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Sierra Leone: A Hard Road to Restoration

by Jennifer Parker


On a hot Monday in March the staff of Christian Extension Services (CES) held their weekly staff meeting at their office in Freetown, Sierra Leone, in a building lit by daylight and cooled by air from the open windows and doors. Electricity was not a reliable commodity in Freetown even before civil war broke out, so people get used to using it sparingly or doing without it altogether. 


The staff began with devotions: singing, prayer, and a Bible study. Robert Jawara, team leader of the African staff, read from Scripture and opened discussion. The topic was forgiveness. Very shortly talk moved from the abstract and personal to the specific and political. “What about someone like Foday Sankoh?” one staff member demanded, referring to the captured leader of the Rebel forces that have so devastated Sierra Leone’s civilian populace. “Are we supposed to forgive him?” The ensuing debate was passionate. Any stranger among them, even without fully understanding the language, could hear in it their pain, their love for their country, their clamor for justice, and their deep desire for healing and peace.

 
Paul and Mary Kortenhoven were among the original American staff sent to Sierra Leone to build community, to evangelize, to teach literacy and vocational skills, and to help the poor achieve independence. In the beginning of the program, two familes each went to work in the villages of Botala, Foria, and Alikalia. After 20 years the Kortenhovens are still in Sierra Leone, and much work remains to be done. 

In 1976 the Synod of the Christian Reformed Church created a task force on world hunger, who recommended that the CRC select needy countries for integrated word/need outreach.  Synod approved, and in late 1979, a survey done in Sierra Leone led to the establishment of CES, a mission development project sponsored jointly by Christian Reformed World Relief Committee (CRWRC) and Christian Reformed World Missions (CRWM). The initial project started among the Kuranko people in Koinadugu and Tonkolili Districts in the Northern Province; a second project began among the Mende/Krim people in districts of the Southern Province, and in 1985 the Urban Freetown project began. Their mission was a high calling: to show God’s love to people in need by working with them in their communities “to create positive and permanent change in their lives.” However, no one counted on a war. After years of violence and governmental instability in Sierra Leone, of the original project sites, only one central support office in the capital, Freetown, remains, and another branch serves the village of Kabala in Koinadugu District. 

“According to the original schedule, we should have nationalized this ministry in the early 90s,” said Mary. “But the outbreak of war has changed everything.” 

Perhaps surprisingly, the war has not changed the love the Kortenhovens have for Sierra Leone--the place and the people.  As much as they want to fulfill the objectives of their mission, after 20 years, this has become home. They have developed close relationships with the African staff they have helped to train and develop, and with the men, women and children in the communities they serve. Paul has traveled back and forth numerous times to speak to the U.S. Congress and other influential leaders on behalf of Sierra Leone, agitating for more attention and smarter foreign policy in relation to that country. 

The Kortenhovens have shared their lives with their Sierra Leonean neighbors, listened to their stories, laughed and cried with them, and worked through problems with them. And they have shared danger with them. During RUF attacks on Foria, when the Kortenhovens literally had to run for their lives, barely escaping their home as bullets flew and panicked people fled, they did not abandon Sierra Leone. And later, when further instability resulted in the required evacuation of all American staff back to the states, the Kortenhovens left, with some reluctance. But almost as soon as reports indicated that it was safe to return--thanks to the British special forces’ support of the Sierra Leonean army and U.N. peacekeepers, Paul and Mary hurried “home” to Sierra Leone, bringing a grandson back to live with them. 

While she recognizes that their term of service must eventually end, Mary’s hope is to see the African staff through the worst, until they have gained more experience and confidence.  “You don’t leave your neighbors when trouble comes,” said Mary. “That’s the time to stay.” 

 
During the past nine years of brutal civil conflict in Sierra Leone, CES has survived and continued its development work with strong support and commitment from the Christian Reformed Church in North America. But the struggle to serve in a war zone has not gone forward without casualties. Violence has disrupted relief and development efforts, damaged CES’s physical infrastructure and even resulted in the death of one African staff member. Another remains missing; the staff eagerly question new arrivals to Freetown from the bush for news of him, and speculate as to whether he has been captured and detained by Rebels, forced to work or fight for them, or whether he has escaped and gone into hiding. Or he may be dead. It is the shadow of uncertainty that falls across everyday life in Sierra Leone.


