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To the people I was honored to lead in Rwanda and Burundi.

To my mother and my sister, whose strength runs through me.

To my sistah friends, my ride and thrives.

And to my husband Vincent, my son Vinnie, and my daughter Zoe,

my anchor in every storm.
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Preface: The Swearing-In
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“If not you then who?”

I

am a servant leader, full stop. I thrive on serving others. It is rooted in my bones. That’s how I got here.

So what makes up the DNA of me? My foundation is love. It's that simple and that complicated. But if love is my foundation, music is my oxygen. I carry my father's love and music in my veins, and my mother's unshakeable strength in my spirit. My father sang all the time, in the car, in the kitchen, for no reason at all. I do the same. My daughter does too. It's not a hobby; it's hereditary. It's the thing we reach for when words aren't enough. When I am weary, I sing. When I am grieving, I sing. When I need to remember who I am before the titles and the pressures and the politics, I sing. Music has lifted me out of moments that might have otherwise broken me. It is woven into my fabric, passed down like eye color or stubbornness, and I will pass it to whatever comes after me. I am grounded in my faith which allows me to lead with humility. I am unapologetic about who I am, and that confidence was nurtured by my sister’s love and my brother’s protective spirit. My husband sees something in me that even I sometimes miss: "She is one of the most considerate persons I have ever met. She knows and is aware of double standards in the world. However, she will ask you to consider how you would feel if the reverse were the case." That perspective, that ability to flip the script and demand empathy, would become central to everything I did as a leader.

My love for Africa began long before I ever imagined serving there. At the Academic Enrichment Center, now Bridges Academy, where I spent ten years from kindergarten through eighth grade, we learned to stand tall and proud of the fact that we are descendants of Africans. From book reports about Ghana to our African dance troupe performing on the stage of the Apollo, these were the unforgettable building blocks that built my confidence and pride in my cultural heritage.

It was Ms. Campbell, our school principal, who loved each of us as her own children, believing in all our individual talents, ensuring our light was always bright and wings never clipped. She told us to always reach for the stars, believe in ourselves, "because nothing is impossible". At Howard University, the melting pot of different cultures that further strengthened my connection to the continent, my communications professors started each class saying, "We must reside in the upper echelons of excellence." This was another fundamental building block in reaching for the stars and achieving my goals.

Through it all, my sistah friends, my crew, the ones who aren’t blood but my family, allowed me to be vulnerable without judgment, cheering me on when I wasn’t looking. When my crown was slightly crooked, they adjusted it, reaching out their hands to build me up, never tearing me down. They truly live and breathe the saying that "empowered women, empower women."

And my anchor, Jay, the honey to my tea, who pushes me to reach for the stars and beyond. My children, Vinnie and Zoe, braver than they believe, stronger than they seem, smarter than they think, and loved more than they know. My mother, a beautiful soul, soft around the edges and tempered with a spine of steel, who taught me the most important thing in life: your faith comes first, everything else will follow.

July 18th, 2024. The date had been circled on my calendar for months, but it felt like it had been written in my heart for years.

One of the greatest accomplishments of my professional career, I was sworn in by Samantha Power, former United States Agency for International Development (USAID) Administrator, as the Mission Director for Rwanda and Burundi. I had been preparing for this moment, dreamt about this moment, and now the day was finally here. Family and friends came to the Nation’s Capital to witness this milestone in my career. I had over 1,000 people online. It was time.

I prepared for that day like it was my wedding. Make-up, check. Outfit, check. Reception venue, check. Food, check. Cake, check. Most importantly, I was ready. I spent seven months preparing my acceptance speech because I didn’t want to miss thanking anyone. Everyone in my life played a significant role in this accomplishment.

Of particular significance: I was one of only eight African American women working for USAID in the esteemed position of Mission Director, out of 60-90 around the world. To understand what that means, consider this: the Mission Director is the highest-ranking USAID official in any country, the face of American development investment, sitting on the U.S. Ambassador's Country Team. I managed a $100 million+ portfolio across two nations, Rwanda and Burundi, with more than 100 staff under my leadership. Over my career, I had overseen more than $2 billion in development funding. This wasn't a desk job. This was shaping U.S. foreign assistance on the ground.

