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			INTENTIONS

			I wrestled incessantly with whether or not to tell this story. In some ways, the decade-long journey felt too sacred for paper.

			In our shared efforts to help protect those vulnerable to Joseph Kony’s violence in Central Africa, I worked with incredible souls, people who were united in giving their all to push humanity forward and past some terrifying events. I feel honored and humbled to have met so many of these heroes along the way.

			Some of those involved in this story remain in positions of government or have profiles that could be affected by their appearance in this book. I’ve changed several names in order to protect these people. (All pseudonyms are denoted with an asterisk at first introduction.) Certain details of sensitive operations have been omitted. Although I seek to honor all of the participants’ unique perspectives and contributions, this story is by necessity my account, describing experiences from my perspective. Given the nature of military operations, we didn’t always have full visibility of every dynamic at play, and the story is limited to my perspective and understanding of the events that unfolded. For times I was not present, I relied heavily on the recollections and stories that were relayed to me. I did my best to corroborate each of these stories but due to the long time that had passed, exact details and dates could not always be confirmed.

			More than anything, I hope this book serves as an encouragement to engage more deeply in issues of injustice in the world, to look at the problems around us and seek creative solutions. I hope it adequately honors local heroes on the ground and encourages more support of locally driven solutions in areas of poverty and conflict. I hope it inspires deep listening, lively discussion, and thoughtful action as we strive toward a world with more justice, accountability, and love.
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			PART ONE

			 

			
				We are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny.

				Whatever affects one directly, affects all indirectly.

				—MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR.

			

		

	
		
		
			
			1

			 

			TO STOP A WARLORD

			IT WAS LONG after midnight in San Antonio, Texas, when the phone rang. Brody, my four-year-old, had crawled in beside me an hour or two before and was taking up most of the bed. I never sleep deeply anymore, even at home, even in the middle of the night. When I heard my cellphone ring I was quick, pulling on my robe, heading for the back porch where I took my early morning calls from the field. The alarm on the back door beeped as I crossed into the night. Steps away from my sleeping husband and sons, I suddenly felt as distant from them as I did during my trips to Central Africa, where I slept alone in a tent, surrounded by the snoring of hundreds of men, where being so far from my family was a physical ache in my chest.

			Laren Poole’s voice came through the static of his satellite phone. Laren managed the operations of our mission in the field. His voice rippled with urgency as he spoke the words, the coded phrase we had devised should a moment like this ever arise.

			“Boss,” he said, “it’s time to bet the farm.”

			My heart leapt and my stomach dropped, some combination of excitement and dread, my mind whirring with the additional resources we’d need to pull together in support of a targeted operation, an unconventional collaboration between the Ugandan military, US Special Forces, humanitarian organizations, and the Bridgeway Foundation, the organization I run. Our cobbled-together alliance of private and public, military and humanitarian organizations was piloting a new way of trying to stop mass atrocities, and Laren’s words were the signal that it was time to go all in on our mission to catch Joseph Kony.

			
			It was 2013, and by that point Joseph Kony and his Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) had terrorized the citizens of four countries in Africa for more than twenty-five years. The numbers were staggering: more than a hundred thousand dead. At least thirty thousand children abducted and forced to become soldiers or sex slaves. At the height of the conflict, ninety percent of the northern Ugandan population—almost two million innocent civilians—were forcefully displaced and put under curfew by the Ugandan military in their attempts to counter the LRA. Government troops denied civilians access to their land and they were crowded into squalid camps, caught in the midst of a brutal war. Even those devastating figures don’t fully describe the suffering unleashed by the LRA. Their violence was especially brutal, often worse than I’d seen elsewhere in my human rights work. Kony and his army were setting a bar for evil in our world and kept raising it. In 2005, when the International Criminal Court in The Hague issued its first-ever arrest warrants, indictments were handed down against Joseph Kony and four other LRA leaders for war crimes and crimes against humanity. Three of five indictees, including Kony, were still at large, and the violence against the innocent had only worsened.

