
Dear Friends of Africa,       July 2022 

 There are strange phenomena taking place in our school these days. Often a student will 

come very quietly into my office very calm, quiet and composed and then tell me in the greatest 

silent whispered confidence” Today is my birthday”. In former years we would call the birthday 

girls to the altar after the morning Mass and sing a happy birthday and then there would be a 

blessing for the birthday girl. As the school grew it would no longer be an occasional little 

ceremony for the odd individual but passing the one thousand enrolled here there could be as 

many as a half a dozen or more girls coming to the altar. As of this year there are no longer the 

trips to the altar but quiet visits in whispered messages to me in my office “today is my 

birthday”. I hesitate to make a little presentation of a bit of chocolate now to offset the 

uncontrolled run on unsubstantiated birthdays and the blessed event to be substantiated by a birth 

certificate. But there are many opportunities to hear the heartbeat of a lonely student and 

chocolate is still a functional comfort for little heartaches. The tiniest student in the school at 

present is just a few centimeters over the one meter mark. Her name is Angel and just looking at 

her you could convince yourself that she had wings and could fly. When I offered her a nice blue 

Chrystal rosary she asked is it all right for a Moslem to have a rosary. So I told her that the 

Rosary is directly an honor to Mariam who was the wife of Moses and another Mariam is 

honored as the mother of Jesus so it would not be a sign of disrespect for a Moslem to have a 

rosary. However since the Rosary is so connected to the people of the Catholic faith some people 

would not be ready to accept as proper for a Moslem girl. Many devout Moslems do pray even 

openly with a kind of rosary of beads which they call a ‘tasbii’ in Arabic, praying with it quite 

openly even when walking the street. However, I will give Angel a nice book to read something 

like ‘African Pilgrimage’ by Father Damian, who I have been told still is wandering about 

somewhere in Africa. 

 Letter writing has become a lost art now that hand held telephones have invaded the 

environment. If a student is caught with a telephone in secondary school, even a government 

school, the student incurs expulsion straight away. A boy I have been sponsoring for four years 

in a high performing private secondary school was expelled on the spot from the government 

boarding school where he had been studying. There was an added benefit here of free 

government tuition. His widowed mother is totally distraught and bereft. Maria the mother is our 

head gardener and I am convinced that she knows over plant tree and scrub in Mazinde Juu on a 

personal basis. Just recently the government of Tanzania has declared a tuition free policy for all 

its schools from the first to the sixth year of secondary school. At college level there are also 

provisions for loans which are also liberally provided. Wherever a student gets employment the 

government loan payment is deducted monthly and remanded to the government along with 

income tax and whatever other debts the person has incurred. The deductibles can often exceed 

half of a person’s salary. Nowadays one can see people walking the street totally occupied 

talking on their phones.  More alarming is seeing the dubious motorcycle drivers phoning while 

gazing on their phone or with their phone in their months or lodged against their ear inside the 

helmet. But letter writing is a lost art. On Saturday and Sunday evenings groups of students will 

be gathered on a queue to avail themselves of a school phone to call home or elsewhere, no 

longer with a paper and pen writing home. It is also for us a grim task to call a student upon the 

death of parent or other family member and tell her the family would like her to come home for a 

brief visit. I have to vet the rare letter that does show up in the letter box to be sent to the Post 

Office. Often the address is on the backside of the envelope the stamp anywhere on the back or 



front and curious notations written anywhere on the envelope, like “Fly it” or “Bounce It”. But 

sadly the phone has replaced the written letter as a means of contact with family and friends. 

             Today has been a circus of the first order. Normally there are a few men or women on 

the bench at my office door hoping for some kind of employment. The regulars are the foremen 

reporting on the progress of repairs on our buildings and renovations. Painters have a full time 

job repainting interiors and the metal roofing sheets which suffer from the drenching rains and 

the relentless blazing sun. Today’s special case was a very distraught man. His wife was being 

held in jail because their daughter in the sixth grade primary school who was a professional and 

constant truant. The daughter hates school and being beaten by the parents for not going and 

beaten at school for not coming. So the father was arrested at first and fined for the infractions of 

the truant daughter but could not pay the full fine that he was assessed so his wife had to take his 

place in the lockup until he came up with the balance of the unpaid fine. I raved on to him about 

the over 1000 students’ dependent on me here and 250 at my other school at Kongei and 

lamenting my worries with only the good will of benefactors in Europe and America to support 

me. He looked me straight in the eyes and told me, ‘Father I truly feel sorry  for you and wish I 

could help you but you don’t have a wife in jail waiting to be bailed out’ How true! With all my 

lamentations I still have the keen comfort of having a challenging job with over 2 thousand 

striving adolescents, over 50 dedicated teachers and the community of 10 Sisters here who are a 

daily reminders to me of growing up in a family of 9 sisters and six of whom are still with me in 

heart and soul and 2 brothers out of 5 boys all of whom read my monthly letters hoping and 

praying I believe, that I also stay out of jail. Speaking of Jail I recall my seminary days in 

Newton, New Jersey and the long hikes we would take along the Appalachian Trail in 

Pennsylvania during the summer months. We would often get to sleep in the small town jails 

enroot to save on our subsistence budget as we hiked the famous Trail. We were also warned that 

if there were arrests that night we would have to double up with the vagrants or whatever or even 

move out to make room for the newcomers. For the most part however we did sleep soundly.   

May the good Lord bless you all in helping me with the survival of our school here at Mazinde 

Juu and Kongei.  

Sincerely, Father Damian 
 
       A thoughtful Makonde carver’s vision 

 
                 Bye Bye Bethlehem 

 


