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Sabbatical report on my mission trip to the Diocese of Bor, the Episcopal Church of Sudan January 2 – 16, 2007

The Right Reverend Thomas C. Ely

I am most indebted to the Right Reverend Nathaniel Garang for his gracious invitation to visit him and the Diocese of Bor as part of my sabbatical, with its emphasis on Global Mission. Both Bishop Nathaniel and the Right Reverend Ezekiel Diing (Assistant Bishop) extended warm hospitality and gave most freely of their time to help make my visit the positive experience it was. It was a joy and privilege to get to know them both better and to share our joys, challenges, hopes and concerns as bishops of the church. I feel very connected to these two brother bishops and hope and pray that our relationships will continue to grow and deepen. Through their lives and ministry they testify bravely and boldly to the redeeming, reconciling and resourceful love of God in Christ.

My appreciation also extends to the staff of Church and Development (C&D) who made arrangements for my visit. They were delightful companions along the journey. In particular, I want to thank John Bullen Alier for all his detail work in advance of my visit and then throughout the time I was in Kenya and Sudan. It was good to see the Reverend Stephen Mathiang Kuc (Director of C&D) again and to spend time learning more about the work of C&D and Church Ecumenical Action in Sudan (CEAS). Other staff members from C&D and CEAS were likewise welcoming and helpful throughout my time in Kenya and Sudan and for that I am very thankful. I also appreciate the effort that several people made to spend time in conversation with me about various aspects of the mission and ministry of the Episcopal Diocese of Bor. I am especially pleased to have spent time with the Reverend Moses Ateny, the Reverend Jacob Deng, the Reverend Nathaniel Bol, the Reverend Canon Mark Atem Thuc, and the many pastors and other church leaders I met along the way.

I also experienced warm and gracious hospitality from the folks at Mill Hill Father’s Guesthouse in Nairobi, where I stayed before and after my journey to Sudan. I would highly recommend this facility to others traveling to the area. It is reasonably priced, offers good accommodation, is conveniently located, and provides a good venue for meetings. 

 The special opportunity for travel with Philip Thon Leek, Governor of Jonglei State and various cabinet ministers, commissioners, members of Parliament and other dignitaries from Jonglei State was a remarkable gift. We were invited to spend two days traveling with them to Kolnyang and Anyidi for celebration programs marking the second anniversary of the signing of the Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA). We made several stops along the way to these two major events and were greeted warmly and enthusiastically at every stop. Traveling with the Governor and others provided an unexpected opportunity to connect with government leaders and to observe the mutually beneficial relationship between the Episcopal Church of Sudan and the Government of Southern Sudan. 

The Governor also provided transportation for us at other times, since the Bishop’s car was in need of repair. I am grateful to the Governor for including us in these festivities and for all the many ways he assisted with our transportation. In return, I promised to share some of his urgent concerns about the future of Southern Sudan with church and governmental leaders in the United States. Chief among these is the full implementation of the terms of the Comprehensive Peace Agreement, especially those dealing with the use of oil reserves and economic prosperity for the south.

My chief goal in traveling to Southern Sudan was to listen and learn about the Episcopal Church in the Diocese of Bor and its mission and ministry during this time of peace building. I learned much about the history and growth of the church in Sudan and especially in the Diocese of Bor. I visited only in the southern part of the diocese and then only to some of the area, but what I saw bore witness to an amazing and powerful story of the Holy Spirit at work, and of the power of that Spirit when it is released into communities through the ministries of people like Bishop Garang. Regrettably, I was not able to visit Kakuma Refugee Camp, and visits to the northern part of the diocese will need to wait for a return trip. [Note: The northern part of the diocese is slated to become a separate/new diocese (Diocese of Kongor) and this is the area over which Bishop Diing has much responsibility.]

