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Sermon Notes  St Mark's Anglican Church  

South Hurstville 

Social Justice Sunday 

27 September 2009 

Preacher 

Dr Barbara Ferguson 

Guest preacher 
Readings: Numbers 11.4-6, 10-16, 24-29; Psalm 19.7-14; James 5.12-20; Mark 9.38-50 

 

Healing for the women of the Congo 
 

Prayer – May the words that I speak and the thoughts of all our hearts be now and always 

acceptable in your sight, Lord God our Creator, Redeemer, Sanctifier. Amen. 

 

Thank you for this opportunity to report on my two weeks in Goma in the Eastern Democratic 

Republic of Congo.  I think it is especially appropriate on this Social Justice Sunday because the 

Congolese, as much as the people of any country – perhaps more than most – need Social Justice. 

 

I also want to thank you for your financial and prayer support before and during my trip – I credit 

your prayers with enabling me to achieve whatever I was able to do there.  I remember hearing 

years ago, Bishop Stanway of the Diocese of Tanganyika, when questioned about the efficacy of 

prayer saying, “I only know that when I pray coincidences happen – and when I don’t, they don’t”.  

Now there isn’t time for me to share all the ‘coincidences’, or the ‘angels on the way’ who in bad 

moments came to assure me of the reality of God’s love and leading – but there were so many 

precious moments when I was intensely aware of the reality of God’s existence – something that is 

not always so clear to me in this secular society and in my comfortable life here.  

 

I had the chance to speak twice in the HEAL Africa church and the people responded warmly when 

I said I represented many other people here in Australia who cared about their suffering. So, as you 

have shared this journey with me in these ways let me take you now in your imagination as we 

travel from Sydney to Goma in the Eastern DRC –  a 3 day odyssey - the last leg of the journey is a 

3 hour road trip through Rawanda – land of a thousand hills (Rawanda pic.).  We take a hire car 

from Kigali the capital to the border town of Gisenyi.  This region was the scene of some of the 

most horrendous of the atrocities in 1994 when for 3 months Hutu extremists raped, mutilated and 

massacred 800,000 Tutsi men women and children – it was the last area re-taken by General 

Kagame, now President Kagame, when he rescued the country and put it on the present path to 

peace and increasing prosperity – many people call Rawanda ‘Africa’s success story’.  We walk 

across the border into Goma (Goma pic). A very different picture! 

 

Goma is built on and out of grey lava stone on the shores of beautiful Lake Kivu in the shadow of 

the active volcano, Nyirogongo which they say spews out more pollution in ash and noxious gases 

in one day than all the pollution in the air over France in one year! At this time of the year – the end 

of the dry season - you can’t see the sky – a film of dust covers everything and clogs your nose and 

throat, irritates your eyes.  We had an experience of red dust for a couple of days last week – for the 

people in Goma air full of grey dust and black ash is the norm.  You might ask people why they live 

here at all – the answer is related to the high density of population in the Congo, 65 million in a 

country the size of Western Australia, and particularly because of the rich soils in the surrounding 

region as a result of the decomposition of the lava over long periods of time. Despite the injustice of 

the economic and social systems for generations in this country - which has a tragic history under 

colonization and subsequent dictatorship - people could subsist quite well on their land.  However, 

in 1994, hundreds of thousands of Hutus from Rawanda, partly in fear of reprisals by Kagame’s 

Tutsi army and partly force marched by the Hutu extremists, fled across this border into the forests 
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in this area of the DRC. The perpetrators of the massacres in Rawanda remain here, brutalized and 

desperate, pillaging and raping the local villages. Operating out of jungle camps, various militia 

groups including the Rawandan Hutus and rival bands of Tutsis have waged war and imposed a 

reign of terror. The war in the DRCongo has been called the deadliest war since World War 2 with 

5.4 million people killed.  Now rape is a given in war but in the Eastern DRCongo rape has become 

a weapon of war – it has been said that it is more dangerous to be a woman in this country than to 

be an armed soldier. In the refugee camps 8 out of 10 women report having been subjected to 

rape/torture. Rape/torture of the women is designed to demoralize whole communities. Women are 

the ones who do the work that keeps the villages viable – working in the fields, collecting water and 

fire wood, making the home, raising the children caring for the sick and aged.  The rape torture they 

are subjected to means they are no longer able to perform these essentials to village life.  So people 

have to abandon their land, their only asset.  Destitute, they pour into the centre of population 

around Goma, already home to a million people. Huge concentrations of people, around 800,000 I 

was told, are living in shacks made of cardboard and plastic sheeting.  

