
 

 

This year’s mission trip to Rwanda and Kenya was an interesting and thought provoking experience.  On 
July 17, our group of 14 (Michael Baron, Les Coble, Wilmoth Foreman, Bob LaGrone, Elise LaGrone, Andie 
LaGrone, Sherri Middendorf, Susan Doughty, David Otto, Sandra Randleman, Parker Roe, Rebeckah Roe, 
Emily Strickland and Roe Strickland) 
left the United States, arriving in 
Kigali, Rwanda several hours later, in 
the early evening of July 18. We were 
met and welcomed by fellow First 
Presbyterian members, William, 
Ebraile and David Mwizerwa; Linda 
and Stu Ross, and also members of the 
Kanombe Presbyterian Parish.  Our 
adventure had begun.  During our time 
in Kigali we stayed in the guest house 
of the Eglise Presbytérienne au 
Rwanda (Presbyterian Church of Rwanda). 

Our first day in Rwanda was spent working on the new church 
building at Busanza: painting walls, sanding down benches and planting 
trees.  This smaller, more rural church is a project of the Kanombe 
Presbyterian Parish, both of which are our partners in faith in Rwanda.  
We were served lunch in the home of church member, Mary, a victim of 
stomach cancer.  A contribution from our church is enabling her to go to 
India to receive the chemotherapy she needs to fight her disease.  India is 
a medical destination for many Rwandans who are fighting catastrophic 
illness. It was a good day, but very long and jet lag was setting in.  We 
were ready for our dinner and an early bedtime. 

On Saturday we attended a 
baptism service at the Kanombe 
Parish.  This is a beautiful 
building that our church helped 

to build. Previous missioners from First Presbyterian helped with the 
construction.   

In the EPR, baptism is by immersion.  
The baptismal pool is in the floor of the 
sanctuary.  A water shortage required the 
pool to be filled by hand; one can of 
water at a time, causing the service to be 
rescheduled from Friday evening to 
Saturday afternoon.  (Patience and 
flexibility are required for any travel, and 
especially on mission trips.)The service, 
accompanied by traditional Rwandan 
music, was impressive and heartwarming.  Our lunch on this day was provided by 
the Kanombe congregation at the pastor’s house.  Pastor Julius is a kind, gentle 
man, with big dreams for his church and his growing congregation.   



 

 

We attended the dedication of the Busanza faith 
community on Sunday, the service lasting well over three 
hours.  There were children and adult choirs from Kanombe 
and Busanza, drums and dancing.  The service was a 
wonderful mix of European and African Presbyterianism.  
This new church will be a worship center for the community. 
Eventually there will be a vocational school on the campus to 

train young men and women who are unable to 
attend secondary school and college for skilled 
jobs that will help them earn a living wage. That 
night we were entertained in the home of another 
parishioner and treated to a wonderful dinner and 
traditional Rwandan dances, performed in 
torchlight by the youth of Kanombe Church. 

Our next days were spent learning about the Rwandan genocide and visiting programs that are fostering 
reconciliation for victims, perpetrators and their families. For 100 horrible days, beginning on April 6, 1994, an 
estimated 800,000 to one million Rwandans were slaughtered in an ethnic conflict between the Tutsi and Hutu 
peoples of Rwanda.  Hundreds of thousands who survived were victims of sexual assault and physical 
mutilation. The results of these events were catastrophic and left the country adrift, with a traumatized 
population and an inadequate workforce. 

Rwanda today is thriving, with one of the most stable governments in East Africa, a booming economy, and, 
perhaps most remarkably, a culture focused reconciliation.  The capital city, Kigali, boasts clean, safe streets 
and a police force acknowledged to be the least corrupt in Africa. Government programs from the top down, and 
grassroots programs conceived and implemented at the local level encourage perpetrators of the genocide to beg 
forgiveness from victims and their families, who are in turn encouraged and mentored in forgiveness. They 
work side by side in their villages and cities to restore their lives and rebuild their country. 

