Young Ursulines Learn English in the Congo

As I look back on the many memorable moments experienced during the month of July while I was in Likasi, Democratic Republic of Congo, I am aware that I was living in a major industrial, mining, and transportation center where copper and cobalt are mined and cement, chemicals, and beverages are manufactured. Men come to work there from all over the DRCongo and even from neighboring Zambia. It has one of the highest HIV infected rates in the world.

Despite all this, daily life continues, and it is within the context of a fairly scheduled day in one of our Ursuline convents where I lived, that I taught English to seven Novices. English will be useful for our young Ursuline Sisters as they continue their studies, or attend international meetings and if they have opportunities to further their professional/ religious training in neighboring English speaking African countries.

During our English class time, we concentrated on conversations based on familiar situations, such as greeting people, shopping for food, visiting a doctor, arranging travel documents and asking for directions. Our lessons included songs, videos, play acting and “on site” lessons in the dining room, kitchen and chapel. We even incorporated our walks in the neighborhood into English teachable moments.  

There were numerous “mini” adventures in the course of the month. In fact just stepping through the front gates of the convent to go to Mass brought surprises! The walk to Church at 5:45AM was in pre-dawn obscurity with no street lights. Bikes swooshed by, trucks rumbled past but I managed to stay on the path, thanks to a trusty flashlight. I was the only one who needed a flashlight, since the other Sisters were accustomed to the roadway.

Candles lit the church which had about 200 or more worshipers daily. One morning as the sun began to rise near the end of Mass I noticed an owl flying around in the higher parts of the church. The singing must have awakened him! After the homily it is a common practice to applaud, showing acceptance of the Word of God and the words of the priest.

Roman Catholics make up 50% of the population, Protestants 20%, Kimbanguists 10%, Muslims 10%, other (includes syncretic sects and indigenous beliefs) 10%.

Despite the fact that I was in a region where about 8 languages are spoken I should not have been surprised by the question posed to me by a novice, “What is your mother tongue?” Most of the Sisters already knew about  3 or 4 languages, depending where their home was. It is no wonder that English came easily to them. Languages spoken in the area are French (official), Chiluba, Kikongo, Lingala and Swahili.

 One afternoon I walked down to the commercial center to photocopy some material. I passed a wonderful garden being planted to beautify the town and then I heard the familiar words called out to me, “Mazungu” (White person/foreigner) to which I managed to give a friendly wave and continued walking. Dodging open drain holes and skirting tree stumps and random stone piles provided a little extra exercise. Young boys are fanatic soccer players, so on my way to the photocopier, I enjoyed watching their games in open dusty lots.  With the presidential election coming in November, campaigning is now beginning. Joseph Kabila is the present president.

My walk downtown captured some of the key dimensions of life in the Congo:  small business enterprises, large unemployment, and a need for infrastructure repairs and a passion for soccer.

One morning I had an empty classroom at the usual time of beginning class. I found out that since there had been no water for two days, the reserve tank was empty, but there was a reliable source of water at the neighboring hospital. The novices were occupied with filling heavy jerry cans with water for household use. Electricity was sporadic.

I heard a cacophony of sounds in the street late one afternoon, since we are on the road to the cemetery, I was curious to see what sort of procession was passing by. I noticed a simple wooden coffin being carried, accompanied by whistles, sirens and a huge crowd of singing faithful from a sect, all fervently expressing their joy as they accompanied their deceased friend to his/her final resting place. On Aug 1, Parent’s Day, special care is given to cemeteries and a general clean-up day is observed. I observed this first hand and gathered with a family who would later spend the day together after the clean-up was completed.

Watching children at play is always an attraction for me in Africa. Children, ingenious and never bored, are everywhere. Their spontaneous joy at seeing themselves in the camera after I snapped their picture, allowed me great liberty in taking pictures.

My visit with the novices to a Home for the Elderly, sticks in my mind as a particularly moving experience. The residents were thrilled to see new faces and the young sisters were gracious and concerned about the welfare of each one. We were surprised when a woman didn’t know her age. She went into her small living quarters to get her id card to show us her birth date, 1932.                                    Our Ursuline Sisters have built a women’s literacy center in Likasi, a preschool, primary school and are now completing St. Angela Merici High School in Lubumbashi. Their dedication to education is making a huge impact on this corner of Katanga Province. The needs are great as was evidenced by the 15 students using 1 sewing machine in the Maendeleo Center (Advancement Center) which was built to instruct women in sewing and literacy.

This chapter in my life could not have been possible without the help of our Ursuline Sisters, numerous friends and the warm hospitality of our African Sisters. I am grateful for the opportunity to support and aid the ministry of our Sisters of the Vice Province of the Congo.

