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Summary

The sermon presents a modern adaptation of the parable of the loaves and fishes.

While Africa faces many problems – drought, famine, resource degradation, declining productivity, HIV/AIDS, and state collapse – these are symptoms of a more deeply rooted dilemma.  Poverty must be confronted before any of these second-tier problems can be eased.  The World Bank (2002) states that 60% (3.7 billion) people in the world live on an average income of $1.50 per day; that 42% (2.5 billion) live on an average of $1.00 a day; and that the 660 million people in Sub-Saharan Africa subsist on an average income of $1.28 a day.  The Africa figure is skewed upwards because South Africans earn an average of $8.00 a day.

Africa has not always been poor.  Africa’s present political institutions that European colonial rule introduced in the 19th century devastated traditional and decentralized governance structures.  They have left in place the centralized state that has allowed self-serving politicians to gain absolute power, deny human rights, and siphon resources of the people to serve their personal agendas and fill their overseas bank accounts.  Africa’s massive poverty results from this capricious rule. The key to Africa’s poverty alleviation – and therefore to solutions for AIDS, famine, and state collapse – is to restore decentralized and locally-based institutions of decision making, planning, and community-based action.  These re-energized institutions, working in association with development partners such as government, non-government, and voluntary agencies, become the vanguard of revitalizing African livelihoods and the environment.  These partnerships mobilize the spirit of the loaves and fishes.  They also link closely with the spiritual and ethical values of Unitarian-Universalist principles.  Such partnerships create opportunities for individual congregations in North America to join with communities in Asia, Africa, and Latin America to implement their local poverty alleviation plans.

Lessons from Africa:

Using Loaves and Fishes for African Communities 

To Help Themselves

My charge today is to link Unitarian-Universalist spiritual and ethical values with strategies to invigorate African development.  Let me start with a story. 

One day a young development professional happened into a Maasai manyatta or compound.  There the worker found a moran (warrior) sitting under a tree, gently dozing through the blistering heat of a tropical afternoon.

Soba, the volunteer uttered, to greet the moran in his own language. The moran sat up, startled that a European could speak in his own tongue. 

Volunteer: I have come to help you.  

Moran: Thank you, and what is it that I need?  

Volunteer: You need to increase your income to free yourself and your family from poverty.

Moran: Thank you. And how will you free me from poverty?  

Volunteer: I will help you to increase your income by selling crops and cattle at the optimal time to maximize your profit.

Moran: Thank you.  And what will I do with my new profits?  

Volunteer: You can invest in improved medicine for your cattle, better food for your family, and school fees for your children.  

Moran: Thank you, but my cattle are healthy, I have enough livestock to feed my family, and I do not send my children to school because the teachers know nothing about managing cattle or defending ourselves from lions and elephants.

The volunteer would not give up.  

Volunteer: With money you can increase your standard of living and your quality of life.  You will have things you have always wanted.

Moran: Thank you. And what are some of these things?

Volunteer: For one, you would have more leisure time.

Finally the moran smiled.   

Moran: Now I understand.   If I work hard and sell more cattle, then I will be able to sit under a tree on a hot afternoon, just like I am doing now.  And the moran closed his eyes and went back to his afternoon nap.

The point.  Who decides?  Whose decision selects social changes, new technology, and new institutions into overseas communities?  We will explore this issue, though lamentably only briefly, in the few moments we have together.

Let me talk about Africa.

For most of us, when we think of Africa, we think of problems – drought, starvation, resource degradation, civil war, AIDS, or state collapse.  These problems are real, though often misunderstood:

· Drought: Africa has always had drought. Archaeological and early traveler evidence for Lake Chad in the Sahel or in Botswana’s Okavango Delta suggests that there has been constant and considerable fluctuation in water levels for several millennia -- over 100 to 200 year cycles. About 75% of Africa is semiarid – less than 15 inches of rainfall a year or roughly the rainfall of Denver, Colorado – so it is not surprising that much of Africa experiences drought.  Drought is not a crisis.  Instead it is a natural pattern of climate fluctuation that is especially severe in semiarid environments.  What is new are agricultural practices designed for temperate and moist climates now practiced in semi-arid environments.