			For a decade Kony had been like a ghost, invisible except in the stories of those who had escaped from his army or survived LRA attacks. Over the last five years, all the information our shared mission had gathered had made us fairly certain we knew the general area in which he was hiding. But pinpointing his exact location in that terrain was nearly impossible. On bad days, I’d often wondered whether our hope of capturing him and bringing him to justice was nothing more than a moonshot. But now, our target had materialized clearly in our sights: Kony’s nerve center in Kafia Kingi (K2), on disputed land between Sudan and South Sudan, had been identified.

			Now, if we worked quickly, if our allies were skilled, and if we were lucky, Kony’s reign of terror might finally come to an end. Laren and I couldn’t talk specifics over the satellite phone; it wasn’t secure. It would be another week before he could brief me on the new intelligence that had bolstered his confidence that this time we could catch Kony.

			
			I sat on the back porch, watching the sun start to rise. I had waited for this moment for almost three years, yet the surge of excitement and enthusiasm was muted by exhaustion. I was tired. And alone. Laren, my sounding board and partner in the operation, was half a world away and not around to answer the many questions racing through my mind. And I was all too aware that history was not on our side. One of the last times there had been confirmation of Kony’s hideout was in 2008, when Ugandan, Congolese, and southern Sudanese forces, with advisement from the US military, had launched a joint assault on the LRA camp. The operation had failed, reportedly due to leaked intelligence, bad weather, poor coordination, and resentments among the collaborating armies. Kony and his soldiers had scattered, breaking into small, mobile groups that were able to weave back and forth across borders and evade capture. The failed operation had made it more difficult to combat the LRA, and it had been devastating for civilians: in the weeks that followed, close to a thousand people were killed in a series of bloody reprisal attacks in northeastern Congo and southern Sudan.

			If this opportunity was missed, Kony would likely slip off the edge of the Earth again, taking his army and hostages with him and perhaps leaving a trail of destruction in his wake. We weren’t only betting the resources and partnerships it had taken us most of a decade to cultivate. Also at stake were the lives of women and children held captive in Kony’s K2 camp and the civilians who might become victims of his vengeance.

			And yet, what if we succeeded? What if we could bring Kony out in custody? Perhaps the tens of thousands of children in South Sudan, the Central African Republic, and the Democratic Republic of Congo would be a little safer. Fewer girls would be used as sex slaves. Fewer boys would be forced to kill.

			I had been chilly in my robe and slippers when I first came outside, but now the morning air was growing warmer, the pale early light revealing a thick yellow blanket of mountain cedar pollen that had settled on the grass overnight. A light came on in the house, and I could see Sam and the boys shuffle into the kitchen. I watched them for a moment—Sam in sweatpants and a Captain America T-shirt, pouring bowls of cereal; Connor and Brody in their cotton-print jammies, grabbing their Lego spaceships from the coffee table, flying them through the air.

			
			“Mommy!” they called, smiles bright, as I came back into the house.

			

			—

			When I landed in Entebbe, Uganda, a few days before the Kafia Kingi (K2) mission was to begin, the heat was so intense I could see it, a bright glare coming off the tarmac. If this were a routine visit, after going through Immigration and Customs and a few hours’ wait, I’d head back out to the tarmac, climb into our nine-seat Cessna Caravan plane crowded with drums of jet fuel, and fly four and a half hours north to our forward operations base. I’d put on headphones and listen to music, hoping to block out engine noise and turbulence, trying not to obsess over my worries. I am a peacemaker, a human rights activist. And here I was, in the middle of a military operation.

			But this wasn’t a routine visit.

			I passed my visa documents to the immigration official and stopped in the bathroom to put myself together after twenty-four hours of travel. I pulled my blond hair back under a headscarf to keep the fine strands from sticking to my face and put on a pair of sunglasses. Of all the thousands of people I interacted with in my work in Central Africa, in my meetings at the highest levels of military and government groups, I was almost always the only woman. I pinched my cheeks to wake up and to move some color back into my face. I pulled my backpack on and made my way out to the line of taxis at the curb.

