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Chapter Fourteen TC "Remember Us: The Daka-Smoking Angels" \f C \l "2" :

Remember Us: 

The Dagga-Smoking Angels 

“Lord, your love encompasses the oceans…”  I sang, feeling the rumbling waves swallow my words.  I rested my back against a palm tree and let the wind brush the tears across my cheeks, not caring if my voice drifted far enough for strangers to hear.  All day I had felt anonymous, rejected, or at best invisible.  Let me go on acting invisible.    

I had come to Durban alone.  The city of two-and-a-half million people is perhaps most known for beaches, Indian food, and crime.  I rode our motorcycle the whole hair-raising two-hour trip down the super highway to the city and then checked into my hostel (actually backpacker is the South African term), only to find I was one of just two females.  The rest of the dozen or more visitors were surfers, mostly foreigners, who hovered around the television all night watching surfer movies, surfer contests, and surfer interviews.  

I did not come to surf.  I was attending a conference two blocks away in the International Convention Centre, a huge state-of-the-art building designed to host events like the recent Miss India Worldwide competition and visits from the likes of former UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan.  The conference I attended was sponsored by a government-funded organization that promoted youth entrepreneurship, and more than 300 delegates attended.  Weeks before the conference, I checked prices on all the accommodations recommended for visitors, and hoping to honor a lower budget for our little nonprofit, I decided I could handle a backpacker for a couple of nights.   

Two days before I left for the convention, as I rode in a car with a young white woman from the farm down the road from ours, I happened to mention the trip.  She gripped the steering wheel tighter and got very quiet.  “Chrissy, that’s a very dangerous neighborhood.”  She sounded terrified.  A few weeks earlier, she had told me a story about a church in Durban that was held up at gunpoint only minutes before she arrived to visit.  “Let me get you the names of some other places to stay,” she insisted.  

Crime in South Africa is a real force to be reckoned with.  In 2007 you were twenty times more likely to be murdered by gunshot in South African than in the United States.
  Durban residents frequently awoke to find stoplights non-functional because of stolen wiring or water off because of stolen copper pipes.  A friend who volunteered with the Peace Corps caught a stray shot from a pellet gun into her stomach while walking in broad daylight in Durban.  When our family visited a beach in Durban, Adam felt the swish of a pickpocket’s hand reaching into a backpack slung over his shoulder.  He spun around, gripped the boy’s head in his hand, and growled in his face, “Don’t.  Do.  That.”  The boy twisted his head free just as Adam noticed his cell phone in the boy’s hand.  Adam threw down his bag and tore after the boy, drawing the attention of a security guard who caught the boy by the arm.  As they waited for a police report, Adam looked the boy in the eye and said, “Look, I forgive you for this.  And you might get away from the police this time, or lots of other times, but it doesn’t matter what the police say or what I say.  What matters is that God sees what you’re doing.  And if you don’t start following Jesus and letting him turn your life around you’re going to be in an even bigger heap of trouble.  Forever.”  

This kind of apprehension or reconciliation was rare.  Usually crime fueled only racism and fear.  Durban suburbs offered gated communities with security guards and massive double barriers of electric razor wire fence.  Sofi, on the other hand, lived on an isolated farm with neither burglar bars nor fences.  Her home was broken into more than eight times in a single year.  Among her losses were a generator, a horse, a set of solar panels, and then a second and third replacement for those solar panels.  

When in our Bible study we read Jesus’ words, “Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you,”
 Sofi grabbed a box of tissues, laid her head on the table, and sobbed.  

“It’s just so hard, isn’t it?” she said with a giant sniffle.  “Every time the dogs bark I jump out of bed.  I’m not getting any sleep.”

An American volunteer reached for Sofi’s hand.  “I used to think if I was being robbed I would have the faith to flip on the lights and just surprise them with my perfect, calm love—maybe offer them a cup of tea.  Now I think more likely I’d just scream and throw things at them.  This whole love your enemy thing, it’s crazy.”

Maybe it was stubbornness, maybe foolishness, maybe a false illusion of safety, or maybe the Holy Spirit leading, but I decided to stick with the backpacker.  I thanked my friend for her help, and never told her what I decided.  

It wasn’t the backpacker full of surfers, rumored to have a brothel on the next floor up, that bothered me.  Nor was it the two block walk to the convention center each morning past garages and littered boulevards.  It was the loneliness of attending a conference of some 300 people who seemed to ignore me.

This must be how it feels to be a minority, I thought on the second day of the conference as I sat down with my loaded plate of buffet food.  No one at the table acknowledged my presence, and two women stood up to leave.  I had noticed only about five other white people at the whole conference, but I wasn’t about to give in and go sit with them.  

I made up my mind not to be bothered.  Making eye contact with strangers is not a cultural norm here, so I tried chalking it up to my own false expectations.  Everywhere I went all that morning I had smiled and greeted people.  Most dropped the conversation, but some responded politely enough when I tried to pick their brains on microenterprise and the youth of South Africa.  By the end of lunch, I had struck up a conversation with a young Indian man in a beret.  As he gathered his things to leave, a young black man wearing a business suit interrupted us.  

“So are you one of those people who come here because you think you’re going to save us?”  

For the next 30 minutes he hammered me with questions.  “I don’t understand why you Americans come here,” he said.  “What do you do?  Just drive around in your four-wheel-drive vehicle and hand out things and feel good about yourself?”  

