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Endorsements for Son of the Congo



“Tracing A.T.’s gripping story from poverty to global leadership and from political persecution to Kingdom impact, Son of the Congo is a tour de force testament to God’s unstoppable grace. If you’re struggling with trusting God, read this book and believe.”

—KEVIN SORBO, director and actor

“In Son of the Congo, Kadita Tshibaka finds God’s grace in a journey through a hard and inspiring life. He traveled from Congolese tribal warfare to immigration to America, to an Ivy League education and a career in finance. Then he turned his energies to giving opportunities to the poor in Africa. In his life, love and faithfulness produce resilience and redemption. This inspiring story will make you more resilient too.”

—DR. LARRY ARNN, president of Hillsdale College

“Son of the Congo is an inspiring account of faith, resilience, and leadership. Kadita Tshibaka—whom we fondly call A.T.—takes us on a remarkable journey from his childhood in Congo, marked by loss, hardship, and political turmoil, to positions of global influence in Citigroup, Lloyds TSB, and international development.

“As one of the first generation of African leaders to attain senior executive roles in global banking, A.T. not only carried Africa’s hopes into the boardroom but also demonstrated that integrity and perseverance can overcome the most daunting obstacles. For me personally, A.T. was a mentor and trailblazer at Citigroup whose example helped open doors for the generations that followed. This memoir is more than a personal story; it is a testament to the power of faith and purpose to transform lives and shape legacies of service.”

—ADE AYEYEMI, former group CEO of Ecobank Transnational Incorporated

“The book you are about to read is fascinating. It unveils a truly exceptional life story, painting a vivid picture of resilience and steadfast integrity. Rising from humble beginnings in the Congo, A.T. from his very early years navigated a path through profound personal challenges, worked hard on his education, and ultimately managed to achieve a very distinguished career in international banking. His narrative is a powerful testament to principled leadership, showcasing an unwavering commitment to ethical conduct even when confronted with political turmoil, military coups, and immense corporate pressures. A.T.’s uniquely strong moral compass and devotion to God have guided him in his every decision.

“Son of the Congo is a story that commands deep respect and provides a timeless example of true leadership. I hope you will find it as inspirational as I did.”

—MR. ZDENEK TUREK, chief risk officer of Citigroup

“Son of the Congo belongs on the desk of every corporate executive who wonders whether integrity, humility, and purpose can still thrive in today’s competitive—and often cutthroat—corporate culture. A.T.’s life offers a compelling blueprint for how leaders can steward their platforms with character and conviction. His journey is a powerful reminder that true leadership is forged not only in boardrooms, but in the crucible of adversity. This book is a masterclass in leading with purpose and will inspire executives seeking to balance profit with principle.”

—DIPAK RASTOGI, former group executive of Citigroup and CEO of Citi Venture Capital International at Citibank N.A.

“Son of the Congo is more than a memoir. It is a testament to God’s grace, to the resilience of the human spirit, and to a man whose life has been lived with purpose. I respected A.T. deeply when I first met him. After reading this book, I respect him even more. A remarkable story of perseverance, history, finance, and faith.”

—BRENT MEKOSH, CEP and CFP of Mekosh Financial Services

“Son of the Congo: A Journey of Tragedy, Triumph, and Transformation, is one of the most inspiring works I’ve come across in years.

“Born into poverty, displaced by conflict, and raised in scarcity, A.T. could have become a footnote in history. Instead, his life became a testimony to faith, resilience, and unshakable passion.

“What stands out to me is this: Passion is the common thread. It’s what carried A.T. from hardship to hope. It’s what fueled his decades-long career in finance and his service to others through microfinance. And it’s what continues to drive him today as a mentor, leader, and author. Reading A.T.’s story reminded me again that passion is contagious. It inspires, it lifts, and it endures.”

—KAREN ROBINSON COPE, managing director, Mara6, and former board member of Opportunity International

“A.T. Tshibaka has lived a life that makes dramatic fiction seem boring by comparison. From the mighty rivers and forests of the Congo, through the sedate halls of Ivy League American institutions, to the high streets and gilded boardrooms of high finance, with detours to the seamy dungeons of volatile state actors, Tshibaka has delivered an autobiography of extraordinary authenticity, range and depth, woven together by family, love, belief, and the unmistakable guiding hand of the Divine. In parts, Son of Congo presents a lived perspective far richer, and nuanced than the journalistic reporting that has defined most narratives from that magnificent and storied country.”

—CHINEDU IKWUDINMA, chief risk officer of Ecobank Transnational Inc., Lome, Togo

“Son of the Congo is a narrative of breathtaking scope. It is the story of a fatherless boy who, through a mother’s fierce love and unimaginable sacrifice, escapes a destiny of poverty and obscurity. A.T.’s professional life reads like a thrilling saga set against the backdrop of a volatile Africa and a changing global banking landscape.

“The most powerful thread woven through this entire tapestry is that of faith. This is not merely a story of a man who achieved worldly success; it is a narrative of a man relentlessly pursued by God.”

—CAMILLE NTOTO, visionary and co-founder of Africa New Day/Un Jour Nouveau

“A.T.’s story is truly inspirational, one that proves the verse Philippians 4:13, ‘I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me.’ His devotion to his family, his Savior, and serving his community prove that when you put the needs of others ahead of yourself, anything is possible. A.T.’s humility comes across strong in his memoir, because the true number of people who have had their life transformed through A.T.’s story can’t be expressed in words.”

—SCOTT GOEDEN, managing partner, reference point, and board member of Africa New Day

“Thank you, A.T., for sharing your remarkable journey. For many of us that served with you and experienced your leadership at Citi, and as one of those that had the privilege of being directly mentored by you, I know how impactful your memoir will be. To paraphrase a statement A.T. once shared with me, ‘it’s not about where the journey begins, it’s about how we travel despite the odds.’ ”

—ÉRIC ITAMBO, president at CoBank

“A.T. Tshibaka’s proven intelligence could not have been all that was required to navigate this journey. Minus a divine force propelling him, he would have remained forever the smartest fellow in the village, maybe the province. The consistent fundamental in this entire miraculous journey has been A.T.’s Christianity, commencing with the divine inspiration of a mother’s unselfish love and family sacrifices, which were so generously given at critical events leading out of the village.

“This is a unique story which will inspire the non-believers to question their skepticism and will reinforce the believers’ faith that there really are angels on earth doing the Lord’s work in the belief, not just hope, that their efforts will make many more stories like this become possible.”

—JAMES (“JIM”) HAWES. Jim is a former Navy Seal, author of the book Cold War Navy SEAL: My Story of Che Guevara, War in the Congo, and the Communist Threat in Africa.

