CMS Mission Experience Team Abroad to Burundi 2009
Our team motto was ‘One Body, Many Parts’ from 1 Corinthians 12: 12-27.  ‘You are the body of Christ, and each of you is called to be a part’.  We were a team of 12 from all over Northern Ireland and one from Co Cavan, unfortunately one person had to pull out due to a family bereavement.  For most of us this was our first time in Africa & for all but our team leader Rev. Bobbie Moore, our first time in Burundi.

Burundi (the heart of Africa) is a small land locked country in the centre of Africa; it is about one third of the size of the island of Ireland, has a population of approximately eight million and has just come though a long civil war.  There are three main tribes; the Hutu, the Tutsi and the Batwa.  Thankfully there has been a truce/ceasefire for about 12-18 months.  The currency is the Burundian dollar 2000 dollars = £1.00. Kirundi, French, Swahili and English are the languages spoken.  Burundi is  one hour ahead of UK time, but we quickly learned that we were on Africa time, so being picked up in half an hour could mean maybe an hour or longer......??

We, as far as we are aware, are the first META (Mission Experience Team Abroad) from Ireland to be sent there. And so after months of furious fundraising (£1600 each) and generous contributions from many sources, we were ready to boldly go where no META had gone before. Our team consisted of Team Leader Bobbie Moore, Alastair Donaldson, Ann Stockman, Cathy Lappin, Elizabeth (Libby) Harper, Emma Borthwick, John Russell, Lynda Baxter, Kathryn Orr, Sylvia Kennedy & Me (Victor Stephens). Our missing friend Carolyn White was with us in spirit.  Wednesday 15th July we set off from George Best City airport on our way to Burundi, via London Heathrow & Nairobi.  We arrived in Bujumbura, bright and breezy on Thursday morning, well, maybe not so bright; it is a long way to go (plus Kathryn and I were sans luggage)!  Still we had extra with us in our hand luggage and everyone in the team helped tremendously.

We expected to do quite a lot of work while out there, but the attitude that we found was one of ‘you have sacrificed quite enough to come here, you have left your homes and families and raised money and travelled all this way to share your Love of the Lord.  And your presence here means so much to us’.

To be honest we were treated fantastically by everyone and were quite humbled by the whole experience.
The country is very beautiful, and this beauty is only surpassed by the people themselves.  The Burundian Christians do not have very much, sometimes not even enough food to eat, yet they love God and Jesus so very much with all their hearts.
Everywhere we went we were greeted by the now familiar and friendly cry of ‘Muzungu, muzungu’ (white man), followed by hundreds of handshakes and greetings of “Amohoro” (blessing).
The western concept of going somewhere is when you get back the question is “What did you do?”  The African is “Who did you meet?”  Well, what did we do?  We were a presence there for the people.  We did a lot of meeting and greeting of various diocesan councils and staff members.  We visited many sites of Church plantings, some in excellent condition, some not so hot and some just being built.  We shared our testimonies with the people there, and in turn, heard some of theirs.  We all sang and danced and clapped, in English and Kirundi! At one Church plant we helped to make bricks from clay.  These were to build a new house for the archdeacon there and afterwards we played games with the kids, shared our story of why we were there and prayed.

We started off in Bujumbura the capital and were picked up there by the Arch Deacon of Matana Diocese, Seth.  A truly wonderful man in every sense of the word.  He took Kathryn and me to the Kenya Airways office to try and locate our lost luggage.  From there we travelled up to Matana diocese, via the Great Lake Tanganyika.
We spent five days in Matana visiting Church plants, diocesan projects, the Bible College and  youth projects.  On Sunday we went to the Cathedral where we were privileged enough to witness 20 people being made into canons’ including Seth.  In fact the service and music was so good we didn’t even notice the 4.5 hours going in!   The feast afterwards (for all of the 2000+ people attending) was delicious. We were so well received everywhere we went and every evening were guests for supper, either in the diocesan office or someone’s house.  Some of us even had the chance to renew old friendships with folk who had been to Ireland before. 

Soon though it was time to bid a tearful farewell goodbye to Matana and make our way to the other partnership diocese of Gitega.
We were just as warmly welcomed there by Bishop John and his staff.   After settling in, we had tea with John and his staff.  Again we had the opportunity to share testimonies and Bishop John led us in a game (or “exercise” as he liked to call it!)  in remembering each others’ names.

Again we did a lot of travelling to Church plants and youth projects, even helping with a new youth centre being built.  The difference between the two dioceses was a bit of a shock, in terms of poverty.  It seemed to us that Gitega was much poorer, though it was pointed out to us that there were still a number of ‘displaced’ people still living there from the war.  Again their love of the Lord was overwhelming.  Bughera was an emotional time for some of the party as this was the home of the late Joan Nicholson, who did so much for mission in Burundi and the people there.  All the children she taught still remember her with so much fondness.  Those of the team who knew her were understandably lost in memories.

We were also taken to a historical site where the ‘Burundi tribal drummers’ treated us to an excellent exhibition of drumming and dancing.  The three Muzungu who tried their hand were not offered professional contracts for some reason!
We finished our time in Burundi back in Bujumbura for a time of de-briefing and meetings with Archbishop Bernard and the diocesan staff.  We also met with Frederick and Theodore from REMA ministries who are doing a lot to get the displaced people back to their land and homes, a truly remarkable effort.

Unfortunately we didn’t get the chance to meet with Alison Gill, one of the mission partners there, as she had came home to visit family and as she was due to fly back her Grandfather suffered a heart attack.  She and her family remain in our prayers.

The whole mission, from taking 12 relative strangers ages ranging from 17-70, putting them together and sending them off 4000 miles to work together in a strange country, out of their comfort zone, I felt was an excellent success, and could only have been orchestrated by the ‘Head’ of our ‘body’, the Lord Jesus.
We have all came back in one piece and are going to remain friends.  The faith and love of the Burundian people has affected us and strengthened our faith and our love of the country.   The memories will stay with us forever.  Our partnership links in Burundi have been strengthened.    
As a team we would like to  thank anyone who supported us in any way and for all your contributions.  As we said so many times “Jesu Numikiza Wanje”  (Jesus is my Saviour).
Victor Stephens, Emma Borthwick, Sylvia Kennedy and Ann Stockman
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