The uncertainty that haunts the people of Sierra Leone is the uncertainty of basic survival. Once a luxurious tourist haven of lush jungles and unspoiled beaches, Sierra Leone now shows the ravages of military violence, overpopulation, poverty, corruption and inept government. As refugees and returnees crowd into Freetown and other “safe” areas—those places not held or menaced by the RUF--they increase the already critical scarcity of jobs, housing, medical care, and other resources. Displaced people from the bush whose livelihood previously centered around agriculture often find themselves forced to become street vendors, hawking whatever wares they can manage to trade for, in order to earn enough cash to get through the day. Some, unable to work because they have been crippled or maimed by Rebel soldiers, resort to begging. Many women, victims of kidnapping, rape, and other trauma at the hands of the RUF, have seen husbands, parents, children, and other family members killed, are without support, and remain particularly vulnerable.  Men and women walk around with scars, visible and invisible, and their need for healing often goes unmet because of the urgency of food, shelter, water, clothing, and medicine. 


As a result of this state of crisis, CES has had to throw in its oar among other ministries and non-government organizations (NGOs) providing emergency relief and humanitarian aid in Sierra Leone. Between 1979 and 1999 CES activities centered around agricultural and community development, evangelism, adult literacy and primary health care. However, the new needs that arose as a result of the war necessitated reorganization and reemphasis. This has moved CES in the direction of a cross-functional team concentrating on community animation (resettlement, reconstruction, and rehabilitation); justice and peace education (trauma healing, human rights advocacy, reconciliation workshops); relief and development (disaster response, food distribution, community organization); and evangelism. 


“The CES staff also have to deal with some uncertainty about the future,” said Mary. “Right now the roads between Freetown and Kabala cut through rebel territory, so they are not safe to travel. When the roads open up, much of the program that now exists in Freetown may be transplanted to Kabala.”


CES PROJECTS:


<I>My eight-day visit to Sierra Leone allowed me to observe yhe programs first hand, as well as to hear the participants evaluations of their projects. During evaluations CES staffers listened to the men and women involved in the various programs assess and critique the ministries, and offer suggestions for improvement. It was rewarding to hear the women in the literacy classes talk about the sense of pride and accomplishment they gained from their studies of reading, spoken language and math skills, and to watch the enthusiasm with which they participated in their skills training. 

I also got a chance to visit Kabala, where Joseph Ansuwara directs the native staff. They help him to coordinate similar training programs to those happening in Freetown, to match people with the kinds of services or skill training they need, and to provide even more immediate relief services for people in crisis. He regularly visits a local returnee camp--a makeshift area designed to house displaced refugees who have returned to Sierra Leone from camps in other countries—and addresses the needs of the scores of men, women and children crowded into the temporary housing where they share too little food and too few blankets. A lot of his job appears to be social work; he listens to the returnees’ problems and then works to find solutions, or to put them in touch with whoever can help. He also coordinates with two staff members who assist health care professionals at the local MSF Hospital to provide medical care and health education for the villagers.  

On my second trip to Kabala, I met Mimisa (not her actual name; for the purposes of this article I have changed clients’ names to preserve their privacy), a young mother and an amputee, who had journeyed some distance with her baby strapped to her back and was waiting outside the director’s home to talk to a CES staff member. She had come to inquire whether they would allow her to enroll in one of the vocational projects; she wanted to learn soapmaking, if her amputated arm posed no obstacle. Certainly her determination to make a future for herself and her child, her willingness to work and to take chances would stand her in good stead. 


A major focus of CES projects, particularly in Freetown, is ministry to women who have endured such traumas as a result of the war. The list of horrific experiences many Sierra Leoneans have endured are reminiscient of the Nazi holocaust. Besides those women with physical injuries like Mimisa, many others are refugees from rebel occupied villages in the north, or returnees displaced from refugee camps in Ghana. Others are abductees, taken from their homes or in flight and forcibly detained to be used sexually by RUF soldiers, sometimes for days or weeks on end. Some had to march along with their tormentors, to cook and clean for them as well. Others were allowed to go home but compelled to return daily to the camp or be killed. In several cases women with children too young to work or travel had them taken away and murdered. A soldier wrenched the child of one woman (Yaleko) out of her arms and dashed its brains out against a tree—right before her eyes.

 
Many women saw spouses and relatives shot, and most witnessed other women’s abuse at the hands of the RUF. Even after escaping with their lives and returning to their villages, these women often find it hard to fit back into their old lives. For some the shame and stigma of rape hinders their reassimilation, while for others—like Yaleko, who slipped away from the RUF and returned to her mother’s village pregnant by one of her captors—there are more visible obstacles.