“I enjoyed every minute reading about this remarkable man whose faith and family supported him through the challenges and celebrations of a truly global life.”

—MARK T. ROBINSON, CEO of BSP Financial Group Limited, Papua New Guinea

“Son of the Congo goes far beyond an autobiography: it’s a meditation on life, faith, resilience, and a sense of duty. You demonstrate that a personal journey, when guided by conviction and grace, can become a source of collective inspiration. It is both a testimony and a journey.”

—MICHEL LOSEMBE, founder and managing director of Tshinu Consulting in Kinshasa, DRC and former CEO of Citibank (Congo)

“Nowadays who’s got time for God if you care deeply about your career and your family? But why not? What if we make Him room in our lives? This very personal book, through a collection of life stories, is an invitation from a successful banking professional to change our way of seeing the reality and to work through reaching our goals in life while following superior principles, investing in our communities, and really making a difference while not losing passion for life.”

—MAR TURRADO, founder and managing director of Findango, Spain

“A rich story in which many anecdotes are similar to the trajectory of my own life and past.”

—WILLY MULAMBA, managing director of Equity Banque Commerciale du Congo

“What a beautiful, amazing account of the Lord’s sovereign, remarkable unfolding of his gracious, powerful design for your life.”

—STAN AND MOLLY DOLAND, former pastors at Centro Cristiano in Vida Nueva, Spain

“There is an elderly man in Virginia who understands the essence of America. His name is Athanase Tshibaka. He has written an extraordinary book called Son of the Congo.

“Mr. Tshibaka’s words are directed to the doubters; of God, of Country, of themselves. His rise from incredible poverty and deprivation in Africa, to Dartmouth, and on to powerful corporate jobs, is so stunning it’s hard to describe.

“If you read Son of the Congo, it will enhance your life.”

—BILL O’REILLY, journalist and historian
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To my wife, my love, my partner, my confidante, and cheerleader who has faithfully supported me for more than fifty years of an incredible adventure together, Priscilla Madlyn Tshibaka.











Author’s Note

I WRITE THIS FROM MY home in Spotsylvania, Virginia, an unlikely spot considering I grew up across the Atlantic Ocean, in a tiny village in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (Congo).

There are difficulties in telling such a wide and wandering story as mine, a story that spans more than seven decades. As with any memoir, these recollections are mine alone and imperfect. I have no doubt that others perceived events differently, but I will leave it to them to write their own versions of the story. And as with any memoir, conversations, interactions, and events have been recalled to the best of my ability. That is all I can offer.

I have made two stylistic choices that I believe will assist the reader. First, the names of several characters in this story are quite long. My own full name, for example, is Athanase Tshibaka Lumbala Kadita Baya Bakaji Wa Ngandu. Even my shorter name has proved difficult for some, leading to my nicknames “Atha” and “A. T.” Therefore, after my youth, I’ve referred to myself often as “A. T.,” even when I was called another name.

Second, I have simplified the name of the country of my birth. Throughout its history, Congo has been known by various names: the Congo Free State, the Belgian Congo, the Republic of the Congo, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Zaire, and once again the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Similarly to the way I am streamlining my own name, I will interchangeably refer to my native country as “the Congo” or “Congo.” However, during the period of time it was known as Zaire, that is how I will refer to it.

I recently returned to the Congo for a board meeting at Equity Banque Commericale du Congo accompanied by my grandson, Athanase (also known as Josiah). While he connected with his Congolese roots, Athanase was struck by the resilience of the Congolese people and the difficult living conditions they experience every day. As his eyes were opened to the overwhelming needs of the family, he was also moved with compassion and a desire to help. My heart is full, knowing that yet another generation of my descendants will not forget our family or our people.

But let us get to the story! It is not giving away anything to say this is a tale of God’s grace, although to discover exactly how that grace unfolded, you will have to keep reading.

Athanase Kadita Tshibaka

Spotsylvania, Virginia

June 25, 2025






Introduction


I knew you before I formed you in your mother’s womb. Before you were born, I set you apart and appointed you as my prophet to the nations.

JEREMIAH 1:5 NLT



YOU HOLD THE STORY OF my life.

It is a tale that spans six continents and nearly eighty years. It will travel between health and sickness, birth and death, peace and war, freedom and prison, and nearly every element of the human condition. There are mundane moments just as surely as there are unexpected and life-changing surprises.

Yet by itself, such a story would be relatively unimportant. What has happened to me has no more intrinsic value than what has happened to any other individual. Nearly eight billion of us inhabit this planet. My life is not the most noteworthy or the most deserving of attention.

Nevertheless, I am convinced that my story must be told.

Why?

Because the story of my life is the story of God’s grace, operating not only on a single life but on countless lives.

I look back with gratitude on those who were placed along my path, by the grace of God, for the glory of God, just as I am humbly grateful for the opportunities I have been given to share that grace with others.

If that sounds grandiose, I ask for your forgiveness. I confess that the greatness of the story I have been granted is not of my own making or doing. Rather, it is a testament to God’s goodness and love, operating in and through the lives of His children, changing and transforming everything, charting and shaping destinies.

God’s goodness and love do change everything.

But all this is counting the chicks before the chicken has even laid any eggs! Before one can reach a destination, one must begin the journey. And my beginnings, like the countless streams and rivers that are the lifeblood of Congo, were subject to the whims of larger forces, often beyond my control.

Indeed, if my life bears similarity to a river, its course was forever altered while I was a small boy. I had been flowing in a particular direction when, suddenly, I was shifted irrevocably into a new course. What changed my life so early on were the twin facts of the untimely death of my father and the words he spoke to my mother before he breathed his last.

The year was circa 1949. He lay in hospital in Tshikapa, the diamond mining town thirty kilometers northwest from our village of Mai Munene.

“I do not want you to marry any of my brothers, Ngalula Kayibabu Wa Kanda,” he said to my mother. She was commonly known as Julienne Bilonda after marrying my father, but because she came after three boys, she earned the birth title of Ngalula. In our tribal practice, the name Ngalula would also be given to a boy born immediately following three girls. To that was added Kayibabu (abandoned, away from one’s own siblings), and Wa Kanda simply meant daughter of Kanda.

“You must not,” my father insisted, “no matter how they pressure you! We have five children. Spend your attention on them, and not on a new husband. My brothers have their own wives and children. You and our children will be neglected, or worse.”

His unexpected words shocked her into silence.