			On the drive to the US Special Forces compound in Entebbe, I reviewed the operation that had been diagrammed on paper and rehearsed in the field for over a month. Five Mi-17 helicopters—two from the Ugandan military, one provided by Bridgeway, and two more we had agreed to charter from a contractor in Entebbe—were ready to carry sixty Ugandan special operations soldiers from their forward base in Obo, Central African Republic, to a location on the other side of a ridge from Kony’s suspected hideout. To move quickly, to avoid detection, the soldiers would split into nimble splinter groups, each equipped with a satellite phone. They would put on night vision goggles and cross a mountain range and then semi-arid savanna, traveling only under the protection of darkness over the course of two successive nights. And when dawn broke they would attempt to catch Kony.

			
			US Special Forces Commander Paul Korbel* met me at the gate to the compound. As we walked together, the soldiers looked up from their work. They always treated me with respect, but I couldn’t escape the feeling that they thought of me as a trespasser in their domain, a humanitarian civilian who didn’t belong behind the scenes of a military operation.

			Commander Korbel wiped sweat from his forehead and grinned. “We’ve got our eyes on K2,” he said. “We estimate between forty and sixty combatants in the camp. A hundred and twenty-five women and children.”

			“They’re still there?”

			“Looks like it, with smoking fires.”

			Military personnel understandably tend to undersell success and downplay certainty. Even so, I couldn’t help myself from asking, “Is this going to work?”

			“We’ve got a shot,” he said.

			Okay, it was only a shot. But it was the best chance we were likely ever to have. I wanted to say, That’s enough for me. But of course we all wanted more than a shot: we wanted to stop the LRA. We wanted the man who had led the kidnapping of more than thirty thousand children to be brought to justice. We wanted every mother in Central Africa—in the world—to have the right that I have, the right to put her children to sleep at night and trust that in the morning they will still be there. To shatter the lie that we are powerless against violence and evil. To remember that in the face of monumental darkness, there is no limit to what we can do for each other, there is no fence around the human heart. I traced my finger over the Saint Jude pendant I’d been wearing since we began this mission. Saint Jude, the patron saint of lost and impossible causes. The contours of the pendant had become like Braille to me. We would get him this time. I felt sure.

		

	
		
		
			
			WHO DO YOU LOVE THE MOST?

			David Ocitti

			WE BECAME INVOLVED in the mission because of people like David Ocitti. Many years later, when David told me his story, I would be humbled and inspired all over again by the courage and resilience of the countless people impacted by the LRA, whose leadership made it possible for all of us to take action—and whose experiences made it imperative.

			David was born in northern Uganda in 1986, the same year that hostilities intensified between northern and southern Uganda. Life wasn’t secure or peaceful. But growing up with his large extended family—his parents and siblings, grandmother, uncles and aunties, and many young cousins—and playing within the circle of mud-walled, thatch-roofed homes that made up their family homestead, David felt protected. He knew the elders would keep them safe. He thought the war outside couldn’t break through.

			His earliest memories were of safety and love. He would watch his mother prepare meals and tend to his younger sister and stepbrothers, caring for them the way she had cared for him: breastfeeding him till he was two, tying him on her back till he was three, singing to him in Acholi, their native tongue: Little baby, don’t cry again, Mommy loves you, she’s going to cook for you, she’s going to get you what you need. Love was her food, practical, nurturing. Love was her face, long like his, her high cheekbones, her eyes as peaceful and watchful as a cat’s.

			
			And love was his grandmother, the wrinkles that spread across her face like ripples over still water. Kara konyo, she called him. Helpful one.

			And love was his father. David’s biological father had died when he was only three. His stepfather, full of jokes and laughter, always smiling, was the man he considered his father. While David’s mother’s sense of humor was quiet, reserved for the people she knew best, his father was outwardly jovial. The only time he scolded any of the children was for eating alone. “Everything you have is to be shared,” he would say. He was full of lessons. He would make David eat peppers so spicy his entire mouth would feel like it was exploding. “Hold your ground,” his father would say. “In less than a minute it will cool off.” And no matter how badly it burned, how intense the discomfort, the heat would always ease and fade. “It’s the same with difficulty,” his father said. “Nothing is permanent. Your body will react appropriately when you give it time to understand.”

