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Two Black Men
Whose lives were exemplary
Abrahamu and Ebeli were men God used to help me understand better the relationship man is to have with each other and with Himself. When I was a young child, Abrahamu assumed the responsibility of instructing me to hurry to school and not to dilly-dally.  He was also the one who gave me and my boarding school classmates definite instructions on what we were to do after we left the Rethy Academy in Congo. I did return to become his boss and knew him for 50 years. He was a faithful servant of God and never denied Him.
I knew Ebeli for a relatively short time, as the oldest employee working at the dorm. He was one who never failed to do his duties, and did them far better than any other. He was a truly humble man who desired only to serve God.
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ALL MEN AREN’T THE SAME
It pleased God to create all kinds of people. Each of us tends to compare ourselves with others and accept those most like ourselves. We also find ourselves wanting to have what someone else possesses. God gives clear commands to covet nothing that belongs to our neighbor, but to be content with such things as we have. Godliness with contentment is great gain.
I was far richer than either Abrahamu or Ebeli by any visible assessment, and they came to me as the one to whom they were responsible. What was my responsibility to each of them? Did I fulfill what was required of me? I was the muzungu, a white man. According to Wikipedia, Mzungu is the southern, central, and eastern African term for a person of foreign descent. Literally translated, it means “someone who roams around aimlessly”. They also called me Bwana Brown, (in East Africa “Bwana” is a boss or master, and is often used as a title or form of address). They were both from the Lendu tribe, agriculturalists in eastern DRC.
Both men were rich toward God with their treasure in Heaven, not on earth. They served God faithfully and humbly, content with the life God had given them.
Any missionary child who attended Rethy Academy between 1949 and 1998 will remember Abrahamu. Some may also remember Ebeli.
 
 
 
 
 
 
ABRAHAMU THE JANITOR
I think Abrahamu was first hired by Mr. Miller, maybe in the late 1940’s. I recall he was there when I first learned from Miss Stewart, my first grade teacher, how to date my arithmetic papers. 1948 was part of the date. Fifty years later he literally fell into our kitchen when he came to visit us. We had returned to Rethy after our evacuation from Zaire a couple years earlier, and Abrahamu had finally become very old.
“Ngeli, Ngeli, analia, kuju ku kisomo sasa:
Ngeli, Ngeli, analia, kuju ku kisomo sasa…
Kuja, Kuja… Mbiyo, mbiyo, mbiyo…
Usiwaiya-waiya.”
 
The ringing clang of Abrahamu’s iron rod on the rusty brake drum was an integral part of each school day at Rethy. He used his chant to inform us that the bell was ringing.
 
“The bell was ringing, Come to school now! Come, come! Hurry, hurry, hurry! Don’t dilly-dally.”
 
We needed to come immediately and not delay. Actually we could fool around a little, because we weren’t really late unless we not in our seats the second time he rang the bell.
When he was young he used a slender switch to chase us to school, apparently not satisfied with the speed of our response to his summons. It was a little like a game between us, as was our efforts to steal the bell beating rod from him.
Abrahamu was the school janitor at Rethy Academy during my childhood. I had no watch but knew I would be late if I wasn’t in my seat when he rang the second bell. He must have wound up his light blue clock every day and adjusted the time to Mr. Miller’s watch because he was never late. Abrahamu’s faithful work at the school and his ringing of the bell we will never forget.
The school had open fireplaces in each room, because it was often cold at the Academy. Rethy Academy was a boarding school for MKs that was located at an elevation of about 6,800 feet in north-east Belgian Congo. Abrahamu did all of the cleaning at the school and made fires in each class-room as needed. He had a place where he kept his supplies. His hoarded scrap paper, used to start fires, overflowed his little store-room. I think that is where he kept the bell ringing bar that we tried to steal. He kept his wood room out back, filled with the best split wood from the dorm wood pile. On cold, wet days there was always a fire in each classroom fireplace.
In his room he also had a supply of sawdust and a container of kerosene to mix with it. He sprinkled the damp mix all over the floor, before he began sweeping up the dried mud that was found under every desk and chair. The kerosene in the sawdust kept the dust down. He had a good system; In one hand he had a bundle of broom straws, bending low to sweep as he worked towards the front of the room, tipping up each chair and desk in turn with the other hand. From our perspective the floors were always clean.
Abrahamu had a sideline: the construction of bows and arrows for us boys. He seemed to have an endless supply available, and a good percentage of the arrows flew straight and true. We tested the arrows, shooting them straight up, then watching them as they flew down. He could supply 200 arrows on fairly short notice.
Locking and unlocking all the school doors was a job he took very seriously. The keys wore holes in his shorts which were repeatedly patched. The hand-made stitches wove in and out, holding the successive layers of patches on top of the older ones. It became difficult to distinguish between the original material and the patches, but his shorts were always clean.  The bundle of keys grew until they no longer fit in his pocket. Thus they hung from a belt loop, swinging and jingling as he walked or ran. It was impossible for us to steal his keys, but the school was always opened on time and he was never sick. 
Abrahamu took a personal interest in his kids, instructing each of us who left Rethy to go to America: “Go to university, marry a wife and come back to Rethy to work.” Of course he objected very loudly when David McAllister said he thought he would get two wives. Abrahamu was committed to obeying God and he began a loud lecture, in Kingwana of course, about the evils of having two wives. “No, I’ll get three,” David said. Stirring up Abrahamu was part of our interaction with him. 
He had come to the dorm at the end of the term, as he often did, to see if the big boys had any shoes for him. He didn’t seem to care if they fit or not. They must have had some sort of trade value.
 