Mother understood, and she wholeheartedly agreed. She knew her in-laws quite well. But my father’s proposal was taboo. It went against countless generations of tribal custom. By tradition my mother should marry my father’s younger brother, Matthieu Nkongolo. If he did not wish to take her as his second or third wife, she would marry the next in line, my father’s next youngest brother, Sebastien Muzemba. This would continue, all the way down the line of his brothers and cousins, second cousins, and other extended relations. A husband would be found eventually on some branch of my father’s family tree. Remaining unmarried after his death would be unthinkable.

Yet that is exactly what my father instructed my mother to do.

And despite the strangeness of my father’s words, my mother honored them. When he died in hospital, my mother returned to Mai Munene alone and remained alone. We knew what had happened, the five of us siblings, with my older siblings even more cognizant of the situation than I. Even being the youngest, I understood that life could not remain the same.



It was not long until the uncles arrived at our two huts to speak with my mother.

When they understood what she intended, their speech became threat. They could not tolerate such flouting of tribal tradition. Things were done a certain way, and things were not done any other way. Their egos were enormously bruised. They felt that lessons needed to be taught and learned.

What did I do while my uncles slapped my mother with open palms? Did I speak when they hit her with closed fists, or intervene when they upended her three-legged iron stove and scattered a pot of food across the dirt?

I could not. I was too small, incapable of defending my beloved mother.

My sister and three brothers were teenagers but were even more terrified than I was. They stood frozen in fear and silent horror, helpless to intercede on my mother’s behalf as well. How could they? Their intervention would have constituted a severe tshibindi (taboo), and if any of my uncles cursed them, who would then come to their rescue? Fearing the curse and potential for severe beating themselves, they too watched the spectacle of our mother being abused by family, the very people who were candidates to take care of her…and us.

Meanwhile, my mother clung to one of the posts of her hut as my uncles repeatedly struck her. One tried to pull her away, then two, and still she clung to the wooden post. Guttural sounds of pain and hopelessness cascaded from her, conveying her defenseless agony.

When my uncles left at last, they carried with them our goats, our pigs, and our chickens, whatever little we had. We had been reasonably well-off by the standards of our village. Now we were doubly poor. Our resources were depleted, and my father would never return.

I expressed nothing beyond my wordless tears.

Beating my mother and taking away our few possessions did not prove cruel enough for my uncles. Later, they forced me, along with my brothers Antoine Tshiyombo Muka and Honore Ngandu Kashala, to abandon her and move in with Uncle Sebastien Muzemba, the uncle who lived closest to us. This was a traumatic experience for me as a seven-year-old boy. It left an indelible mark on my heart. Even though I have forgiven, I have never been able to forget.

Papa Sebastien Muzemba, my father’s next youngest brother after Matthieu Nkongolo, lived not far from his mother’s hut. He was a subsistence farmer and constantly struggled to produce enough to feed his own large family. He did own several pigs, and when one was slaughtered, many in the village expected a piece of meat. Because of the challenges raising his family in Mai Munene, he moved to Kananga in the 1950s, where he had secured a job with the main Belgian slaughterhouse. During that period, I was privileged to eat a Belgian sausage for the first time. Papa Sebastien had brought some goodies from the butchery, and all of us feasted!

That is my only memory of a good meal during the time we stayed with Papa Sebastien. We had not only been forced by our paternal uncles to stay with Papa Sebastien but had also been forbidden to visit our mother. Yet even if Papa Sebastien had been willing to take care of his own family and the three of us school-going boys, he was simply not able to do so with his very meager means. We were lucky when we could have a single meal each day, usually in the evenings. And the smaller you were, as I was, the less you were likely to eat, given that we shared from the same pot. Eventually this arrangement became unsustainable, and so we were at last sent back to our mother!

So it was that the course of my life was forever altered.

Of necessity, I would leave Mai Munene, flowing to places I did not know existed. Places elsewhere in Congo, yes, but also places like Spotsylvania, Virginia, where I now sit on my screened porch, listening to the whine of mosquitoes and the whir of cicadas. Even now I can taste the saka saka (cassava leaves) cooked by the hands of my mother, eaten with bidia (a dough-like paste made of manioc flour and corn flour). I can feel the grit of red-brown soil beneath my bare feet in Mai Munene and smell the scent of the large grapefruit tree that blossomed in front of our two huts. I still picture our few goats and chickens, rushing to and fro across the dirt or into the bushes by the huts.

Life, just as love, is a many-splendored thing.

Yet before I learned that truth, I remained a small boy, growing up in Mai Munene without a father.






PART ONE SON OF THE CONGO A STORY OF TRAGEDY AND TRIUMPH 1947-1966






I will be your God throughout your lifetime—until your hair is white with age. I made you, and I will care for you. I will carry you along and save you.

ISAIAH 46:4 NLT
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CHAPTER 1 A Mother’s Love Always Finds a Way



Southern Congo

EACH BREATH I TOOK SYNCED with the rhythm of my mother’s footfalls. I was being carried into the bush, on her back, away from our village. Each step my mother took lifted my scrawny frame, then dropped it, bouncing my cheek against the back of her shoulder. A pagne or wrap (dipupila) bound me to her back, and on her head she carried empty bottles in a basket (tshisaka). A dented kerosene lamp swung from her right hand.

On she walked. Ten minutes. Thirty minutes. Long enough to reach a hidden clearing amid the thick tropical trees. The space was removed from the routes of farmers and hunters, and sheltered by vegetation on three sides, creating a pocket of deep darkness in which my mother could do the work that helped to keep us alive.

We had left our village when the last glow of light faded from the sky. Once in the quiet dark of the clearing, her practiced hands undid the knot of the pagne. I slid down my mother’s back and dropped to a crouch. Cool dirt pressed between my toes. A nearby brook whispered from somewhere in the darkness. I could see nothing beyond the circle of yellow light cast by the kerosene lamp. The surrounding trees were so black as to be an absence rather than a presence, sensed only by the irregular shapes their upper branches cut into the million-starred sky.

I watched as my mother conjured a fire and extinguished the flame in the lamp. Shadows began to dance as she set to work.

From a hidden spot in the trees my mother removed a large barrel. She dragged it across the dirt toward the fire. Several weeks earlier, on a night nearly twin to this one, I had seen her fill the barrel with manioc peelings (bikuluidi), which she had boiled. Then she had added dried corn sprouts (misela). Now she was ready to transform the contents of the large barrel into the fiery alcohol kabumwe that certain men of my village loved to drink. This maluvu a kapia, this drink of fire, was the secret to our survival.

It was a process that seemed like magic.

She stoked the fire; attached various tubes between a barrel, smaller calabash gourds, and the empty bottles; and seemingly endless bottles would fill with cinq cent.

