Reflections on South African Journey —
Deconstructing my Knowledge About Africa

By Therese I. Poirier

Background

I had never traveled to Africa, but | spent 24 vyears
connected to the Christian and Missionary Church in
Pittsburgh and I've heard many presentations from
African missionaries who served in Mali, Gabon, and
Burkina Faso. In September 2023, | traveled to South
Africa on a Road Scholar educational tour with 14 other
retired professionals. | was able to visit 4 countries:
South Africa, Zimbabwe, Botswana, and Namibia. This
trip required malaria prophylaxis and updated vaccines
including hepatitis A, hepatitis B, DPaT, and Covid.
Since we were a small group, we got to know our fellow
travelers quite well. One travel companion was a retired
nurse with a generous Christian spirit — she gave her
new safari hat to the Namibia community village guide
who was wearing a winter ski cap. Our tour guide was
a very unique individual who had served in special
forces for the military during the Rhodesian War. He
ultimately had to flee and became a refugee when his
country became Zimbabwe, and he then relocated
to South Africa. He has authored a book titled, “Watch
My Tracer”' and he has interviews available on
YouTube.2? He was very passionate about animals,
photography, and his love for the bush country. He had
a great sense of humor and was able to integrate each
person’s special interests into the tour.

The itinerary included Cape Town and the coastal
region of South Africa, travel to Pretoria to board the
Rovos Rail through countries of South Africa and
Zimbabwe to Victoria Falls. We participated in land
safaris at Matobo National Park and Hwange National
Park in Zimbabwe, Chobe National Park in Botswana
and the Chobe River motorboat safari in Namibia.

Itinerary and What | Learned

We started in Cape Town, South Africa. We visited
Kirstenbosch, one of the world’s leading botanical
gardens, which is surrounded by the eastern slopes of
Table Mountain and is designated as an UNESCO
World Heritage Site. It is primarily devoted to Southern
Africa’s indigenous flora which was exceptionally
beautiful, especially the Birds of Paradise (see photo).
There was also flora there which faces possible
extinction. It made me realize how our negligent
human lifestyle has endangered what God has made.
We are admonished in Scripture to be good stewards of

our environment: God blessed them and said to them,
“Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and
subdue it. Rule over the fish in the sea and the birds in
the sky and over every living creature that moves on the
ground.” (Genesis 1:26-28 NIV). “For by him all things
were created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and
invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or
authorities; all things were created by him and for him.
He is before all things, and in him all things hold
together." (Colossians 1:16-17 NIV). “The Lord God
took the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to
work it and take care of it.” (Genesis 2:15 NIV).

We stopped by Stellenbosch in the Wineland area,
where the architecture reveals Cape Dutch influence.
While we were there, the Springboks (the South African
Rugby team who recently won the Rugby World Cup)
were playing a home game. In case you're wondering
about their name: a springbok is a medium-sized
antelope. We even ate some springbok meat as part of
our African culinary experience at a local restaurant
which featured traditional African dishes from across
the continent. As a fussy eater, | was surprised that |
found most of the dishes to be very good. This affirmed
that | could learn to live in Africa.

One of the highlights in Cape Town was going to Cape
Point. We stopped in Hout Bay where we saw seals and
drove along the beautiful coastal region of Chapman’s
Peak. Here we saw our first animals in their natural
habitat including ostriches, elands, and baboons. Cape
Point is the southwestern-most point of Africa, and in
my opinion is one of the most beautiful places in the
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world. This stop refreshed the entire group. We also
visited Boulders Beach to view the African penguin
colony, a species that is also endangered and expected
to be extinct by 2050. There is other wildlife that faces
extinction including elephants and lions. God delights
in his many creatures, but most of the extinction is
caused by human actions. “All creatures look to you to
give them their food at the proper time.” (Psalm 104:27
NIV).

