                                                      Poverty 
Our house is expecting some great changes. Twelve new members are arriving in a week's time. A pastor change is always a big event in the life of the house. Our previous pastor, an elderly nun, Sister Lorette, is going home to France. 
During the past few months we have been busy working around the house, preparing it for the new pastor. We closed off the quadrangle, so that no outsider could enter the interior of the house. So far it has been totally open toward the east, and there has been constant coming and going. There are a lot of beggars, who come here to ask for various things, such as money, clothing, food. We have some regular guests; they arrive, ask politely for food, and, having consumed it, go on their way. One of these is Papa Raymond, whom the community nursed for days when he was close to death. He doesn't own anything and is very down-at-heel. It took him days to accept a pair of pants from us, though the ones he was wearing were torn to shreds, and his behind was showing. We had no choice but to refuse to feed him until he was willing to take the pants. He said they were too good, and he might be accused of having stolen them… a couple of days later he relented… 
Then there is Nyengele. She is a 30-year-old mentally retarded woman; her family has cast her out, and she spends most of her time in the house. Her latest child is M'Peye, an 18-months-old little charmer. Nyengele has three children. Whenever the next one arrived, she simply abandoned the older one and looked only after the newborn baby. Naturally no one knows who the father is. We placed the two older ones in the community's orphanage, where there are some 30 children between the ages of 3 and 18. Nyengele turns up at odd times of the day, stridently claiming her dues, namely a nice lunch. She has been asking the community for years to build her a house. Each time there was some construction work going on, she was convinced that this time it was her house that was being built. One day she lost her patience and decided to take matters in her own hands. She started to collect bricks from a heap behind the house. She carried her child on her back and three-four bricks in a dish sitting on her head. She is not stupid; she started building her future house next to the well. The other day I noticed Nyengele crouching on all fours with her son on her back, picking up things from the ground and promptly devouring it. Of course, the termites! Their swarming season takes place once a year, and the people watch for it to happen day and night. Each family has its own jealously-guarded termite mound. They eat them raw, but more often fried. Their other interesting food is "poissons fretins". These are tiny fried fish. Half of the animal consists of its eyes. When you have two spoonfuls on your plate, a few hundred fish eyes keep staring at you. It is particularly creepy for me as, due to the frying, the eyes staring at me have cataracts. Phew… I don't usually have any. 
Now that I am recovered, my appetite has also returned. I have come to realize that the local food is quite edible. The locals' main food item is manioc mush, called biasi. It is made of manioc flour mixed with maize flour, and, eaten with a sauce made of manioc leaves, is quite palatable. The locals call this eating. Most of them have only one meal a day, and it become a reflex already in childhood that, if there is food, you eat as much as you can. 
There is, for instance, little Kasongo. He is six and appeared out of the blue one day at the door of the community. His story is a common one. His father has several wives, and one day Kasongo's mother died suddenly. His step-mother took him in, but when the father took off one day to go diamond mining in Mbuji-Mayi, the woman turned the little one out of her home. We admitted the child to the hospital, as it was famished. We offered him food, and he just kept eating until he threw up the lot and then started eating again. He must have told himself: "Now I am the king, I can eat as much as I like, and if I ask for more, I'll get it." Little Kasongo became everyone's pet. His tiny sharp teeth, angelic laughter and especially his sayings have moved the doctors. After two weeks we had to make a decision about his fate. The committee decided to admit him to the community's orphanage as the thirty-second child… 
...There are scores of mendicants, and most of the time we have to turn them away. We cannot provide all of Zaire with money, clothing, pens, paper, etc. We feed everybody, but the sister who acts as doorkeeper has a very tough job. If you don't look out, people will tear you to bits here. Just as an example, the other day I witnessed a conversation: Dr. Claire, who had been working non-stop since eight in the morning examining some 100 children and a number of pregnant women, came to the doctors' relaxation room, but a patient tried to stop her from entering until she solved the patient's problem. "If I don't sit down now and have a bite to eat (it was 3.00 pm), I shall die; is that what you want?", asked Claire. The reply was: "Yes"... What can one say to that? It is terribly hard to know where to say "No" and where one has to give assistance. 
I trust that this letter will help us better to understand Christmas. I hope that the Baby Jesus will be born in all our hearts, and then we will be very close to each other! 
Kabinda, December 12, 1995