I watched until my eyes began to close. Soon all that remained was the orange of the fire, the bustling and blurred silhouette of my mother as she passed between the fire and me.

I woke to the hiss of the fire being extinguished. My mother had relit the kerosene lamp, and by its glow she dragged the large barrel back to its place of concealment and carefully bundled together the now-full calabash gourds. She crouched and I climbed on her back. The pagne was retied. She stood, lifting the gourds and the lamp, and we set off toward our village.

In the darkness I allowed the rhythm of my mother’s steps to once again close my eyes, fearing to see the bright eyes of foraging bonobos, or any other wild animals, outside the lantern’s ring of light. As we approached the village, I heard the welcoming kokoriko of the roosters. I knew I was now safe from wild animals and mamba snakes, just as my mother knew her illicit alcohol would soon be safe inside our hut, hidden from the authorities.

I woke outside our huts just as dawn crept into our village. My mother, free of my burden, moved quickly to hide the calabash gourds inside her hut. Most in our village would not be interested in reporting an indigenous brewer to the Belgians, whoever they were, but some might, and any disruption in our kabumwe production would mean less food for us, or none.



At sunset I watched two, three, four men walk in from the fields, passing their own huts and families and arriving at ours. Each carried the farming tools required by the season. “Ah, the bidia [manioc and corn paste] smells so good!” one said, reaching hopeful fingers toward the burbling pot, only to be met with a verbal slap on the wrist from mother.

“Not yet, not yet, the stew is still cooking!” my mother admonished.

A perfect pause, a friendly look exchanged, and then my mother would extend an olive branch. “But I think I have something to quench your thirst while you wait. Although…perhaps I should give the first sip to another who is waiting more patiently? Perhaps he harvested more in the fields today for my family. Does he deserve an extra portion of chicken and maluvu a kapia? As Scripture says, ‘The worker deserves his wages,’ ” Mom said.

And so would pass the next quarter hour. My mother encouraged gentle competition among the men, plying them with meat and with alcohol, both of which they would not otherwise enjoy. The men, having spent a tithe of their day working the fields for my mother, left sustenance on the floor of her hut: peanuts, manioc, beans, saka saka leaves.

I watched from the children’s hut. It did not take long for the men to stand, rub their bellies in gratitude, and walk toward their own huts. One thoroughly satisfied with the meal would proclaim, “Ngadi ngukutu, tualaku muela untapa!” (“I have eaten and am satisfied, bring the machete, and cut off my head!”) This was meant as the ultimate compliment for a great meal, as if to say, “What other reason do I have to live? You could chop off my head now and I will go contented.”

The routine was always the same. Soon our huts were ours again, we children free to examine the pot for leftover bits. Mother, meanwhile, would sort and store the harvest the men had brought, always careful to ensure there were enough bottles of alcohol.

If mother had lived on the pagan side of our village, she perhaps could have been more open about her brewing. But then, if mother had lived on the pagan side of the village, it would have meant remarriage—to one of father’s brothers—since on the pagan side were my paternal grandmother and my paternal uncles, along with their immediate and extended families.

Mai Munene, after all, was a village divided.

On one side, the south, closer to the Mai Munene River, lived the pagans. This word, often used by the priests on our side of the village, seemed to mean people who had not yet joined the Catholic faith and who did not go to church.

On the other, the north, on the higher ground away from the riverbank, lived the Catholics. Born on the Catholic side, I was christened Athanase Tshibaka Lumbala Kadita Baya Bakaji Wa Ngandu.

My name began with Athanase, named for a second cousin to my father. He and his wife did not have a child, and so my father decided to help his cousin’s name live on. (His wife, Wa Mukeba, was a fine woman who spoiled me at every occasion.) Athanase was also Saint Athanasius, Archbishop of Alexandria and one of the early defenders of the Christian faith. Tshibaka meant “man of many wives” or “one who marries many,” a description that applied to my uncles and was meant to apply to me when I grew older.

Lumbala was after my uncle Lumbala, the wild one in our family. He was reputed to be one of the fastest runners in Mai Munene, and legend had it that he could chase a nkuadi (guinea fowl) so long the nkuadi would tire, allowing Uncle Lumbala to snatch it up. He died years later while mining diamonds illegally, though whether he was murdered by other artisanal miners or bitten in two by the local hippopotami we never learned.

The second half of my name began with Kadita, my mother’s preferred term when I was naughty, such as when I would snatch a tiny piece of goat meat from her hand while her attention was elsewhere. Baya Bakaji followed, redundantly meaning “one with many wives.” Next came Wa Ngandu, meaning son of Ngandu, and (with the same spelling but a different intonation) meaning crocodile.

Thus, I was a small boy with a prodigious name, the quasi-literal translation of which was close to Bishop Lover of Many, Chaser of Guinea Fowls, Mischievous Man of Many Wives, Son of a Crocodile.

My mother gave birth to me in the main hospital in Tshikapa, some thirty kilometers away, before returning immediately to Mai Munene, her newest son strapped tightly to her body with her brightly colored pagne. Our village of Mai Munene, meaning “great waters,” was less expansive than my name. The village itself was not worthy of note, apart from it being my home for the early years of my life.

When my mother returned to Mai Munene from the hospital, she observed a village much like any other in that region of south-central Congo, or indeed like countless other villages in our country. Families lived in one or more huts, each surrounded by a variety of accoutrements such as fruit trees, farming tools, goat pens, and chicken runs. Our family possessed two huts. In one we children slept, finding room around the edges of the kitchen, and in the other slept my parents.

The dirt was red, the surrounding jungle was green, and the Mai Munene River that flowed past was a roiling, muddy brown. The Mai Munene River ran into the Kasai, Congo’s second-largest river, which in turn proceeded nearly one thousand kilometers north before spilling into the great Congo River, one of the world’s major waterways.

However, unlike other villages nearby, ours was home to a Catholic mission church. Easily the largest structure for many miles, the church was constructed of red bricks in a traditional Belgian design, including a steeple that rose several stories above the surrounding huts. Its cross was the highest point in our village, and walking the path up toward the front door caused one’s neck, almost inadvertently, to tilt backward and one’s eyes to look up to the heavens.

The presence of the mission church had resulted in a fractured village, and in some ways it may have been the cause of my fractured family.

My father, while alive, served in church on the Catholic station. We attended Mass each week, dressed by my mother in my literal Sunday best. For me that meant thirdhand slacks, brown, ironed with a sharp crease down the front of each leg, and a yellow collared shirt with pearl buttons up the front. Inside the building it was always dark. As my eyes adjusted to the gloom, familiar details would emerge: dim stained glass, dark wooden pews, and weighty expectations of holy behavior.

