and has helped me understand her culture better.

As | watched the women in the seminar gather strength from one
another, it helped me understand the universal church. It should be a
community that is compassionate, o ering companionship to and living
in solidarity with the least of our brothers and sisters. Caring African
women, especially as they tend to AIDS victims, provide an image of
that church and can help us better understand what we are called to be.

On the nal day of the seminar, we had Mass, and then the two
eldest women slowly moved around the circle and imposed their hands
on the heads of their sisters, sending them back to their villages with
a mission. e elder women even came to the back of the room and
blessed me. After lunch, all the women from the east side of the settle-
ment climbed into the JRS pickup, and we took o for their villages.
Victor, the JRS driver, took the women from the west side home in
another pickup.

Driving a group anywhere here is an extraordinary experience.
Everyone starts singing, and the longer the trip, the louder it gets. Usually
one person sings verses and all join in on the refrain. As we approached
each village, all the women in the truck would incorporate the village
name into the song. At each stop, the villagers would come out to greet
us and they would start singing and clapping as they welcomed their
two sisters home.  is happened at every village; the women sang all
the way. And me? | was like a little kid who had snuck into the biggest,
hottest movie in town and got to see it all for free. When we got to the
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nal village, Odobu, the last two women were sitting in the backseat
singing like canaries. I let the rst o at the entrance to the village, and
the one who remained, my buddy Regina, kept right on rolling with a
Congolese song. Finally, we reached her home, and as she was getting
out of the truck, she gave me a wonderful smile, revealing the truth of
her happy heart with her eyes, and then bade me farewell in Arabic.
What a trip. What an unbelievable trip.

Lillian

Yesterday | had lunch with Lillian, a young Ugandan woman who helps
us with work in the compound. I told her that | would be leaving Rhino
Camp soon for another assignment, and in her sadness over my depar-
ture, she said that she would like to give me a gift when the time comes.
We have become very close over the years. She said, | will give you a
goat. Itisone of the best gifts a person can give. It is a gift of great cost,
but, more important, it is a means of sustenance and a symbol of life.

I was moved by her simple focus on the gift, oblivious to the realities
of my meatless diet and travel restrictions. We talked into the after-
noon; she told me that no man had ever treated her with such respect
and care as | had. It was one of those unguarded moments that | have
rarely experienced with a woman in this culture. She is one I will miss
very much.

e next day, she brought me an alternate gift, an ebony carving of
agira e. It remains one of my most precious possessions.



Letter from Rhino Camp
Refugee Settlement

Dear D.,

I wanted to get this o to you, as | will be leaving the Rhino Camp
settlement soon for another assignment. My last moments with two of
my catechists were very special, and I must share them with you.

My nal Eucharist in the settlement was in a village called Olujobo.

ere was more singing and dancing than usual, because the people
know it will be a long time before | return, if I ever return. On my way
back to the JRS compound, | gave the catechists Luaate and Asega a
ride to their home village, Wanyange. ey had walked nearly ve miles
to participate in the Mass.

When we arrived at their home, we stepped out of the pickup in the
center of the village, and they both embraced me.  is was probably the
last time we would see each other. It is the dry season, and red dust blew
into our faces. e village was alive with chickens and goats and people.
Barefoot children surrounded the pickup with big smiles, curious about
the cawaja abuna (the white father ). e villagers approached us,
greeting and welcoming back their two sons and me.

In another world, where civil war might not have disrupted their
lives, Luaate and Asega could have been physicians or lawyers or priests
or university professors or businessmen. Both are young, smart, uent
in several languages, and deeply religious; they are two of my best cate-
chists. Luaate, the older of the two, is thirty-one and the father of three.
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Six years ago, he gathered his wife, his children, and his elderly mother
and ed the hostilities in Southern Sudan.

In the barrenness of the Wanyange village, he held me at arms
length and looked at me intently through his beat-up rimless glasses.
His words were clear and direct in his impeccable English: We will
carry on, and the African church will go forward; you have been a great
gift to us. Your presence is a testimony that the world has not forgot-
ten us. It was a moment to die for, and to live by. I see on the faces
of Luaate and Asega the very dignity and courage that led me to fall
in love with the Sudanese refugees; they are a people of unpretentious
goodness, enduring faith, and unyielding hope.

