October 29, 2008

Greetings from South Africa,

I can’t believe it is almost time to leave South Africa; I will be home in time to celebrate Thanksgiving with my family.  Thanks to the generous donations from you all, Our Journey has been able to implement many wonderful projects this year. Your encouraging words and support of this mission has been appreciated.   I am looking forward to sharing my story with you next year …. It is now “your” story.  Because of your generosity this year we were able to purchase 100 school uniforms and shoes.  Over 1200 blankets have been given to orphans and needy families in the Valley. Two hundred children received a warm hat. 

Now in its second year, the After School Program continues to keep growing... We are in the process of putting a new thatch roof (grass roof on our school) the old roof has many leaks and it rains on the children in the inside.  In the meantime, we are holding class in Mildred’s old chicken house; the children sit on empty soda cartons and empty beer crates. 

Tomorrow we are purchasing seedlings for our After School Program community garden; all the Gogos (grandmothers) that work in the garden will be able to take vegetables home for their families.  Many of them have lost their children to AIDS and are caring for their grandchildren; there are as many as 12 orphan children in their homes. The Gogo’s have such a special place in my heart, I am the same age as most of them and I can’t for a minute imagine working as hard as they do to feed their families.  Most of them are living on just about nothing, if the children have ID’s (birth certificates) they can collect a very meager child grant.  But, sad to say most of them don’t have birth certificates and because of this they are not able to get the grants or the medical care they need.  Mildred works real hard to help them obtain birth certificates but, there are so many obstacles; it can take years before they receive them.  Last week we took a woman to town to the “Home Affairs Office” to apply for an ID, she is HIV positive and very sickly and afraid she will die before she can get her children birth certificates.

Mildred, the local Zulu woman I work directly with now has a vehicle to do home care visits and also help Our Journey implement all of its on going projects.    

Thanks to special friends of Our Journey we were awarded a grant for three scholarships to send three local Zulu ladies for an early education training course. Starting this January, every fifth week the ladies will go away and stay at the school for a week of training.  At the end of 18 months they will graduate and have a certificate in early education.  One of the ladies we are sending is our teacher for Our Journey after school program; we currently have over 100 children attending weekly. The other two local ladies are currently running preschools in their homes (mud huts) for the children and orphans in their neighborhood.  None of the teachers have had any formal training. They are so excited about going to school; they have never been far from home before.  The name of the school they will attend will make you smile, LETCEE (Little Elephant Training Centre for Early Education).

We are able to feed the children from the River Crèche (nursery school) from the squatter camp a warm meal five days a week for a year (this may be their only meal each day).  

My good friend and also a board member of Our Journey arrived last week. 

It has been so much fun sharing this experience with Barbara.  

Barbara and I attended a traditional funeral this weekend; a young girl across the road from us died after childbirth and left behind a brand new baby and 4 other children, they are all orphans now, the new baby will go with a family member of the father and the other four children will be cared for by the oldest child left.  This will now be a child headed household, the oldest child is a 15 year old boy; the other children are a set of twin girls age 6 and a younger child about 4 years old.  It is hard to believe that this situation is a common occurrence here. 

 The next newsletter will be in November, it will be my last one from South Africa … thank you so much for your support!!!!  God is good!!!

Much love,

Maureen
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Some moments you want to keep in your heart forever…  I have always had an easy time giving, but receiving continues to be a struggle for me. I find myself in so many humbling situations lately… Today is one I will cherish forever.  Mildred took off to the unknown this morning and I was left by myself for the day… Because of safety reasons, I am not allowed to venture away from my yard without a local Zulu person with me.  So I was sitting under a shade tree reading a book when four Zulu woman joined me…they had their craft work (bead work) with them…they did not speak any English so we just sat together smiling at each other.  They proceeded to do their work…only one needle between them; they took turns sharing it back and forth… one of the older woman appeared to be having a problem seeing well enough to thread the needle, I went inside and got her a pair of my reading glasses…and also brought them four needles so each woman could have their own needle…. You would have thought that I had given them the world, they were so appreciative…their eyes said it all.  It was getting close to lunch time, I went in the house and heated the pan of homemade chicken soup I made the day before; I carried four cups out to them along with a soft roll… If I did not know better I would have thought I was serving royalty in the palace garden.  It was difficult for me to take it all in without crying; they kept bowing their heads to me with a smile so wide and were so thankful.  We have so much to learn from these gracious people. Why do we always think more is better, we never have enough and never seem satisfied?  I am humbled in their presence!  

Another day -

So many exciting things happening here! Our Journey is sponsoring a dinner (with meat – this is big treat for these people) this afternoon for the Zulu traditional dance group and their families. They will perform for their parents today with borrowed costumes; they have been practicing to the drum beat non-stop in my yard.  The group consists of about forty children, about 15 of them from our after school program, Grades 1-7 and the other f are high school children from all over the community.  It has been fun watching them; they have been waiting anxiously for this day to finally arrive.  I was not sure how Mildred was going to handle all of the work that would be involved to prepare food for so many people.  I need to learn to not sweat the small stuff, last night five of the parents showed up at my house to start cutting up the chickens.  Early this morning a parent and about 10 children from the dance group showed up to start cutting up the vegetables and start cooking the meat. The radio is blaring in the background to South African rock music as the children dice about 20 onions, all eyes watering: this is really a sight to behold.  It is rainy outside and I am not sure how we will deal with that, but again, I need to remind myself to not sweat the small stuff!  

Some of our guests have arrived 4 hours early in the rain … 

Life is good! To be continued……

Well looks like all is taken care of, it’s still raining but little did I know all morning their were about 15 older children working like busy bees cleaning up Mildred’s old chicken house that has not been used in years … yep, we are having our dinner and entertainment in the chicken house, again I say…it feels like we are having royalty for dinner…. It’s all in your perspective!  Life is “really” good!!!  The party was a great success, we had enough empty beer crates to seat everyone, and we stayed dry.  It was not a problem that we watched the children dance through a chicken wire fence.
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Much love,

Maureen
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HOW YOU CAN HELP

Cash, stock and real estate may be donated to help support Our Journey's projects in South Africa.  Donations may also be included in wills. Since Our Journey is a non-profit 501 (c) (3) public charity licensed in the State of Georgia all contributions can be tax deductible. Receipts will be provided for tax purposes. Please send your donations or questions concerning contributions to:

Our Journey, Inc. 
Fred G. Mills, CPA, LLC 
15617 US Hwy 17
Townsend, GA 31331 USA
