Title Page


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyrights

Acknowledgements

Introduction

Catching the Rhythm

Fleeting Compassion

Committed Compassion

Strategic Compassion

Sharing Compassion

Burnt Out Compassion

Defining Poverty

Justice

Mercy

Humility

Transforming Rhythms

Epilogue

Sign up for Murray Nickel's Mailing List

Also By Murray Nickel

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Copyrights


[image: ]


Rhythms of Poverty: What Congo Taught Me About Compassion

Copyright © First Printing: September, 2013 by Murray Nickel

Second Printing: March, 2014

Third Printing: October, 2025  

Book Cover and all photos by Matt Smith 

Published by 5n2Concepts 

Print ISBN:  978-0-9920209-2-7 

E-book ISBN:  978-0-9920209-3-4 

All rights reserved.

No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.

This publication is designed to provide accurate and authoritative information in regard to the subject matter covered. It is sold with the understanding that neither the author nor the publisher is engaged in rendering legal, investment, accounting or other professional services. While the publisher and author have used their best efforts in preparing this book, they make no representations or warranties with respect to the accuracy or completeness of the contents of this book and specifically disclaim any implied warranties of merchantability or fitness for a particular purpose. No warranty may be created or extended by sales representatives or written sales materials. The advice and strategies contained herein may not be suitable for your situation. You should consult with a professional when appropriate. Neither the publisher nor the author shall be liable for any loss of profit or any other commercial damages, including but not limited to special, incidental, consequential, personal, or other damages.

This book is dedicated to my good friend 

who is no longer with us

Pascal Kulungu 

who taught me how to act justly, mercifully and humbly

in a foreign environment

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Acknowledgements




[image: ]


***
[image: ]
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Overcoming poverty is not a gesture of charity. It is an act of justice. It is the protection of a fundamental human right, the right to dignity and a decent life . . .

Nelson Mandela

***
[image: ]


Mikombo grew up in a Congolese village during a golden age with qualified teachers, good books and ample supplies.   The presence  of missionaries  and  the  funding  that  came  with  them  assured a high  standard  of instruction.  Those  days  are  gone,  and  Mikombo's  school  has since closed.    

Mikombo had the fortunate opportunity to enroll in a four-year nurse-training program at the mission station school.  He did well and found a job in the big city after graduating.  However, the guilt of leaving his home village led him to quit his job, pack up his things and move back.   

The village was remote and lacked proper healthcare facilities.  The closest clinic was now more than forty kilometres away, a two-day walk through the bush.  The old medical clinic building was still there; it was just missing some of its roof and all its windows and had no furniture or equipment. 

Rebel armies had passed through the village several times over the last decade,  burning  down  buildings,  destroying  roads  and  cleaning  out  the  clinic along with everything else in the village, such as bicycles, motorbikes, and vehicles.  The village  had  no  healthcare  and  little  economic  hope for the future.

Mikombo, a hard worker, a motivator and a competent manager, decided to rehabilitate the old medical clinic.  With the help of the local health committee and some contacts, he patched up the building, acquired medical equipment, and started providing healthcare services to the villagers.  A small fee covered operating costs and his living.  A chicken or a bag of manioc would do in place of cash. 

After two years, an NGO recognized the village's need for assistance due to the impacts of war.  Ignoring Mikombo's efforts, they set up a clinic, providing free healthcare and medicine.  Mikombo could not compete with the NGO's resources. He was forced to move back to the city.

After two years,  the  NGO  abruptly  ended  the  program  without consulting the village.  Today, Mikombo's village has no clinic  or  healthcare,  and  it  is  worse  off  than it was before the NGO intervened.
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When it comes to assisting those in need, I often offer help and advice before fully understanding the context. I genuinely believe that I can bring about positive change, but I don't recognize what I don't know.  My lack of understanding can lead to frustration and confusion rather than providing meaningful help. When this happens, I'm reminded that my well-intentioned attempts, if not well-informed, may miss the mark. 

The other day, I ventured out to meet a friend at a faraway coffee shop and found myself lost in an unfamiliar town. I approached a stranger on the street for directions. Although he had no idea where the coffee shop was, he was charitable, and keen to assist me. He directed me to another one nearby, assuring  me  it  was  just  as  good.  Although  I  now  knew  where  to  get  good  coffee,  I  wasn't  any  closer  to  meeting  my  friend,  despite  the  stranger's  earnest  efforts.