As | was heading back to the JRS compound, re ecting on those
embraces and the bittersweet nal liturgy in Olujobo, I thought of what
the people | have served here have taught me. | have learned a simple
and strong trust in God in a place where everything can and often does
go wrong, where poverty and malnutrition are part of every life, and
where life is at best fragile and uncertain. e people here have taught
me that in Africa, for all its grinding poverty, for all its death, for all its
Amins and Konys, the inner force of the human spirit endures. | have
discovered that in their faith, the refugees embrace the church in spite
of its weaknesses and warts, and that the church nds its meaning and
purpose in Christs fundamental message: that human beings are made
in the image of God, and that the least of our brothers and sisters are
to be the focus of the best expressions of the church s love. It is among
people like Luaate and Asega that I see more clearly the size and power
of the mandate of the Society of Jesus: to be with the poor. ey are to
be our preferential option, and they hold the key to our understanding
of who we are as Jesuits and what we can become.
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My health is good, to respond to your inquiries.  ere are always a
few nicks here and there, but in general I will conclude this part of my
time here in fairly good health.

I hope you are doing better healthwise. Life is so beautiful. And so
fragile.

Love,

Gary



Everything

| have had a chance to return to the States for a break. It has
been good to get out of the river and dry o for a while and, too, to
hold in my arms once again the people I love.

One of those people is Pauli. She lived next door to me when |
was going to high school in Californias Central Valley and has always
been like a second mother to me. She is now in her nineties. She has
shrunk her word in the march of years, but she still has radiant eyes
and a quick mind and a self-deprecatory sense of humor. She laughs
easily, always has. She was widowed in the eighties, and her daughter
and son died prematurely.

I went to visit Pauli, and we talked over an afternoon at her apart-
ment. We shared our lives, mine in Africa and hers in the assisted care
facility where she now lives. At one point, | asked her about her rela-
tionship with Tony, her husband, to whom she was married for fty-
three years.

As she spoke steadily about Tony, her commitment to him opened
before me, slowly disclosing the tenderness and fragility of her love, like
the rst rains after the dry season gradually uncover the green beauty of
Uganda. | knew Tony and loved him very much, but this was the rst
time | had asked her to speak about her love for him. At a certain point
in the marriage, she simply surrendered to love, and it was incarnated in
her care for him and the Kids.

And what do you miss most about him? | asked.
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Without hesitation and with a face full of splendid love, she
responded, Oh Gary, everything.

Everything. For her, it was a word that moved in two directions:
all that he was, she loved; and all that she had to give, she gave.
Everything.

We embraced and | left. Pauli s totality of love swept over me, juxta-
posed with the American culture to which | have returned brie y, with
its celebration of super ciality and empty allurement, with its snorting
condescension toward self-denial.  at the continent of Africa chroni-
cally su ers from poverty, illiteracy, malnutrition, war, corrupt and
oppressive governments, and one million babies a year dead to malaria
is lost on us. Its another commercial on TV to mute.

Pauli s kind of love, her kind of sel essness, is alien in a culture that
is rotting in self-absorption. But her everything makes sense to me. In
its purity and clarity, it rings in the deepest part of me. It echoes God s
love of the beloved all Gods creatures and it echoes the complete-
ness of Christs giving: his life, his death. As | pulled away from Paulis
apartment building, | wanted her everything to be a mantra for me,
helping me see the refugees and the poor as God sees them, and helping
me love them and surrender my heart to them as Christ did.
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Letter from Adjumani
Refugee Settlement

Dear D. and D.,

I write this from Adjumani, in northern Uganda, a radar blip on the
map with a population of maybe six thousand. It is twenty- ve miles south
of the Sudan border and ten miles east of the Nile River. e JRS project
here encompasses two major activities: education and pastoral care. \We
operate in two refugee settlements: the Adjumani Refugee Settlement,
composed of thirty villages containing sixty thousand people, and the
Palorinya Refugee Settlement, on the west side of the Nile, composed of
twenty-one villages and containing about thirty- ve thousand people.

In partnership with the UNHCR, the JRS projects in the Adjumani
and Palorinya settlements run dozens of nursery schools, more than sixty
primary schools, and ve secondary schools and sponsor a large num-
ber of secondary school graduates who have gone on to the Ugandan
equivalent of a junior college. JRS pays the salaries of the top admin-
istration in the project, and the UNHCR pays all the teachers and the
program expenses.  ere are about forty Sudanese and Ugandan JRS
employees working on the education e orts in the main o ce, in the
town of Adjumani. ey are good men and women who dont make
much money but are dedicated to educating young refugees in prepara-
tion for their return to Sudan.