ABRAHAMU REFUSES TO DENY JESUS
I went to America, completed high school, went to Wheaton College, and courted my wife. In 1960 the people of Congo were granted independence. 
During the power struggle and the Simba Rebellion that followed independence, the expatriates fled as the Simbas targeted them and any who associated with them. Those who did not escape in time were captured, abused, and even killed. Widespread destruction and looting of anything of value focused on the vacant mission stations. It was an effort to drive out the foreigners, destroy their teachings, and remove the influence of those who had believed in their God. Many of the churches were actually strengthened by the persecutions. 
Abrahamu was known to have the keys of the school, more specifically known to be the one who took care of the buildings. I heard later that he was cruelly beaten and commanded to deny his belief in Jesus, the God of the hated white man. He refused to deny Christ. When the missionaries later returned he told his story, openly lifting his shirt to show the scars that were still there on his back. He had remained faithful to God.
When I came back from America, I had gone to university, but I hadn’t yet gotten a wife, and I hadn’t come to work at Rethy. I was met by Abrahamu when I arrived. I had traveled across Uganda and was headed to my home at Banda for Christmas with my parents. I stopped at Rethy to see my sister. Abrahamu was checking on what I was doing. He strongly reprimanded me for not fully following his instructions when I had left Congo nine years earlier.
Why was I working in Kenya? Where was my wife? Why had I left her in America? Where was his gift? What was Lester doing? What about Peter, Gary, and Freddie? Had they forgotten him?
He finally understood that my fiancé was finishing her nurses training at West Suburban Hospital School of Nursing. I was working in Kenya and had one more year as headmaster of Gatumaiyu High School at Kagwe. I planned to get married when I went back to America. It didn’t take him long to switch from asking questions to assuming the role of the one who told his kids what to do!
‘Utakwenda America. Utakamata Bebe yako. 
Alakini hutakwenda Kenya; hutakwenda Tanzania;
hutakwenda Uganda!
Utarudi hapa, HAPA, HAPA! RETI TUU!”
There was absolutely no misunderstanding his desire. He had repeated his normal instructions but added with all the emphasis he could that I was not to go to Kenya, not to Tanzania, not to Uganda, but to return “here, HERE, HERE, only Rethy!” He was standing and pointing at me emphasizing everything he said with vigorous gestures. He bent down and hit the ground repeatedly as he said, “Hapa, Hapa, Hapa, Rethy tuu!” There was no ambiguity.
When God calls us, it isn’t always expressed so strongly in tongues, but I did go back to America, marry my wife, and return to Rethy to work there for over thirty years! Abrahamu was working as the school janitor, ringing the same bell, chasing kids to school, and making fires on cold rainy days. He still took orders from the kids to make bows and arrows for them.
When my first child went to school, Abrahamu was still ringing the bell every school day. He rang the bell during the entire time my children were at school there. He had his picture in every school yearbook (known as the the Kasuku) that included pictures of the faithful staff. We never thought of the workmen as getting older. Kids that came to Rethy found that Abrahamu knew their parents when they were at Rethy. How could Abrahamu be getting older?
For many years Abrahamu continued to work faithfully. Though his responsibilities were at the school building he always had time to come to the dorm and mingle with the dorm workmen. He could easily be distracted from loading up more firewood to add to his supply for fires at the school.
His hearty laugh was frequently heard in the kitchen where the dorm workers shared the left-overs after dorm meals. Whenever available, the cooks also saved all the used tea leaves and coffee grounds. These were continuously added to the small aluminum sufferia of water simmering on the back of the big wood stove. The cooks called the special blend, “Chawa” created from the Swahili words “Chai” and “Kahawa”. Ellen also gave the cooks a canister of sugar so Abrahamu’s “Chawa” was no doubt loaded with sugar. 
His janitorial responsibilities were mostly carried out before the he rang the bell to summon the students to school, and after they were dismissed for the day. The dorm workmen cared for the school grounds so he had little to do when classes were in session except watch the clock and ring the bell when it was time for the dorm kids to return to classes. He must have checked the cook-house clock often, because he always rang the bell on time.
 