Around one hundred of us attended from the village each week. The priest led Latin chants, the organ led Latin hymns, and my mother ensured we sat as still as statues. The only movement I allowed myself was to run the edge of my thumb along the crease in my slacks, back and forth like a sewing machine.

It was this same church where I was circumcised, and along with the official Catholic doctrine there was a bit of local lore that had evolved. Each year the older boys impressed on the younger boys that they ought never to scream for their mothers when the painful moment came, but rather to shout, “Tatu wanyi, tatu wanyi!” (My daddy, my daddy!)

Legend held that any boy who mistakenly cried for the wrong parent would suffer the lifetime shame of a crooked manhood.

When my time arrived, I forgot to heed my elders’ advice. Blessedly, however, I did not yell, “Mamu wanyi, mamu wanyi!” (My mama, my mama!) Rather, I cried out, “My God, my God, my God!” (Nzambi wanyi, Nzambi wanyi, Nzambi wanyi!), which was perhaps the most appropriate reaction on that painful occasion given the downside risks had I uttered the wrong cry!

I say this not entirely in jest. The fear of God was driven deep inside me from my earliest days. Years later, as I looked back at my faith journey, I would conclude that the Catholic Church taught me the fear of God and the Presbyterian church taught me the Word of God when I was finally able to read the Bible for myself. The ultimate realization of eternal consequence occurred after I accepted Christ Jesus as my personal Lord and Savior, an occurrence I will discuss later in this tale.

Once in Mai Munene, after we had just finished a meal of saka saka with a small amount of goat meat, I observed my mother place the few pieces of leftover meat inside a container in the hut. Soon thereafter a visitor stopped by, and naturally my mother offered her a helping of bidia (also known as fufu) and saka saka. My eyes narrowed: She had neglected to bring out the goat! I stepped closer to her and, hands folded behind my back, inquired why she had not brought out the meat to our visitor as she ought to have done. Her anger warring with her embarrassment, my mother complied. For my part I was able to escape the predicted punishment because I had acted with integrity, just as my mother required of me.

This honesty would have been lost on one of our frequent visitors, a Congolese Frère (friar), always dressed in his ankle-length cassock that was tied with a piece of rope. The stains on his clothing were one indication of his limited mental capability, as were his constant repetitions of certain prayers.

Dieu te bénisse…

Le règne…

La puissance et la gloire, aux siècles des siècles…

“God bless you…

The kingdom…

The power and the glory, forever and ever…”

To this one might respond, “Good day, Frère, and how are you?”

To which he would certainly answer:

Dieu te bénisse…

Le règne…

La puissance et la gloire, aux siècles des siècles…

We were instructed to be kind to him, and we generally honored that request. He was gentle and harmless. The priest we loved, though, was Père Denis. I recall him leaning through the doorway of our hut and offering greetings as he arrived, week in and week out, to sit with my father. At the time I failed to understand why he did not visit our neighbors with the same frequency, just as I could not understand the extent of my father’s illness and suffering.

For my father was slowly dying of untreatable back cancer, and I was too young to appreciate what his absence would mean for the remainder of my life.



As I reflect on my upbringing, it is clear how fortunate I was to avoid being raised by any of my father’s brothers during my formative years. They had shown the true colors of their characters when they viciously attacked my mother upon the occasion of my father’s death. Certainly, to have a father would have been better still! Yet being cared for by my mother, sister, and brothers aligned the trajectory of my life with love and grace, even in the midst of hardship. I was fatherless, yes, but left in the care of an incredibly resourceful family who made untold sacrifices for me.

And perhaps I should say especially in hardship, for from the time of my birth I was tutored by tears and trials.

Recall my mother’s tshisaka, used for transporting bottles of alcohol to and from her hidden brewing location. This basket, when turned upside down and topped with a plank, became a makeshift café table outside our huts.

I can see my father sitting across from me at that table. Whenever we could afford it, my mother would cook for him the best goat stew in the whole of Mai Munene. As Tshibaka Mukala (the baby of the family), I had the privilege of being the sole invitee at the tshisaka table with my father. Even when the meal was not goat stew, Mother always made sure my father had the best there was to eat on any given day, whether nzolu ne tshiluabenyi (chicken cooked with tshiluabenyi, a plant whose leaves smell like a mixture of rosemary and thyme), kaleji (manioc leaves, also known as matamba and saka saka depending on where you were from in the Congo), bitekuteku (spinach), nkunda (beans), tshilunga (leaves of sweet potatoes), and other local veggies. I remember this period of my life as one when I ate relatively well—or at least better than my siblings!

In those days, my father, still in his mid-forties, was for the most part bedridden. The wound in the lower part of his back was incurable. The suspicion was that the abscess represented a cancer that had reached an advanced stage. The doctors at the hospital in Tshikapa had tried what they could to save him. In the end, they were forced to give up and send my father home to die in his village. He suffered from 1946 until November 1949, when he passed away.

By way of background, Ngandu Alphonse, my late father, was born circa 1904, of Kanyiki Mpwanya and Ntumba Wa Katshinga. Kanyiki Mpwanya, my grandfather, had four wives, including Ntumba Wa Katshinga, the wife with whom he had six children. Ngandu Alphonse was the eldest out of Ntumba Wa Katshinga’s line. As such, he was the next in line for the chieftainship of Bena Kadiamba, my clan, but he could not reign as chief because of his sickness. Nor before his sickness, because of his work responsibilities at Forminiere.

Ngandu Alphonse was the head of a forestry and mining camp of Forminiere, a Belgian diamond exploitation company, at Basanga, not far from Mai Munene. This was a paying job and quite prestigious to boot! As chief of Bena Kadiamba, he would have been expected to attend to the myriad needs and demands of his subjects, using whatever little we had to survive, and, as would become a regular fallback for a chief, he would have had to cajole, seeking the support of some of the council members and elders of the clan who had means.

He made the right decision by opting to work for Forminiere.

As was the tribal custom, Grandmother Ntumba Wa Katshinga found a wife for him, Bilonda Ngalula Kayibabu Wa Kanda Julienne, otherwise known as Bilonda Julienne. She was from the sub-clan of Bakwa Bilonda, clan of Bena Mpuka. Her last name was to be later changed to Ngalula Julienne in her official documents. (Recall that Ngalula is the name given to a girl who comes after three boys or a boy who is born after three consecutive girls.)

