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The funny thing about scars is that they are often misunderstood. Most people find them uncomfortable, or at the very least, an inconvenience. Scars are a reminder if pain; a moment of suffering permanently etched on skin. They remind the bearer of a time they probably do not want to reminisce. But I have always seen scars in a different light. They are not just marks of being hurt, but also marks of being healed. A scar is the body’s way of repairing a wound, the result of a recuperating process. Scars, therefore, bear a dual nature: the proof of injury and the evidence of recovery.

I guess that’s how I would describe my experience. After a month, I can say that I’ve been scarred for life. I hate to sound like a cliché, but the truth is I will never be the same again. The person who writes these words is not the same person who arrived here four weeks ago. Since coming to Nzaikoni and living a portion of the reality that people here experience, I definitely realize my scars. I came with a desire to heal the afflictions of others; I leave realizing that I am just as wounded, albeit differently, as the people I have come to serve.

In hearing the stories of the people here, one can see the deep struggle that affects them. Poverty, poor healthcare, insecurity; we are all familiar with the litany of problems. So often we do not see the trees for the forest. Flooded with statistics and data, one forgets the human cost, the human face of the problem. The one thing that I have learned from the people we have worked with is that behind the issue lies a person, and until you know the person, you can’t solve the problem.

In living with this community, one sees and hears the sad truth of human existence. I have seen people who eke out a meagre living from a patch of land no bigger than my back yard, trying to support a family of eight. I have met many whose educations have been halted by insufficient funds; brilliant young minds yearning to be applied yet remain hidden for lack of money. I have seen older siblings take care of younger ones because their parents have died of disease. It becomes like a relief commercial that won’t go away. I wish sometimes that I could turn my head, but my heart forces me to look. To close one’s eyes to the darkness does not make it go away- it just makes it twice as dark. I would like to simply return to my comfortable existence in Canada, but the voice of God within calls me to compassion. Compassion in it’s very basic definition- to suffer with someone, to share someone else’s pain. Therein lies the difference between pity and compassion; the former is content to sigh and think of solutions, the latter actually shares in the suffering of his neighbour.

In the Gospel of Matthew, Jesus teaches His disciples that “…if someone asks you to walk a mile, walk with them a second mile.”
 I am reminded of these words every time I walk with the senior youth of Nzaikoni. Whether it is a six-mile walk to the dam for a day of games, or just to the market five minutes away, I always cherish the opportunity to talk candidly with one of them. What I love about them is that they are so open to sharing. To these people, I am not a foreigner; I am just a neighbour born somewhere else. They speak to me like they would to a brother. They joke around with me like they were my cousins. They speak to me of joys and sorrows, of hopes and dreams, of fears and ambitions. In our conversations, we share ourselves and discover each other’s wounds; the scars we so often try to hide. We share the marks of our individual passion, carrying our crosses together.

In His resurrection, Christ the Lord did not remove His wounds. On the contrary, he shows them to His disciples, inviting them to place their finger on the marks of the nails. I too feel called to do the same. Like Thomas, Christ invites all of us to place our hand on His side, so that in doing so, we may learn true compassion. In essence, what Christ is saying is that He understands our pain, and even in His glorified body, He is still connected to the suffering of His Church. Jesus invites us to see the scars of our brother and sisters, to put our hands on their wounds; to let them put their hands on ours.

This is what I carry with me as I leave this place for now. I leave bearing with me the woundedness of these people: the problems they have to deal with, the lives they must live and the uncertain future that they try to face. They, in turn, bear my woundedness: my pre-conceived notions, my closed and rigid mentality, the misplaced priorities and a heart that doesn’t always appreciate what it has been given. We bear each other up; thus, we become each other’s healer, teacher and friend. Every one of us sees Christ in the face of the other and so we live the true meaning of what it is to be the Church.

In a few hours, I will return home, and I know well enough that at some point experience turns into memory, but the scars will always remain with me. Nothing can erase the indelible marks of Nzaikoni on the very fibre of my being. I will be thousands of miles from my beloved brethren yet we will continue to be the balm of each other’s bruises. I know that the breadth of earthly miles means nothing, for when we gather at the altar of the Eucharist we all eat at the same table, united by one bread and drinking from the same cup; one in the same Lord.
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