OLD WORKERS USUALLY RETIRE
Though the workers at the dorm had no concept of what retirement might be in other countries, we found out that they were required to make regular payments into the retirement fund established in Zaire: the Société Nationale de Sécurité Sociale (SNSS). I had been made the dorm supervisor and Ellen calculated the wages and kept the books. Abrahamu was not old enough to retire, but Ebeli certainly was, so we sent in the required documentation.
As a retired employee of the Rethy Academy dorm, he was eligible to receive his retirement benefits from the SNSS. Though plans set up by any government rarely work as anticipated, we diligently researched our responsibilities as an employer and submitted all the required payments into the SNSS fund for Ebeli. Except for the currency conversion from Franks to Zaires, the law had not been revised since it was established by the Belgian authorities in Leopoldville. The country was then known as the Belgian Congo.
Now in order to retire in compliance with the law, the age of the employee needs to be established. When I was assigned to be the dorm supervisor at Rethy I instantly became the employer of about 25 workers, all of whom were already working, having been hired and trained by those before me. Each knew his daily tasks and things were running smoothly. I knew only a few of the workers, but most knew me from before the Simba Rebellion when I was one of the MKs at the school. I knew Silavano, Abrahamu, and Hosea. However, I knew nothing about Ebeli, except that he was old for sure.
Ellen and I were in the intermediate dorm with 23 children to care for, when we first became aware of Ebeli as he went about his daily tasks. We didn’t even know his name. His was apparently the job of making sure we had hot water and clean floors.
Having running water in the dormitory was the result of a lot of resourcefulness and skilled work through the 70 years that Rethy Academy had been in existence. The source of water was a spring in the valley about half a mile away and several hundred feet lower than dorm hill. 
Having hot running water required a lot of ingenuity and effort as well, since the heat came from firewood harvested from the black wattle forests planted in the early days of the school. The wood heat was no longer transferred from an open flame under a half drum of water supported on rocks, but delivered using an enclosed firebox. The bricked in drum was plumbed into pipe the water directly into the building. 
Making and tending the fires under the hot water drums for the three dormitories, the laundry, the cook house, the dish room, the pantry, and the infirmary was no small task. Fortunately for Ebeli, black wattle makes excellent firewood and will burn even if its green, with the sap hissing and bubbling from the wood on the end away from the flame. Carrying hot coals from an existing fire, planner shavings from the carpenter shop, and using partially burned wood remaining from the last fire, Ebeli would assemble the materials and then go off to lay the next fire. White smoke would soon become evident, drifting up from among the shavings that Ebeli had cupped around the glowing coals using his dry calloused hands. Unattended, the smoke would gradually intensify. Eventually, a small flickering flame would appear. It was almost uncanny that Ebeli would always come staggering around the corner with a loaded wheelbarrow of wood at exactly the right time to tend his fire. He would add a few small pieces to keep it going, pile firewood nearby to be used as needed during the day, and then move on to the next water heater.
Ebeli had an invariable routine, certainly having worked out the best paths to follow to each water heater when pushing his heavily loaded wheelbarrow of firewood. He always wore the same khaki shorts which somehow retained a bell shape around his thin bowed legs with the large knobby knees. His cracked, black-plastic shoes, possibly originally designed to resemble dress shoes, had no lacing strings left, yet they still stayed on his wide, dusty, bare feet.
Ronnie must have also observed the aged man with the bent body slowly pushing the heaped wheelbarrow load toward the Biggie Dorm. This inspired Ronnie to offer his help. Ronnie was in eighth or ninth grade and radiated the strength of his youth. Ebeli looked up sideways from his stooped position as he listened, smiled, then slowly set down his load for Ronnie. Black wattle firewood can be extremely heavy. 
When Ronnie confidently grasped the two handles he no doubt felt acute embarrassment when the wheelbarrow abruptly tipped, falling on its side, dumping the carefully stacked load. Yes, Ebeli was old, very old, yet he was still strong. He again smiled as he righted the wheelbarrow, and began reloading.
How old was Ebeli? Shouldn’t he be retired to enjoy the life he had left to live? What if he died on the job of a heart attack or something?
When the children were at school between recess and lunch and all his fires were burning well, Ebeli would care for mopping the floors. We remember particularly when he mopped the long hallway floor that connected the intermediate dorm to the dining hall. He had a large bucket of water and a square of material cut from a cheap blanket that he used as the mop. The mop was rinsed in the water, wrung out. Then, on hands and knees, he removed the muddy footprints left by the kids on their way back to school. The process was repeated, this time to dry the area just mopped. Ebeli moved backward down the hall, pushing the bucket behind him with his foot as he progressed. In our apartment, Ellen could hear sounds of the soft swishing of the mop, as well as Ebeli’s heavy, labored breathing. She heard the water as the mop was again rinsed, then the scrape of the bucket on the floor as he moved onward.  As long as she heard his wheezing breathing, she knew he was still alive.
We needed to find out how old he was. Certainly he was past the SNSS retirement age. Would we be blamed for keeping him working too long?
We asked him when he was born. He didn’t know. We asked Silavano and Hosea. Timmona was old too, and he didn’t know either. We asked all of them. No one knew how old Ebeli might be. The records didn’t exist. The older missionaries knew he had been around a long time; certainly he should be retired and not have to work anymore. Ebeli smiled and agreed to retire. 
We knew very little about retirement in Zaire, but the SNSS rules existed (in French) and we had been paying the tax monthly, sending in the money to Djugu. With the help of those who taught her, Stanley Kline, the field treasurer, and Marianne Crossman, Ellen filled out the forms with all the numbers, accurate as far back as we could. Ebeli’s age was an estimate. 
We needed to submit the papers to the Zone Office in Djugu, which was 45 miles from Rethy on the road to Bunia. There was no mail service, no delivery service of any kind, and the road trip to Djugu took at least 2 hours by car in dry season. Since an elderly missionary, Dr. Harry Stam, and his driver Upoki were traveling that way for pastor training seminars, they took the papers down to be sure everything would be in order. 
Ebeli went with them, as of course he was the evidence that he existed, was very old, and was eligible for retirement. He could also be identified as the one to receive his SNSS benefits as the documents from the Rethy Academy dorm proved. 
We were relieved that all was now in order. Ebeli could go back to his family village and enjoy his retirement. He wasn’t our concern anymore.
 