The Ronald Reagan Building was electric that day. Standing room only. Hundreds packed into the space, with over 600 more watching online, people who had traveled from across the country, colleagues who had served beside me on three continents, friends who had known me since before I knew what a Mission Director even was. My childhood principal was there. And everywhere I looked: purple. Shades of purple filling the room like a coronation, because the people who loved me knew it was my favorite color. They had coordinated without telling me. I stood there taking it all in, and one thought kept circling: This cannot be real. This cannot be my life.

So, when it was time to take my oath and deliver my speech, I stood tall. At 5’4", I felt like I was seven feet. I felt my feet planted and rooted on the ground where so many had fought and sacrificed to get me here. Head held high, I looked across the room and saw the smiles, the tears, the sense of pride in every single person there.

Hand raised. Heart pounding. The weight of possibility settling on my shoulders like a mantle I’d been preparing to wear my entire career.

"I, Keisha Lanai Effiom, affirm that I will well and faithfully discharge the duties of the office to which I am about to enter."

The words carried the weight of everything that had brought me to this moment. My mother’s life force that had taught me to be strong. My father’s pearls of wisdom about navigating life’s challenges with confidence and grace. The colleagues who’d watched me stand up when it was the right thing to do, like the time I fought for our local employees over that parking policy, despite being cautioned not to get involved. Because dignity matters. Because people matter.

Take care of people and they will take care of you. The motto I’d lived by in every role, every mission, every challenging situation. Ambassador Sharon Cromer had seen it clearly: my "one thing" was people. Not programs, not policies, not career advancement - people. The contractor I’d rushed to introduce around the room in Tanzania because nobody should feel alone in a new place. The small businesses I’d championed as a Contracting Officer, leading co-creation workshops across West Africa, finding ways to get to "Yes" when others saw only restrictions.

They knew about my legendary collection of eyeglasses and my tendency to curate farewell parties like wedding ceremonies with juice bars and printed programs, because celebrating people mattered. They knew about my surprising introversion that left me exhausted after days of engaging everyone, sending me home to curl up with Golden Girls reruns to recharge.

They knew the whole person standing before them taking this oath. And they were here, physically and virtually, because they believed in what that person could accomplish.

As I spoke those words in my acceptance speech, looking out at faces filled with love and pride, I shared what was in my heart:

"Today I pledge to my team my unwavering commitment to lead with integrity, empathy, and dedication. I firmly believe that leadership is not about authority or power, but rather about service and empowerment. My primary goal will be to continue to foster an inclusive and collaborative environment where each and every one of you feels valued, heard, and empowered to contribute your best, and to start good trouble, as the late John Lewis would say, when necessary."

I felt the profound responsibility and extraordinary opportunity converging as I declared to everyone listening:

"THE TIME IS NOW, MY TIME IS NOW, OUR TIME IS NOW!"

I knew that in that moment, the time was now. MY TIME was now, and I was hopeful and proud.

I had plans...big, bold, beautiful plans. Partnerships that would last generations. Trusted alliances that would transform communities. Programs that would touch lives in ways we hadn’t even imagined yet. I was pumped. Ready. This was our time.

Standing there, surrounded by people who’d supported my journey, I felt pure, undiluted possibility. I was a servant leader who’d been given the platform to serve at the highest level. Everything I’d learned about taking care of people, everything my parents had taught me about strength and grace, everything my colleagues had witnessed about my commitment to doing right even when it was difficult, all of it was about to be put to the ultimate test.

I had no idea how brutally, how completely, how devastatingly that test would come.

But in that moment, hand just lowered from the oath, surrounded by love and possibility and the weight of history, I was ready for anything.