I encounter a similar disconnect in my emergency department. Patients come in with legitimate concerns, but some feel compelled to share extensive and irrelevant details, even in a hectic environment. Faced with a waiting room full of patients, I strive to listen, but what I'm hearing is a distraction, making it even more challenging to understand their actual problems.

Reflecting on my attempts to be compassionate, I often do the same thing.  I overwhelm others with unnecessary information, which distracts from the real issue. I don't always pause to appreciate someone's interest or truly understand their passion.  The disconnect hinders my ability to address the issue at hand effectively.  

Helping those less fortunate is far from intuitive or straightforward; it demands persistence and forbearance. It's like the delicate balance required to stand a coin on its edge; you can't do it by simply tossing it into the air. Instead, achieving this balance requires a gentle touch and unwavering patience. Nurturing a meaningful relationship between those who are more privileged and those in need is equally challenging. It requires a deep well of understanding and empathy. The good news is that the rewards from such connections can be remarkably enriching.

I spent my formative years in the Congo, where the effects of inequality were hard to miss. As I matured, I refused to ignore the plight of the impoverished, exploring different countries and cultures and carrying the weight of this cause. My family was obliged to bear my cross with me for better or worse.  I've asked myself repeatedly: why do some suffer while others live in comfort?  How do I respond to this staggering inequality?

Despite my experiences,  I  sometimes  feel  like  an  awkward  elephant,  clumsily navigating my attempts to help. While I acknowledge my flaws and imperfections like a self-deprecating saint, in reality, I'm only committed until it starts to hurt.  Living as an adult in the Congo was far from easy, yet I knew I could board a plane and leave at any time. I belong to the non-poor class, where  privilege  and  ego  provide  power,  and  wielding  that  power  often  seemed like the easiest option. My intentions were good, but my effort felt clumsy and uncertain. 

Still, the persistent injustice around me continues to trouble me. Too often, it's my guilt that drives me. I desire to feel good about myself and my positive contributions. But as I sit here, navel-gazing and reflecting on my capabilities, millions struggle to meet their basic needs—"...of those to whom much is given, much is required..."JF Kennedy - quoting from Luke 12:48 echoes in my mind.  What have I been given, and how do I use it to make a genuine impact?  This is the story of my quest to find answers to this question.  Although I have no complete answers, I have found a starting point: to pause, listen, and appreciate.  This is where I believe acting with compassion begins.
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Music creates order out of chaos: for rhythm imposes unanimity upon the divergent, melody imposes continuity upon the disjointed, and harmony imposes compatibility upon the incongruous.

Yehuda Menuhin
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Kinshasa is the capital and largest city in DR Congo. It may seem like any other city, with its bustling downtown, traffic jams, skyscrapers, air-conditioned offices, and posh restaurants filled with businesspeople and politicians. However, despite its population estimate of twelve million, Kinshasa is more like a village. 

I realized Kinshasa was a village one night while walking outside in front of our house. We lived at the top of a slight rise in the road, with a partial view of the city. Suddenly, an eruption of cheering interrupted the tranquil silence of the evening. The city had become a giant stadium.  

There is no city in Canada like Kinshasa.  When a soccer game is on, you'll find small groups of people huddled outside around community TVs scattered throughout the city.  When Congo scored a goal against Nigeria, there was hysteria.  I  couldn't  see  the  game,  but  I  was  caught  up  in  the spirit  of the game, along with millions of ecstatic cheering fans, as you might hear in a Canadian stadium.

You see, most people in Kinshasa live outside.  Sure, they sleep inside their one-room apartments with the rest of their family and a few relatives.  But life occurs out from under the roof.  When it rains, people rush for shelter, and life comes to a standstill.  School is cancelled, taxis stop running, and businesses close their doors.  Sick people don't even bother going to the clinic.  People are forced under a roof, and life is on hold.  Unlike the Pacific Northwest, where I live, the rain eventually stops, and people emerge from their refuge.  Water is fetched, the manioc is pounded, fires are lit, the water is boiled, and life begins again.  

Here's how it works.  Take a typical Kinshasa suburban street, with its uneven sandy surface, small collections of stagnant water, mud here and there, and scattered plastic and organic garbage.  Imagine the people, lots of them:  kids playing soccer with a ball made of twine, grass and pieces of plastic, women carrying marketable goods on their heads, young ladies washing clothes at a local tap, uniformed kids returning home from school, and men sitting under a tree discussing politics.  