CAPE OF G0OOD HOPE
THE MOST SOUTH-WES.TERN POINT
OF THE AFRICAN CONTINENT

il " ‘i"-

We spent a day exploring the city of Cape Town. The
presence of homeless people living in tents and walking
the streets with all their personal belongings was
an emotional wakeup call to me as | realized the
prevalence of poverty in this region. We visited St.
George’s Cathedral, the seat of the Anglican church in
South Africa... but | was struck by the lack of grandiosity
in this cathedral. Archbishop Desmond Tutu served
here, and it is considered “The People’s Church” where
all races were welcomed even during Apartheid. Tutu
coined the phrase “Rainbow People” to describe the
diversity of South Africa’s population.

Nearby we walked the Company Gardens, which was
the site of gardens planted by the Dutch East India
Company that served as a refreshment stopover for ships
traveling from Europe to East India. In the Company
Gardens stands a statue of Cecil Rhodes who was a
financier and empire builder of British South Africa.
The visit to the District Six Museum was a poignant
reminder of the impact of Apartheid. It reminded me of
the disgraceful segregation movement in the United
States, and also the horrors of the Holocaust on the
Jewish people. Personally, | was inspired by leaders who
helped to end the Apartheid movement, including
Nelson Mandela, Desmond Tutu and Oliver Tambo.
The view of Bo Kaap, a colorful Muslim neighborhood,
affirms the freedom of expression after the end of
Apartheid era. “Above all, love each other deeply,
because love covers over a multitude of sins.” (1 Peter
4:8 NIV). “love the Lord your God with all your heart
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and with all your soul and with all your mind and with
all your strength.” (Mark 12:30 NIV).

Rovos Rail through South Africa and Zimbabwe

We boarded the Rovos Rail train at Pretoria and
journeyed over 4 nights through the countryside of
South Africa and Zimbabwe. We witnessed the awful
poverty of this region and the sad reality that this part
of the world is very poor. Zimbabwe currency has
negligible value: about 20 South African Rand is
equivalent to $1.00 US. | was able to buy a 50,000,000
Zimbabwe bill for a $1.00 US bill. Yet as we traveled on
the Rovos Rail through South Africa and Zimbabwe, |
was amazed by the smiles and peace of the people we
saw, including children waving at us on the train. There
is such a peace among the people despite their lack of
worldly riches. “I am not saying this because | am in
need, for | have learned to be content whatever the
circumstances. | know what it is to be in need, and |
know what it is to have plenty. | have learned the secret
of being content in any and every situation, whether
well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or in want.”
(Philippians 4:11-13 NIV).

Safaris in Zimbabwe, Botswana, and Namibia

It was invigorating to observe animals in their natural
habitat while on land safaris in Matobo National Park
and Hwange National Park in Zimbabwe, Chobe
National Park in Botswana, and the motorboat safaris
on the Chobe River in Namibia. “God takes delight in
his many creatures.” (Psalm 104:14-23 NIV). We were
able to view white rhinoceros, elephants, giraffes, cape
buffalos, zebras, eagles (especially the African fish
eagle), African Kingfisher, crocodiles, hippopotamus,
baboons, impalas, wildebeest, steenbok, kudu, roan,
klipspringer, and the sable and roan antelopes. Many
species are facing extinction including elephants and




lions; and as mentioned earlier, most of the extinction is
caused by human action. We visited Matobo National
Park in Zimbabwe which has stunning granite rock
formations and beautiful sunsets. Matobo is also where
Cecil Rhodes is buried. Rhodes served as a Prime
Minister of the Cape Colony and organized the DeBeers
diamond mining company The area around the
Zambezi River was named Rhodesia after Rhodes.
His legacy includes the establishment of Rhodes
scholarships at Oxford University. However, his policies
laid the groundwork for the Apartheid era in the 20th
century.

My reflections on Rhodes affirmed that the European
colonization of Africa was motivated by the greed for
gold, diamonds and a route to the Far East. “For the love
of money is a root of all kinds of evil. Some people,
eager for money, have wandered from the faith and
pierced themselves with many griefs.” (1 Tim 6:10 NIV).
The tour group had discussions on the pros and