I direct the pastoral arm of the whole enterprise. My work involves
supporting the local Catholic Church, which ministers to refugees
Catholic and non-Catholic in the Adjumani and Palorinya settlements.
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My pastoral team in Adjumani is made up of two Ugandan priests of
an indigenous African congregation called the Apostles of Jesus and a
Ugandan nun from an African congregation called the Sisters of the
Sacred Heart all three have been assigned to the settlement by the local
diocese. In the Palorinya settlement, | also work in conjunction with the
local Ugandan Catholic Church, but it can put very few resources into
refugee work, because its primary responsibility is to Ugandan Catholics.
I am in the villages most of the time, and every weekend | celebrate Mass
in a chapel in the Adjumani settlement.

I travel a lot with a driver named Ratib, a Ugandan Madi who knows
the roads well. He is a wonderful traveling companion who teaches me
new things wherever we go. His quick and practical mind comes in
handy when we are faced with the unexpected, as we often are. Plus,
he has a great laughing way about him that gets us through all doors.
Ratib is a good and resourceful man. He has a wonderful wife and two
charming and a ectionate little girls who love their baba.

e drive to several of the villages in the Palorinya settlement from
my home base in Adjumani is about two hours one way, depending on
the e ciency of the Nile ferry. It takes about fteen minutes to cross
the Nile, but adherence to schedules is not a strength of the Ugandan
department of transportation. Any number of problems can cause
delays: engine troubles, propellers jammed by hyacinth, fuel shortages,
trucks getting stuck pulling onto or o the ferry, security issues, thun-
derstorms, and intoxicated personnel. Once we had to wait for a bat-
talion of the Sudan Peoples Liberation Army (SPLA) to make its way
across, taking a shortcut to a base in Southern Sudan. Riding the ferry
is an exercise in patience and an adventure into the unknown.

In the compound, | live with three other JRS International sta .
We live on the edge of the town of Adjumani, which is home primarily
to Ugandans of the Madi tribe. e environment is rich in sights and
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sounds and smells. Walking in the village, | hear the children call in
Madi, Mundu, Mundu, which means white man. eir calls are
usually accompanied by big grins and big stares. Some kids will ee
from my frightening white face, and others will run up to me and grab
my hand, as if to say, You rock, Mundu. In these walks, | dodge pigs,
cows, goats, chickens, and turkeys (is there anything uglier than a tom?)
in the hunt for food apparently they return to their owners at night.
ere is much cultivation here: sweet potatoes, pumpkins, squash,
string beans, tomatoes, onions, maize, sorghum, mangoes, jackfruit,
watermelons, guavas, and papayas. Everywhere are trees: neem, acacia,
mahogany, teak, and jacaranda. At night, as you may imagine in a place
where there are no urban lights, the sky is clear, an ocean of stars.

In general, things are good. e adjustment to Adjumani has been
easier than the adjustment to Rhino Camp, and that can be attributed
to experience. But I am dealing on di erent turf here and have more
challenging responsibilities. I pray a lot.

If ever | am tempted to feel like the high-and-mighty Jesuit from
afar, something comes along to humble me. Recently, at my big moment
of speaking to all the Adjumani catechists, a frightened lizard dropped
onto the table in front of me. My reaction was to stumble back in fear.
It reminded me of an episode during my community organizing days in
East Oakland when a rat barged across the oor, heading in my direc-
tion, during a meeting | was facilitating. Or the time in Rhino when two
lizards, blissfully locked in sexual encounter, fell from the ceiling onto
my head and bounced onto the oor. e catechists in Adjumani, all
veterans of encounters with lizards, had a good but sympathetic laugh at
my jumpiness. | miss you. Dante wrote somewhere that leaving behind
loved ones is the rst shaft that the bow of exile shoots. True.

Love,

Gary



Standing Naked before an
Angel

It was a Sunday night, about ten o clock. | was on a bumpy ambu-
lance ride through Kampala, heading for Case Clinic, where | was to
have an emergency surgery. An hour earlier, the ever-cool Dr. Stokely,
who had treated me for dysentery a couple of years ago, had made the
diagnosis, after questioning me about my stomach pain and probing my
abdomen. is is an appendix. And it has to come out. Now.