Father being sick meant the next in the succession line, his younger brother, Matthieu Nkongolo Mumpela, could choose to step in, which he earnestly did. And at Nkongolo Mumpela’s passing, the chieftainship passed to my older brother, Antoine Tshiyombo Muka, in 2003. He was chief of Bena Kadiamba into his eighties. My brother passed away in October 2024, following years of struggles with illnesses. One of his sons, Jean Muimbi Tshiyombo, has succeeded him. His honorific title is Mulonda Mbuji VI.

Jean Muimbi is the fourth of twenty-one children born to my brother Antoine. He shattered his leg in 2021 and needed multiple operations before he was able to walk again three years later. His surgeons had told him that his leg would have to be amputated. As has been the case when catastrophic situations occur in the family, a call came in for me to intervene. My wife, Priscilla, and I took care of his medical and hospital bills during the three-year period of uncertainty for him. The men’s Christian fellowship and couples’ Bible study in our community prayed consistently in our weekly meetings that the doctors would find alternative solutions to amputating his leg.

By May 2024, he could walk with a cane, and by July 2024, he did not need one!

He still walks with a limp today, but praise God, he walks!

Yes, the men in my family were many, and they all influenced me in their own ways. Yet none was more influential than my father, although our time together was cut short.

As I recall that supper, sitting across the basket table from my father, it strikes me as a last supper of sorts. Even after all of these years, the memory of that meal and others like it remains vivid in my mind.

Father was to die with Mother by his side.

My mother never remarried.

My life was never the same.

I could tell you a hundred other stories about my years in Mai Munene, but I wish to end this part of my account with an image: Woven through everything I did, everything I thought, was the dark thread of my father’s absence.








CHAPTER 2 My Wayward Years



Southern Congo

MY MOTHER, EVER LOVING AND fiercely protective, carried the heavy burden of raising me after we lost my father when I was just three years old. Determined to give me some sense of stability, she sent me to live alternately with my eldest sister, Godelieve Kayowa, in Tshikapa; my older brother, Robert Vianney Kanyiki, in Kananga; and one of my maternal uncles in a nearby village. During these years, I drifted between these homes—living a kind of nomadic childhood.

Perhaps this lack of stability was unsurprising, given the twin realities of my father’s untimely death and his unlikely instructions to my mother regarding remarrying.

In addition to my father’s death, which was tragic enough, my family endured other dramatic incidents. My sister Ngalula, born three years before me, was gored to death by a male goat. This would not be the only family incident during my formative years. Godelieve Kayowa, the eldest sibling, was by now married to a man named Kamanga Pius, who had a clerical position with Forminiere in Tshikapa. One day, Pius came back from work and, for reasons that my little mind could not grasp, violently beat my sister. Once again, I found myself incapable of defending her. All I could do was to hide and cry, wondering who would come to our rescue.

Many years later, Mother shared with me that whenever my sister would run from her home back to Mai Munene, Mother would ask whether she was coming for a normal visit or if she was trying to escape her husband. If the reason given was the latter, my sister would be fed and given water to drink, but she was not allowed to stay. She’d be sent back to her husband, if not the same day, then at the latest the next day. Mother desired to see my sister work out her issues with her husband.

My heart aches as I think about the sufferings my sister endured. I loved her beyond words. She was a second mother to me. When I had a cold and suffered from a stuffy nose, often she would suck out the snot from my nostrils with her mouth!

Writing from the perspective of an aging man, I cannot help but feel the weight of all my years, tempting though it is to dwell in childhood memories. The only other detail I will recount from these nomadic years centers on sugar—yes, sugar!—and the trajectory of my education, especially in regard to my motivation.

When I lived with Godelieve in Tshikapa, I took a strong liking to school…or at least to Wednesdays! This was owing to the habit of our teachers providing us with milk and cookies on Wednesdays, a powerful incentive for me to be present. Suffice to say I never missed that treat, but the other four and a half days of education were very much optional in my young mind.

One such Wednesday, on my way back home, I walked too close to an electricity tower whose massive poles and wires were not properly grounded. The pull and shock I experienced have remained engraved in my mind. It was the scariest moment for me at that time.

Thank You, Lord Jesus, for sparing my life. You had Your plans for it and did not desire that it be snuffed out so early!



My education proper began in the unlikeliest of ways.

My brother Robert was the station chief of a public transport company. And here I will briefly recall why Robert was working there: He had been kicked out of the seminary! A priest had caught Robert admiring himself in a mirror, dressed in his ironed seminary uniform. Unfortunately for him, pride was a no-no in that rule-bound institution. Now, I will admit to not knowing if that was the only reason my brother was kicked out of the seminary, but for the family and me, that departure proved a blessing in disguise. Robert was forced to apply for work and start contributing to my upbringing, proving once again the saying “In all things God works for the good of those who love him” (from Romans 8:28).

Robert’s position as station chief was considered reputable and influential, allowing him and his wife to maintain a fine hut and send me to a local Catholic school. While most of my first-grade peers were learning to read and do sums, I had been busy doing something very different and decidedly nonacademic. I had what some would have called an adventurous spirit. Each morning, when I left Robert’s hut, I carried my folder under my arm, inside of which was my school notebook and my best pencil. I must have resembled every other schoolboy headed toward our Catholic school. Unlike most other schoolboys, I met three of my friends at our secret place near a small brook. Once hidden from the road, we would carefully remove our school clothes, folding them and placing them in neat piles atop dry, clean rocks. Our folders were similarly cared for, leaving no evidence of where we had taken them.

What followed were delightful hours of play, sliding on pineapple leaves down a mud-slicked hillside and splashing into the creek. When the slanting sun informed us the afternoon was waning, we would begin our farewell procedures. Each of us would wash in the brook before clambering up the bank, careful not to muddy ourselves. Then we would don our school clothes, collect our notebooks, and return via secret paths to the main road. There, like a brook flowing into a stream, we would rejoin the other children returning from a day at school.

On school days this occurred more often than not.

What had not occurred to my young mind was the idea of a reckoning. Each day presented itself as brand-new, a playground for my fancies. If most of my peers were content to be cooped up in a classroom, that was their business!

As that academic year neared its close, however, a startling realization came to me: Proclamation proceedings were coming.

Tradition dictated that each school in Kananga assemble its students in the local soccer stadium, where each class would be called to a stage at the center of the stadium. The top three in each class would be presented with coveted prizes, such as a small toy car or a ball. Of more concern to me, however, was what happened further down the list of students. Even with my limited engagement in the educational system, I knew the worst-performing student in each class received a notorious distinction: tshiamsho.

While the origins of this expression had been lost in the murky past, its meaning was clear. If I were to be tshiamsho, I could count on my classmates following me home from the assembly, chanting at me all the way. The shame would be unbearable. Some tormentors would go even further, I knew, throwing dust or pebbles at the unlucky student.