Whether wounded, raped, bereft, displaced, or otherwise in need, the women can find comprehensive support at CES. The women’s program centers around a cooperative dwelling called House of Hope, which shelters the women and their families, and provides them with evangelistic fellowship and emotional and material support. Many of the women at House of Hope also attend literacy classes and health education lectures, and most participate in a vocational class such as tailoring, soap-making, Gara (a special tie-dye technique) cloth-dyeing, or sewing. The hope is that meaningful work will not only provide much-needed skills for the women—some of whom have to develop new means of supporting themselves—but also have a healing effect on their self-esteem and sense of belonging. 


“As they work, they talk to one another,” said Mary. “They share their stories and weep together, and give each other support. And all the women talk of forgiveness as part of their healing process.”


Another by-product of acquiring literacy and vocational skills is that it imparts to the women a sense of hope and possibility for their futures. Kuumba, a young mother from Kabala, dreams of running her own retirement home one day, because she likes taking care of elderly people. She also wants to learn to read the Bible and preach. Yaleko wants to learn how to manage a market so she can return to her home village, take care of her mother and let son go to school. And Eunisa, an elderly woman who attends a  literacy class in East Freetown, said she comes to the classes so she can inspire other old people that it is never too late to get an education. With marked dignity she said, “I want to learn how to write my name.”


Besides these women, there are many Sierra Leoneans who require rehabilitation, relief, and  counseling. Like Usala, a Freetown native, who watched from a distance as people were lined up on the edge of a bridge and shot. She turned her eyes away, but could not shut off the continuous sound of the gunfire. And then there are those like Tummu, who used to farm, but now begs for a living because teenage RUF soldiers amputated both his hands. 

 
One evening, as Mary was returning from an outlying project site, she and rolled down the window to speak to Ibrahim, a man who has suffered tragedy upon tragedy. When the RUF attacked his village, they roasted Ibrahim’s well-to-do parents alive before his eyes. Then soldiers forced some of their captives to eat human flesh—Ibrahim does not acknowledge having done this directly, but says, “Who knows what I ate?” He managed to escape and fled with his wife and three children. While they were in hiding, in Ibrahim’s absence RUF soldiers killed his wife. Retrieving the rest of his family, he fled to Freetown, carrying his son. On the way, the boy died on his father’s back, and Ibrahim got separated from his two daughters. They stumbled into one another some days later, wandering the streets of Freetown. For a while Ibrahim made his children perform, singing and dancing on the street, to earn money for their food. 


Mary knows Ibrahim’s story in detail because he was part of the CES ministry community for a time. His abusive behavior and other symptoms of mental illness made it difficult to deal with him, so CES staff had to intervene on behalf of the children and separate them from their father. They tried to get Ibrahim professional counseling help also, but he resists treatment. 

 
Following one of Ibrahim’s abusive episodes, Yaleko commented to Mary, “After what he’s been through, it’s no wonder he’s like that. The miracle is that we’re not all that way.” 


Yaleko is herself a model of fortitude, more typical of the kind of long-suffering faith that characterizes the people with whom CES regularly works. “People are very aware of God here,” said Mary. “Maybe more so than in a good economy with peace and security, where they can be lulled by ease into taking things for granted. No matter what terrible struggles they endure, they always end their stories by saying, ‘I thank God for my life.’


“They’re not bitter, and they don’t over-think and ask ‘Why did I live when so many others died?’ It’s always just, ‘I thank God for my life.’” 


Mary also noted that since the war some Sierra Leoneans have revived what might seem like a strange custom: “When Sierra Leoneans are reunited with someone they never expected to see again, they wash that person’s feet…and then drink the water,” she said—perhaps some way of symbolically sharing in the pain, fear, and weariness of their journey.


THE SPIRIT OF THE PEOPLE


 
Kuumba agreed that the war had not dampened the spirit and hopefulness of the Sierra Leoneans. “Even though life is very hard, people here are encouraged and smile a lot, especially in the bush and the villages. They are a very faith-filled people,” she said.


“When I look around Sierra Leone I think this is the reason why Jesus came,” she added, “to make this place whole again.


Restoration is a high priority on the lists of most Sierra Leoneans. Displaced people speak eagerly of the time when the roads will be open for travel again, and they look forward to returning to homes, farms, and their work—well aware that they may have to rebuild and replant. “The people will be so glad to return to their homes and resume farming,” said Kuumba. “I know the farms will flourish.”


While it is sorrowful to realize how so many of Sierra Leone’s corrupt leaders and rogue military factions have preyed upon and brutalized their own people, I could not help but note the beautiful character that so many of the nation’s poor exhibited--their determination to move on from painful pasts, their willingness to work hard to support themselves and build toward a new future, and their openhearted embrace of the gospel.  I heard few complaints about the hardship the war had brought, only laments for what Sierra Leone once was. Despite deprivations, most appeared lean and muscular; Mary reminded me that they lead hardworking lives with no luxuries and few conveniences. But the general demeanor I encountered among them was extremely cheerful, gracious, reverent of God and hopeful about the future. Truly, those I met exemplified the Scripture that says, “God has chosen the poor to be rich in faith.” Their strong belief in the midst of such painful and overwhelming circumstances quite put my faith to shame; I felt that I had much to learn from them, much I would do well to emulate.