During our remaining days in Rwanda we visited several agencies, of which two are supported by First 
Presbyterian Church.  Following is a brief description of each. 

International Justice Mission (IJM) provides a multi-disciplinary response to injustice throughout the world.  
For years IJM focused its efforts in Rwanda on land rights, using the court system to fight for the rights of 
widows and orphans often made homeless with the death of husband/father.  In 2011 the focus shifted to child-
minor rights reform, including: child sexual assault, human slave trafficking, land rights, illegal detention and 
bonded labor issues.  Teams of international volunteer attorneys, social workers and community liaisons work 
within the legal and social systems for reform.  Immediate response includes victim relief including: removal 
from the dangerous situation; aftercare trauma treatment and restoration.  Long term system goals include 
perpetrator accountability, community awareness and legal reform.  They do this important work with a yearly 
operating budget of $265,000.  IJM also has offices in Kenya, Zambia and Uganda.   

Mbwirandumva Initiative: Parle je t’ecoute (Speak, I’m Listening) is a program originally founded to 
provide services and counseling to women who were victims of the genocide. Today its mission has shifted to 
young women who are victims of violence and sexual assault. They serve 700 female headed families and 770 



 

 

children, but the numbers are increasing.  Goals include: the improvement and restoration of welfare and dignity 
to victims through long-term skills training, counseling and women entrepreneurship and training; the 
promotion of human rights and family cohesion to prevent family disintegration and the facilitation of 
reconciliation and social integration in Rwanda.  The agency provides skills training, trauma counseling and 
micro-project funding for income-generating projects. 

Centre Presbytérian d’Amour des Jeunes 
(Presbyterian Center for the Love of Children) 
was established in 1998 to provide a safe place 
for street children made orphans by the 
genocide.  It also served as a place for parents 
and children, separated during the conflict, to 
find each other.  Its location was chosen 
because it was near a large garbage dump 
where the children went to scavenge. 
Originally, the goal was only to provide a 
meal and a temporary sleeping place. The 
program now serves 302 children and teens 
and has 37 permanent residents.  As part of a 
network of community services, they are able 
to place children they cannot serve. There is a 
great need to provide vocational training for orphans who have no other way to get the training they need to find 
work. 

Our next stop was the National Genocide 
Memorial.  The museum recounts not only the causes, 
events and effects of the Rwandan genocide, but also 
explores other mass killings that have occurred 
throughout human history.  It is a sobering reminder of 
what can happen when one group of people turns on 
another with the intent of eliminating not only 
individuals, but also an entire culture and its future. 
The exhibits point out how propaganda and false 
information are used to recruit many to do the will of a 
few.  This museum provokes much thought.  The 
genocide in Rwanda happened while the world 
watched and did nothing to interfere with the killing. 
The terraced gardens of the museum invite reflection, 
providing a natural representation of the events before 

and during the genocide, and to the reconciliation for which the people of Rwanda strive. 

On a happier note, as we drove from place to place in Kigali, we noticed that the van radio was playing our 
very own country music, reminding us that it is indeed a very small world and that we are all brothers and 
sisters...and that here’s a little Nashville everywhere around the globe!  

On July 23 we left Kigali for the day and drove 40 kilometers into the countryside.  Our destination was 
Remera in the Kamonyi District.  This is William Mwizerwa’s hometown.  Our first stop was the village and 
the Presbyterian Church, where he and Ebraile were married.  This small community lost over 800 men, women 
and children during the killing time.  Among those lost were William’s mother, two sisters and two nephews.  
They were staying with a woman whom his grandfather had adopted and given a home.  They thought they 



 

 

were safe, but his adopted aunt told her sons where these relatives were.  Her sons came and murdered them.  
Now the aunt is old and feeble.  Her sons are in exile.  Demonstrating the daunting forgiveness that is 
happening between perpetrators and victims across Rwanda, William brought medicines to his aunt and asked 
Dr. Bob LaGrone to see her during our visit.   