EBELI’S RETIREMENT FINALIZED
The next time I heard about Ebeli, someone told me that he was walking back from Djugu and that I needed to go get him. I have no idea how he got to Djugu, but it turned out that in order to receive his retirement money, he had to show up in person to collect his SNSS benefits. With no mail service and no banks, there was no way to send out retirement checks from Kinshasa, which was about 3,200 km away by road. Therefore, the SNSS benefits were to be paid in cash. I suppose any SNSS money received from other workers was to be used to pay the retirees. The bureaucrats had no way to get their checks from Kinshasa either, so any money received was spent immediately.
With no bus service and no taxis, I could only guess that Ebeli had gotten a free ride on the back of a truck headed to Bunia with farm produce. He was dropped off halfway to Bunia at the MPR monument in Djugu. He had walked the rest of the way to the zone office, only to get told that the money hadn’t arrived and he needed to come back the next day. That left Ebeli with only one option: start the 45 mile walk back home. With no Zaires and no relatives in Djugu he could only begin walking and hope that somebody, somewhere, would recognize him and help him.
In that part of Zaire, there was no way to use any device more modern than the tongue to communicate quickly. Word of mouth can travel as fast as a man can walk, run, ride a bicycle, or ride on a Toyota Stout pick-up. I had received the communication, so I followed the only road from Rethy to Djugu. I eventually met Ebeli walking from Djugu towards Rethy. It wasn’t easy for him to climb up into my 4x4 Chevrolet pick-up truck, but he did, and after we turned around he gave me directions to drive to his village.
He lived near Rethy at Bwa in a fairly small village of thatched roof huts, none of them in good repair. The hard ground around the huts had been swept bare by the daily cleaning and nothing grew near the dwellings. When I stopped near his house, Ebeli smiled, thanked me, and backed down off the seat of the truck to the ground. He was probably four times my age, and he had walked many miles that day, yet it didn’t seem appropriate to offer to lift him down. In his old age he had become so thin and bent that I could easily have done so. 
He was safely home again to enjoy his retirement. I promptly forgot about him.
 
EBELI’S RETIREMENT YEARS
What would Ebeli do during his retired years? He could sleep in, with no need to show up for work at the dorm by 6:30 for morning devotions. The outside workers would all be there to listen to the Daily Light read in Swahili by Silavano before the daily assignments would be made. He was free, had no assignment, and didn’t have to listen to the Bible selections or pray. Rainy season had passed and he could soak in the sunshine, kick back and relax to enjoy his morning tea as he listened to the radio. He could use his retirement funds to be at ease and live the life he had always dreamed about. Of course he had no dreams of living in a gated community in Florida with a golf course, a spa, and a pool. He lived at Bwa in Zaire.
I don’t know what he did during those early months of his retirement, but very probably he tried to visit his children, maybe even traveling as far as Bunia. I doubt he tried very many times to walk to Djugu to collect his promised SNSS payments, if he tried at all. He certainly received no money from the government, probably had no money saved, and probably had no sugar in his tea. His morning tea may have had no tea leaves in it either as the tea leaf stems and twigs were cheaper at the Bwa market.
It was the government’s business to care for him through their SNSS program. I had paid his wages and made the SNSS contributions as required. The papers had been properly submitted. It wasn’t really reasonable to expect a man too old to work to walk 45 miles to the Zone Office in Djugu to collect his retirement funds each month. It was very likely, in fact, that there would be no funds available, but then, I had done all that was required of me. I never checked on him. The last time I saw him that year was when I dropped him off at his hut. He was happily retired as far as I was concerned. 
I was so busy with my life and responsibilities that I didn’t even ask about him. I never even thought to go visit him.
Work continued at the dorm and the tasks formerly assigned to Ebeli were taken over by other workers. He was hardly missed. Maybe the fires weren’t as skillfully monitored as when Ebeli faithfully made his rounds. Heating water in an enclosed system had certain risks. If the wood fire was too hot there could be a number of problems, but if it went out or didn’t start, at least wood was saved as fewer wheelbarrow loads of wood were required.
The Av-Gas fuel barrels were filled with fuel only once and were painted inside, so when they were used in our dorm, water heaters gave the cleanest hot water. Though the diesel barrels were made of heavier metal, the fuel residue took longer to dissipate; they began to rust more quickly, but they didn’t rust through as fast as the Av-Gas barrels. Welding the leaks or replacing the barrels happened more frequently after Ebeli’s retirement.
When Ebeli made his fires he checked the hot water outlet pipe. He would build only a small fire if he found the water still hot from the night before. When our new employee built a hot fire under water that was still hot, the water boiled. The steam pressure forced the water up the pressure relief stack we had installed where it was possible, or back out the inlet pipe where it was not. Boiling the water stirred up the rust and sediment in the drum. Black superheated water blasted out of the cold water faucets and sputtering steam hissed out the hot water faucets in the bathrooms. The boiling water, forced back into the hard plastic plumbing, softened the pipes, making them sag and causing glue joints to separate. Steam released too rapidly from the hot water side would reduce the pressure in the drum. However, it would fail to save the drum when cold water rushed in too quickly at the inlet pipe. The steam in the drum would condense rapidly, causing an internal vacuum, resulting in an implosion of the drum caused by outside atmospheric pressure. It was a two or three-day job to remove and replace the collapsed, distorted, leaking drum. I don’t recall any imploded drums when Ebeli was tending the fires. He was retired, and his replacements slowly learned his job.
 