Well, at least I thought I was ready for anything.
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Part I: The Sacred Work We Called Home
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Chapter 1: The Calling vs. The Job
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“USAID wasn't just my workplace, it was my mission field, my platform for impact, my home.”

S

ome people have jobs. I was blessed with something rarer: a calling that aligned with my soul.

For eighteen years, USAID wasn’t just my workplace, it was my mission field, my platform for impact, my home. I didn’t just work there; I belonged there. Every program launched, every partnership forged, every life touched, it all mattered. It all meant something.

When I was sworn in as Mission Director for Rwanda and Burundi, most people outside the foreign service world didn’t understand what that meant. Let me break it down: A Mission Director is the highest-ranking USAID official in a country, essentially the CEO of American development assistance for an entire nation, or in my case, two nations.

While the Ambassador is the President’s representative and leads the entire U.S. presence in a country, I led our development portfolio, over $200 million in annual programs. I managed teams of hundreds, American and local staff. I negotiated directly with presidents and ministers on development partnerships. When disease outbreaks threatened communities, when farmers needed agricultural support, when children needed nutrition programs, those decisions came to my desk.

In the country team meetings at the Embassy, I sat at the table with the Ambassador, the Deputy Chief of Mission, the Department of Defense Attaché, and other agency heads, representing USAID’s voice in shaping American foreign policy. I was America’s face of development partnership, not dominance, not charity, but partnership.

It’s a position that typically takes decades to achieve. The weight of it, the responsibility of stewarding taxpayer dollars while serving vulnerable communities, requires a particular kind of leadership.

And I was one of only eight African American women in the world holding this position.

For readers who only know Rwanda from Hotel Rwanda, let me offer a fuller picture. Yes, Rwanda is a country still healing from the 1994 Genocide against the Tutsis. But it is so much richer and deeper than that singular tragedy.

Rwanda is a force to be reckoned with. Complicated, strong, and healing. This is not a nation that can be bullied. The people have been through things you wouldn't wish on your worst enemy, but if you can find space in their battle-tested hearts, if you can earn their trust, you are loved. Fiercely, loyally loved. But break that trust? You never get it back.

They call it the Land of a Thousand Hills, and it has the absolute best weather anyone could ask for. Tourism is rising, with gorilla trekking drawing visitors from around the world. The Basketball Africa League and Giants of Africa have put Rwanda on the global sports map. This is a country on the rise, determined to write its own future.

In Rwanda, USAID operated across four technical areas: health, education, democracy and governance, and economic growth. We weren't just present; we were partners in the country's transformation.

Burundi is different but equally remarkable. Shaped like a heart, it is known as the Heart of Africa. It is also the world's poorest country, with the highest childhood stunting rate on earth. The people are magnificent, warm, and kind, but the nation suffers from real democracy and governance issues. Burundi was an office, not a full mission, because we worked mainly in health and humanitarian assistance, the most urgent needs for the most vulnerable people.

When USAID was dismantled, host governments around the world didn't publicly mourn. My hunch is they felt the destruction deeply but would never admit it. And why should they? Africa doesn't want to be seen as needing handouts. Africa wants to be seen for what it is: a powerful force, a continent no other continent could survive without, including the United States. This wasn't charity. This was partnership. And when America walked away, Africa kept standing, because that's what Africa does.

But my people, my teams in Rwanda and Burundi, they couldn't hide what this did to them. These were the people who gave me hugs on a random Tuesday just because. The ones who invited me to their weddings, into their homes, to share meals with their families. We laughed together. We cried together. We built something together.

And then it was taken. Some of my colleagues couldn't get loans from the bank because of how we were labeled. People who had dedicated their lives to public service suddenly couldn't finance a car or a home. That was the betrayal. Not just the closure of an agency, but the destruction of people's dignity, their reputations, their futures.

There’s a difference between working for an organization and being called to serve its mission. When you have a job, you clock in, perform your duties, and go home. When you have a calling, the work follows you everywhere. It shapes how you see the world, how you measure success, how you define your own worth.
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Truth spoken in the dark so light could return.
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