I had arrived in Kampala that afternoon; on Monday, | was to lead
the JRS Eastern Africa country directors in a Day of Re ection, in
which they would have time to consider in silence and to share in groups
some of the Ignatian spiritual principles underlying their work. e pain
in my stomach had started Saturday morning in Adjumani. By the time
I arrived at Xavier House, the Jesuit residence in Kampala, it was clear
that | wasnt just having stomach cramps. Plans for the next day were put
on hold, and Aden, the JRS director for Uganda and Southern Sudan,
took me to the clinic.

Guiney, the director of JRS Eastern Africa, who was in town for
the Day of Re ection, rode with me in the ambulance, steadying me
as | wrenched with every bump in the road. Aden was tailing us in the
JRS car. When we arrived at the clinic, | was placed in a wheelchair and
wheeled in. I was in a whiteout of pain.

Inside it was dark, quiet. I was taken to a room and laid down. A
personable Dr. Abote chiseled black face, eyes full of heart, around

fty years old arrived. He called me Gary and told me calmly that
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they were setting up the operating room. An IV was inserted, and | was
led down the hallway to a small room, where a little nurse helped me
undress. | towered over her.

Who are you? | asked.

I am called Angel, she replied, her eyes smiling and tender.

I stood naked before an angel. I slipped into one of those ridiculous
hospital gowns that are made for elves.

By eleven, I was on my back in the operating theater, Abote stand-
ing 0 to one side, listening to a tape on his Walkman and nodding to
me. | wondered what he was listening to. I thought it would be nice to
hear some Ravel or Debussy, but in that crisis a blazing refrain from the
Rolling Stones would have been more appropriate. A huge anesthesi-
ologist, smiling at me upside down, told me he was about to administer
anesthesia. He peered down at me like a bombardier looking down his
sights. He lined up for the drop. Bombs away.

Four hours later, the appendix was out. Abote later told me that
mine was the longest appendix he had ever seen; | think he said, too,
that it was rotten. I was cut from stomach to kidney inane ortto nd
the migrating appendix and clean up the mess it had caused.

Abote said that four more hours in my condition, and | would have
been dead.

e worst was yet to come. After a terrible bout of vomiting, | was
in and out of consciousness, awakened by people taking my vitals and
hooking me up to bottles of saline and antibiotics. It crossed my mind
that I might be vulnerable to a malaria attack, but I dismissed the pos-
sibility: there was so much poison passing through my body that any
malaria microbes lying around would never know what hit them.

On  ursday, Abote took out my IV and blessed my departure.
I gripped his hand and started to cry. How do you say thanks to the
man who has saved your life? Just that, I guess. He responded humbly:
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ats what | am here for, Gary. e next day he would be heading
for Great Britain, but he would be handing me over to his associate,
Dr. Sebbaale. After warm good-byes from the clinic sta , | headed for
Xavier House. Alive.

at rst night out of the clinic, I kept thinking that | hadnt so
much dodged a bullet in my life again as been gently moved out of
the bullets trajectory by that Mystery of love that is beyond all under-
standing. Each major shift in my life, and each inner awakening, points
to God as the author of my existence. I am in God s hands, and | am
and here is the notion that brings me to my knees protected.

Dietrich Bonhoe er, the German Lutheran theologian who was
executed by the Nazis, said that a persons whole life is an answer to
the question and call of God. | am especially aware of this in moments
when my life is threatened or my safety jeopardized. Some truths can
only be understood from such a vantage point. I believe that God is call-
ing to me amid darkness and pain, vulnerability and uncertainty. And
I respond in love.

oS

A week after the surgery, | asked Jim, an American Jesuit working in
Kampala, to come to my room and sit with me. | didnt need any words;
I told him I just wanted to cry. e pain, trauma, helplessness, and lone-
liness of the past week had brought me to a breaking point. At that
moment, Africa seemed a million light-years away from loved ones. |
knew that the anesthesia had plowed into me, disabling those fragile
mechanisms that keep me sane and rational. | had been hurled into a
depression. e only way over it or through it was to unload with some-
one | could trust.

I sobbed. From my toes. e hideous past week washed out of me
and over me like a rainstorm. It is a stark and empty experience, this
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business of near death. Jim was a giant of empathy and compassion,
saying little, extending his hands one to which | desperately clung,
my other hand holding a handkerchief to my eyes. We prayed at the
end. | thought of the line from Proverbs: Brother helped by brother is
a fortress (18:19).

o

Over the next weeks, | was ferried over to Case Clinic every day, helped
by the ever-on-the-spot sta of the JRS Uganda o ce. My incision was
infected, so it had to be swabbed each day with hydrogen peroxide. Not
such a lovely experience. | was also inspected by Dr. Sebbaale, a most
gracious young man. He d say to me, Now, | want you to switch o that
part of the brain that says you are sick.