EBELI REMEMBERED
Sometime later, word got to Stanley Kline that Ebeli wasn’t doing very well in his retirement. Stanley and his driver, Richard, went to his village to visit him.
Caring for old people who are no longer useful in the village was not a high priority. On a good day they would be found sitting on a low stool in the sun outside their hut. They probably needed help to get back inside when it rained and again at nightfall. Theirs was a single daily meal of ugali, the cheapest most basic food available. It is a stiff, starchy, malleable mass of dough made by cooking powdered muhogo root and white corn meal in water. The leaves from the same muhogo plant were pounded to a soft mush to provide some greens. A sweet potato and some sugarless tea may have been the only other food that day.
They found Ebeli and his wife sitting outside in the sun. I’m sure Ebeli greeted them and smiled, but the large, open, draining tropical ulcer on Ebeli’s leg was the first thing that caught their attention. The leafy weed he was using as a whisk had very little effect on keeping the persistent flies away from the thick, pale, liquid oozing from the depths of the sore. With no nutritious food, only limited hygiene, and the lack of any medical care he clearly needed urgent attention at the mission hospital. For the family to take old Ebeli to the hospital by tying him to the back of a bicycle was an option, but paying for the medicine and the services was not possible, nor was it possible for the family to improve his diet.
Stanley Kline and his driver, Richard, took Ebeli to the hospital where his ulcer was properly treated. He needed to come back to have the sore flushed out, and cleaned daily; then medicated and rewrapped with new dressings. He also needed a healthy diet including protein, vitamins and minerals. The families of the patients were expected to supply the food. 
The Klines decided to help him. Since they took their meals with us in the Rethy Academy dorm and there was often food remaining that was shared with the workers, they could have some of that. The Klines also saved some milk to give to Ebeli along with a share of the left-over food set aside for the workers.
They delivered his meals and took care of his transport to and from the hospital. The ulcer gradually healed, the rotted flesh was slowly replaced by new muscle and Ebeli was eventually able to walk again.
 
