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Greetings from Shalom University, Bunia! A visiting lecturer is teaching the translation students for a week, giving me some 
precious breathing space, so I’m finally sitting down to a newsletter. Can it really be almost a year since I started teaching here? 
Life at USB is chaotic, in-your-face, vibrant, unpredictable, all-engrossing, frustrating, exhausting and a privilege to be part of. Each 
day I find myself stretched beyond my abilities. I hope that each day I’m also learning more about God’s power and grace at work 
in my weaknesses. 

Days begin early here, with the sunrise, around 5.30 am. It’s not a surprise to hear a knock at the door as early 
as 6 o’clock, or to find my colleague’s wife inspecting her maize crop when I open my curtains. A rustling and 
clucking announces the early morning arrival of the neighbourhood chickens in my garden for their breakfast of 
bean leaves. The daily chapel service is at 7.15 am. The chapel “communiqués” are an indispensable source of 
the latest campus news. This morning the death of the wife of a prominent church leader in one of our 
supporting denominations was announced. Death is always in the midst of life here, and funerals can last 
several days and nights. It is a social obligation for anyone with even a tenuous connection to the dead person 

or their family to spend time at the funeral paying their respects and showing their solidarity with the grieving 
relatives. Those in positions of responsibility here, especially, find big chunks of their time swallowed by 

responding to death and its aftermath.  

Just before Christmas one of our students, Machozi, who was studying Environmental Science, died after a two-month-long 
mysterious flesh-eating infection which started with a small wound. She had been sent to Kampala, Uganda, for treatment, but was 
told at the hospital there that nothing could be done for her.  She was 22 years old, a bright, promising student, and a vibrant 
Christian, a leader among her peers. Losing her was difficult for all of us to accept. Two of my colleagues made the daylong 
journey by motorbike on rough roads to attend the funeral in Machozi’s home village. On the way they were briefly arrested and 
detained by soldiers who were angered by the fact that my colleagues had unwittingly whizzed past them while the soldiers were 
raising the Congolese flag and singing the national anthem, showing a lack of respect for their country. The two were quickly 
released when the police realised that they were lecturers from Shalom University.  

It’s encouraging to see how the university is gaining a reputation in Bunia and beyond as an institution where academic standards 
and Christian values are upheld. A month ago I was in the immigration offices in Bunia waiting for a document which would allow 
me to send my passport to Kinshasa to get the residence permit I need. One of the officials saw my colourful USB skirt and 
remarked that USB is a university where there is “du sérieux”, i.e. a place that “takes things seriously”. It turned out he was 
referring to the simple fact that the university respects the academic calendar fixed by the government, rather than starting its 
terms weeks late, as is common here. The university is also serious about taking a stand against corruption. It’s become an 
accepted practice in state universities, for instance, for lecturers to sell their lecture notes to students in order to make money, and 
to fail those students who cannot afford to purchase the notes. This practice is banned at USB. 

Lectures begin at 8 am, and are the high point of each day for me. I love the spirit of participation and co-operation among the 
translation students, and the absence of a competitive spirit. Their perceptive questions and enthusiastic contributions mean that 
we all learn from each other. One class on translating biblical poetry had the students presenting traditional poems and songs from 
their cultures to analyse the way that poetry is expressed in their communities, so that they can try to express poetry using natural 
forms in Bible translation. We all listened enthralled as the class leader, Atumu, acted out and sang a lullaby that mothers in his 
culture traditionally sing to their babies as they carry them on their backs. The lullaby is a kind of genealogy teaching the baby its 
family tree. Another student, Avasoku, presented a song praising a new born baby’s eyes, which are compared to termites’ eyes, 
which represent the pinnacle of beauty in Bali culture, and contrasted with lizard’s eyes, which symbolise ugliness. There is an 
amazing richness and diversity of expression found across the ten cultures represented by the students which they are learning to 
tap into in their translation of the Bible. It’s a privilege to be party to the discovery of these treasures and to see the students 
developing a concern for documenting and preserving them. In each class we get a glimpse of God’s glorious 
creativity which is expressed through all the diversity of these different languages and cultures. 