cons of European colonization.* Colonization brought
benefits like medicine, education, literacy, improved
infrastructure, and Christianity to Africa. However, it
also partly destroyed the culture of Africa and did not
reflect cultural competency. It exploited the natural
resources and destroyed the landscape. It forced
assimilation and subjected the people to the rules of the
colonists. It dehumanized the African labor force and
forced people to convert to Christianity. It is likely that
if there was adherence to principles of cultural
competency, Africa and its people would be in better
economic shape. It would have reduced the threat of
endangered species by preserving the natural landscape
and the natural habitats of the wildlife. Colonization
even made me consider the disadvantages of missionary
outreach in Africa. Christianity was one justification
used by Europeans to colonize and exploit Africa.
However, Christianity ultimately destabilized the status
quo and brought opportunities for the country but
undermined the power of Africans. The worldview on
missionary outreach was that Christianity was a white
man’s religion used to subdue and control the black
people in the process of colonization. As a result of this
trip, my knowledge regarding the influence of European

colonization and missionary work was deconstructed.
However, | am optimistic that many of today’s
missionaries are passionate about bringing enhanced
quality of life, meeting unmet needs, and sharing the
good news about Jesus Christ to the African people.
“But you, man of God, flee from all this, and pursue
righteousness, godliness, faith, love, endurance and
gentleness.” (1 Tim 6:11 NIV). There remains a strong
Christian influence in southern Africa as 80% of the
population are Christians, the largest church being
Zion Christian Church which represents aspects of
Christianity and traditional African religions.> The other
dominant Christian denominations are Methodist,
Roman Catholic, Anglican, Dutch Reformed, Lutheran,
Pentecostal and Seventh Day Adventist. In the Namibia
community we visited, the majority of the villagers were
Seventh Day Adventist. | saw a sincere heart for Christ in
the village people and local Africans. “The Lord is my
shepherd. | lack nothing.” (Psalm 23:1 NIV).

While we were at the Chobe River Savannah Lodge in
Namibia, we experienced a grass fire which threatened
our lodge. | was able to share with the group an
encouraging phrase that appeared on my iWatch:
“Don’t worry and trust God.” It brought to mind several
Bible verses to support that statement, such as: “Trust in
the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own
understanding; in all your ways submit to him, and he
will make your paths straight." (Proverbs 3:5-6 NIV).
“Cast all your anxiety on him because he cares for you."
(1 Peter 5:7 NIV). “Do not be anxious about anything,
but in every situation, by prayer and petition, with
thanksgiving, present your requests to God. And the
peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will
guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus."
(Philippians 4:6-7 NIV). “Trust in the Lord and do good;
dwell in the land and enjoy safe pasture.” (Psalm 37:3
NIV).

Victoria Falls

The beauty of Victoria Falls was inspiring (see photo). It
is known locally as Mosi-oa-Tunya, which means “the
smoke that thunders”. It is also known as the “place of
the rainbow.” It is the largest waterfall in the world
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based on width and height, which makes it a World
Heritage Site. | learned about David Livingston who was
a physician, missionary, explorer (the first to travel the
width of central Africa), and discoverer (he identified
Victoria Falls and named it after Queen Victoria). In
addition, he was a liberator: he helped to sensitize
Britain to the East Africa slave trade and influence
William Wilberforce to end the slave trade. As a
Christian, Livingston stated, “God send me anywhere,
only go with me.”

We visited an orphanage where we engaged with a
7-month-old infant who was abandoned by her 13-year
old mother. We also visited a senior housing complex
in Victoria Falls which is a new concept in this area.
Normally families take care of the elderly; but with the
high prevalence of HIV, more elderly have been left with
no families. The lack of respect for women in this part
of the world is appalling, as indicated by the high
incidence of rape and HIV. But the number one threat
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in many parts of Africa is the lack of clean water due to
the poverty and lack of rainfall.

Conclusion

When asked at our closing farewell dinner what was the
highlight of the trip, my answer was: “The people.”
I marveled at the joy and peace that most of them have,
even though they are very poor and have very few
possessions. My other highlight was the beauty of the
vegetation and the wildlife in their natural habitat,
which reaffirmed to me that God provides for all His
creation. Prior to this trip | would never have envisioned
serving as a missionary in Africa... | only wish | had this
insight when | was much younger. There are so many
needs to be met, so please join me in prayer that God
will intervene and send the help that is desperately
needed.
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