· Famine: Africa has not always had famine.  For example, in a well-known analysis of one of the worst famine-prone zones in Africa’s twentieth century – the West African Sahel – historian Ahmadu Salifou found that from 1100 to 1591, while there were many droughts, there was no famine. Salifou’s explanation: there were stable governments – Ghana, Mali, and Songhai – during these five centuries, and they maintained transportation links and commercial transactions throughout the period.  Famine results from human disruptions, bad management, or whimsical political systems, not from drought. 

· Civil Unrest:  In the last decade, Africa has been plagued by state collapse, civil war, ethnic clashes, and occasional religious conflicts.  These too are real but not necessarily because Africans are prone to violence.  Rather, much of the political turmoil results from national borders set by colonials in the 19th century rather than by the people themselves.  The borders therefore ignore the traditional cultural and historical boundaries of the people and impose priorities set by European interests.

Africa has other problems including urban slums, grinding poverty, HIV/AIDS, female genital mutilation, resource degradation, and more.  These problems are real and need to vigorous attention.  Yet the core of my remarks today, remarks that draw on spiritual, ethical, and moral values – all good UU qualities – are rooted in a single basic message:  solutions to these problems cannot emerge from externally designed programs funded from abroad, whether it be UN, bilaterals, NGOs, church groups, private sector banking institutions, or international finance organizations such as the World Bank or the International Monetary Fund.  Instead, solutions to Africa’s problems, and I might add to those of America as well, must come primarily from the people – from African institutions, working in partnership with many of the above-mentioned external organizations.

Let me spend a few minutes with Africa’s colonial past.  Pre-European Africa was essentially a decentralized Africa.  While there were great empires in Sudan, Zimbabwe, Ghana, Mali, Ethiopia, and Nigeria, these were the exceptions.  The fabric of Africa was one of local management and control of livelihood resources.  That is why Africa – a continent of 600 to 700 million people – has 900 languages and many thousands of dialects.  For example, in Ghana today the people speak 40 different languages; in Kenya the number approaches 35.  There are single language nations – for example, all Somalis speak Somali – but they are an exception.

Of all the changes that Europe brought to Africa, the destruction of local governance practices, traditions, and institutions of decentralization has probably had the largest long-term negative impact.  Let me say that again as it is controversial, even contentious:  

Of all the changes that Europe brought to Africa, the destruction of local governance practices, traditions, and institutions of decentralization has probably had the largest long-term negative impact.

Africa’s problems today arise in large part from its colonial past – a past that broke apart traditional practices and imposed legal, political, educational, and economic institutions rooted in Europe’s 19th century nation state.  The European nation state was designed, above all else, to expand the geopolitical interests of the nation, to help the nation’s emerging industrial factories to maximize profits, and to gain control of raw materials and transportation routes at the expense of all other states.  Think of Bismarck, Queen Victoria, and the Kaiser Wilhlelm.  They represent the pinnacles of European nationalism in the 19th and early 20th centuries.  These were the visions of centralized state institutions exported to Africa.  These are the institutions that are still in place in Africa today, more than one hundred years later.

These institutional assumptions, created in an industrializing Europe, came to an agricultural and pastoral Africa in which the mode of survival for centuries had been one of minimizing risks, not maximizing profits.   For example, the Maasai – well-known pastoralists in Kenya and Tanzania -- traditionally do not sell cattle, they only collect them. Why?  Because their survival does not depend on money.  Instead, their livelihood is based on maintaining herds.  Selling a cow puts money in the bank, but the herd is reduced.  A smaller herd increases risk in time of drought.  

Let me tell another story, this one about how a cashless economy, and how a cash or monetized economy increases vulnerability.