Now, picture a white guy walking down this street. One of the men sees the white guy and comments to his colleagues, embellishing the remark with humour. A neighbour overhears it, finds it amusing, and passes the comment on to his neighbours, who, as I mentioned earlier, are outside, like everyone else. The message is passed along by casual conversation, a yell to someone across the street, or someone passing on a bicycle. Along the way, the original comment is modified and exaggerated until it finally reaches the other side of the neighbourhood. In this fashion, you can get a running commentary on a passing white guy miles away. 

In Kinshasa, news of a catastrophe can spread within hours or even minutes.  In the year 2000, the ammunition depot at the airport blew up.  Congo was in a state of war.  You can imagine how a big village might have perceived an explosion.  The airport is at the far eastern edge of the city.  We lived on the city's west side, yet within minutes, information was transmitted to us, not through the radio or TV, but by word of mouth.  

The first reports we received were misleading. Initially, we were told that the enemy had attacked the airport and an invasion of Kinshasa had begun. The next update indicated that while the enemy had blown up a building at the airport, they hadn’t actually landed. Following that, we heard that they had managed to sneak in and blow up the ammunition depot at the airport. After an hour or two, we finally learned that during the unloading of ammunition, a soldier accidentally dropped something that led to an explosion. This explosion destroyed several planes, shattered windows at the airport terminal,  and,  tragically,  resulted  in  the  deaths  of  over  a  hundred  people,  with  another  two  hundred  injured.  Each wave of information that flowed through our neighborhood became more accurate, resembling a natural process of self-correction.  

To accomplish what you want to do, you need to recognize that Kinshasa is a big village. If not, you'll see and hear, but you won't connect. Despite your sweat and toil, success will be elusive—one step forward, two steps back. The city will take advantage of you, trick you, force you to detach, and burn you out. But you can save yourself if you catch the rhythm.  

It's imperative that you catch the rhythm.  It is unlike anything you know or expect.  Yet, surprisingly, if you take the time and effort to listen, you'll be rewarded with an unfamiliar experience.  And if you walk to the beat, you'll begin to uncover its uniqueness and appreciate its beauty.  If you let yourself flow with the music, you'll be delighted by what you discover.  Your Western rhythm isn't the only one playing.  To get anything of lasting value done in this city, you need to swing to a new rhythm.  
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An  excellent  example  of  the  Kinshasa rhythm  is  the  scheduling of meetings or the lack thereof.  The best meetings are unplanned encounters.  Despite the city's immense size,  it's remarkable how often you run into people you know on the street,  in hallways,  or restaurants.  The impromptu conversations that follow are fruitful.  

Planned meetings are restrictive to the point of ineffectiveness.  They focus on official agendas, internal hierarchies and power structures.  Meetings like this need preparation, which in Kinshasa often means appearance, not substance.  Pomp  and  fanfare  are  the  priority;  matters  of  significance are set aside.  

Westerners forced the quick and efficient formal meeting into the African context. It was like trying to fit a round peg into a square hole because Kinshasa prefers to plan its own meetings.  They will happen, not on your timeline, but on a timeline even so. 

On one of these impromptu occasions, while walking down a dusty side road, I ran into Dr. Delphin Kapasa, a recent medical graduate I knew from the church I attended. After the necessary pleasantries, he asked me if I wanted to visit a clinic. I can't tell you how many times I've been asked this kind of question. I was repeatedly made aware of clinic projects, typically at formal meetings, along with an impressive and well-prepared document.  

In Kinshasa ideas are a dime a dozen.  This is the logic: "I need an opportunity, and this guy is a doctor." A need for an opportunity, combined with a doctor's financial resources, equals a clinic project idea.  After all, everyone knows healthcare is a problem in Kinshasa. Engage a friend who has a computer and type out a document. Westerners, of course, love documents.  In the end, if it isn't accepted—no big deal.  But it would be foolish to miss an opportunity like this.  

In Kinshasa, everyone claims to be an expert. If your car breaks down on the road, you will be immediately surrounded by five people who know what the problem is and how to fix it. You can't tell the experts from the con artists. The logic is: "If I succeed, I'll get the benefit. If I fail, what's the loss? There's no harm in trying."  

In Kinshasa, people bend over backwards to adjust themselves to your rhythm, not knowing exactly what it is but trying nonetheless. It's like a dance where no one knows the rhythm. If you find yourself in this kind of dance hall, get out. The ebb and flow of life in Kinshasa doesn't come as a project.  

Delphin continued, "Pierre and I have been struggling to build up a medical clinic over the last year in Camp Luka, and I think we are now far enough along for you to come and visit."  

"'Far enough along,' you say?" 