I was walking again, and each night | paced my way around the
Jesuit residence, putting in the kilometers. Often there were warm eve-
ning rains. ey were a wonderful balm for my heart, chasing away the
lurking demons of depression and being a comforting companion when
I couldnt sleep. As | walked, I prayed over the events of my life and
the people who, in Gods providence, had been given to me as a gift,
beacons of light that bobbed up from the past, surrounding the ocean of
my life like a ring of re. Oddly enough, in all that slow healing from
surgery and its inevitable residual pain, I was consoled and thankful.
Reinforcing that was the barrage of loving phone calls from local JRS
people, solicitous African Jesuits, and friends in the United States.

oS

ree weeks after the surgery, Sebbaale put in the nal stitches. He
asked me, Do you want me to put you out for fteen minutes, or just
give you a long-needle local? 1 told him, Give me a local, and we can
talk. He was dressed in green surgical scrubs, his head covered in a
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bandanna, his pants tucked into little white boots in which he shu ed
about in all those mysterious theaters, working daily miracles. He hov-
ered over my abdomen like a bee above a ower, lacing in the stitches,
a master shoemaker sewing up a delicate and beloved old shoe. We
gabbed about the day s operations, and I asked him to take me into the
head of a surgeon as he faces an emergency appendectomy. He did so,
explaining surgical tactics and instincts to me but never taking his eyes
o my wound. As he talked, it was so obvious that he loved his work
and loved his patients.

oS

How can | explain the extraordinary way in which | was delivered from
death? A break, a coincidence, or Providence? Can | dare consider that
God acts personally in the direction of my life? Ultimately, | fall back
on the fact that there are movements and people and events in my life
that I could never have created myself. | just couldnt my life is a Wild
West story.

en there is the reality of vocation. It seems clear to me that | have
been moved right from the conversion to Christianity to being a Jesuit
priest, making my hunt in life one of coming to know, love, and serve
Christ. Gods call that moment, so hidden and natural is the rst
sign of divine care and intervention. If vocation is personal God s call
tome then why do I run from the possibility that my entire life is per-
sonal, that God is moving me, as the Jesuit writer Joseph Tetlow says,
momently, in every moment?

is is not triumphant self-absorption; it is simply standing before
the evidence and truth of my life. If God is involved in my life, then
God is involved in my life period. Gods love is palpable, transpar-
ent, unyielding, inescapable. | have great a ection for the Trappists and
Trappistines living and praying o  in the boondocks. If they have taught
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me anything, it is that God can break into a persons life and invite that
person to a kind of absurd yes. Yes, | will follow you; yes, | will live in
obscurity; yes, I will live at right angles to the world.

What about all the people who do not nd God acting personally
in their lives? | dont know the details of their lives, but insofar as I can
accompany them and help them understand the Love that impels and
surrounds me, | will. If I have been taken care of, then it is to allow me
to bring Love once again into the universe in this case, Africa by my
touch, by my prayer, by my su ering, by my presence. I am too old now
to argue with anyone about the validity of this compelling force in my
life and the way | see it. One nally has to take oneself into ones arms
and say, isiswho I am, and this is the Love that calls me into existence.

oS

Five weeks after the operation, Dr. Sebbaale took 0 my last bandage,
inspected his work of art, smiled, and said: Beautiful. Okay, Father,
we are nished. Grasping his hand, | told him that he was not only
a skilled physician but also a wonderful human being. | asked him to
thank the rest of the sta and Dr. Abote. Abote and Sebbaale what a
remarkable pair of human beings and a credit to their profession. ey
are two of Ugandas great accomplishments.

Later, as | sat in the waiting room, where | had sat so many times
in the past ve weeks, I almost did not want to leave. | felt like pointing
to myself and yelling, Free at last, free at last! | resisted the tempta-
tion. 1 walked out of Case Clinic and strolled down Kampala Road, my
shoulders back, my head high, surrounded by the organized chaos of a
busy city. | was happy, and at peace.

I leaned my face into the wind from the North. Next stop: Adjumani.



