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Currently we are building a*‘Forward School of Integrity”—
a boarding primary school in Omito-Lira with the aim of raising
up ageneration with high morals and integrity through
education since integrity and moral is dying so fast in Uganda.
Our big picture is to empower potential leaders to run with the
gospel of our Lord to the poorest of the poor since the harvest
field is so ripe.

INTERPRETERS AND CHAMPIONS AS “INSIDE”
AGENTS FOR DEVELOPMENT

Jimt Harvies, FAD
W T Adpunct Faculty and long-tine cross-cultiural waorker in Kenya

As a 10-vear-old boy, I once used a public bathroom. After
completing my task, I faithfully rinsed my hands, as teachers
and parents had instructed me. An old man was in the bathroom
on a similar assignment to mine. *“Well done for washing your
hands” he told me. T had never seen him before.

Subszequently T pondered on what the old man did. I
wondered—if T had not washed my hands, would he have told
me off7 What business of his was it what I do with my hands
after I had completed the necessary? What did he care about me,
given that we had never met before {or again, as far as I know),
and he did not even know my parents?

Living in Africa, I am a bit like that old man. Sometimes I
agonise over what to say or not say. Sometimes I am with other
Waesterners in African contexts. Should I tell other Westerners
when they do things wrong? Are there even wrong ways of
doing things? Why should I care whether they say or do silly
things? Who am I to speak to them? This task seems to be
endless. It is certainly many faceted. I want to give just a few
simple examples from personal experience, having lived and
worked amongst native Africans since 1988.

TO DNTERPRET OR NOT TOINTERPREET AFRICAN CUSTOMS TO
WESTERMERS?

People in my home community in Africa are usually very
careful not to carry food openly when other people are around,
unless it is covered. For example, a loaf of bread should be
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carried in coloured bag or basket so that it not be identifiable as
a loaf of bread. Local people do this to avoid jealousy and the
evil eve. In such a community is it wrong to carry food
uncovered? It “seems” wrong because evervone else avoids
doing it. When someone does it all eyes are on them. Should I
tell vigitors “make sure you always cover food that you carry™?
Or should I actually encourage visitors to carry uncovered food
0 as to counteract witchcraft beliefs?

Long ago I was to hold a Bible class with some African
people. The books we were to use cost about $8.00 each. I
asked if people were ready to pay, they all said “yes.” T asked
who had the money ready, they all said “no.” In order to
facilitate the class, I paid for the books, thinking that people
would pay me back later. T gave out the books. No one paid me
back. That seems to be a common pattem. So then, if someone
elze comes to start a Bible class, what should I do? Should I
advise them “don’t believe the people. They will say that they
will pay but they won’t”? Or should I just suggest that they
insist on having people pay up front before handing out the
books? Or shouldI just leave outsiders to learn the hard way by
giving out books and then not getting their money back?

There is a wedding coming up the next day. Everyone wants
to go to the wedding. The American visitor hasn’t realised this,
s0 she invites people to visit her at her home that day. People do
not like saying “no,” so when the visitor asks, “you will come to
my home tomorrow won’t you?” the response given is “‘yes,” 50
as not to offend her. But everyone will be at the wedding. Do I
gay to the vigitor that “yes” means “no” and make her angry,
thinking that I am accusing African people of lying? Should I
say, I will not come tomorrow because there is a wedding,”
and spoil the congenial atmosphere? Or should I, like my
colleagues, say “I’ll come tomorrow,” and then later excuse
myself by saying, “but there was a wedding”?

Overseas vigitors from the West usually believe profoundly
in equality. They come to Africa wanting to prove that old
missionaries are paternalistic. Some think that local people
would be perfectly capable if the foreign missionary would just
get out of the way. Az an “old missionary,” should I agree with
them? It T do, and “African people are just like us,” the gospel
geems to have little left to do. Do the people and society really
need transtorming? Why am I there anyway? Or should I
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explain that the reason people love the Bible is exactly because
they are very aware of their shortcomings and their society’s
shortcomings? The people are different from us after all, so we
are not all “equally capable™ at everything, which is why “they™
do have something to learn from us. (For educated wealthy
Westerners it can be harder to see just what we should leam
from them.)

“Does money help?” seems to be a never-ending question in
misgion. Wealthy, influential, and generous donors want to hear
a resounding answer “yes.” The reality 15 more complex.
QOutside money can rob people of a great deal—such as
ownership and initiative. Do I dare say “no,” that money does
not necessarily help?

VULNERABLE CHAMPIONS

These examples illustrate just a part of my work as an agent
of intemational development and shalom in East Africawhere I
serve as an intepreter and “champion™ for the people among
whom I live. T define the characteristic of a champion as being
the practice of vulnerable mission, which iz itself defined as the
use of local languages and local resources in minisiry to the
people being reached.

A champion who represents Christ iz one who (after
acquiring contextual knowledge of the life of others)
endeavours to translate the gospel to them. This is not the role
of a conqueror or someone who is “better’” imposing onto the
lives of those who are ignorant, but instead it is a sharing of the
power of God in a context of personal weakness with those who
are to be reached.

For example, a local church had invited me to share in some
doorto-door ministry in a part of Tanzania. When it was time to
leave, a motorised rickshaw was sent to pick us up. I got in and
said nothing. My hosts paid for my trip back. T was told that a
few years earlier they would have expected a white person like
myself to pay for my own trip. My tailure to offer to pay
transformed me from being an agent from the outside, into a
servant under local leadership, who could potentially be
entrusted with sengitive local information.

As a champion for the Luo people, I am aware of sensitive
information that outside speakers are not able to know about.
Coming into western Kenya, outsiders are usually ignorant of a
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very pernicious and troubling problem, known locally as chira.
This Luo-language term describes the outcome of people’s
failure to follow ancestral decree. Qutsiders’ unfamiliarity with
the details of what causes chira can prevent them from
intelligently articulating and dealing with it. My own position of
having learned the Luo language and culture in-depth, and my
ability to communicate using the same language, have enabled
me to apply healing balm in the form of Christian teaching to
this gaping wound in the worldview and conscience of the Luo
people.

A champion can alzo give feedback to the West, as shown in
my earlier examples. Such feeding back must be done with
sensitivity. Any mplication that funding may be reduced or
withdrawn as a result of the words of champions puts them into
a very delicate position. Hence, in communication back to the
West, perhaps the main thing a champion can do is simply to
encourage others to be champions, that i, as I am here defining
champions: those who use local languages and resources as the
basis for at least a part of their work.

Given that dominant models of intervention into the majority
world have been tfound wanting { Africa certainly being a case in
point), there is certainly a need for champions. This raises the
question of how one is to find these “champions™ who can
follow alternative “vulnerable” means of intervention. I believe
it is biblical teaching and the power of God’s Spirit that
produces true “champions.” The deep influence of Christian
teaching in the West over many centuries has continued to
influence our secular era. As aresult, even many Western
people who no longer confess Christ have been so profoundly
affected by this kind of ethic as to be able also to appreciate the
role of champions. The closer people are to their Christian roots,
the more likely they will be able to express this kind of
behaviour. The church can, through the production of
champions, begin to counter the problems that still plague the
people in the developing world who are disenfranchised and
dependent.




