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ZIMBABWE: A STORY OF DEFIANT HOPE
I was privileged to visit Zimbabwe in March and to spend the best part of two weeks engaging
with our ZVSF team in Bulawayo in conversation, some limited travel and prayer. I also had the
opportunity for some helpful conversations with a few experienced professionals in the field of
sustainable self-help projects.
The seasonal rainfall proved erratic this year with the result that the key crops, including maize,
are stunted. The maize harvest will be small and some farmers may have nothing to show for all
their hard work. I noticed that some hungry people were eating the small, green cobs.
Poverty, hunger and desperation
The situation on the ground can only be described as one of widespread and increasing poverty,
hunger and desperation. Though this should not have come as any surprise to me, I have to say
I was shocked by the squalor and desperate need I observed. Symptomatic of this malaise
the roads are full of potholes, flagstones are missing from the pavement and the shops stand
empty while traders have taken to selling their wares out on the streets. Rotting rubbish is piled
high in the alleys. Power cuts are endemic and residents now store water in every available
container because the taps are so often dry. A corrupt and dysfunctional government is failing
to meet the basic needs of the people, and the deeper tragedy is that this should never be so.
Zimbabwe is richly blessed with all the resources needed to support a modern, thriving economy
and a flourishing people.
Signs of hope
Time and again the people have been thwarted in their heroic efforts to bring about meaningful
change by peaceful means. Recent elections have been a complete sham and everyone
knows it. It is all the more remarkable then that a purged and renewed opposition has arisen
from the ashes of the old in the form of the Citizens’ Coalition for Change party (CCC), led by a
charismatic leader, Nelson Chamisa. He is a Pentecostalist Pastor who appears committed to an
altogether new style of servant leadership. Nor, despite the governing party’s monopoly control
of all the State media, has it been able to hide the fact that huge crowds have been attending
his rallies. Yellow is the new party’s colour and a sea of yellow could be seen on social media
during the recent by-elections in which the opposition won 19 of the 28 parliamentary seats
being contested. The downside of the surge in their support is that tension is building ahead of
National elections due in mid-2023, because the people know all too well that those corruptly
holding the levers of power have already proved themselves to be utterly ruthless in maintaining
their authority and privilege against all democratic contenders.
I was encouraged therefore to see some Church leaders intervening to encourage people to
vote and already planning to protect that vote by deploying observers to every polling station
across the land.

Celebratory breakfast

This is the tense background against which our Bulawayo team are working, and I can only
applaud their incredible resilience and patient focus on the needs of those most vulnerable
within the sea of desperate need around them. What a joy it was then to attend a celebratory
breakfast with the team one Saturday morning, ahead of sharing in their meeting. Yes, you
might think there is little to celebrate in Zimbabwe today. I suspect that not all the members of
our team – and certainly not many of those whom they serve – enjoy the blessing of a regular
breakfast, or any other regular meal. Nevertheless it was a celebration – registering a defiant
hope against all that diminishes and destroys human flourishing within a beautiful land and
among a beautiful people. Despite every obstacle, and against all the forces ranged against it,
the Kingdom of God advances steadily.

A model garden

If I had deliberately set out to find one sign of real hope amid all the immense challenges of daily
living I could hardly have done better than to visit, as I did with Di Charsley our team leader, the
horticultural garden alongside the Ekuphumuleni Care Home in one of Bulawayo’s high density
townships. We were met by Yvonne Berkhout who was responsible for setting up the garden
and who now monitors and supervises the project. She kindly showed us around and explained
how it had all come about. It was beautifully laid out and obviously tended with great care by
those of the unemployed from the community who had been selected for the three-month
training course in horticulture. We saw row upon row of different vegetables and learnt that 28
different varieties had been introduced to the garden. Drip irrigation was available, fed by a
borehole which was powered by solar power. The produce not only supplies the adjoining Care
Home with vegetables the year round but provides the trainees with the means to support their
families. The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) has approved the project and
issues certificates of competence to trainees who complete the course. The project is lauded
by the local community leaders and proudly “owned” by the whole community. In short it is a
life-changer for all involved and a huge benefit to the community.
Moved by what we had seen, an interview was set up for me with the National Development
Officer of the Zimbabwe Development Democracy Trust (ZDDT) responsible for the funding and
oversight of the project at Ekuphumuleni and others like it. Our Bulawayo team and the Trustees
have long sought a viable self-help, training project which we feel able to commend to you,
our faithful supporters. Yet we have learnt that, as a relatively small Charity and without the
relevant professional expertise, our options are limited. However what we could not hope to
achieve by ourselves might well become possible working in partnership with an experienced
player who shares our long-term objectives. And this possibility, I believe, has arisen in the form of
an invitation to explore the prospects of working in partnership with ZDDT and with their funding
partners in Australia.
That is all I can say at this stage pending further conversations with our Bulawayo partners and
all those involved. But this I will say following the initial contacts, that I am very hopeful that we
are close to starting, with some justifiable confidence, on a long-term self-help project to put
alongside the relief feeding programme we have funded over many years.

No place to call home

If proof was required that there is still a need for the relief feeding it was provided, brutally, by
a visit to Killarney. This is a community of some 120 families to the East of Bulawayo which has
been within our feeding programme for many years. And it is a truly marginalised community of
victims. Some of the residents have lived there a life-time yet, because they lack any proof of
their legal title, they have frequently been raided and their homes destroyed by State security
forces acting, it appears, on behalf of powerful interests seeking to clear the land for residential
development. Moreover there are now ominous signs of another imminent land grab.
I was invited to attend a stakeholders’ meeting of those local Church groups, including our own
ZVSF team, who are standing in solidarity with these almost despairing people. “We are living like
animals”, said one of them, “hounded by the police, sometimes on horseback.” An old gogo
(grandmother) related how her dearest hope was to have a small piece of land somewhere
– anywhere – a place to call home, and where she might live out her remaining days free from
the constant fear of violent eviction.
I was immensely proud of our dear sisters and brothers in Christ there in Bulawayo who were
willing to stand alongside these desperate people and champion their cause against a cruel
and ruthless system that treats such vulnerable human beings as so much rubbish to be cleared
to make way for a profitable development. And I was pleased to be able to assure our team,
on your behalf, that we would consider favourably any request for extra funding to support
those so threatened.

Graham Shaw
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