Fortunately, I was able to worship and visit with many church communities and thus experienced something of the Spirit-filled vibrancy of the Episcopal Church of Sudan. Listening, seeing, learning, and experiencing the church and its mission in a significantly different cultural context was most rewarding, enlightening and life-changing for me. I felt warmly welcomed and embraced at every stop along the way and it was good for my soul and for my ministry to experience “what God is up to” in Southern Sudan. [Note: While my journey did not include the Darfur region, it was very much on my mind and on the minds of the church and government leaders with whom I had conversation. These leaders have lived through similar atrocities and maintain grave concern for the future of the Darfur region and its people. They are also concerned that with the world’s attention focused on Darfur the possibilities for new or renewed conflict exist in Southern Sudan.]

As I anticipated, there is much life and vitality in the Diocese of Bor and there are many needs as this diocese (along with all of Sudan) emerges from the recent Civil War. The Diocese of Bor (Jonglei State) is an area where much of the fighting and dislocation from the war was centered. The effort to return and resettle refugees is immense. The Church, with its 300 congregations, is large and a significant presence in the region, but the challenges to sustain and build upon the growth experienced during the years of war are many now that peace has come. Most clergy (and there are some 650) serve without remuneration and there is a worry that they will not be able to sustain this pattern since clergy need to provide for their families. Because many of the clergy are natural leaders in their communities, they may well be sought after by others entering the area for economic development purposes. There is also a crying need for theological education and training for clergy and lay leaders, especially as refugees return to the area and the demands for ministry grow. This is a crucial developmental time for the Diocese of Bor (as I suspect it is for other dioceses in Southern Sudan).

I spent substantial time talking with the bishops and other leaders about their hopes, dreams and needs for the Diocese of Bor (and the emerging Diocese of Kongor). Many of these needs are projects that local congregations in Vermont and elsewhere can support and help to make a difference, however many of the priorities are large and institutional in scope and will require the cooperative effort of the larger church (through AFRECS, Companion and Partner Dioceses, and Bishops working together with local leaders in Sudan). Clearly, local leaders (Bishops and others) have vision, hope, a good sense of what is needed, and plans for how they would like to move forward. What they need are the financial resources to do so. One of the messages I heard over and over from both church and governmental leaders in Southern Sudan is that of self-reliance. There is a strong push to move away from dependency relationships and instead to develop the capacity of local people and communities to take on responsibility for their own future. There is a great mission opportunity here for the larger church (as I imagine there is in other parts of Africa) to assist in the development, stabilization and support of our sisters and brothers in Christ.  

What follows is what I heard as the priorities for diocesan mission and ministry from Bishops Nathaniel and Ezekiel and from other leaders with whom I spoke. I do not pretend that this is an exhaustive list, or even a comprehensive list. It is just a list of priorities and related projects that I heard talked about over and over during my time in Sudan – and reinforced in e-mails received since returning home. I offer them first for clarification by the Bishops and other leaders in the Diocese of Bor. Did I accurately hear and record what you were saying? If not, please help me to be clear. Is there something important that you didn’t say, or I didn’t hear that needs to be added? If so, please do so. [Note: I sent this as a draft to the Bishops and received a response indicating that I had listened and heard well what they and others were saying.]

Secondly, I offer these priorities for others who share an interest in the future of the Diocese of Bor (and Kongor), especially those who have far more experience, understanding and wisdom in these matters than I. How do these priorities match with your sense of things in the Diocese of Bor? What would you add, amend, or clarify from your conversations with church leaders in the Diocese of Bor? 

Thirdly, I offer these priorities to the people of Vermont (and elsewhere) who are looking for some way to connect to the larger church and its mission. Here are some concrete ways of connecting and engaging in partnership with other Episcopalians/Anglicans in a very different culture and context. Here is an opportunity to expand your understanding of mission. Here is an opportunity to move out of your “comfort zone” and experience the joy and celebration of brothers and sisters in Christ who are very different from “us,” and who share an abiding love of God, a strong commitment to the Good News of Jesus Christ, and a passion for sharing that Good News with others. 