For centuries, Maasai pastoralists controlled the dreaded tsetse fly, carrier of the deadly trypanosomaisis.  How?  They understood that the tsetse reproduced on the underside of leaves of the acacia bushes, shrubs that flourished in the semiarid Maasai rangelands.  The Maasai herds survived because their shepherds organized grazing rotations that included all of the range at least once a year.  This practice kept the acacia bushes low and breeding places for tsetse minimal.  The cash cost of the Maasai strategy was zero.  It worked effectively.

When the British took control of the rangelands in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, they introduced commercial livestock management.  They brought high quality cattle from England and were soon deeply disappointed because they all died – from diseases and ticks, including the tsetse.  So the British introduced a European solution – they constructed fences and then controlled the fenced areas through cutting the acacia trees, spraying the cattle, and building cattle dips.  The process worked well and the British cattle survived.  That there was considerable cost did not matter because sales of milk and meat more than offset the investment in fencing and disease control.

Then World War II arrived. British resources previously invested in rangeland management in Africa were diverted to the war effort.  Spraying and cutting stopped because there was no money.  The fences prevented the Maasai from returning to their cost-free traditional practices.  Tsetse roared out of control and the Maasai suffered, not because they did not have the knowledge to control tsetse, but because the British profit maximization scheme preempted the Maasai’s risk minimization strategy.

This story could be repeated hundreds of times across Africa, though perhaps not quite so dramatically or graphically as with the tsetse example.  

The dilemma was that European colonials replaced Africa’s agricultural/pastoral society with a centralized and monetized industrial economy.  While they did it to bring Africa into the global market, the results have been devastating.  The centralized systems have allowed autocratic and self-serving politicians to impose their personal ambition through rule of the all-powerful state, with few institutions of accountability to balance their whims.  Perhaps an example taken from 2002 will be helpful.

Beatrice is a 64-year-old Kenya living in a small village east of Nairobi with her 8 grandchildren (all under the age of 5) and the two youngest of her own five children.  Her husband died five years ago and deeded his four-acre farm to his sons – Beatrice can use the land until her sons come home to reclaim it.  Beatrice has insufficient labor and capital to invest in her entire farm.  So she grows small plots of maize (corn), pigeon peas, beans, mangos, papaya, and bananas.  She cannot provide for her ten dependents from the land alone, so she works three days a week on a larger farm nearby, earning $1.00 a day to buy tea, sugar, bread, and cooking oil.  She used to plant the entire four acres when her husband was alive.  She was part of a women’s group that worked twice a week on each other’s farms, weeding, planting, controlling soil erosion, and building small water catchments.  More recently she dropped out of the women’s group and her church because she needed the time to earn cash.  She has traded membership in the women’s group for $2.00 to $3.00 a week in wages.  The rest of her day she invests in gathering fuelwood and water, about two to three hours a day.  

Beatrice is typical of thousands, millions, or even billions of the globe’s people.  For example, the World Bank tells us that 2.5 billion people live on an average of less than $1.00 a day and if we move the figure to $1.50 a day, the number increases to 3.7 billion.  That is 60 % of the globe’s population.  Beatrice’s problem is that the institutions of self help, community cooperation, local decision making, and voluntary maintenance of roads and water supply are being displaced by market-oriented policies, technologies, projects, and training.  These market institutions shut out the Beatrices of the world because they do not have access to capital or investment opportunities.

What can we do?  One option, of course, is to let the 3.7 billion Beatrices suffer, starve, despair, and eventually die.  That is what is happening at the moment.  The marginalization of Beatrices has created situations of massive unemployment in much of the Third World, little hope for work in the lifetimes of many of the young adults, and little expectation of health and related social services.  This state of hopelessness is why young men in Africa don’t care if they contract or spread AIDS.  This is why young Muslim men may find the teachings of the minority fringe, called Al Qaeda, so compelling.  