Mara, a young CES volunteer evangelist based in Kabala, is a another example of that kind of faith. He regularly travels those “impassable” roads, going back and forth through RUF-held territory to minister to farmers and other civilians in the outlying villages. Asked if he isn’t afraid of being harmed by Rebel soldiers, Mara said, “No, they won’t bother me. They leave me alone because they know I am a preacher.”  Inquiring further, I asked him what his greatest concerns were, and he cited the need for more teaching materials and Bible translations in Kuranko and Krio.  He has had many opportunities to witness the devastation inflicted by the RUF on some of the most vulnerable, villagers and farmers trying to raise a subsistence despite the constant Rebel raids, kidnappings, terrorism and violence. But the gospel is what his people need most, Mara insists. The word of God is what gives them hope for peace, for healing and for a better life. He gladly risks his life to bring it to them.

THE PEACE/JUSTICE QUESTION


Yet on the way to restoration and peace, aside from the work of rebuilding the victims’ lives, Sierra Leone has another volatile issue to address: justice.


The outcry against the RUF uncovers a multitude of sins, including the use of child soldiers, the torture and mutilation of civilians, the use of human shields, and the playing of cruel games to maximize terror, such as forcing victims to choose the mode of their own execution, or at what point their limbs should be severed. 

 
Last year the U.N. Security Council voted in favor of setting up a special international court to try Sierra Leone Rebels accused of crimes against humanity, war crimes, and violations of international and Sierra Leonean laws. The question of how to deal with RUF atrocities has divided the Council in the past, especially in light of the 1999 Lome Peace Accord, which granted amnesty to Rebels in exchange for a cease fire. While a lot of people condemned the agreement as a betrayal, Paul lamented that, for South Africa, justice was a luxury, and the compromise, though possibly too little too late, seemed essential to bringing about a ceasefire. “A deal had to be made to stop the killing, burning and countless human rights violations,” Paul noted. “I am not sure how justice can be achieved but I know that we should be committed to helping in Sierra Leone, both as missionaries in the field and as a church supporting the mission. We need to be diligent peace makers, not just despite the recent war but now also because of the damage caused by the war.”

Other factors complicating the search for justice in Sierra Leone include the fact that many fighting for the RUF have joined them against their will, and fought under threat of death only until they were able to escape the Rebels. Also, the RUF often used child soldiers--children and teenagers, many of whom the RUF abducted and forced to fight, using drugs and threats to coerce them into bearing arms and committing some of the worst atrocities, even against their own families. As an international tribunal considers trying youth 15 and up, others groups are advocating consideration of amnesty, counseling, and rehabilitation for these young soldiers. 

One British soldier pointed noted that many Sierra Leoneans recognize in these war criminals family members and former neighbors. He said that many seemed less interested in punishment of Rebels as in moving beyond the painful past to seek peace and a return to normalcy.


DOING OUR PART TO UNDO THE DAMAGE


Peace in Sierra Leone will be no quick fix. UN peacekeepers, with British military backing, have helped restore a degree of stability to Sierra Leone in recent months since the collapse of the Lome peace agreement and the years of civil war. Rebel leader Foday Sankoh has been captured and RUF rebels pushed back from Freetown. But lawlessness and violent clashes with rebel groups continue around the countryside, and the RUF still hold key diamond-producing areas. Production of goods and exchange of services are both hindered by war, and the quality of life has plummeted for citizens of what was once a beautiful and prosperous resort country

 
At this time, out of the nation’s 13 districts, The United Nations considers only 6 to be stable and fully accessible. The rest are mostly under Rebel control and difficult to access, even for delivery of food and medical supplies. Government health facilities are for the most part defunct, though a few hospitals run by Medicins Sans Frontieres (MSF, a private, nonpartisan humanitarian NGO) remain functional in some remote areas. 

 
When I visited CES in Sierra Leone, the roads that lay between the Freetown and Kabala offices had been impassable and considered dangerous for months. It was necessary to fly over the bush in a helicopter—one that made humanitarian aid deliveries according to a whimsical schedule--to get from Free town to other safe areas in the north. The hospital I visited in Kabala was without electricity, and some of its wards were without beds, so patients lay on mattresses on the floor. 