Our visit also included a small, carefully tended local memorial for victims from this town who died during 
the genocide.  Among those remembered are the 17 Presbyterian pastors, 29 children and 6 school workers and 
nurses who took refuge in a nearby school and died there.  One of the pastors had baptized William; another had 
performed his marriage ceremony to Ebraile; yet another had protected him and helped him to escape.  
William’s and Ebralie’s willingness to share their stories made this experience extraordinarily poignant and 
memorable.  

In Remera, we visited William’s home church and learned another lesson about reconciliation   We gathered 
in the vestry room with the minister, Pastor 
Jerome, and several parishioners representing 
two groups of trained lay leaders helping 
members of the community to resolve problems 
peacefully.  The Peace Makers are trained in 
conflict resolution and work with the day-to-
disagreements among their fellow Christians 
and community members.  Members of The 

Light provide deeper counseling for 
reconciliation between the perpetrators of the 
violent acts of the genocide--mostly men who 
wielded the machetes, and the victims--mostly 
widows and orphans who lost husbands and 
fathers.  Crowded onto the narrow benches 
placed against the walls of that room were men 
who had willingly, or under threat of death, killed their neighbors; their victims, stoic-eyed women who are now 
nearing old age; and a group of Americans who were struggling to understand and completely in awe of people 
who could offer such forgiveness.   

Our early afternoon was spent at Karangara Parish.  
Through The Outreach Foundation, our church in 
Nashville is contributing funds for the roof of their 
new sanctuary.  There are six chapels and one 
elementary school in this new community, which was 
established in 2009.  Average attendance already 
exceeds 700. The congregation was there to welcome 
us, at midday on a work day, with song and prayer.  
The women of the church prepared a wonderful lunch 
for us as well.  



 

 

Our last stop in this region was the Remera Rukoma 
Hospital; originally a mission of the Presbyterian Church, the 
facility is jointly operated by the Presbyterian Church of 
Rwanda and the Rwandan government.  This rural regional 
medical center serves a population of over 340,000. In addition 
to the main campus, there are health centers in several of the 12 
sectors of the region.  These clinics are staffed by nurses from 
the hospital and focus on prevention.  Currently the bed capacity 
at the hospital is 168. For the population, an expansion to 350 
beds is needed.  Services include primary care, maternity, 
pediatrics, noninfectious diseases, family planning and HIV, 
tuberculosis and malaria treatment. The infrastructure is old and 
needs repair.  Some of the buildings date from the 1920‘s.  New 
construction in progress is for an emergency room.  Fairly 
recently the region was electrified and water is also provided as a public utility.  Both are very expensive. Other 
ways to provide energy and water are being considered. Members of our team sampled the water, which tested 
positive for bacteria.  Interest has been expressed for a Living Waters for the World purification system for the 
hospital.  This project would be funded and built in partnership with First Presbyterian Nashville. International 
medical mission teams are welcome here, but physicians must have their medical licenses approved by the 
Rwandan Ministry of Health before any medical visit.  Our church also provided a washer and dryer for this 
hospital a few years ago. It is still in operation. 

Our last evening in Rwanda, we were again hosted by yet another member of the Kanombe congregation, 
Emmanuel Nkururiziza, at his home overlooking the lights of Kigali.  There was a full moon.  It was a lovely, 
mild evening.  Our hosts the entire week were gracious and generous with their time and resources.  We felt 
very welcomed everywhere we visited.  

Rwanda is an interesting and progressive country, moving forward from a troubled past toward a brighter 
future.  The government banned plastic bags a few years ago, and the absence of trash along roadsides, city 
streets and public areas is noticeable. Kigali is booming with new construction everywhere.  The stability of the 
government and the presence an honest police force make visitors feel safe, even to walk about at night.  The 
countryside boasts beautiful rolling hills with farms in the valleys. The people we met were friendly and 
encouraging.   As in all countries, there is poverty and need.  In Rwanda this is particularly true for those who 
were victims of the genocide. Our team enjoyed our time there and was deeply touched by the stories of 
reconciliation and forgiveness that were shared.  We are grateful for the hospitality extended to us by the staff 
of the Presbyterian Church of Rwanda, the congregants of the Kanombe, Busanza and Karangara Parishes, the 
Remera pastor and congregations, the staff of the Remera Regional Hospital and the staff of the agencies and 
projects we visited.   