Some priorities for the Episcopal Church in the Diocese of Bor:

1. Diocesan organization and infrastructure: [Currently, the office for the Diocese of Bor is in Nairobi, in space provided by Church and Development (the “independent” development arm of the diocese). There are no separate financial accounts for the diocese and it relies on Church and Development for its accounting and financial services. C&D is responsible for seeking and administering grants and gifts for various projects in the diocese, including those funded by Companion Dioceses and other development partners. Currently, C&D is the only administrative unit through which financial support can be received and accounted for within the Diocese. The annual operating budget for C&D is $500,000 to $600,000, according to the Director, the Reverend Stephen Mathiang Kuc. C&D is the funding source for many important projects and it is good that there is in place some way to offer financial support to the diocese. The Bishop has a leading role in identifying projects and the staff is charged with writing proposals, seeking funding and administering those funds. [Note: It is unclear to me how much is known within the diocese (and beyond) with regard to these projects and their funding sources.]

A. Move the office and diocesan operations from Nairobi to Bor Town. This is a huge undertaking involving construction and outfitting of an office, however it would provide for the kind of presence and permanence needed as Southern Sudan rebuilds and prepares for the future. This might well connect to another project underway (led by Jacob Chol) to build a guest compound for the diocese in Bor on land provided by the Governor. [Note: Since my return home, Bishop Garang has written to reinforce the desire for building diocesan offices in Bor and the need for funding to do so.]

B. The same need for an office, guest compound and centralization of diocesan operations will be needed in Panyagor as the new Diocese of Kongor is established. [Note: Bishop Diing would very much like a laptop computer to assist him in his ministry.]

C. Provide adequate transportation for the Bishops and other staff, including SUV’s, motorcycles and bicycles. The apostolic teaching and pastoral ministry of the bishops is severely diminished when they are unable to travel within the diocese. I experienced this first hand!

D. Establish separate financial accounts for the Diocese of Bor (see above) and later for Kongor.

E. Provide adequate funding for a Diocesan Synod, bringing together pastors and people from throughout the diocese and its 300+ congregations. There are financial needs for food, travel, accommodation, medicines and other administrative costs for holding such a meeting. The need is great for building a stronger sense of diocese, for conversation, consultation, planning and leadership support.

F. Assist in the relief and resettlement efforts by bringing pastors from the camps for displaced persons to Bor and providing for them. There is a strong belief that if the pastors come and are there for the people that the people will be more willing/confident in leaving the camps. This effort is connected with the goal of returning as many displaced persons to their villages and towns in advance of the November 2007 census. There is need for transport, accommodation, food, etc for the pastors. [Note: Bishop Garang, through C&D, has produced a plan for assisting 800 returning refugee families in their resettlement; however this proposal (total cost of $132,000) has not yet received much response from abroad.]

2. Education and Training: Over and over again, in every conversation, the need for education and training was stressed. These are some of the specific strategies we talked about.

A. Provide funds for the education of the children of the bishops and pastors, in order to relieve them of this worry and free them to focus attention on their ministries.

B. Provide schools/tuition for the education of the children of church communities. This is both a practical and evangelistic strategy. [Here I would note the effort of the Vermont based New Sudan Education Initiative (www.nesei.org), which has an ambitious goal of constructing and managing 20 secondary schools in Southern Sudan.]

C. Provide education and training for pastors and church leaders.

i. Support the relocation of the Malek Bible School (MBS) back to its original home, which was heavily damaged (forced abandonment) from fighting in 1964, and subsequently forced into exile. Currently the MBS is operating in exile from the Kakuma Refugee Camp. There is a strong and ambitious desire to rebuild the Malek Bible School, being championed by the Reverend Nathaniel Bol, Principal of the MBS, with the full and strong support of the bishops. One important key to this effort is sustaining Canon Bol and the needs he has for supporting his own family, so that he can be freed up to do the work he envisions and to which he is so deeply committed. The idea is that the MBS would be the central hub of a larger network of theological education for the more than 650 clergy in the Diocese of Bor who lack formal theological education. [Note: Since returning home I have heard three times from Canon Bol, including a message on February 19th that his house was attacked and looted by a group of thieves who took everything including his brief case which contained some of his essentials documents, clerical robes, radio, cassette, text books, solar panel and lamp for Malek Bible School work and his brother’s children’s clothes.]

ii. Provide educational scholarships for specific persons to help meet specific needs within the diocese. The bishops invited me to consider three such efforts and I know they have a much longer list than this.