EBELI’S RETIREMENT JOB
As an old friend, he just showed up one day in the dorm kitchen and joined the workers when it was time to check for left-over food after the meals. He was clearly welcomed, joining in whatever was going on at the time, shelling peas for example.
The peas came directly from the local gardeners, who brought all our fresh vegetables right to the door, and often there were some of them in the kitchen shelling peas as well. The talk among the men, as they worked, must have been a welcome change from sitting in the sun. The large mound of fresh peas became a number of smaller piles of pea pods and a similar number of containers of peas all to be emptied into the large sufferia to be set on the wood stove to be cooked for the dorm. The pods filled two buckets. Ebeli was the one that carried them out past the laundry building, through the large dorm garden, then the barn and the barnyard, to the pigs. Maybe he just offered to do it.
When I was going through the kitchen to have early morning devotions with the Silavano and the other workmen, there was Ebeli sweeping out the kitchen. He had apparently already built up the cook stove fire because the smoke had cleared and the room was warmer than usual. The ends of the firewood that protruded from the glowing firebox hissed, dripping white foam down into the open ash-drawer below. The tied chickens, purchased earlier for the noon meal, seemed comfortable where they lay huddled together under the big wood table below the windows. Still sweeping, Ebeli responded to my greeting with a smile as he looked up sideways from his bent position.
Ebeli was making himself at home taking on tasks he saw that needed to be done. I hadn’t given him a job description; others were making the hot water fires and cleaning the dorms; so he began to find things to do to help in the kitchen area.
Officially Ebeli was retired, but his life now had new meaning. Ebeli’s hair was turning white. The workmen began calling him Kenyatta, the only other white haired black man they knew about. The buckets of garbage that accumulated in the kitchen for the pigs could become too heavy to carry, but that became his job. The men caring for the farm animals enjoyed visiting in the kitchen and gave Ebeli any necessary instructions. They didn’t mind his help.
Payday was coming up and Ellen was preparing the wage envelopes for each worker. She checked each worker’s attendance, his wage advances, any hospital bills paid for the worker or his family and his wage rate from last month. Due to the monthly inflation of the Zaire we regularly reviewed the wages and made adjustments to the daily wage rate. From the total owed by the dorm she subtracted the items already paid and of course the SNSS retirement tax
Ebeli was so much a part of the group of his former fellow-workers; he would certainly show up at the end of the month with the other men when Silavano distributed the pay. How much do you pay a retired worker whose job doesn’t exist, isn’t on the list of workers, and for whom there is no record of hours or days worked? We couldn’t fail to have an envelope for him; so one was prepared with a few packets of Zaires enclosed for our “pensionnée” to receive when his name was called.
I brought Silavano the envelopes standing like files in the open wooden box we had made to keep them in order. The workers were all waiting in the area at the back of the kitchen near the wood shed. Ebeli was there too. Each went in turn into the workers’ prayer room to receive his pay. Ebeli went in as usual.
The workers knew that their money bought less and less at the Dukas so they spent their wages shortly after they got paid. They also took wage advances during the month up to half their anticipated pay. No one asked questions about the total paid, not even Ebeli.
The exchanges of money and the related discussions among the men on payday was always a mystery to me. There was enough Swahili mixed in with the Lendu and Alure languages to let me know that all this involved the settling of debts and the making of loans to each other. There was some sort of rotating schedule they had worked out among themselves where every worker contributed to a single worker so he could realize his personal need when it was his turn. Ebeli was very much involved in the exchanges.
The school vacation month was in two weeks and everybody’s work schedule would change when all the dorm kids went home and the kitchen was closed. Ebeli’s source of food would be gone and there would be no need to clean the kitchen and build up the cook-stove fire. There would be no garbage to take to the pigs. Ebeli could go back to retirement at his village.
School closed. The dorms were quiet. The kitchen stove was out and there was no food preparation. The vacation month passed. We had heard nothing from Ebeli.
I was headed over to join the morning devotions with the workers and saw smoke from the poorly tended cook-stove fire drifting up like mist from under the eaves of the building. The cookhouse floor hadn’t been swept. Days old accumulated garbage nearly filled the buckets waiting to be taken to the pigs. In the smoke filled kitchen, flies could be seen clustering around a damp spot in a patch of sunlight on the big wood table.  They were flying up, and then immediately returning every time the screen door slammed. Across the empty cookhouse the night guard’s chipped enamel tin cup waited to be washed. The damp spot must have been from the guard’s cup resting there when he built the fire. There must have been some sugar in his tea. No one had tended the fire, swept the floor, taken the garbage to the pigs, cleaned the tables, or washed the cup.
“Where is Ebeli?”
“You killed him”, Njaba replied, you didn’t give him anything to do.
 
ABRAHAMU LEFT THE GARDEN TO COME BACK TO WORK
Most of the people around Rethy were subsistence farmers depending on their large gardens for their living. They took some of their crop to the market place to sell and immediately bought what they needed, either from other growers or from the traveling vendors who set up their displays on the tables provided for them at the market. They might go to the area where used clothing from the States was being sorted to see if they could find something they needed. The owners were there checking all the pockets to see if there was any money to be found in the suit jackets. They had ceased to marvel at the huge sizes of the pants and shirts they found and the strange cloths found in the mix.
Sometimes there was enough money left to stop at the shops in Kwandruma to buy some candles, kerosene, or maybe even some Rhino Chai. Buying a new cloth for their wife was normally done only once a year near Christmas. Saving money in a bank was not possible, as no bank existed.
Now Abrahamu was privileged to have a wage earning job as well as his garden and was seen by his relatives to be a source of money. The wages to be paid to various employees with different levels of training and years of experience, was dictated by the government, but rarely updated. As the Zaire continued to depreciate we made wage adjustments using our cost of living revision factor seeking to provide a living wage. Abrahamu, as one of the employees paid by the dorm, participated in the income sharing agreements that they had worked out among themselves to help benefit each employee in turn. This could result in having enough money to purchase, a radio, for example.
Abrahamu brought a bundle of money to Ellen one day and told her to hold it for him and not give it to anybody even if he was beaten. Apparently he had been the one who received money from his fellow workers that month. Ellen placed the money in the dorm safe made from a heavy propane gas storage cylinder. We heard a story that his son had attempted to repair a radio and failed. The radio owner accused him of taking parts from his radio to fix his own. Since Abrahamu was known to have money they wanted to force him to pay; but they probably found out that Madame Brown had Abrahamu’s money so they never asked. Abrahamu’s money was later returned to him when he asked for it.
Though Abrahamu remained faithful at his job it eventually became evident that his cleaning standards did not measure up to the expectations of the new principal. He did not have the firewood, kindling, and tinder always laid ready to be ignited by the teachers, when they felt they needed a fire. There was apparently a difference of opinion as to which days a fire was needed. Perhaps the old man was conserving firewood, reducing the number of times he had to go to the dorm to bring back a wheelbarrow load of it. He may have been finding it more difficult to split the necessary kindling. When the fire he had laid the previous day had been burned to ashes, he had more work to do before ringing the bell for the kids to come to school on a cold day.
Though Abrahamu was faithfully coming to work every school day, he was getting old. Was it possible that he could no longer see the dirt the new principal saw as his failure to do his job properly? Had the expectations as to how often fires were needed increased? 
While waiting for some dorm leftovers, was his falling asleep sitting in the kitchen an indication that he was just too tired to keep up? Maybe there just wasn’t enough sugar in his Chawa. Is it enough just to be faithful? Doesn’t he still need to do his job? 
What are God’s expectations of his servants? Are we not to be faithful to the end and continue to do what He gives us to do? I think we often begin to focus on what we are doing rather than the One for whom we are doing it! We may be inclined to give up when we feel we haven’t been successful, haven’t been given more recognition, a higher position, or more respect. When God is in charge and we remain faithful is it possible He wants more time with us and less busyness? Was Abrahamu a failure when he fell asleep on the job?
It was time for Ellen and I to head back to New York for our furlough so we lost touch with what was going on at Rethy.
 