"Yeah, we wanted to be sure we could start this on our own without your help.  That's why I haven't told you about it before."

At the time, Delphin seemed to be talking to me about something more than an idea. I was intrigued. The next day, I went to Camp Luka and visited their one-room clinic. The unplanned nature of the encounter sparked a shift in my perspective on people experiencing poverty. I was beginning to feel and hear a rhythm.   

I had already concluded that a compassionate approach to poverty was more than a simple emotional reaction—not to discredit emotional reactions.  Naturally we feel deep sadness and heartache for those who are suffering.  When the earthquake destroyed Port-au-Prince, who didn't cry out in compassion, "What can I do?"  Who didn't want to run out and save the child stuck under the rubble?  We cry when we hear heart-wrenching stories from Adiyaman, Turkey and Kesennuma, Japan, where people were found days after the earthquakes through the tireless efforts of the community.  These are stories of compassion triggered by emotion.  

However, poverty is unlike the earthquakes in Port-au-Prince, Turkey, or Japan, which have a clear beginning and end. An earthquake doesn't keep happening. It stops. If there is someone to save in the wreckage when it stops, you need to act now. Poverty, though, keeps happening. There is no beginning and end to poverty.  

One thing Live Aid 1985 taught us was that sending food shipments to Ethiopia didn't solve an issue that kept repeating itself year after year.  Soon it no longer interested the celebrities.  It was like trying to blow out trick birthday candles that keep relighting themselves.  At one point you tire of it and stop blowing.  

Poverty has something trick candles don't have: rhythm.  You must stop what you're doing and pause a moment to catch the rhythm.  Take it in.  At first you'll be distracted by the ambiguous starts and blurred finishes. Still, if you're patient and committed to hearing and understanding, you will find a rhythm.  Admit the models you are familiar with that make sense to you, muddle the beat.  There is indeed a rhythm, and listening to it is the heart of compassion for the impoverished.
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If I discover within myself a desire which no experience in this world can satisfy, the most probable explanation is that I was made for another world.

C.S. Lewis
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Delphin's urgency was palpable. As we traversed the suburban streets of Kinshasa, he shared the dire situation of Camp Luka. Initially, it was a settlement for people who had migrated from the interior in search of work during the 1960s and 1970s. Most of the settlers came from Delphin's region of the country and spoke the same language. Over the years, the crowded neighbourhood had continued to expand due to the ongoing migration of unemployed individuals from the interior. It was now home to around 120,000 people, with an average age of fifteen to eighteen. Shockingly, the death rate for children under five years old was about one in five.

When Delphin and Pierre started their clinic there were no other doctors in the neighbourhood. At the southern end of the community there was a well-managed Catholic clinic funded by donations from abroad. Several small clinics were scattered throughout the neighbourhood, managed by poorly educated nurses and technicians trying to make a living. Delphin and Pierre saw this as an opportunity to apply themselves.

Camp Luka is triangular, bordered on two sides by murky, debris-filled streams that become rivers during the rainy season. To reach it we took a taxi through an affluent neighbourhood and got out on a street strewn with rotting banana peels and used plastic bags. We had to leave the taxi because recent rain had formed a small ravine in the road. After that, we walked two kilometres to reach one of the streams marking the entrance to Camp Luka.

We nervously crossed the stream over a six-inch-wide wooden plank,  and once on the  other side,  the owner demanded a toll.  After crossing the stream,  we navigated around a community garbage  pile  waiting to be washed away  by  the  next  torrential  rain  and  made  our  way  up  a  small  side  street toward the main road through  Camp Luka.

As soon as we turned onto the main road we were surrounded by at least thirty kids in torn clothes with runny noses shouting "Mundele!" (white man). It struck me that these kids were not in school despite it being a school day. Delphin noticed my concern and remarked, "Yes, these kids are poor. The real issue, though, is not that they are poor; it is the mentality of poverty they have been raised with." His observation stood out to me.

Finally, we walked onto the main road, which was unpaved, six to seven meters wide, and dusty and black from decades of charcoal sales. Despite being geographically in the middle of Kinshasa, no vehicles were on the road. You couldn't use a standard city car to navigate the main road of Camp Luka.  Even  if  you  could,  you  would  have  to  contend  with  the crowds and hundreds of small stands lining the road, selling soap, peanuts, and manioc.