 What will it take for Sierra Leone to find healing? What is the part of the Christian Reformed Church in its restoration? And perhaps we should, while we’re asking hard questions, ask what part did we play in creating Sierra Leone’s current plight? What did we have to do with making this mess?

Perhaps the answer is plenty. “If we ask, ‘Why does a war start?’ the honest answer will involve greed and a struggle for resources,” Peter Vander Meulen, the CRC’s coordinator of social justice and hunger action,  points out. “Western government and business are implicated in wars of this kind. Unscrupulous business practices, drug laundering, the mafia, and a whole cast of shady Western characters play a part.  

“Somebody buys the diamonds, the coal tar, the crude oil. You can look at the path of every commodity, from bloody to respectable. You can have what’s going on within Sierra Leone, which is physical violence, or you can have corruption--which is a low-level form of violence. But we are involved, knowingly or unknowingly in the systems that perpetuate conflict,” Vander Meulen said.


Unprepared to accept complicity as the beneficiaries of a capitalist superpower, some in the church may argue that Christians should have no part in national politics. We may send volunteers, evangelists, food, medicine, and money to foreign mission fields, but many in the church feel that we have no right to strike at the practical roots of political evil. Again, Vander Meulen challenges such thinking. “We need to get involved as citizens even as we work through the channels of the church. We can’t erect an artificial wall when it comes to using our citizenship, our influence as members of a democracy, to influence our government’s policies in the direction of international peace and justice.”

Further action on the part of Christians should involve emphasizing shalom and justice more as part of our evangelistic message, and looking for more opportunities to partner with other Christians who are doing a good job of incorporating peace and reconciliation into the practice of their faith. “We have to recognize that we’re not equipped to do it; that we need to find strong partner groups, especially indigenous, who need what we have to offer and have what we need to learn,” Vander Meulen said.


Vander Meulen suggests that organizational structure of missions agencies, as well as the current ministry model, might need some review. “We need to listen to our African brothers and sisters about what’s wrong and what we could be doing differently. Real power sharing stops at the Board level.

Ultimately, Vander Meulen said he would be satisfied if the CRC could figure out a way of supporting a strong national staff like the Sierra Leonean staff of CES, financially and in every other way. “The best indicator of whether we’ve learned anything about paternalism,” he said, “is to watch what happens after the Americans leave. The relationship should not end.”

HOPE ON THE HORIZON

The day I left Sierra Leone, I asked Paul, who has friends at UNAMSIL and among the British forces, whether any recent developments gave him reason to hope that the political situation in the region would continue to grow in stability.  Without being very specific, he said he had heard things that gave him reason to be optimistic. A number of weeks later, he sent an encouraging message to friends back in the states: 

 
He said that Mary, Aaron, his grandson Peter, and Joseph Sesay had driven from Freetown to Kabala that weekend, and visited their old home village of Foria, which is currently behind RUF lines. Even though much of the journey took them through RUF-held territory, they had no difficulties passing checkpoints, and no troubles at all from the Rebels. 

 
“The people of Foria were absolutley delighted!” Paul said. “This will have a major positive effect on the spirits of the people in the area. We pray that it marks a major step towards a sustainable peace in the North as well as the rest of Sierra Leone.”  Paul said that this was the first time in over four years that "foreigners" have gone into that part of the country. “We checked all our local contacts before the trip, and all gave the OK.”


Meanwhile, efforts by Paul and other concerned spokespersons to raise awareness about Sierra Leone have paid off, in government and church leadership and the news media. Columnists in several major North American newspapers have critiqued western foreign policy concerning Sierra Leone, Liberia, and the Congo, and decried our naïve and ineffectual dealings with Sankoh and Taylor. Canadian church leaders sought to influence the heads of governments at the Summit of the Americas in Quebec last April when they urged them to implement trade policies that focused on solidarity and “a neighborly economy,” including in their definition of such an economy, “conforming new agreements to U.N. human rights standards.” ABC News has run a recent primetime special on the relationship between so-called “blood diamonds” and the war in Sierra Leone. Diamond companies have scrambled to control publicity and align themselves with humanitarian sentiments. And this May, President George W. Bush signed an executive order to heighten measures preventing the import of diamonds from Sierra Leone or Liberia.  

Undoubtedly public awareness and the attention of our leaders are beginning to focus on the crisis in west Africa, and compassion for the victims of violence in the region is finally on the North American agenda. If only the church will take the helm and urge its leaders and lay members to bring their resources, material and human, to bear on this area of need, perhaps this burgeoning awareness will become a crusade with sufficient momentum to see Sierra Leone from war and devastation to restoration, justice, and peace.