			

			—

			David’s hometown, Pabbo, was a small village and trading center north of Gulu, the most populous city in northern Uganda. Only three roads passed by his homestead. One led to the village well, a pool formed and filled by a channel dug beside a rushing creek. The second road led to the garden, where each family farmed a plot of crops for subsistence and trade. And the third led to the trading center. Whenever he saw someone passing his family’s homestead, David instantly knew where the person was going or where he had been.

			
			Life followed predictable rhythms. The whole family woke at sunrise, earlier during the hot dry seasons. David would wash his face, then take a hoe and follow his parents to the family farm. Late morning, when the sun was high and the heat growing fierce, they would return home to sweep and clean the packed earth of the homestead, clearing the ground of leaves, insects, debris blown in by the wind. Everyone helped sweep. It was the best way to prevent infestations. And it was a cultural value. “Don’t judge a man’s success by his clothes,” his grandmother would say. “A fancy suit means nothing. Go home and see the state of his homestead. A large, clean homestead—that signals a real man.”

			After the homestead was clean, the children would bathe in the river while their mother cooked lunch—cassava and beans, sorghum bread. His mother had the biggest pot, he thought—always full, brimming with enough to feed anyone who was hungry. After the meal, the whole family rested through the hottest part of the day. The children were free to nap, or climb one of the two dozen mango trees on their homestead, or play soccer in the empty space at the center of the circle of homes. The children made their own balls from plastic bags and pieces of cloth bound together with twine or thin branches, competing to see who could make the longest-lasting ball.

			When the day was beginning to cool off, they would all return to the garden to move the weeds and branches they’d cleared away that morning. As the sun went down, they would walk back to their homestead, the boys gathering firewood on the way. Again they swept the homestead, and while the girls helped the women prepare the evening meal, the boys would finish gathering wood and build the wang-oo, the bonfire where the whole family sat together each night. They would set down a mat and eat dinner by the fire. The elders would sip waragi, potent distilled cassava, and the stories would begin. They would talk late into the night, the stars bright overhead, the air chilled, the fire warm.

			
			“Back in the day,” his grandmother would begin, telling a favorite story, “the men used to hunt without flashlights. They had to know how to find their way home in the dark. The smart hunter knew how to search the night sky for latwok, the brightest star. But the foolish hunter forgot about what was right above him, and stayed lost in the dark night.”

			David had been taught that latwok was the first star to come out at night. When they were walking back home before sunset, he and the other children would see who could spot it first.

			“Don’t be a foolish hunter,” his grandmother continued. “If you’re smart, you know its position in the sky. If you follow the star, it will always guide you back.”

			It was easy to identify latwok at sunset. But now, the sky was full of bright stars. Each time David thought he had found the brightest one, a different star would flicker and shine, appearing even brighter. “How can you be sure you are following the right one?” he asked.

			“Latwok is distinct among the many stars,” she replied. “If you think you’ve found the brightest one, keep an eye on it. If it’s really latwok, it will keep changing color, showing you many shades as you focus on it.”

			When David grew sleepy, one of his parents would lift him up or take his hand and lead him into the small, dark house. They’d lay him down on a mat, cover him with a light blanket. Sometimes his uncle would kneel beside him and play the lukeme, the thumb piano he had built just for David. He would sleep to the throb of the lukeme, to the murmur of his family all around. In the dry season, they would often carry the mats and blankets outside and the children would fall asleep while the elders talked, the whole family resting all night together by the glowing embers.

			
			The seasons came, unbroken. In May, the mangoes ripened. Children climbed high into the trees to shake down the fruit, their faces stained orange from eating so much, the sweet juice gushing down their chins and necks and chests and then drying, turning their shirts as stiff and hard as wood. Trouble Month, they called it. All through the village, children went around with casts on their arms or legs from climbing too high in search of fruit. David, too, fell once or twice. Fear seized his stomach on the way down, then the rush of laughter when he found he wasn’t hurt after all.