Low-budget concrete block buildings bordered each side of the street, serving as a colourful but dirty backdrop.  We stopped at one of these rundown, one-story concrete structures and stepped into Delphin and Pierre's clinic. The clinic was a three-by-three-meter space with an old wooden bed, a few instruments, and an ancient microscope owned by a nursing colleague who had joined their venture. They had managed to scrounge together enough funds to rent the place for fifteen dollars a month, a testament to their dedication and resourcefulness.

During one of my early visits to the clinic, an eight-month-old baby arrived with lethargy, fever, and refusal to eat or drink. The young parents were poor and had already sought advice from a local medicine man and a nearby nurse, but to no avail. They appeared worried and submissive, knowing that they couldn't afford the treatment but desperate for a solution. They knew their child was close to death. In Camp Luka, childhood death was an all too common occurrence.

The clinic doctor diagnosed the baby with malaria, a common childhood killer in Congo. It's a diagnosis made every day at the clinic.  Congolese doctors are familiar with its presentation and complications. The treatment was straightforward: IV fluids and three doses of quinine administered over a 24-hour period. The cost would be approximately $1.45 per dose, excluding the doctor's consultation fee and laboratory expenses. But this clinic had an unusual policy, at least for Kinshasa. They would administer the first treatment without checking if the parents could afford it.    

That evening, I couldn't shake the image of the desperate couple and their child from my mind. I found myself wondering about their background. Where did they come from? What was their home like? How did they manage to eat and survive? In the Congo, where the average annual income is only $160,According to the 2009 World Bank GDP per capita statistics, Congo and Burundi are at the bottom of the list of 181 countries, both with a GDP per capita of $319/year and $392/year, respectively. Some argue that a more accurate indicator of wealth is the GDP per capita based on 'purchasing power parity,' which considers the differences in the cost of living. However, this measurement is more subjective and requires more estimation. very little money remains for healthcare and education. Some people can scrape together enough money to afford medicine. Others have no access to funds. There's no expectation for the clinic staff to cover the costs—they are also poor and live in the same struggling community. The question remains: where will the money come from? Someone needs to step up and cover the cost of the necessary medicine.

The next day, I rearranged my schedule to free up time to visit the clinic and follow up on the cases from the previous day.  Upon arrival, I inquired about the baby.   Tragically, the baby had passed away.  I was stunned. The baby received treatment.  The disease was diagnosed in time.  What happened?  I learned that the couple never returned for subsequent treatment.  They did not have the money.  The clinic nurse heard the news that morning.  They lacked $1.45!  The loss of a life due to a financial barrier left me reeling. If only I would have known. I would gladly pay the $1.45 out of the spare change I had in my pocket.   

This incident deeply impacted me, prompting me to pledge to cover the cost of treatment for every sick baby who came through the clinic doors. It was a simple and compassionate response. Preventing unnecessary deaths by addressing the financial gap was the right thing to do.
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The other day, two E.R. nurses, who knew I had done medical work overseas, approached me and asked if I could help them travel to Haiti to assist with the earthquake relief efforts. Our hearts go out to the people trapped under the rubble or abandoned without food and water. We are emotionally affected by disaster and want to help. Haiti is a good place to offer assistance since it's relatively close and affordable. As a bonus, we can visit a beach in the Dominican Republic while we're there. 

Our immediate, compassionate reactions to touching stories are often fleeting. We are moved by an event and develop an authentic desire to help, but the feeling doesn't last. We are eventually distracted when other responsibilities and desires take over. Fleeting compassion isn't a bad thing. If you were at an accident and someone was in danger, you wouldn't hesitate to help. In a house fire, you would do almost anything to get the kids out.  If your hiking partner was sliding down a hill toward a cliff, you would quickly grab his hand without thinking about the risk it poses for you.  You would just do it.  

While we may see these actions as heroic, they are also simply the humanitarian thing to do. Humanitarians deserve recognition and praise for their efforts. Imagine not reaching out to your partner as he slides down the hill.  "Sorry, I could get hurt helping you."  

Fleeting compassion is rooted in genuine humanity and can be incredibly inspiring. When I was a child in DR Congo, we were driving along one of the few paved roads outside the city when we saw a small convoy of army troop carriers stopped on the other side of a bridge. Evidently, one of the vehicles had tried passing another while on the bridge, but midway, the two vehicles bumped each other off either side, fell about twenty metres, and landed upside down in the angry torrent below. The remaining soldiers were standing on the river's edge, anxiously peering into the water, not knowing what to do next to save their comrades. My dad stopped to help. 

The river was too dangerous to jump in without safety precautions, so my dad asked for a rope, which he tied to his belt. The soldiers on the river bank held tightly onto the other end
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