Early in the morning of July 24 we left Rwanda and flew Air Kenya to Nairobi. 

Kenya is an entirely different experience.  There are 40 tribes in this country and 40 different languages.  
The Kikuyu tribe is the largest and it members often hold positions of authority, a legacy of the British colonial 
period.  The capital, Nairobi, is a huge, international city with traffic, monuments, shopping malls and slums 
where people live in abject poverty.  Here the national government is not stable and we did not leave the guest 
house at night except to travel short distances in vans driven by our hosts.   

We stayed in a guesthouse in the suburb of Kikuyu, which had originally belonged to a British-Kenyan 
family.  There was an adjoining farm of about 15 acres that supplied all the produce, eggs, milk and meat for 



 

 

our meals...as well as the charcoal used to cook it.  Every day we drove through Dagoretti, a very poor section 
of the larger metropolitan area of Nairobi.  Poverty there is incredible.  

Our first full day in Kenya, July 25, we drove into the Great Rift Valley on a modern highway and stopped 
at a roadside convenience market much like those on interstate exits in the States.  There were huge windmills 
on high hillsides generating renewable energy and zebra, baboons and wild donkeys grazing unattended along 
the sides of the road. Kenya, particularly in places like the Valley, is a curious and appealing mixture of the 
very old and the very modern world, both geographically and culturally.  At certain times of the day the light 
gives a primeval essence to the land and sky and you can image a world before time...and then you turn slightly 
and see an array of huge satellite dishes or energy-producing windmills.  Ancient volcanoes and mist draped 
lakes are viewed from the balcony of a gas station that sits on the side of an asphalt highway.  It is a place that 
can really catch your heart, imagination and mind--take you to the past and zap you right back to the present in 
a heartbeat.   

Stu and Linda Ross organized and guided our visit to Kenya.  They are Texans who ‘retired’ many years 
ago to come to Africa to build Presbyterian churches and schools and that’s what they have done, and continue 
to do, very well.  

On this first day of our time in Kenya, we visited the Kimuka Girls’ Boarding School, Church and Clinic 
surrounded by the Ngong Hills in the Great Rift Valley.  
This huge volcanic valley is the ancestral home of the 
Maasai, a traditionally nomadic people.  Because of climate, 
economic and political changes beyond their control, the 
Maasai are being forced to change a culture that has existed 
for thousands of years.  Schools like Kimuka are part of this 
process.  There were 240 girls in residence at the time of 
our visit, nineteen on scholarships provided by Kimuka 
Church and members of First Presbyterian Church 
Nashville.  Many of the girls receiving these scholarships 
were rescued from family-arranged early marriages, at ages 
as young as 12-13, as a second or third wife to much older 
men. Along with medical services and education for young 
women, the Kimuka pastor and staff work to reconcile 
daughters, who have defied tradition for an education, with 
their families who arranged the marriage contracts, which 
they can no longer honor.  The school opened in 2008 and 

is already operating at capacity, forcing them to turn away applicants.  The school measures its success by the 
percentage of students deemed university eligible on the national qualifying examination.  The first class sat for 
the national end-of-course exam in 2011.   Thirty percent of the school’s seniors who sat for the exam the 
second year in 2012 were university eligible.  This is an inspiring statistic for a new school serving girls from a 
culture that does not value education for women.  Many students arrive at the school nearly illiterate and have 
much catching up to do before graduation.  Along with opening the doors to higher education for these young 
women, the goal is a generation of women who, when they do marry, will pass on an appreciation for learning 
to their children, who will in turn build a stronger Kenya that can compete in the modern world.  Education is 
not a quick fix.  It requires time and intergenerational support to foster internal, systemic reform and change 
necessary to build self-sufficient communities.  