			In October, Independence Day came and went without much fanfare. Everyone in the village was saving every penny, every bit of food, for the weeklong Christmas celebration, the culmination of family and community life, a constant feast that ran from Christmas Eve till New Year’s Day.

			So the annual rituals came and went, but all around them, there was the ever-present war. It was a new manifestation of an old conflict, a hundred-year-old struggle that began in 1894 when British colonizers came to the Nile and invented a nation. Ignoring the tribal sovereignty of the many kingdoms and chiefdoms in the region, the British had hemmed more than a dozen culturally and linguistically distinct groups into a single protectorate.

			Then they began systematically dividing the same groups they had artificially and arbitrarily unified. The Baganda people in the south—for whom Uganda was named, and whose king was made the de facto leader—were elevated into social and political elites. But the Acholi in the north were marginalized and stigmatized, their labor and military conscription used to further the south’s dominance.

			
			The cycles of revenge and mistrust between north and south continued after Uganda achieved independence in 1962. Disputed elections, military coups, and bloody dictatorships dominated Uganda’s early years of statehood. David’s life began in a country that had been mired for decades in political turmoil and violence, where leaders often seized—and kept—power by force.

			The threat of violence was so normalized that David had no way to understand how destructive the war was. He just knew that sometimes he’d hear gunshots and see everyone around him start to shake. When he saw others running, he had to run, too. Sometimes they hid all day in the bush in broad daylight, the screen of leaves safer than the thick mud walls of home. He grew used to the fear, so steady and constant it felt normal to go about daily life with a mental tremble. Yet he didn’t really understand what it was he was afraid of.

			“What’s that sound?” he asked his grandmother once as they huddled together in the bush, a hot wind rustling the leaves. Around them, the quick flit of bird wings. Farther away, a groaning sound.

			“It’s our neighbors, kara konyo,” his grandmother said. “They are crying.”

			“Why are they crying?”

			“Because the LRA have come and are killing people. When they kill it is painful.”

			The group that became the Lord’s Resistance Army formed around the time David was born, ostensibly aimed to protect the north. Its leader, Joseph Kony, was an ethnic Acholi like David, born in Odek, northern Uganda, in the early 1960s, also the first years of Ugandan independence. The son of subsistence farmers, Kony grew up amid chronic poverty and the political marginalization of his people—and then the ruthless violence of dictator Idi Amin’s regime.

			
			Early in his life Kony’s aspirations seemed more spiritual than militaristic. He served as an altar boy in the Catholic Church where his father was a lay apostle, and when he was fifteen, he dropped out of school and apprenticed with a local witch doctor, learning to be a healer and spirit medium. He became a trusted spiritual adviser in his community, especially to rebel soldiers hiding out in the north, waiting for an opportunity to free Uganda from the disputed rulers and repressive regimes that followed Idi Amin’s reign.

			When Kony was in his early twenties there was another coup—this time staged by a northern general, a fellow Acholi. When General Tito Okello ascended to power, long-standing grievances among Acholi in the north seemed vindicated. But just six months later, in January 1986, Yoweri Museveni, one of the commanders who had helped oust Idi Amin, led his National Resistance Army to topple Okello’s Acholi-dominated government, despite having signed a peace deal with Okello the month before. Museveni became  the new president of Uganda, and his forces took control of northern Uganda in sometimes brutal fashion. Museveni’s decision to undermine the peace agreement, Okello’s swift fall from power, and the Acholi’s ensuing suffering, recatalyzed northern bitterness and rage.

			A militaristic and spiritual group rose to oppose Museveni. Led by spirit medium Alice Auma “Lakwena,” the Holy Spirit Movement unified the various rebel fighters in the north. More than an army, the group used mystical practices to protect its members and to cleanse and purify them. Lakwena promised her soldiers freedom from political persecution—and freedom from guilt. Before battle the soldiers rubbed themselves with shea butter, sang hymns, doused the ground with holy water to protect themselves from enemies’ bullets, and flung rocks they believed would explode like bombs. In November 1987, the Holy Spirit Mobile Forces very nearly succeeded in toppling Museveni’s government. But in the end Museveni’s forces defeated them just sixty miles outside of Kampala, the capital.

