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Christmas in Africa
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Brother Daniel Thomas - seen here
holding a "mystery gourd,” is
assigned to the Dominican Vicariate
of Eastern Africa. He sends us this
letter as he prepares to celebrate his
third Christmas inKenya.
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Mancy 1. Loscavio, Manager

ven though | had visited

Dominicans in Kenya

during my sabbatical in
2001, beingassignecand now
living here for these past two
years, | can see that my first
assumptions about what | might
do as amissionary in Africa are
very different. Most
missionaries come to a new
assignment with a whole lot of
baggage from home — and here |
don't refer to suitcases, but
rather pre-conceived ideas of
what they might do and how
they might be the saviors of the
local people. | was no exception

Nativity
Gourd

to this condition, and it has
taken me quite a long time to
realize what | really need to do
here as a missionary.

One of the most important
things that I've learned here in
my short, two-year journey in
Africa is one that | wish to

share with others. Even though
I've traveled to many parts of
the world in my years as a
Dominican, I've always seen
myself as a visitor or tourist.

Coming to another country with
the intention of staying — at

least longer than a visit — puts
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one in a totally different light.
In my first days here, | was
amazed to see a world map that
did not have the United States at
the center. How limited a
“world-view” many of us
have that can temper our entire
idea of what we might be able
to do and what wshouldbe.

Consequently it was necessary
for me to clear out many of
those pre-conceived ideas of
what | would do here in Africa.

| knew that | needed to get
down off my Dominican
pedestal — so to speak — and
meet the people on their own
turf. That meant that | left the
car at home and took public
transportation — a unique
experience that will be the
subject of future newsletter
stories. | also walked around
town on my own and took a
little extra time to stop and talk
with people whom I
encountered. People began to
know who | was and what | did
for a living. | never tried to
hide the fact that | am an
American and a Dominican
Missionary.
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Now, as | approach my third
Christmas,

All of us
need to be reminded over and
over that, even though Jesus
was born in a particular time
and into a given cultural setting,
the reality of the Incarnation is
much wider and all
encompassing than we can even
begin to imagine. That brings us
to the point and subject of this
Advent/Christmas article.

hristmas has always

been a very special time

for me even from my
earliest recollections as a child.
My parents, unbeknownst to me
at the time, really did have a
sense of celebrating Advent as a
preparation for the birth of our
Savior. We always had an
Advent Wreath even before
they really became popular, and
we made the month-long
journey to Christmas with its
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gradual unfolding of the
mystery of the Incarnation. Our
family did not anticipate
Christmas before making this
liturgical, four-week journey of
Advent. That meant that we
didn’t get our Christmas tree
until the last days before
December 28. Then, we did
not even begin to decorate it
until Christmas Eve, when each
of us four children was allowed
to place our favorite ornament
on the tree and make sure that
the créche was properly
arranged using the figures that
had been handed down in the
family and were repaired where
necessary due to their age and
fragileness. Of course, the
Baby Jesus wasot placed in
the crib. Then we went to bed
“while visions of sugar plums
danced in our heads.”

The thrill then, for us
youngsters, was coming down
on Christmas morning to find
the tree fully decorated, ablaze
with lights, and surrounded by
piles of presents and the belief
that Santa Claus had decorated
the tree, left all the presents, and
even had time to eat the bowl of
breakfast cereal that we had left
for him the night before. The
connection that the bowl of
cereal was the type that was our
mother’s favorite never entered
our minds, and we truly
believed in the “Spirit of
Christmas” together with all the
pageantry, myth, and wonder.

| inherited my love for the
wonder of Christmas from my

parents, especially from my
mother. As a young boy |
began to create elaborate
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manger scenes and even went
so far — with the help of my
older brother — to make one that
was life-size and displayed on
the roof of our garage in front
of our house. We even had ¢
huge, lighted star placed on the
top of the tall tree in our front
yard. | had many opportunities
to stage different settings of the
manger scene and visitors to ou
home during the Christmas
season were always eager to se.
what ‘the young, creative,
Thomas boy’ had come up with
that year.

Since joining the Dominicans
more than 48 years ago, | have
had many opportunities to
elaborate on this theme. Even
here in Africa | have discovered
a new creativity in the many
ways the birth of Our Savior
can be depicted by local
traditions and artists. And |
have also discovered how ways
of interpreting the Nativity

scenamight be different from

what | have been accustomed
to. The last two Christmases, |
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have done my best to find ways
of depicting the birth of Our
Savior in theAfrican mode.

Surprisingly, | found that the
downtown, public Masai

Market, which takes place each
Tuesday throughout the year,
was the place to find creative
interpretations of many
religious themes including the
Nativity. This public market

takes place on a comparatively
small spit of land squeezed

Page 3

between two streets leading
right onto a huge round-about.
| would guess that between five
and eight hundred vendors vie
for the small fragments of space
that are divided off by very
small paths that wind through
the complex.

| am gradually learning my way
around this  cacophonous
marketplace and usually go the
first thing in the morning. I'm
often the only mzungu (the
Kiswabhili word for “foreigner”)
there and many of the
merchants don’t harangue any
more since they know that | will
purchase items in quantity if |
am not pestered. Every kind of
craft item is available.
However, | was most interested
in the small Nativity sets made
from the dried leaves of the
banana tree, which display
incredibly detailed work on the
sixteen figures that include the
Holy Family, shepherds with
sheep, and the three Kings.

There is another place where |
can find unique craft items: it is
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the Jesuit Refugee Service
Mikono Shop. This outlet
markets items made by refugees
from Sudan, Somalia, and
Uganda. Mikono is the
Kiswabhili word for “hands” and
this shop strives to assist those
refugees talented in making
items involving the use of their
hands. The uniquereche (on
the front page) is a hollowed out
gourd with depictions of the
Magi on the outside, and all the
figures pertinent to the Nativity
scene on the inside.

Batik is an art form that is very
common in this part of Africa.

The Nativity scene (on page
three) comes from Tanzania. It
is interesting to note that this
depiction of the Nativity

portrays Mary and Joseph
behind the “manger” which is
here in the form of a chalice.
The birth of Jesus is ultimately
seen to be completed in His
giving of Himself in the

Eucharist. This concept would
indicate that there is a much
deeper understanding of the
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Incarnation than many would
expect of people who are so
often considered “primitive” in

their Faith. | used this Nativity
for the creche in the chapel in
our house.

Nativity sets come in all sizes
and types. There are even some
that are all contained in a case
only a little bigger than a
matchbox and some that are
very finely carved out of
mahogany like the one pictured
above that was used for the
manger scene in our church.

Last summer, on a trip to the
States, | brought two suitcases
filed with craft items and

artifacts from Africa. | had

intended to give most of the
things as gifts, but | was
stopped by the very people |
was gifting, as they wanted to
give something to me to

help the people of our parish
and other projects. Without
even trying, | was able to bring
a substantial amount of funds
back to our community where
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help was given to education
projects and school fees. Some
funds went to outfit a newly
built maternity hospital and to

purchase supplies for a
kindergarten run by Ursiline
Sisters. Other funds went to
help the orphans in a project
called “Fr. Tom’'s Kids,”
named after an elderly

Dominican Priest who died
from the beatings he received
during a robbery at our novitiate
house in Kisumu located near
Lake Victoria in the northwest
of Kenya.

s | have so often said,

“Life is a learning
process.” | am still
learning, even though by

African standards | amfimzee”
(pronounced: unzay), which
meansdistinguished elder and

is used in a reverent manner. So
at a time when many of my
contemporaries are planning
their  retirement,