Alternatively, we can adopt different strategies that place responsibility for planning, decision-making, action, and evaluation in the hands of the 3.7 billion Beatrices of the world.  This is where we come back to the loaves and fishes.  This is where UU values of equity, individual rights, justice, equal access to resources, and accountability enter our discussion

African nations have a wealth of knowledge and resources they can use to solve their own problems – exactly the same as the story of the assembled 5,000 who “had no food.”  But of course they had food.  How many people had bread and fish hidden away in their backpacks?   How many were afraid to reveal their “assets” for fear that everyone else would take their resources and leave nothing for them?   How do we restore confidence, trust, and respect that Africans used to have in their community institutions so that they can once again collaborate as a community?  Trust, respect, and cooperation were the values that created the climate, produced the food, and fed the 5,000.  We need such strategies for the new Africa.

There are three basic principles that can help African communities to return to the collective confidence and trust that previously existed and can be restored once again.  

Organize knowledge – African communities already have considerable knowledge about their needs, their assets, their environment, and their economy.  What can outsiders do to help?  Assist communities to organize what they already know and use it to build consensus (cooperation) and set priorities (planning).

Mobilize resources – African communities already have many development resources including labor, natural materials, managerial skills, community institutions, and even money.  What can outsiders do to help?  Assist communities to mobilize these existing and often underutilized resources they already have rather than waiting for outside agencies to solve their problems.

Create partnerships – With organized knowledge and mobilized resources, local communities can create their own action plans. These plans reflect their agendas, not those of outsiders.  The plans become the basis for creating partnerships with outside agencies; the plans keep the village on target; the plans guide the external agencies in allocating resources that meet community-defined needs.

I could recount many examples of communities that have pursued these principles of building from within, of taking initiative to do their own systematizing of knowledge, mobilizing resources, and creating plans of their priorities, not those of outsiders.  For example, in Katheka, a small village 100 kms east of Nairobi, a women’s group installed a hand pump for their village water supply 17 years ago – in 1987.  It was their priority, their solution, their pump, and their labor.  The pump is still working, maintained by the women’s group.  That is something of a record for Africa.

In Bamenase, a small village 100 kms north of Accra in Ghana, the community conducted an assessment in June 2002 and by October had started a tree nursery to plant commercial seedlings, organized a cassava grinding mill to add value to their agricultural production, built a secondary school, and launched a snail farming industry and is planning to introduce a soap making project to add value to the palm oil that they already produced in abundance.

Here lies the dilemma. Beatrice, acting alone, has little opportunity to organize her community’s knowledge or mobilize its resources. She certainly has no opportunity to present a unified plan to potential development partners.  Yet much of the donor-sponsored and government-endorsed cash economy stresses entrepreneurship, individualism, competition, and profit maximization.  These approaches are designed in the best industrial tradition to benefit individuals.  Benefiting individuals does not necessarily benefit the community.  Those who advocate development through market-based economic growth argue that community development – the things that Beatrice needs such as roads, water systems, schools, clinics -- are the responsibility of the government.  But in Africa, the governments hardly function, largely because the model of 19th century nationalistic Europe centralized all the economic and political power in the hands of Bismarck, Queen Victoria, and Kaiser Wilhelm.  In Africa, only the names are different – and they are called Moi, Mugabe, Barre, Mobutu, Doe, Bashir, Aideed, Mengistu, Banda, and Savimbi – some of whom have passed on but will probably be replaced.

Katheka, Bamenase, and many other communities in Africa have absorbed and adapted the parable of the loaves and fishes.  How do we integrate new technologies into the sharing and cooperative traditions that used to prevail in most of Africa? How do we introduce legitimate decentralization of power and accountability into the governance of Africa’s 21st century so that Africans, like the parable of the loaves and fishes, will be able to organize their present resources to benefit all.  The UU-UNO office is working on this challenge and invites congregations across North America to join the “Global Partnership” program. Tools are known that enable communities to systematize their own knowledge and mobilize their own resources.  But time does not permit discussion of that today.  For now, let me rest my case with the premise that the spiritual and ethical precepts of Unitarian-Universalism provide opportunity to transform styles of African development and return to community-driven practices rather than the market-centered and community-destructive practices now underway.  

