“Letter From Africa”
Thanne and I landed in Bangui, Central African Republic.  That’s just northwest of Zaire, north of the confluence of the Mpoko and Ubangi rivers, (which flow down to the Congo about 330 miles south of there).  It’s very close to the central portions of the continent.  We had flown all night from Paris and were disembarking into morning sunlight and heat.  This is the end of the dry season, the beginning of the rainy season.  The languages here are Sango, Gbaya, Fulani, French, others.

We were straightway accosted by a horde of young men pulling at our suitcases and crying, “Salle!  Salle!”  Porters.  But unofficial porters who wanted pay.  They were also indicating that they knew where to find a room for us.  I set my jaw and hung on to our stuff.  We didn’t need a room.  We were instantly wet and sweaty.  The airport building was concrete, open to the weather, crowded, no one smelling any better than we did.  And then we saw a white face raining sweat at the forehead, a yellow beard and limp curls.  “My name is Wayne!”  he shouted.  “I’ll meet your outside!”

Someone had come to meet us.

Next, that day, we spent eight hours on the road.  The Road!  It began macadamized—but with potholes the size of toilets.  Bathtubs!  Whole bathrooms!  Wayne hit those things at 80 kilometers per hour.  He didn’t even try to miss them.  I hung on.  We were in a Land Rover with huge, hard tires, flying through villages.  Suddenly there was no more macadamization.  Dirt only.  You don’t think about potholes here.  Wayne, coming upon swooping ditches, would groan to indicate he didn’t really mean what was about to happen, and then the truck would sink and leap out of the depression like a whale breaching.  Thanne and I flew up from the seat, spines compressed, and slammed our heads against the ceiling, and dropped again.

“You think this is bad,” Wayne said, “wait’ll you see the Cameroonian road.”

And these are there highways!  I’ll tell it to you right now:  roads there are just wide enough for vehicles to pass without crashing.  You drive on any side, whichever is passable.  In Cameroon the road is so horribly gouged by years of storm that (this is not an exaggeration) at certain stretches, huge eighteen-wheeler trucks would disappear into the depressions while we waited on the side, on a diversion, a small detour for cars.  It’s the one picture I took in order to shame Americans complaints about potholes.

Wayne rode along at high speeds, talking theology, pointing out villages as we went.  Villages: homes are made out of sun-baked clay brick, covered with bundles of grass thatching.  Dirt floors!  And, brilliant garments on the people.  The Fulani, who are mostly Muslim, wear long tunics of astonishing whiteness and cleanliness.  A tall and gracious people.

The Gbaya, (the other tribe we spent most of our time among) can dress drab, but they can also drape themselves in cotton clothing of Cameroonian weave, colors rich, patterns dense and beautiful.  They look like African-Americans to me.  It constantly caused in me the eerie sense that I was peering into the souls on my friends!  It was from tribes like these, you know (called Black Africans because the color is as dark here as anywhere on the continent) that slaves were stolen and sent west to the coast.  Thanne and I kept recognizing members of our Grace Church, where we spent so many years, in the inner city.
The villages are easily constructed.  If something bad happens in one of them, if an unresolvable dispute breaks out and creates ill will, if sorcery destroys the peace of the place or causes sickness, well, the elders will command a move.  And the whole village abandons the mud houses and moves down the road a ways and builds new buildings.
Babies are carried on mama’s butt in a Kanga.  Burdens are always carried on heads, huge and heavy burdens.  The women kill me with their beauty.  They look straight into your eyes and greet you.  The children split into sweet grinning easily, easily—with no indication that you are of any more importance than they, though you surely are of some interest to them.  The marketplace is always in dialogue—arguing prices, but with much less pressure than we felt in East Africa, some genuine grace in the exchange.  It really is where the community is community.  But you must wash all vegetables in bleach and boil the water, and wash your hands before eating anything, sleep under mosquito nets (though not all the folks did that) as a protection against malaria.  Oh, there is so much to tell you.

I preached.  I preached to seminary students in Meiganga, the director translating my words in French.  I preached in a church in Garoua, Boulai where the translator had a quick sense of humor.  As I told the story, he made exactly the same faces that I made, postured his body exactly like mine, caught the whine and the dive of my tone—and the people laughed.   We played off each other, the translator and I.  I salted my speech with French words so he salted his speech with English, and the people recognized the game between us.  It was a genuine pleasure.

I preached to a Gbaya congregations while a woman translated into Gbaya there.  Much more serious were these people, nodding the truth of God back at me.  Oh, and in every case the choirs entered the hot, bright, dusty outside into the mud-bricked inside, dancing!  It could take ten minutes while they sang and danced their way in, and there could be three choirs doing it; thirty minutes even before the service got started!  Three tiny steps forward, (toe out, toe out, toe out) and two steps backwards (butt out, butt out)—singing at the tops of their lungs all the while!  These are they who laughed while I preached!  I could peer into their eyes and tell jokes about their singing and their dancing, and they knew it before the translation.  They laughed before the translation came!
Little children surrounded the altar; that’s where they sat.  Little children sang with such fierce and flashing intensity, until I caught their eyes, and I smiled, and the fierceness was shot through with such bright grinning!

Oh, and during the service the choirs will rise to sing and dance.  Folks come forward and stick coins to the dancers’ foreheads.  It’s a sort of an offering.  Church can last a long, long time.  The church roofs are metal.  A rain can drown the preacher’s voice, but not the drummers’ drumming.  Oh, yes, the drumming: it was of such complexity and skill that I thought I was hearing seven drummers on seventeen drums, but I looked and saw at the most three drummers on three.  Every little church has that instrument—not the organ nor the piano, nothing of the wind or the string—the drum!  A stretched hide over a hollowed truck, the wood carved around, opening the spaces and leaving four or three standing legs from the bottom round to the top, each leg bent like a knee.