1. The Reverend Moses Ateny for a diploma course in computer networking (Cost = $3,500).

2. The Reverend Jacob Deng for a three year degree course in theology at Uganda Christian University (Cost = $1,320 per year for tuition).

3. Rebecca Aluel (wife of Bishop Diing) for a diploma course in Pharmacy Technology at the Kenya Medical Training College (Cost = $4,000 per year).

3. Health, Agriculture and Economic Development

A. Health: Fund projects that bring medical clinics into the diocese and closer to the people. The Lost Boys and Girls Hospital in Werkuk, a project supported by an ecumenical partnership in Grand Rapids, Michigan is under construction and there are several clinics established by the Sudan Organization for Rehabilitation and Development (SORD) as a result of the leadership of Canon Mark Atem Thuc, but the overall lack of medical care facilities is frightening.

B. Agriculture: Support projects in church communities that assist local people to farm the land, such as the purchase of a tractor for breaking through the hard clay, or programs for training pastors to do agricultural development. 

C. Economic Development: Develop revenue streams for the church/diocese through poultry development, fisheries, agriculture, carpentry and other enterprises. 

A personal note about mission funds that I brought to Sudan: 

I brought $3,500 in mission funds with me from Vermont. These were funds in addition to the sabbatical funds I had for covering my own expenses. The idea was to use these mission funds where and as it seemed appropriate during my visit. I knew some would be used to help with transport and accommodation for the bishops, but beyond that I tried to stay open to the opportunities God would provide. By the time I left, I had spent $3,837.13 in support of some of the opportunities God indeed provided. From offerings at local churches and community rallies, to modest gifts to colleagues, to the repair of the Bishop’s Car (I hope!) each mission dollar was an expression of love and support from the Diocese of Vermont to the Diocese of Bor. In the spirit of open disclosure, an accounting of that money has been provided to my diocesan administrators and to Bishops Garang and Diing. I consulted with the Bishops with regard to the distribution of these mission funds, so that they would be fully informed about the distribution. They guided me wisely.

Conclusion:
There is much to write about this mission trip and I hope to do so as I continue to absorb and process all that I experienced in this rather short period of time. It was especially gratifying to bring greetings from the Sudanese community in Vermont and to meet so many people who know one or more of the men and women from Sudan who live in Vermont. I took lots of pictures and they tell the story of a lively Spirit-filled church better than my words. Two weeks in Africa does not make one an expert on all the issues, challenges and opportunities facing the Episcopal Church in Sudan, the Diocese of Bor and relationships between our churches within the Anglican Communion. Neither does two weeks make me an expert spokesperson on the past, present and future of Sudan as it lives with a very fragile peace, following generations of Civil War. What two weeks in Africa does do is to help me better understand and appreciate another cultural context and the mission of God and the Church in that place. It makes me want to keep learning about the people, their history, their hopes and their plans for the future. It makes me want to help and it makes me want to go back. Sitting with the bishops, waiting for the plane to arrive with the folks coming from Michigan to work on the Lost Boys and Girls Hospital (the plane that would take me back to Nairobi), I said that I felt like I was leaving a piece of my heart in Sudan. They said not to worry because they were giving me pieces of their hearts to take back with me. In the days and weeks since, I have felt the love of those hearts very much.

The Right Reverend Thomas C. Ely

Bishop of Vermont
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