It was far too late in the year to change my standing. All I could do was pray in earnest that I would avoid notoriety.

I woke up on the dreaded day and immediately wished I had not. Heightening my misery was the arrival of my mother. She had come to see me, of course, but even more to cheer on my two older brothers, Antoine Tshiyombo Muka and Honoré Ngandu Kashala, both of whom were excellent students. As the four of us walked to the stadium, I was one person inside and another person outside. When we reached the gates, I said goodbye and good luck to my brothers, hugged my mother, greeted my classmates, and took my place on the pitch near my instructor. All this time my insides were working to tie themselves into knots.

The event proceeded as if in a fog. I paid little attention to who in each class was top and who was tshiamsho, other than to note my two brothers had both achieved top-three status and been awarded prizes. At last, it was time for my class. The director announced names from first to last. There were fifty-four children in my class, including me, and with every name called my heart accelerated.

“Number thirty…”

Of course, I would not be near the top… but I simply could not bear to be at the bottom!

“Number forty…”

I calculated that I did not have many more chances to avoid humiliation. When the director reached number forty-five, a drop of moisture stung my left eye. I touched my forehead and found it covered in sweat. I glanced to my left and then to my right. Could I make a break for freedom? Probably. But what then? Even if I managed to make it home without being tormented by my classmates, an even greater shame would await me. How would I explain to my brother Robert that I was tshiamsho? He and his wife, Jeanne Mulanga, had taken me into their home. He was as close to a father as I had.

Still worse, what would my mother say?

Help me, God, I prayed, I cannot be last. This, by the way, is one of the earliest prayers I can remember, and it remains one of my most passionate, despite everything that has occurred in the intervening seventy-plus years. (The only other cry to God carrying the same fervor and passion was at the time of my circumcision. I was a few years old already and was given nothing to eliminate or numb the pain!)

Forty-six, forty-seven, forty-eight.

Help me, God.

Forty-nine.

Please, God, please!

“Fifty, Athanase Tshibaka.”

I was fiftieth! What joy and relief! Never in my young life had I felt such elation. A grin split my face and I felt as if my feet were lifting off the dirt pitch. The rest of the ceremony flew by in what seemed an instant, and soon I found myself reunited with my mother and my brothers, clapping their backs in congratulations and examining the prizes they had been given. I glimpsed several tshiamshos shuffle off in shame, already enduring jeers, but I could not bring myself to participate so soon after my own escape.

When I returned home, however, my joy was broken like a dry twig being snapped in two. Robert was there, but he appeared to be a different brother. He rarely disciplined me, choosing more often the brotherly carrot than the fatherly stick. In this case, however, I had crossed a line. No doubt he had been informed of my narrow escape from tshiamsho, and unlike me did not consider fifth-from-last something to celebrate.

“You cannot continue on this road, Athanase. You cannot!” Robert glared at me, his hands resting on his hips. “From now on you will study. And I will know if you do not!”

That evening, I prayed again. My words were not born out of fear like my earlier prayer, yet they carried the same conviction. I knelt on my mat, clenched my hands tightly, and vowed before God to apply myself to my schoolwork. I prayed that God would give me strength and thanked Him for the chance to do better. When I said “amen” and opened my eyes, I sensed that my plea had been heard and that it would be answered.

As I fell asleep, I considered my day. It had ended well after beginning with such terror, and I had certainly deserved a tongue-lashing from Robert. My brother was right: It was time to put childish ways behind me. There would be no more playing hooky at the creek for this student.

And then a wonderful thought occurred. My vow would have to wait because school was out of session for the summer.



Tutu Robert was friends with Mr. Albert Kasanda, a first-grade teacher at the newly founded École Officielle de Luluabourg (Public School of Luluabourg). Luluabourg is today known as Kananga, a town about two hundred kilometers from Mbuji-Mayi. My brother’s connection with Mr. Kasanda helped to secure a place for me in first grade at that public school.

My prayer, and my brother’s scolding, had worked. Having escaped the ignominy of tshiamsho, I attacked my studies with gusto. The Belgians had introduced a nationwide system of public schooling, École Officielle, and Robert had moved me from the Catholic school to the local government school. It was a fresh start for me in two senses: new instructors and the brand-new language of French. I had heard French being spoken by the Pères in Mai Munene, but now I was old enough to learn it.

At the end of that year, after first grade (repeated!), I stood facing a mango tree with squared shoulders. After clearing my throat, I began to speak to the tree.

“Bonjour Monsieur le manguier!” (“Good day, Mr. Mango tree!”)

There was no reply forthcoming from the mango tree, so I continued my end of the conversation.

“Comment allez-vous? Je m’appelle Athanase. Et vous?” (“How are you? My name is Athanase. What’s your name?”)

The mango tree did not provide me with its formal name, nor a description of how it was doing. Undeterred, I continued practicing every bit of French I knew…and even some I made up on the spot!

So passionate was I about this new language that I seized any opportunity to practice, even if my conversation partner happened to be a mango tree. Unbeknownst to me at that moment, my brother Robert was observing me from a nearby window. His intrusion in my language practice caused me to stop, somewhat embarrassed that I had been caught talking to a tree.

Robert was so proud of my burgeoning language skills that he began taking me on trips to visit his friends. I recall being asked to converse in French, much to the delight of the gathered adults. No doubt Robert relished the opportunity to showcase his little brother. In a way he was responsible for setting me on the path to academic achievement and excellence, and I never looked back. From that year onward, I always finished in the top two in my class, often capturing the top spot.

But lest you imagine me as fully reformed, I must report that I was very much a work in progress.

I remember once fighting with a girl, Veronique Tshibola, whose parents lived two houses across the street from us. I do not recall what had provoked the altercation, but I remember her parents’ reaction.

“Athanase, why would you beat up your future wife?” her dad asked.

We had been neighbors since my mother moved us to Tshimbi, just on the outskirts of Kananga. They were from the Bena Lulua tribe. I was a Muluba (from the Baluba tribe). Veronique Tshibola was one year older than me, and I was one year older than her younger brother. The three of us were friends. We used to gather with other kids from our neighborhood at night under the bright shining moon, singing and dancing to traditional songs. We would hold hands and one of us would be in the middle, blindfolded. We would sing and move up and down, circling around the lion, the child in the middle. The song was known as “Ntambwa Kuata Weba” (“Lion, catch your prey!”). The person in the center would be positioned in a crouch, jumping up and down as a lion, trying to catch one of the people in the circle. The one touched would replace him in the center. Sometimes we would divide into teams of two and play hide-and-seek.