And while those drummers drummed they had solemn looks on their daces, and suddenly those looks would crack into smiling when the dancers turned and looked at them.  The persistent sound of the drums reminded me, in the deepest regions of my hearing, of the Indian drums on the Rosebud Reservation here in our country.
These are they unto whom I preached.  “Jerusalem, Jerusalem…How often would I have gathered your children together as a hen gathers her chicks beneath her wings, and you would not!”  That was the first of my two texts.  It was not, I said, that God does not love us that causes loneliness and fear and anger and dying.  God loves us.  God calls us through Jesus unto himself.  God came to us in that person of Jesus.  And when I said that, there was a long, low mumbling of agreement, all the people acknowledging this, their very bodies a chorus of assent.  It is rather that we do sometimes refuse the love of God!  Pride, or fear of punishment, or even sometimes hatred of God, these things cause the refusal.

So I preached, believing that this is not different among the peoples, that pride and fear are universal.  And then I whispered the plea of Jesus, the “Come unto me.”  And then we were not laughing any more.  We were nodding in common agreement.  Yeshu, Yeshu, Jesus!  In my sermon I sang, “Jesus loves me, this I know, for the Bible tells me so.  Little ones to him belong; they are weak but he is strong.”  And the pastor of the congregation, after I was done, and after had had summarized all that I said, called the parish to sing that same song in Gbaya.  And they did!  And we gazed on one another while we bellowed the same sentiment in two different languages, but in the same tune and in the same faith, drums and tambourines accompanying.

Three times we drove the four hour trip from Meiganga to Garoua, Boulai in Cameroon.  The forest comes close to the dirt road there.  Sometimes the forest has been burned off in preparation for the gardens grown in the rainy season.  But in the dry season, dust is red and so thick it can hide the sky and cause the sun to grow bloody as if setting.

We say a donkey on the road when we were traveling west to Meiganga.  I noticed two birds on its haunch, and wondered whether this was like the rhinoceros hide, you know, covered with mites which was inviting to certain birds.  As we neared the beast the birds spread their wings and flew, and I saw that the flesh o the donkey had been stripped down to the red muscle tissue.  The woman driving us at that time verbally yearned for a gun to put the poor animal out of its misery.  It had a disease that destroyed the covering skin, and these creatures, these birds seemed to be speeding that process, eating the flesh!  On the way back three days later, we saw the same beast, now down on the ground, its legs beneath it, its head still raised, not yet dead.  This time the birds did not fly off.  There were five of them on its back, their beaks bloody red, pecking, pecking the deep tissue of the donkey.  It caused me to fall silent.

In the days that followed, I delivered a series of lectures for the missionaries of the area: people who had come to teach, to offer engineering experience, agricultural training in what and how to grow, administrators, architects, nurses, medical doctors, pharmacists, theologians for the seminaries, pastors.  Both the missionaries and their spouses and their children attended.  We became friends, since they seemed so much to need a spiritual infusion.  Tired people, hot and troubled by the hardships of Africa, themselves suffering internal conflicts or familial conflicts, community conflicts.  This was the most difficult part of our African duties, Thanne’s and mine: these blessed people, so bedeviled.  No, I mean that: bedeviled.
In this region of the world sorcery is taken very seriously, and the various forms of evil are acknowledged.  Evil is not mere privation, the lack of something.  Evil is not ignorance or an abstract concept or self-centered people only, not just some human enemy.  Evil is also a force for harm.  A devil and devils.  When a particular German (whom we met) tried to prove that sorcery was nonexistent and false, killing chickens himself and trashing the dark arts by doing them, he only persuaded the people that he was a sorcerer of greater power and untrustworthy intent.  This, I say, was the real burden and the difficulty of our presence: sitting with the missionary families, lecturing, telling stories with the same dear urgency as I told the Africans, touching them, blessing them.

While I was lecturing, I made reference to the donkey and its sorrows.  I talked about Africa as wounded and being blooded further by the birds, by external western interests which are taking advantage of the donkey’s affliction: sucking blood, growing fat.  When I said that, one of the missionaries raised her hand.  “No!” she said, “The birds are not hurting the animal.  They’re helping it!”

What?

“Yes,” she said.  “The birds are Ox-peckers.  Their beaks are already red.  They eat the maggots that hatch in the warm blood.  They clean the wounds of the donkey.”  Her name Torbgorg Bohnhoff.

Immediately, in the midst of my lecturing, I changed the image.  “Then the birds are you,” I said.  “The birds are the nurses, the doctors who heal Africa and Africans.  You are the Ox-peckers, willing to be bloodied to clean the bloody beast.”


The missionaries feel so neglected at times, and lonely.  There is a prejudice now in American against them, as if they are destructive of culture.  They are not!  They serve in discomfort.  They bear their children, and they eat and live in circumstances we here can scarcely imagine—and they do it to improve circumstances around them, to improve it for those whom God loves, to share knowledge so that those people can improve their lives, too.  It is a way of communicating the love of God, by accepting another culture and dwelling in it with honor and kindness.  They love the culture of Africa.  They offer education to it, not as some superior being but as a brother and a sister, children of the same God.
Oh, hard as our own time was there, this is the sticking thing in my mind: that everywhere, everywhere the love of God causes a kinship so close that all of the differences between us become a richness, not a separation, and we are one.  We are one!  It is among people so vastly different that we can most rejoice and marvel in this mystery: under God we are one!

A day before Thanne and I flew from Ngaoundere to Douala, we drove the same rugged, dusty road again, and saw that donkey, Standing up!  The Ox-peckers on its back, black feathers and busy, blunt red beaks.  I blessed them as we passed.  They were saving the life of the beast.
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