ABRAHAMU WAS RETIRED
When we returned to resume our responsibilities we found out that Abrahamu had been retired by the new principal and his son Isaaka had been hired to take his place. All was no doubt in order and he even received a watch as part of the thanks expressed at his retirement celebration. Everyone no doubt remembered his many years of faithful service to Rethy Academy. I wasn’t there but he did show me his blue-faced Timex watch.
It wasn’t long before Abrahamu presented himself at our door stating his readiness to return to work.
We heard that he had refused to hand over the school keys to his son and had beaten him. Apparently retirement was a totally unsatisfactory solution from his perspective. I had learned about how retirement works in Zaire when we had retired Ebeli several years earlier. 
In spite of the committee decisions, the official documents, and the retirement watch, I gave Abrahamu Longa the job of teaching his son how to do the work he had done for so many years. We called him a “Par-Jour”, a day laborer, receiving his pay each month depending on the number of days recorded in Silavano’s roll call book. Though not officially an employee he was still one of the dorm workers and he now belonged again. Eventually Isaaka took over and I think he even got to carry the keys. I have no idea if Abrahamu came every work-day or if he actually taught Isaaka anything new that he didn’t already do better than his dad had. He did show up fairly often and spent time visiting with the men in the dorm kitchen. It was warm there and someone else built the fire. They also had tea and sugar.
A few years later all the missionaries evacuated Zaire as Laurent Kabila and his rebels swept the country to eventually depose Mobutu and put themselves in power. In view of the extensive looting that had taken place it was very unlikely that Rethy Academy would ever open again.
On my exploratory visit I found that the school had been trashed and two of the three dorms had been burned, but at the other end of the mission station the looting wasn’t so bad and miraculously the press was untouched. The FM radio broadcasting equipment had been saved, hand carried across several wet valleys to the Goikpa church. The four bay antenna and the materials imported to build the broadcasting tower were still in the back of the press or in the unopened container. 
I made arrangements to initiate repairs to the house which was to become our new home near the press and the temporary radio broadcasting studio near the tree with the antenna strapped to its top.
Things in the country had settled down so we were allowed to return to Rethy and were assigned to again direct the work at the printing press and to continue working on the new radio station to be erected on Puu hill, halfway to Kwandruma.
A number of the former dorm workers showed up at our new home. Abrahamu was among the old men from the dorm that later joined us for tea. Hosea, the former head cook, Timmona, the oldest one in the kitchen who monitored the baking, and Musa were there too. Ellen enjoyed serving her cooks the sweet bread she and Marko had prepared. Abrahamu placed several teaspoons full of sugar in his tea, showing his appreciation with his noisy sipping and the smacking of his heavy lips. 
We saw Abrahamu from time to time when he came to visit. He asked us for blue air forms so he could write to his children in America. He brought his letters, written in Kinguana, for Ellen to add the address, fold, and seal. A phrase that showed up repeatedly was “Tuma dollards” (send dollars). Of course we needed to add the Kenya stamps in order to send the letters out through Bunia to be carried by MAF to mail in Nairobi. Abrahamu visited often enough to have a favorite woven wicker chair that was by the door in the kitchen where he and Marco shared their tea.
The single sideband radio network monitored and used by the Rethy hospital brought us the message that my elderly mother has passed away. The ANNK bus service in neighboring Uganda was still operating in spite of a number of busses having been attacked and destroyed by bandits in the Murchison Falls Park. We would follow that road in route to Nairobi for me to get a flight to Florida to briefly join the rest of my family while Ellen stayed at Kijabe. Uwor had recently returned from purchasing medicines in Kampala and when responding to our concerns said, “If it is your day, it is your day.” We took the ANNK bus and got through safely. It wasn’t yet our day.
 
