Interview with Bishop Hilary of Yei, published in Connor Connections in June 2008

As Bishop Hilary of Yei recalls the suffering of his people it is hard to believe that this quietly spoken churchman lived for years in a makeshift shelter in a refugee camp.

Yet it was amidst the squalor and the hardship of that camp that the Bishop and his family, one of thousands displaced by a violent civil war, began a ministry in which Connor is now involved.

The head of Connor’s link diocese, who is studying for an MA in theology in Derbyshire, was visiting with his wife Mama Joyce. 
Born in the rural village of Mongo, Hilary attended a mission school. This was destroyed in civil war which lasted from 1955 until 1972, recommencing in 1983 and continuing until the ceasefire of 2004.

“The war caused the death of 2.5 million people. They died from gunfire, aerial bombardment, starvation, sickness. People were forced to live in the bush and had no medical services,” said the Bishop.
“The Arab Muslims were running the country and they hated us because we were Christian. When they got independence from Britain in 1956 the government in the north never really regarded us as true Sudanese. We were third class citizens. They wanted to mistreat, even eliminate us.
“I was forced to run away from my family during the first civil war because they were targeting children, torturing them and putting them in prison. When I was 14 I went to Uganda.”

The UN and other aid organisations took care of the young refugees and this allowed Hilary to continue his schooling.

He spent 17 years in Uganda, where he married Joyce, but finally returned to Sudan after the fall of Idi Amin. First he taught in Yei, later moving to Juba, where he worked in a library from 1981-1989 until war once again forced the family to move.
“The government forced families to go to Khartoum against the will of the people of southern Sudan. I was taken to work in the university but it was not a job that would support us. I wanted to leave it and this was when I felt the Lord call me.

“We were living in the displaced people’s camp. I started preaching as a lay man in the camp. That was the most telling, devastating time for me. This is where I say I met God, seeing the suffering of the people in the camp. There were so many bad things, more than anything the people needed the Gospel.”
His preaching had a visible impact. “People from outside saw what was happening in the camp. We were affecting the hearts of the people. We were telling them about God and I was preaching to gospel of survival and hope. We started to plant churches in the camp.

“The Bishop of Khartoum realised something was happening in his diocese. He approached me and said he wanted to ordain me.”

Hilary was ordained a deacon in April 1992, but had to remain in the camp.  “Conditions were very bad. We were living with our five children in a makeshift shelter made of cardboard boxes, metal, clothing, reeds - anything I could get my hands on,” he said.
The family remained in the camp until 2001 and in the early years Hilary continued to work in the University. In 1995 a charitable Trust awarded him a scholarship to study library studies at Loughborough University in England. After 18 months Hilary returned to Khartoum, his family and his camp ministry.
He was approached again by the church which wanted him to be Executive Director of the development wing of the Episcopal Church.

“I would never in my life have thought I would have a big office with air conditioning and my own phone. They even gave me a Toyota Land Cruiser, but as I was still living in the camp I had to park it at the gate,” said the Bishop
He continued his camp ministry. “I had become part of the people’s lives and they had shown me such respect for what I was doing. But now I was dealing with high level people and mixing with NGOs. It was a tremendous transition for a displaced refugee.”
Hilary remained in this post for four years, when he was asked to return to Yei as Vicar General because the Bishop was sick. He went alone because the war was still ongoing and Yei town was under bombardment. Joyce joined him in 2002 when the children went to University. Hilary was elected Bishop of Yei on February 28 2004.

“Yei had been very badly affected by the war. Everyone had left. The whole infrastructure was destroyed. Yet as soon as there was a ceasefire people started to come back. They were tired. So many had died in the bush. They brought children who had been born in the bush and came looking for the school, which I had to tell them was in ruins,” he said.
“We prepared our strategic plan. Education, health, vocational training, water, how to reactivate evangelism.”

Billy and Jenny Smyth, mission partners from Connor Diocese, were sent into Yei from Uganda.  “They helped to start up the school. It is a fantastic school and it is taken as a model for everything in Yei,” said the Bishop.
This is how Yei’s link with Connor, formalised in 2006, began - first as a prayer partnership, and now a more practical link, with parishes in Connor raising funds for a new school building in the Bishop’s old hometown of Mongo.

With the help of CMS Ireland, Yei already has a primary school, vocational training college and most recently a health centre.

The Bishop said the relationship with both CMSI and Connor Diocese was definitely partnership. “Partnership is being able to recognise our differences and how we can create that common ground where we can work together. It is a way of learning from each other,” he said.
Mutual prayer was the greatest benefit, he added, material things came second. “Once we have built up a prayer partnership, a practical partnership comes into play. That’s why I am here. To talk to Christians in Connor about my experiences. 
“Education is a priority in Yei, and Connor is already fundraising and building our new school. This is a great boost for the parents and children. Our people rely on God and they all see God is hearing their prayers.
“This school is going to play a great role, not only in lives of the children of Mongo, but in the life of southern Sudan. They will receive an education and go to the university to become men and women who will be part of southern Sudan, professional engineers, doctors, teachers.”

But the Bishop stressed this was a two-way partnership. “It is not only about building schools and health centres. I should also offer young people the chance of exchange visits to Yei and to Connor so that they can learn from each other and enjoy an adventurous spirit.

“The impression is that Yei is a hard place where everything is bad, but this is not the case. People can come and stay for a few weeks and they will go back changed.”