 

The Democratic Republic of Congo is a failed state – not only can its government not protect its 

borders but it doesn’t provide for the welfare of the people. Essential infrastructure like roads are 

poorly maintained. There’s no water, a constant stream of young women carry 20 litre containers of 

water on their backs from the polluted lake to their homes and to businesses in the town.  There’s no 

electricity for most of the people most of the time - - they cook on charcoal burners adding to the 

pollution in the air.  There’s no garbage collection so people burn their rubbish outside their homes 

and by the road.  And you have to pay even to be admitted to the under-resourced public hospital.   

 

HEAL Africa, the hospital where I was working as a volunteer is a Christian hospital, founded in 

1994 by a local Congolese orthopaedic surgeon and his British wife.  In 2002 when it last erupted 

the lava flow from the volcano swallowed the hospital and its equipment – and the homes of many 

of the staff – but with incredible persistence it has been rebuilt and once again freely serves the 

poorest in the province of North Kivu.  The hospital, which is independent of any mission, accepts 

whoever is in need because of the support of individuals and organizations around the world. It has 

about 160 beds but many wards have 2 people to a bed and 3 if they are children.  HEAL stands for 

Health, Education, Action and Leadership – a holistic approach to healing the trauma suffered by 

the population.   

 

I was training counsellors, specifically for work with the rape torture survivors but in the end there 

were people who were working throughout the hospital who sat in on the workshops. (group pics).  

22 people attended the workshops which ran over 6 days – much of what I did had to be at a basic 

level because of the diverse levels of education and experience and much of what I did was to help 

them cope with their own stress, not just the demands of their work but also because many of them 

had trauma stories of their own.  I introduced alternative methods of counselling – such as guided 

meditation, gentle dance exercise and aromatherapy hand massage which they entered into with 

great enthusiasm.(dance pic).  I also used the DVD made here with Congolese refugees as a 

demonstration of counseling techniques – the DVD player and projector provided with the help of 

your donations and also had small groups engage in role playing techniques( role play pic).  I also 

provided a meal everyday – Here Ziko is washing his hands – an urn of water brought in for this 

purpose – he asked me how many meals I ate every day – when I said 3 – he said,  ‘we are lucky to 

have one’ – so the piles of potato chips, plantain, cabbage, rice, fufu and small amounts of protein 

were very much appreciated (food pic) 

 

I’d like to introduce you to just one of the women who attended the counsellor training 

workshops.(aroma pic of 2 women)  Her name is Josephine. And she is brave beyond our 

understanding. Like a dozen or so other women employed by the hospital she goes into some of 

these very insecure areas to find the women who have been injured by the rapes and who need to 
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have surgery to repair the wounds to vagina, bladder and bowel.  They have wounds which 

otherwise leave them leaking urine and faeces, unable to work, marry, have children – this in a 

society where a woman’s role in life is to marry and produce children. Some are also left HIV 

positive and need treatment for this, or are pregnant as a result of the rape and are pushed out by 

their families. More often than not women are blamed for their situation, Alice, the other woman in 

this photo had nerve damage in her spine delivering her second child and was paralysed – her 

husband abandoned her and her two babies.  She gradually recovered and now works at the hospital 

as a counsellor and is the leader of the staff/survivor choir – who sing like angels. 