I took a deep breath and prayed for humility as my mind scrambled for clear examples.  I started by telling him how Adam and I lived in a Nicaraguan village for a year in the deepest poverty we could enter.  We ate beans, and tortillas for every single meal, washed clothes on rocks, and went without electricity or medical insurance.  I told him I would give anything to live like that in South Africa, but could not imagine how.  I told him about the black teacher whom we had asked about moving into his neighborhood.  The teacher had eyed us soberly and said, “A boy died here last night.  No one knows why.  You have children.  Don’t do it.”  

By now nearly everyone had finished eating and left their tables.  “So where are you living now?” the man pressed the subject further.  

As if in apology I explained that we finally decided to rent from a white landlord on a farm with a safe reputation.  “That doesn’t mean we don’t care, though.”  I wondered if he believed me, or if I even believed myself.

The conversation drifted into other subjects.  He showed me pictures of his wife and child and told me about his business as a technology consultant.  We ended up parting on terms something like friendship, but it was exhausting.  And the thought kept haunting me, Is this what everybody else thinks of me, too?  A white know-it-all who’s got no right to intrude?
Following some reckless impulse, I went for a walk toward the Indian Ocean ten blocks from the conference center.  I knew the sun would set soon, and my walk led through what my white friend would definitely deem some dangerous blocks.  But I wasn’t in a mood to care.  I carried no money—only my cheap cell phone in one hand and a set of keys in the other.  Lord, I prayed, I just want someone to recognize that we’re all just human.  I want you to show me you love me.  And I want to see how much you love all these people, too.  

I watched Zulu women carrying their groceries home, their wide ankles beneath pinafore dresses identical to those of my Zulu friends in the countryside, the same scarves around their heads.  Yes, I did love these people.  But why was it so difficult to show them?  Why did I feel so unloved?  Was my presence in South Africa just interfering, pretending that I could do a job they could do well enough on their own?  Would they all be better off if I just went back to my race and my country?

Ten minutes later I stood on the shore, leaning against the palm tree and singing.  “Lord, your love is deeper than the sea … ”  I tried to imagine myself like a tiny speck of sand tumbling in those waves as if all the ocean were God and his love and power.  The sun dropped below the horizon, and I knew I should hurry home.  Maybe those waves of a vast love were the best answers I would get.  Already it was dark as I chugged up the last two blocks to the backpacker, past an empty lot drenched in shadows.  

Behind me I heard the voices of two young men.  They were deep in conversation, a curious mix of street Zulu and English that sounded something like a heated philosophical debate.  Whiffs of their dagga (marijuana) drifted in the air.  I kept my eyes on the pavement and my pace steady but quick, trying to hide my growing fear.  Suddenly I felt the arm of one man brush against mine.  In a flash one man was on each side of me.  

Just as suddenly, they were in front of me, striding on without so much as a pause in their conversation.  But just as they reached a sidewalk square ahead of me, one man spun around and faced me.  He took the cigarette butt out of his mouth and said, “Sister, I just want you to know, we’re human beings, too.  God loves us, and God loves you, and we love you, too.”  


Then he turned back, hurried on, and returned to the conversation with his friend.  My jaw dropped and my skin tingled.  One man swept his hand to the ground mid-stride, grabbed a cigarette butt from the dirt, and in one smooth motion lit it from his friend’s and squeezed it between his teeth. 
One block later, I reached my backpacker.  As I stepped up the curb in front of the door, the men stopped again.  “We just want you to know,” one man said, “we were watching out for you.”  In a surreal conversation, one of the young men went on to tell me how they live on the street.  “See this scar,” he said, pointing to a stripe across his nose.  “I got this sleeping just over there.  I woke up with a knife on my face and somebody stealing my shoes.  He got the shoes, too.”  They talked on, not waiting for my response though I wouldn’t have known what to say anyway.  Before we parted, I stammered out a thank you.  

“Sister, it’s nothing.  We’re not asking for money.  We just want one thing,” the guy with the scarred nose leaned forward, resting an arm on his friend’s shoulder.  “We want you to remember—when you’re waking up in your warm bed and going about your day doing whatever you feel like doing—just remember us.  We’re here on the street.”


I went upstairs and flopped down on the top bunk in my tiny backpacker cubicle, grabbed a pen and paper, and scribbled down everything I could remember from the day.  Had I heard that man correctly?  Were his words not the exact answer to my prayer?  “We’re human beings, too, and God loves us, and God loves you, and we love you, too.”  What kind of bizarre impulse made that young man say that?    


I remembered them when I woke the next day and walked to my conference, feeling our Creator still watching over their shoulders and mine.  I remembered them as I rode my motorcycle home to my family and my own double bed.  I remembered them as I returned to the daily grind of recruiting young people to stay in school and start businesses in their rural homelands instead of fleeing to cities.  As I write this now, I remember them, sleeping on the street, losing their shoes, feeling knife wounds across their young dagga-smoking angel faces.  
Questions for Discussion and Reflection:

1. Why was the author exhausted by her experience at the conference?  Why is serving in another culture often lonely?

2. How is it possible to “love your enemies” in dangerous situations?  

3. How would you draw lines and make choices if you or your family were asked to serve in an area you considered dangerous?

4.  The strangers told the author, “We’re human beings, too.  God loves us, and God loves you, and we love you, too.”  How should these words shape our attitudes for development or mission work? 

5. Read and reflect on Luke 6: 20-22: 

Looking at his disciples, [Jesus] said, ‘Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God.  Blessed are you who hunger now, for you will be satisfied.  Blessed are you who weep now, for you will laugh.  Blessed are you when men hate you, when they exclude you and insult you and reject your name as evil, because of the Son of Man.’  

How much time do you spend among people who are blessed by these standards (poor, hungry, weeping, or hated)?  Why?
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