 

 

Kimuka School has just acquired a new bus. The name Stuart 
Gee (Stuart’s Girls) is painted on the back door, painted there as a 
thank you to Stu Ross for his support of the school. One more bit 
of evidence that the Presbyterian Church USA has the right man 
on the job in Kenya and East Africa. The Kimuka School needs 
staff houses for teachers who now must commute long distances 
each day and the dining room needs to be enlarged.  The cost of 
tuition, books, room and board for one year is $500.  Sponsorships 
are welcomed. 

Before we left the Valley, we made a quick stop at the matata 
(traditional home) of Lela, the mother of an elder in the Kimuka 
Church. Traditionally a matata is built by a woman just before she 
marries and the house is always legally hers.  (A Maasai man, 
following the old ways, can marry as often as he can afford to do 
so--staying in the matata’s of his various wives when he is not 
following his grazing herds of cattle and goats.) The house is built 
of cow dung, sticks and mud.  There is a kitchen area, leather beds for the woman and her children and another 
for her husband, when he is in residence.  It was a tidy, snug space, dark inside to keep the insects outside.  One 
of the many joys of traveling with a mission team is that you get to meet real people, visit in their homes and 
taste their traditional foods.  The Maasai way of life is changing to meet the challenges of the 21st century, so 
visits to real matata homes may soon be a thing of the past.  Lela’s son’s home was very different from that of 
his mother, more modern--built of wood and metal, with windows and doors.  

That the Maasai are having to change their traditional nomadic ways is, in part, a legacy of the British 
colonization of Kenya.  At one time the Maasai of this region grazed their goats and cattle in the Rift Valley 
part of the year, moving their herds to the high meadows of the Aberdare Mountains during the dry season.  The 
British came and individual British colonials were granted title to the land that the Maasai had used 
communally for centuries.  The Maasai were, and remain, restricted to the land in the Great Rift Valley.  During 
the dry season they no longer have grazing for their cattle in the mountains.  The negative impact on their 
livelihood is obvious.  When the colonial era ended, many of the British left Kenya and the lands they had held 
were sold.  Members of the Kikuyu Tribe were in the best financial position to purchase the land and have done 
so in great numbers.  There is a suit in the Kenyan courts disputing Kikuyu titles to the land and demanding that 
the traditional highlands be returned to the Maasai people. 

We left the Rift Valley and drove back into the 
city for lunch with our friends at Embulbul Church 
and School. Most of our mission trips to Kenya 
have included time at this place, an oasis of order, 
worship and education in the middle of a 
desperately poor area.  This Presbyterian school 
provides education to children from all religious 
backgrounds including Catholic, the various 
Protestant denominations and Islam.  The children 
in each grade level sang for us and we presented 
gifts of soccer balls and frisbees.  In honor of our 
visit, classes were cancelled for the afternoon so 
that students, staff and members of our team could 
play games in the compound.  It was a good visit. 



 

 

The next three days of our visit, July 26-28, were spent 
helping to build the new mabati (rolled sheet steel) Kiboko 
Church in the Lord Abadare Parrish, located in a valley 
among the Aberdare Mountains north of Nairobi.  The 
building being replaced was little more than a barn.  This 
structure, humble as it was, was the sanctuary used for 
weekly worship by the congregation. Because of a land title 
dispute, it had been moved to the present site by the women 
of the church.  They had carefully deconstructed the old 
building, plank by plank, saving every nail and hinge, and 
carried the materials to its present site where it was 
reconstructed by hand.  The new steel church would replace 
the old.  As with all the churches we build in Africa, the 
project was in partnership with the congregation.  The 
foundation and roof of the structure were already in place 
when we arrived and had been built by the men of the 
church. Our team worked with members of the congregation 
to finish the building and dedicated it on Sunday.  Each of 
the three days we were there, the women of the church 
cooked our meals over open fires.  The food was fresh and 
deliciously prepared. 