Veronique had both her parents, while I had lost my father when I was still very little. Looking back, I simply thank God that her father did not teach me a lesson of a lifetime. Instead, he was fatherly and forgiving.

Yet it seems that I did not learn from the fight with Veronique. That same year, when I was still in sixth grade at a public elementary school in Tshimbi (École Officielle de Tshimbi), I got into another fight, this time with a boy who was bigger than me. We were in the last period of our class that day. He folded his hands as if forming binoculars around his eyes and stared straight at me. I knew exactly what he was calling me. He was calling me a crocodile because I had eyes that appeared too large for the size of my head.

Now that was an insult I could not ignore without responding!

I took my hand and placed it below my lip, signaling that my classmate had larger-than-normal lips. By this point in the pantomimed war of insults, other classmates began to observe and laugh. My interlocutor did not find the situation funny, and his next signal was a clenched fist that he gently placed against his cheek. That meant I was in trouble. I had just provoked a fight I could not possibly win.

At the end of class, we were all to line up and march to where the teacher would dismiss us to go home. As one of the younger and shorter members of my class, I was always number two from the front of the line, while the danger lurked somewhere back in the line. I thought I would be able to escape and avoid confrontation with him, until he caught up with me some fifty meters from the school.

“Oh, help me, Lord!” I prayed.

“What did you do in class?” he demanded.

I was so frightened that I could not speak.

The next thing I felt was a punch, very hard and at the exact place on my cheek where my adversary had pointed during class. I suddenly found myself on the ground, with him on top of me. Before he could inflict more damage, an older boy from my neighborhood separated us and held my aggressor tight, signaling to me to punch him back. Yet how could I? That would simply have meant more beating for me the next day. I went home with a red eye and a few markings on my face, which I could not hide from Mother. She grilled me, then scolded me and told me she never wanted to hear that I had engaged in a fight with anyone ever again.

And, happily, that was the last time that I ever fought with anyone.



Three elementary schools operated within an hour’s walk of my home in Tshibombo: a public school (École Officielle), a Presbyterian school, and the Catholic school I was attending. As Catholics, my family put me in the Catholic School of Tshibombo when we first moved as refugees to that village near Mbuji-Mayi, a move I will discuss in greater detail later. The year was 1960, and the transition was jarring. The Catholic school was more than a kilometer down the road toward Mbuji-Mayi. The Presbyterian and public schools were a shorter distance in the opposite direction, on either side of the road that joins Mbuji-Mayi and Kananga, passing through Tshibombo.

I was still keen to improve my academic performance, but our instructors believed in preparing us for life after graduation, which in their minds meant farming and animal husbandry. We were moved from classroom to field and back again, and this became a routine of my school experience, day after day.

One afternoon, our teacher’s announcement that we would be moving to the fields was met with groans. Outside, it was nearly forty degrees Celsius, over a hundred Fahrenheit. Inside, it was not any cooler, but going into the fields would mean hours of sun blazing down on us, not to mention the tiring manual labor. We had been working in a particular field for the last several weeks to prepare it for spring planting. That meant hoeing, and a great deal of it.

Despite the grumbling, in which I was a vocal participant, we soon found ourselves outside. After less than one hour of labor, I suddenly stopped. Straightening and leaning on the hoe, I surveyed the field. A great deal of work remained, and it felt even hotter than when I had begun. When I had vowed before God to buckle down and commit myself to school, this was certainly not what I pictured.

“I cannot keep this up,” I said to myself. “Forget it!”

That sounded right. I was not nervous. So without further deliberation I stopped working and turned to face my teacher.

“I am done hoeing,” I announced.

“What are you doing, Athanase? Keep hoeing!”

“No, I will not.”

“What do you mean you will not? You will!”

“I will not. It is hot and I am tired.”

My teacher took two steps toward me. All the other students had taken advantage of our dispute and were leaning on the handles of their hoes. My stubbornness was buying them a moment of rest and providing them with entertainment.

“Listen to me, Athanase. You will keep working. Do you know why? Because if you refuse to work you will be expelled from school. Is that what you want?”

I glared at him.

He pressed his point. “If you are kicked out of school, then where will you go? You will be a failure. And you will have to work in the field anyway! So you may as well hoe now.”

I was far past the point of thinking clearly. He was attempting to put the fear of God into me with threats of expulsion, but I was so tired and overheated that expulsion sounded almost pleasant in comparison! I did not want to spend one moment more in that field.

I flung down my hoe. “I quit!”

There were a few gasps from my classmates. “What did you say?” demanded my teacher.

But I was already walking away from him, and I did not stop until I reached home.

My oldest brother, Robert, was visiting at that time. As soon as I saw him, I began to complain. “Robert, do you know what just happened to me? My teacher is impossible!”

He grinned at me. “Okay, okay, little brother, tell me this big thing that happened to you.”

I launched into my tale of woe, ending with the worst part of the whole event. “And then he kicked me out! And I quit!”

Robert did not react the way I had supposed he would. At the wise old age of thirteen, I believed I had been wronged by my teacher. My brother ought to take my side. Instead, he frowned at me and seemed to be deep in thought. Would this be a repetition of six years earlier, when he had scolded me so severely about nearly becoming tshiamsho? I waited nervously.

I knew he had reached a decision when I observed his face relax. Yet instead of speaking kind words to me, he took my arm and pulled me from my hut. We walked onto the road, turned left, and began marching…yet stopped almost immediately. I stared questioningly at Robert.

He said, “Mbiya Jacques’s parents live in this hut. Jacques is the principal of the Presbyterian Elementary School of Tshibombo. And that school is where you are going to be attending, little brother, beginning tomorrow morning. Now wait here.”

Robert entered the hut, and that same afternoon I was officially enrolled at the Presbyterian school.

Our God operates in mysterious ways. At that time, I could not have known the significance of changing schools. Yet in the course of the following six years, it would become apparent to me that God’s hand had been touching me in the parish field that roasting afternoon. Or perhaps touching my hoe to help me cast it down! In Genesis 50:20, Joseph speaks to his brothers for the first time in decades—the same brothers who, out of jealousy and fear, sold him into slavery when he was only a youth. “You intended to harm me,” he tells them, “but God intended it all for good.”

Some six years earlier, in Kananga, Robert had been instrumental in moving me from a Catholic school to the École Officielle de Luluabourg. Now, he had just maneuvered me from the Catholic School of Tshibombo to the Presbyterian Elementary School of Tshibombo. Through it all, God was good. He had plans for me, and His plans were good.

In fact, I was soon to learn that God may transform anything into good, including the impetuous decision of a boy to quit working in a hot field.
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