By lunchtime, around 12.30 pm, I’m drained, and very grateful for the tranquillity of my new house surrounded by 
its sea of maize and beans. The house is light and spacious and already feels like home. An enormous amount of 
work has been done on it in the past three months. My parents courageously came and spent Christmas with me 
in Bunia and worked tirelessly to put up shelves, hooks and sort out broken furniture. Mum is still with me as I 
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write, making curtains, planting out a strawberry patch, and helping out with administrative tasks at the 
university. I’m very thankful, too, for Marguerite, who works for me in the house, preparing delicious 
meals, washing clothes by hand, bargaining in the market for the best prices, and responding to the 
frequent visitors to my home, vegetable sellers, the milkman, people requesting employment, students 
needing help, acquaintances coming to greet me... Marguerite is about my age and unmarried, which is 
very unusual for a Congolese woman. Like so many Congolese friends, she has a dramatic story to tell of 
wartime experiences. In 2002 she found herself in Nyankunde during the horrific massacre that took place 
in the hospital there. Her life was saved when she hid in the house of the missionary doctor she was 

working for at that time. She eventually escaped through the bush and made it back to the relative safety of Bunia. This experience 
has profoundly affected her understanding of her life. She wants to stay single so that she can give more time to serving God. I am 
challenged every day by Marguerite’s deep faith and dependence on God, and her thankfulness for the gift of life. 

Today on the menu it’s beans, celery, carrots and leeks from my garden, with rice. I have my head of department, Kabucungu, to 
thank for this bumper crop of vegetables. He and his large family do not have a field of their own to cultivate, and they need to grow 
food to supplement their income. Since I have more land than I can manage, we’ve decided that he should plant his crops in my 
garden, and I get a share of the harvest. This year’s carrots would rival any first prize in an English flower show! I have Kabucungu 
to thank for many things at USB. As my head of department and long time SIL colleague and friend, he is a constant source of 
encouragement and practical help to me. I appreciate his open and consultative leadership style, his sense 
of humour, his pastoral concern and his commitment to Bible translation not only in his own language, 
Chitembo, but into all local languages. Last week he and his family were shocked to wake up one morning 
and find most of the contents of their house missing: plates, saucepans, TV, clothes, almost everything was 
gone. Thieves had got into the house using a key but none of the family heard a thing. We are very grateful 
to God that none of the family was injured. Law and order and the judiciary system urgently need 
strengthening in Bunia. In particular there is a need for a properly paid and trained police force, for justice in 
the courts and for an adequate prison service, so that innocent people are not wrongfully imprisoned, nor 
convicted criminals allowed to escape. 

Afternoons are often taken up with working with students on their ‘mémoires’ (theses). I don’t have an office yet, so we hold our 
discussions in my study at home. As dusk draws near around 5 o’clock I sometimes go for a stroll outside the campus. I pass the 
wooden booths of the local ‘bureaux de change’, wads of Congolese francs stacked in blocks on their counters, and the motorbike 
taxi drivers hanging around on the corner, hoping to ferry someone into town. The streets are lined with tiny kiosks stuffed full of 
plastic bottles of paraffin, tins of powdered milk, scented soap, matches, and small bags of sugar and salt. Some blare out jaunty 
music and one boasts a public TV where fans can come and watch the football, or lurid Nigerian films. Black and white UN vehicles 
of every shape and size are part of the landscape here and serve as a reminder of Bunia’s recent troubled past. I return home at a 
dignified Congolese pace, savouring the delights of the early evening : the flushed pink of the deepening sky as the sun goes down 

behind the mountains, the cool stillness of the air, and the soaring beauty of student voices singing in 
exhilaration as a choir practises just outside my window. In my opinion, the Congolese are the best 
singers in the world. Their rich, exuberant, harmonies are a sign of hope, a symbol of what can be 
achieved in this country when God’s people co-operate together in creativity for his glory. 
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�� for my lovely new home on the USB campus. 

�� for the dedication of the translation students. 

�� for faithful friends and colleagues like Kabucungu. 

�� for Marguerite and the example of her faith. 

�� for my parents’ visit to Bunia. 
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�� for security in Bunia and the whole of DRC. 

�� for the establishment of justice and peace in the country. 

�� for wisdom and love in responding to the many demands on 
time and resources here. 

�� that USB will be an agent of hope and transformation in 
Congolese society. 

�� that my residence permit will be granted quickly in 
Kinshasa.

May God’s transforming power be at work in your life in 2010! �� ����!���
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 Address: SIL, PO Box 415, Arua, Uganda. (No change as yet!)  Email: sarah_casson@sil.org 

For info or financial gifts: Wycliffe Bible Translators, Horsleys Green, High Wycombe, Bucks, HP14 3XL, UK. 
This newsletter is distributed by: Rosie Legg, 65 Selwyn Avenue, Richmond, TW9 2HB, UK.  Please send any address changes to her. 


