Young Australian volunteers for Africashare
During 2006 Steve Walker a young Melburnian, took a year out from his science degree, packed his bags and headed for Kenya. He worked in a home for street children, stayed with his family-friend Gideon Mbuka, saw the work of the Partnership on the ground first hand, and came back with a legacy of life-changing experiences and recovering from malaria!
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Coming to Africa is something I have always wanted to do. For as long as I can remember I have felt that God gave me a desire to serve those who were without the basic needs that I never dreamt of doing without. For me this is a search for justice in an unjust world.

In 2005, as a result of a visit to our church by Charles Mulli, who started one of Kenya’s largest homes for neglected street children, I decided to take a year out of my science degree and volunteered to work in Kenya to learn and see how life is for the poor.. While there, I spent part of my time at Mully Children’s Family teaching and helping with other general duties. I also volunteered for Africashare Partnership (an affiliate of The Mutunga Partnership) visiting the slums of Nairobi and also Kitengela and Mavoko. Many children at MCF had come from the very slum areas in the city where, coincidentally, Africashare Partnership is assisting the poor with small loans to generate income to improve their living conditions.  

Mully Children’s Family (MCF) is located up country in Kenya’s Machakos district, which is a semi-arid area. Among the children who were undergoing rehabilitation at the home were many aids orphans and street children. To a new arrival, the transformation was very evident and there was a real feeling of hope and love in the home. I was very touched by the children’s care and concern for one another and felt much challenged through my time there. 

Many of the children at MCF were my students and my friends. And even though they felt very privileged to live in such a home, they had terrible pasts of physical or sexual abuse, leaving them with a message of being unwanted in the world. This struck me hardest as I found it unbelievable that these wonderful people had been so grievously mistreated. It pained me to think of it. 

The director of Africashare- Gideon Mbuka has been a long time family-friend and, being able to see his passion, his work for the poor - was a great thing for me.  After my time of teaching, I travelled with one of Africashare’s group coordinators, Michael Mendeni, to see some of the groups in Nairobi in the clusters of Kiombio, Kitengela, Kibera and Mavoko. These groups, located in slum areas, industrial areas and the city dump area, usually meet in homes, churches or the shops of the group members. It was fascinating to see the people in the groups comprising Christians and Muslims, men and women from a variety of occupations from hand carvers through to shoe-salesman. Despite the range of people, some commonalities were a hardworking lifestyle, a desire to support their families and to see there children have better opportunities, and a desire to help their communities improve.
On first seeing the Kibera slum I could only cry. From the higher ground, you could see the metal sheds (that are people’s homes) stretching across the valley covering it completely. Even being in Kenya for 5 months had not hardened me to the injustice of this place; the harsh reality that such a huge number lived in. I felt that something was terribly wrong with the world. That we had somehow broken it, that we as westerners were somehow implicated or maybe it was more that we were connected with these people and had responsibilities to them as our global neighbours.

At Kibera I had the chance to spend some time in a primary school run for the poor there by a long time Kibera resident. It operates in the midst of the slum and is the same sort of structure as the houses except it has a second storey, leaving it standing visible from much of Kibera. Here the students are taught in composite classes of around 50 students and are given not only education but love, safety and very importantly, lunch! It was very exciting to see a community project such as this one, run by the locals with very little possessions but with great heart to help those around them.

One special day, which will remain for me as a memory of Africashare was when we went to Kiombio to a group in place called Jericho. Here the group name is “osiepe”, which means friends in the local language. They had formed a group on there own initiative and then contacted Africashare about getting a loan. It was a group with a lot of enthusiasm, gratefulness and hope, and on the day we were there they were receiving their first loans. This simply amplified these characteristics. There was a celebratory cake and the traditional special food of maandazi (soft triangular donut-like bread which is very tasty). After some instructions and explanations of the loan, certificates of undergoing the Africashare business training were given out along with the loans. Some in the group were already expressing their desire to repay the loan quickly so they could get the next one.

Excitement and hope are the two feelings I share with Osiepe in what I see in Africashare and really, all over Kenya. My feelings are that this country is the midst of a transformation. There seems like so much work has been done here and there are so many working hard to improve the lot of those most in need. The suffering here is still immense, but there is a path that can be walked which many are already on, which is the way out. This means commitment, support, love for others and smart choices by those in the lead and the country as a whole. I am fairly young now and I believe we will see a world where no one needs to go without the basic dignities of life if we persevere in these things.

Kenya is a country that has huge unemployment problems, and while many are without official jobs it is very common for people to have small businesses. However unlike in Australia where small business owners are reasonably well off, here in Kenya many struggle daily to make a few dollars. Steve Walker
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