What does all of this mean for UUs? What are these spiritual and moral values that I have glibly mentioned several times?  Let me distill my closing to five points:

1. Poverty and Equity:  Global poverty – 60% of the world’s people living on less than $1.50 a day is simply an unacceptable life condition, not because living on $1.50 a day is immoral but, instead, because the average per capita daily income in the US is about $93.  The UU principle of equity is violated by global poverty and we all participate daily in the violation.  

2. Local Choice:  A second moral value is one of choice.  Local decision making has been denied to many Africans by the governance structures they have inherited from their colonial past.  Restoring local choice – decentralized planning and decision-making – is a second UU principle we can pursue.  Along with it must come the tools that villagers need to make, implement, and monitor these local choices.

3. Justice:  Beatrice is poor and the Maasai languish because they are caught in the transition between subsistence agriculture and the global market economy. Their traditional institutions of cooperation and community spirit have been torn away. They do not yet have access to the institutions of market-based accountability – a free press, checks and balances, an impartial judiciary, equal access to social and human services – all the cornerstones of survival in a global market economy.

4. Self-Help Tools:  Tools of analysis are known, for building identity and ownership, for conflict mediation, for project management, and for monitoring that can help village groups to reconstruct the values and the institutions of Africa’s past and to integrate these values into the technologies and management systems of the 21st century.

5. Role of UU Congregations: Finally there is the role of UU congregations in this puzzle.  We are, potentially, part of the solution.  We are not the solution if we impose pre-set programs and answers on the Kathekas of the world.  We are not the solution if we think that money alone can help the people of Katheka.  But we can be part of the solution if we reach out to form partnerships among equals, collaboratives of fellow toilers in the field who seek to solve problems of injustice, abuse, discrimination, and exploitation of the poor and providers of the tools to enable local communities to manage their own well being.

This is how the assembled 5,000 fed themselves.  They relied on local networks of trust and partnership.  Local networks avoid dependence, go beyond charity, and create lasting and sustainable activities among the poor because they will have learned how to build on what they have, not on what someone may give to them on unpredictable occasions.

The problems of Africa are drought, deforestation, land degradation, HIV/AIDS, malnutrition, and civil unrest.  But these are not the core problems.  At the center of Africa’s dilemma is the issue of who decides? Who benefits?  Who looks after accountability?  The people of Katheka – with the water pump they maintain – and the people of Bamenase – with their cassava mill and soap manufacturing that they have organized – have taken the first step toward authentic and sustainable independence.  They have begun the trek toward supporting their own livelihoods from resources that they manage and control.  They have discovered the real secret of the loaves and fishes.  Yet they still need partnerships – not charity and not simply gifts of money.  They need legitimate partnerships in which many different institutions cooperate for the benefit of all.  This is where UU congregations come it.  Engaging in such partnerships is the least we can do in this turbulent and challenging 21st century.  The UU Partner Church Council is embarked on a program to facilitate such partnerships.  Details will soon be available on the UUPCC website; we hope to have initial work underway in the next four months to open possibilities for interested congregations to join in “Global Partnerships.”  If all goes well, the first field test of these methodologies will be conducted in Arkos, Romania with the First Church Houston’s partner UU church there.

When we think about Africa, we need to think about its problems.  But it is much more important to think about its assets and resources and how, through partnerships, these resources can be mobilized and focused on priorities that local communities have defined.  There are solutions to Africa’s problems.  We simply need to focus on effective strategies to enable the people to solve them, largely from their own energies and assets.  UU ethical and spiritual values are ideally suited to help meet this challenge.
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