Journal: December 2003

The Catechists Welcome Me Home

Today, having returned from Kampala and the Great Appendix Episode,
I attended the monthly meeting of the Adjumani catechists in the vil-
lage of Robidire. As | approached the chapel, the waiting catechists,
forty strong, began to rhythmically clap, building to a crescendo as |
entered. My body was covered with goose bumps, east to west and north
to south. Such warmth. And when they had nished, the lead catechist
proclaimed for all in Arabic and then in English, Rabunna  kwes;
Abuna Gary hene. God is good; Father Gary is here. More applause.
What a welcome.

Looking out over the catechists in the Robidire chapel, with its
deteriorating oors and ancient blackboard and poor lighting, I realized
that the church, in its best moments, will be found here.  ese men and
women, refugees all, are the church as it moves and breathes in what
might be considered the middle of nowhere.  eir faith isnt just a senti-
ment and is certainly not born of logic; it is rather what gives them life
and makes sense of life, and for it they are willing to sacri ce their time
and their lives. And I am the number one bene ciary of that sacri ce.

The Kizito

Today | said Mass at the Aliwara chapel, in the southern tip of the
Adjumani settlement. It was a small crowd, but that in no way
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diminished the peoples welcome. Everyone greeted me with a smile
and a long handshake (if there are ten people in a room or one hundred,
one is expected to shake all their hands).

e bonus of the day, maybe even of the month, was the Kizito
dancers, twenty-six barefoot balls of energy who decorated the liturgy
with their singing and dancing. When they are not dancing, they are
responsible for looking after the vulnerable people in the village, par-
ticularly the elders.  eir name, Kizito, is that of a young nineteenth-
century Ugandan martyr. In most of the villages, the Kizito is composed
of girls between the ages of ve and thirteen. e Kkids of Aliwara had
expressive faces and to-die-for smiles; each wore a homemade blue beret
and was dressed in her Sunday best : a ragged skirt and shirt. ey
greeted me when I arrived in the village, dancing the car in, and really
cranked things up when they led me into the chapel. ey proceeded to
dance along with all the music of the Mass and the choir usually has
music for every part. Once the music started, an invisible bolt of light-
ning would pass through them, and in an instant they would be moving
in unison: feet, hands, hips, and shoulders.

After Mass, | ducked out into the sunlight, and there they were,
waiting for me, along with four curious goats. ey gave me a Swahili
cheer that involved the clapping of hands and the stomping of feet, and
then they sang a welcoming song for Abuna Gary and danced me
over to a chair, which had mysteriously appeared. From there they broke
into several formations, singing, stepping, clapping. For thirty minutes
I received my own private concert. At di erent points, one of the little
ones would sashay forward and sing a solo, almost in my face, while her
sisters hummed and clapped in the background. As | gazed into that
beautiful child s face, | thought that my skull would split open from
the mystery of it all.  ese kids: beauty, grace, modesty, dignity. eir
words, their music, become esh and dwell among us.
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e wealth of spirit communicated by these children is such a gift.
If only others could come and see it and share in it.

The Interview

In Kampala for a break, | had a chance to talk to two Americans, a
husband and wife who work with a nonpro t agency in the States that
restores old computers and sends them abroad. Ruth has an advanced
degree in spirituality from Creighton University and asked to talk with
me privately about African spirituality and the African Church. I am
no expert on the topic, and I could tell her only what | saw: a communi-
tarian church, a sense of God as absolute, contagious liturgies, and the
centrality of the Eucharist. | spoke also about the need to develop an
African ecclesiology and how my experience of African spirituality has
a ected me and my inner life. It comes down to being with the poor and
living on the edge; such living renders me more open to love, to compas-
sion, and to another dimension of faith. I nd the best in myself here.

en she asked me about the possibility of death; do I think about
it in this volatile world? What could I say? If God, who controls the
universe, allows me to be whacked at the Ugandan pass, so be it. After
all, God has brought me to this particular place. Do | want to die? No.
But I am certainly not here to avoid it. And if it happens, | am trusting
in more profound realities than the random Killing of the LRA. I have
more important things to worry about than the danger of the rebels
or of bush life. One takes precautions: like a marathon runner, I know
where | am at all times in the race and keep my eyes on the opposi-
tion. In the meantime, to use the idea expressed in both Ezekiel and
Isaiah, I am heading for the breaches where the refugees are, where
the poor of the world are, where there is vulnerability, and in which
someone needs to stand. | do not say that heroically. It is just the way |
understand my heart.