 

During discussions in the workshops, Josephine shared another story of 5 women with whom she is 

working. She was told about these women and found them living/hiding in thick bush land away 

from their village.  They wept openly as they told their story to the first person who had shown an 

interest to hear them out and attempt to help them.  A group of militia had come into the village - 

they had gone from house to house and with the men folk held at gunpoint they repeatedly raped the 

women in full view of everyone. They raped them with sticks doing as much damage and causing as 

much pain as possible. After what seemed an eternity they stopped, leaving the women bleeding 

and semi conscious while they murdered their husbands and sons.  When they could, the women 

fled into the bush – knowing that at any time these men could come back and subject them to 

further torture, and probably kill them.  In these areas, men are free to rape and torture with no fear 

of punishment. Even in the urban areas a woman who is aware of her right to bring rapists to trial 

will mostly not dare to do so because she knows she and her family are at their mercy. 

 

Josephine persuaded these 5 women to come to the hospital with her. They brought the sticks with 

which they had been raped with them. Despite the lack of law and order they had a sense that 

someone should recognize this evidence of their assault and suffering.  They joined the women 

waiting for surgery to repair their genitals. (transit ward pic) 80 were in the transit wards at the 

hospital while I was there. A wonderful Dutch gynecologist and surgeon, Dr Christina de Witt (pic.) 

did 14 operations in the first week. But some of these injuries require multiple surgeries – and some 

injuries are made worse by unqualified and traditional medicine.  While some women go home 

healed, some have to wait for further surgery and some have to have a period of recovery. In the 

approach the hospital takes to care women are given the opportunity to have some education – to 

join literacy classes or sewing classes (Healing Arts pic).   

 

But some women can never be healed and can never go home having lost family or because their 

areas is still insecure. And so the hospital has built them a substitute village on land about 12 

kilometres from Goma. (pic) It has a high wall of lava stone and watchmen to keep them safe.  

There is space within the walls to grow the staple diet of beans, vegetables and fruit and to keep 

rabbits and goats, and a water tank – though they do have to go out to search for firewood.  I met a 

young woman there who was just 8 years old when she was raped – she has had 7 operations but 

does not heal. She can never marry, never have a normal life – but she has learnt to sew on a 

manual machine and also to read and write a little. Other women, widows especially, are helped to 

gain independence in enterprises such as making soap, or with micro finance to set up road-side 

stalls (pics of activities, healing arts, soap, micro finance). 

 

There are so many more stories I could tell you but now to the issue of social justice. What does the 

suffering of these people in a distant, for us hard-to-imagine, society have to do with our concerns 

to day in Australia, this land which is blessed in so many ways? And yet, even here women are 

subjected to rape and violence, even within their own homes.  

 

I understand that several weeks ago our Prime Minister asked the 10 million men in Australia to 

swear – to take an oath.  The oath has three parts: men are asked to swear that they will never 

commit violence against a woman; that they will never excuse violence against women and that 



 4 

they will never be silent when they hear of violence against women. This is an admirable beginning 

within this country.  However, around the world in so many countries, not just in Congo, women 

suffer at the hands of men with no redress.  I believe we have to be concerned with what happens in 

our own neighbourhood but we also cannot ignore what happens across the globe. Martin Luther 

King Jr – said, “We are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality tied to a single garment of 

destiny.  What affects one nation, individual directly, affects all nations, individuals indirectly.  As 

long as there is poverty in the world, no one can be truly rich…. As long as diseases are rampant… 

no one can be totally healthy…. (and in the same vein: As long as women are abused and treated as 

less than human, then no one is safe….) Strangely enough, I can never be what I ought to be until 

you are what you ought to be.  You can never be what you ought to be until I am what I ought to 

be.” 

 

I have a God-given concern for the plight of the women of the Congo – I know many of you have 

God given concerns for others who are suffering here or abroad – let us pray that God will give us 

the courage and conviction to do whatever we can to help – let us pray for those who suffer – let us 

pray that God will turn the hearts of leaders who ignore their responsibility to those they are 

supposed to serve – and let us also pray for the perpetrators of these atrocities – remembering that 

they, too, are God’s children – and recognizing that they must be so damaged, so deeply wounded 

that they are able to engage in these crimes – pray that they will find healing and forgiveness 

through Christ – for I believe it is only through forgiveness that nations like the Congo will be able 

to achieve peace and social justice. 

 
___________________________________________ 


