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When A Rebel Is Homesick, He Might Be 
Willing To Surrender
This story is an NPR article from January 2, 2015. Playing 
a large part in this complex situation is MJ Sharp, who grew 
up and is a member at Waterford Mennonite Church. Story 
written by NPR's East Africa correspondent Gregory Warner. 

Today marked a U.N. deadline for one of Africa's most 
notorious rebel groups to surrender. 

It didn't.

Instead, the group known as the FDLR is said to be 
recruiting and re-arming and continuing its 20-year sexual 
and economic exploitation of villagers in the Democratic 
Republic of Congo.

The International Crisis Group warns that the continuing 
failure of the United Nations to deal with armed groups in 
this part of the world has exacerbated a regional conflict 
that's already left an estimated 5 million dead. But previous 
U.N.-sponsored military actions against this guerrilla group 
have only resulted in more civilian casualties.

Could there be a third way? A negotiation strategy that uses 
"Getting to Yes," not guns? A negotiation tactic for aligning 
incentives with the rebel group?

I met Michael Sharp, an American in his early 30s, last year 
on a commuter boat crossing Lake Kivu. At the time, he was 
working with the Congolese Protestant Council of Churches 
in something called their Peace and Reconciliation Program.

Every few weeks Sharp and his church colleagues would 
walk, unarmed, to the base of the rebels known as the FDLR 
(Forces Démocratiques de Liberation du Rwanda). There 
they'd sit in the shade of banana trees to drink tea with the 
rebels and listen to their stories. Certain sensitive subjects 
— sexual violence against villagers, recruitment of child 
soldiers — were no-go, he says, because the aim was building 
rapport with the rebel faction. "The more we interact [with 
them] the more they trust us to turn themselves in to us."

Sharp says the church program helped persuade some 1,600 
fighters to lay down their weapons and leave the forest 
they'd occupied for two decades. To put that in context, that's 
about about a quarter of the total rebel force when the church 
program started in 2007.

How did they do it? The magic words they used turned out 
to be deceptively simple. To come up with them, Sharp and 
his colleagues first needed to understand the story the rebels 
tell about themselves — a story that begins with the 1994 
genocide in Rwanda.

The original founders of the FDLR were some of those who 
committed that genocide. They were part of the Hutu militias 
that killed Tutsi civilians. When the Tutsi army came, many 
Hutus were pushed out over the border, from Rwanda into 
eastern Congo. There in the Congolese forest, they conceived 
and nurtured the intention to return to Rwanda and take over 
the country in a few years.

A few years turned to two decades. Many have fled, some 
have died, but those who remained created a seemingly 
permanent society. The children of the rebels are now 
fighters themselves — and yet they miss their former lives.

Anna Hedlund, an anthropologist at Lund University in 
Sweden, did her field research in a remote FDLR rebel 
camp. She was shocked to find these fearsome rebels were so 
homesick that they spent their off-hours dancing and singing.

"They practice their language, they teach the children how 
to dance Rwandan dances. They have memorial Sundays 
where they re-create the memory of Rwanda," she said.

Their homesickness turned out to be a weakness that Sharp 
and his church colleagues could exploit.
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Julianna Tennefoss is 
bringing a stuffed duck 
that accompanied her 
on her travels through 
Greece and Rome 
this past May. One 
of Julianna's favorite 
places was the river 
where Paul baptized 
Lydia. She will be 
talking about why that 
was important to her. 

What are you bringing next week?
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One of those colleagues, Emmanuel Kambale, 
says that when he meets a younger FDLR 
fighter, he explains to him that since he was 
under 14 during the Rwandan genocide, he can 
go back to Rwanda without fear of prison time. 
"They believe that once they go back to Rwanda 
they'll be killed," he says.

For the older rebels, he delivers a more blunt 
message. "You," he tells them, "you're over 
50 years old, it's too late for you to take over 
Rwanda. But your children are growing up 
uneducated in the bush. Don't you see that your 
children, who are the future of Rwanda, when 
they go back they'll be the slaves of those who 
are there! Because they are illiterate!"

That use of the word "slave" is deliberate. For 
those who dream of ethnic domination, there 
could be no greater terror. Sharp points out that 
this negotiation tactic is not only more effective 
and less bloody than military campaigns but 
also exponentially cheaper. When I met him, 
the program's shoestring budget — $12,000 a 
month — once provided by the government of 
Norway, had just been pulled. (Sharp was told 
the money was diverted to help victims of the 
Syrian war.)

Sharp had talked his way onto the chartered 
commuter boat to rescue his program. While he 
and I were talking in the stern of the boat, the 
bow was occupied by VIPs from the U.S. State 
Department, including Special Envoy Russ 
Feingold, who reports directly to Secretary of 
State John Kerry. But walking 10 feet to bend 
the ear of an ex-senator proved almost more 
intimidating than walking into the rebel-held 
forest.

In the end, Sharp had more success with the older 
rebel leaders. He got an audience with the State 
Department, but no callback and no check. The 
project will run out of funding in March. Many 
dozens of the fighters who had been persuaded 
to leave the forest are reportedly frustrated by 
government and U.N. inaction, heading back to 
the forest, the only life they've known.

Care Packages
You are invited to bake cookies for our College Student 
care packages. We hope to fill 30 care packages 
delivered/sent before Valentines Day. Cookies can 
be dropped off at JD’s office Sunday Feb 8. Let’s 
share a smile with our WMC college students.

Stephen Ministry Training 
Continues 
During the next two weeks the Stephen Ministry 
training class will be considering the subject of 
"Distinctively Christian Caring". During their 
sessions they will be discovering more effective 
ways of using resources, such as prayer and 
Scripture, as tools in caring ministry.

A Post Card and A Prayer
The current 'A Post Card and a Prayer' from 
Mennonite Women can be found at the following 
web address. Read stories of Mennonite women 
across the US. 

http://campaign.r20.constantcontact.com/
render?ca=5e7e211f-54e1-4514-846e-
3089bba11579&c=511ab320-6373-11e3-
975f-d4ae52754dbc&ch=51225440-6373-
11e3-975f-d4ae52754dbc

Habitat for Humanity
Habitat needs 10-12 qualified, motivated 
families for the next round of building, some as 
soon as fall of 2015. We will build primarily in 
Elkhart and Goshen in the next year.  

More information about program qualifications 
can be found at Habitat's website, or by calling 
our office at 574-533-6109.  Any families 
wishing to apply for Habitat’s affordable home 
ownership program must attend an information 
meeting. For dates and times see the website or 
call the phone number.

Greetings from the Hess Family
The Hess family would like to share an update 
with you that we would like you to treat with 
discernment and prayer. Dale has been dealing 
with an aggressive cancer for over two years 
and has already undergone several treatment 
approaches. Dale and Ursula have a support 
group that has been walking with them on this 
journey for the past several years.

Dale is grateful for the involvement at Merry Lea 
and Goshen College that he so much enjoys. He 
values your friendship and support, but prefers 
not to be asked lots of questions about details 
and processes. Blessings to you all.

—Dale, Ursula & Karsten Hes
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