ABRAHAMU VISITS AGAIN ON OUR RETURN
In a couple weeks we again used the ANNK bus service, passing three burned out wrecks in the Murchison Falls Park as we headed back to Rethy. 
How old Abrahamu learned we had returned I’ll never know, but it wasn’t long before he came to visit. Ellen opened the back door in response to his weak knock. He may have been leaning on the door because he stumbled forward, falling face-down on the cement floor. She called Manasse and I from the wood pile for help. Abrahamu had no strength to help us get him on his feet. I held him erect as Marko got his favorite wicker chair and put it behind him. When he was seated, he leaned against the counter-top, watching silently as Marco prepared his tea. Export quality Ketepa tea leaves from Kenya were used to make the brew.
To my question asking about where he had tea when we were away, his weak answer wasn’t very clear. I did discover that he had had no sugar since he had last taken tea with us. In the dukas the Rhino Chai that “makes you strong like rhino” was sold in little green packets but I am sure he would never buy tea like that. Tea was also sold in the market place measured out with small tomato paste tins into the customer’s container. That tea was the small stems, twigs and sticks that were heavier than the tea leaves and dropped first when the blower at the tea factory sorted the quality tea from the debris. I doubt Abrahamu could even afford that. He probably had hot water that tasted of smoke, if he had the wood to make a fire at home. 
The fragrance of the boiling tea, his fascination as he watched Marko fill his cup, and the warmth of the kitchen was making him sleepy. Marko added some milk.
Abrahamu tried to sit up when Marco placed his cup, a spoon, and the sugar bowl within reach. Adding his own sugar into the cup took considerable concentration. Carefully he added one spoonful after another. Though a little spilled he scraped the last from the sugar bowl into his cup and began slowly stirring. He may have encountered resistance because of the quantity of sugar he had used to prepare his supersaturated solution. With two hands he raised the cup to his lips. The idea of this being a reverent ceremony crossed my mind.
Abrahamu became talkative. I began to ask him questions and he became ever more animated, raising his voice. He became more like the Abrahamu I had known all those years. He again began asking about my former classmates at Rethy wondering if they had sent any “dollards” back from America for him. By now he had drunk all the liquid from his teacup and was consuming, with relish, spoonful after spoonful of tea colored sugar from his cup. 
Later I asked him if he wanted me to take him back to home to Bwa, but no, he wanted to go to the Kwandruma market place.
I was concerned that he would be unable to walk home from Rethy and now he was insisting that he wanted to go to the market. That would add about three additional kilometers to his walk back home. I had only a motorcycle so we would have to ride double to the market. Either he was uncomfortable holding on to me, or he was unable to hold on tightly and it didn’t seem like it would work very well. He wasn’t able to lift his feet up to place them on the passenger foot pegs, so Ellen helped him get them in place.
At first the road was fairly smooth and I drove slowly, but when we came to the old mud-hole near where the soldier’s camp used to be, I could tell he was about to fall off the bike. The mud had dried but the hardened ruts were so uneven that it was nearly impossible to keep the bike erect. With the help of Jeff, who had been following on his smaller motorcycle, we again got his feet on the pegs and continued our slow progress for a couple more kilometers to stop at the market. He didn’t want me to wait for him to take him home. A mutual friend told me he would watch him so I headed back home.
 
WORK CONTINUES UNTIL THE NEXT EVACUATION
An earlier sponsor of the radio outreach effort heard that it was possible to continue the work and sent $25,000 to begin construction of the new radio studio at Puu. We used bricks from the Titchie dorm that had burned down and rock that was dug locally and hauled to the site. The work was progressing well and the 110-foot tower erected. Ellen had Abrahamu, Timmona, and Musa join us for tea and cookies several more times. We would visit for a while but I returned to work as soon as I could. We sent letters to America for Abrahamu, but I can’t recall any “dollards” coming from his friends, who were mostly my former Rethy classmates.
Our time in the new DRC abruptly came to an end when we were told by the church to leave Rethy. The Lendu and Hema tribes were in conflict at nearby Blukwa, the Lendu were killing and driving away the Hema. An entire village of more than seventy thatched huts was burned. The Lendu at Rethy were similarly hostile to the Alure. We evacuated again, this time by road.
Some years later we had an opportunity to send letters to our friends at Rethy and enclosed some “dollards”. When our missionary friend returned to Bunia he passed the letters on to trusted men to carry to Rethy. Charlie Lonu, who had worked for the Klines, was one of those trusted men. 
In his two-page letter later carried from Bunia and posted in Florida, Charlie shared a lot of news from Rethy, relating that a number of our faithful dorm workers had died, including Abrahamu.
Abrahamu served hundreds of MKs at Rethy Academy and never advanced above the level of a janitor. He lacked sugar in his tea, and wondered if those he chased to school would remember him and send him some “dollards”. God used him where he was and he was faithful to the end. God used him to call me.
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