Sunday was a sunny, blue and green day in the valley; a perfect day to dedicate a new house of worship. 
The old and new, tradition and modernity, are constantly intertwined in Africa and both were with us on this 

day. Members of the congregation 
walked down from remote farms and 
villages in high hills surrounding the 
church.  Dignitaries from the Kenyan 
Presbyterian Church arrived by bus from 
the city to join Pastor George in the 
consecration of the new building, 
Prominent among the clergy was the 
Very Reverend Doctor Jesse Kamau, a 
retired Moderator of the national church.  
The service started when Dr. Kamau, 
leading a procession of dignitaries, 
members and visitors into the sanctuary, 
paused to pound on the closed front door, 
as tradition required, requesting 
permission to enter from the women of 
the church family. Dr. Kamau is a very 
impressive man with a wonderfully 
sonorous voice and demeanor that is at 

once gentle and commanding. His sermon, We Can Never Deserve God, was delivered in three languages, 
moving from one to the other seamlessly.  He reminded us that God works in large and small ways and that 
small bridges allow many people to cross.  He recommended partnerships that ‘spur’ one another to move 
forward and that are mutually encouraging.  Our own Dr. Sandra Randleman offered thanks to the Father and to 
the congregation for the hospitality we had received.  She spoke of the good work they are doing, encouraging 
them to continue and to grow in their faith, and presented the Bibles, banners and communion set sent from our 
church to theirs in honor of the day.  Various choirs from Kiboko and visiting churches sang.  There were drums 



 

 

and traditional dances, electronic music and microphones. It is difficult to describe the beauty of the place, the 
rich voices, the splendidly robed clergy and the joy of the occasion.   

Gifts were offered both in cash and in-
kind.  Near the end of the service, offerings 
of currency were made and placed on the 
altar, but the gift-giving was not over.  In 
this agricultural area the people live well, 
but have very little cash. Members make 
their offerings from the yield of their fields 
and orchards.  Sacks of pawpaws, peas and 
beans; stalks of sugarcane and bananas; live 
trussed chickens, bleating sheep and goats 
all were all brought into the church and 
placed at the foot of the alter.  Each gift was 
offered by the financial officer of the 
session and bids were made.  The proceeds 
from the highest bidder went into the 
offering plate. What an experience for a 
bunch of city-dwelling Americans!  Bob 
LaGrone had an egg laid right on his foot.  Les Coble bought a goat, named it Daviss after his son, and left it in 
the safe keeping with David, who had driven the van for us during out stay.  We bought chickens and goats and 
donated them to members of the community, who had fed us so well during our visit in the village.  After 
church we, and all who attended, were served lunch by the women of the church (who had gathered early to 
cook the meal on open fires for perhaps 200 people).  The last task was to plant trees around the new 
church...the promise of the future.  It was a good day and a fine conclusion for the mission part of our trip. 

Our thanks to all our friends in Kenya who welcomed us warmly, generously shared their time resources 
and treated us as brothers and sisters in Christ.  It was a good time for our team. 

The last two days in Africa were spent on safari in the Maasai Mara.  It was the time of the great migration, 
when the wildebeests and zebra gather into one huge continuous herd and walk from the Serengeti in Tanzania 
through a mountain pass into the savannah of the Kenyan Mara.  The animals and the natural terrain of the 
Maasai Mara are wild and beautiful.  Early morning sunrise safaris in open Land Rovers, excursions that lasted 
into the evening, a rainy day on the plains...all were adventures that were enjoyed and will provide memories 
for a life time. 

We left Africa for the long journey home, with many memories and much to ponder.  Our prayer should be 
that we will grow as individuals, using what we learned from our hosts to advocate for the cause of peace and 
sisterhood/brotherhood among all peoples.  We are all God’s children. 