			
			Lakwena went into exile and Joseph Kony, who was already known and trusted by the rebel fighters, recruited her former soldiers to build the Lord’s Resistance Army, adopting many of Lakwena’s mystical practices along with her military ambitions. Kony used his charisma and status as a spiritual leader to galvanize an army of thousands of combatants intent on overthrowing Museveni and protecting the Acholi from the retributive violence they expected as punishment for Lakwena’s nearly successful coup. For the first eight years of David’s life, the war that raged around him was between north and south, between the LRA and Museveni’s army.

			But by 1994, the civil war had all but fizzled out. Northerners, exhausted by decades of violence, were ready to embrace peace. The LRA had long since lost most of its local support, and Kony’s forces were dwindling. This is when Kony began abducting Acholi children—his own people—to fill the ranks of his flagging army. The LRA, which had been created to protect the north, began attacking its own.

			

			—

			Life in Pabbo began to change. By the time David was ten, the children, even those as young as two or three years old, had to spend days at a time in the bush to avoid abduction by the LRA. They hid alone, without their elders near. Their parents would sneak into the bush to bring them food, warning them not to make a sound, not even a footprint, as they moved to their next hideout.

			As life grew more dangerous, Pabbo became the biggest of more than two hundred displacement camps created in northern Uganda to house the nearly two million people driven from their homes by the ongoing war. As many as sixty-seven thousand people came to live in Pabbo, where circular mud huts were crowded together so closely that the grass-thatched roofs often touched. Narrow dirt paths—dusty or muddy depending on the season—wound between the thousands of huts. The camp was patrolled by Ugandan military troops and a curfew imposed—residents had to wait until nine or ten in the morning to leave the camp to farm, trade, or go to school, and they had to return no later than five in the evening. Surrounding the camp were green cornfields and farmland, fast rivers, mountains that rose in the distance, and all around, as far as the eye could see, an ocean of six-foot-high grass and brush, tall and thick enough that an entire army could tread through it undetected.

			

			—

			
			Constant war had eroded the school system in northern Uganda, but David was determined to keep up his studies. He began attending a school in a nearby village, paying for his uniform and supplies by doing odd jobs, sleeping away from home in the dormitories set up for students who had too far and too dangerous a path to travel each day between home and school. To be out late in the evening or in the early morning was to risk being abducted by rebels—or to risk being mistaken for one.

			In January 2002, when he was sixteen, he came back home to Pabbo on a short holiday. He planned to spend his time earning enough to pay for the next term of school. Late at night his first night at home, he was fast asleep on a thin mat in his family’s mud hut when he heard shouting from outside. Someone banged on the door.

			“Open up, don’t try to run,” the man outside shouted in Acholi.

			At first, David was more disoriented than scared. He stumbled out into the dark with his two younger stepbrothers. A rebel fighter in dirty fatigues pointed them toward a large group of children and teenagers gathered in an open area, flanked by armed rebels. Just then, his uncle’s house went up in flames. He heard the crackle of fire all over the camp. The air thickened with smoke. Adults were being rounded up nearby.

			
			When all of the huts in David’s section of the camp had been emptied, a commander moved among the children, shoving them, shouting questions. “Where’s your brother? Where’s your sister?” Siblings were pushed together in clusters. Nearby, men were being shoved into one group, women into another.

			David and his brothers huddled together, trying to keep track of their parents in the commotion. A commander approached them. His uniform was tattered, his hair in dreadlocks. He waved his bayonet at them. David held his brothers close. He was tall enough to look the rebel in the eye. He wanted to bow his head, to stare at the ground, to look anywhere but into the commander’s fierce eyes, but he couldn’t look away.

			“Where’s your father?” the commander barked at David.

			David nodded toward the nearby group of men. He could recognize his father even at a distance, even in the dark, the calm and steady way he held himself. He could feel his father’s protectiveness, his fearlessness and commitment. David tried to gather his father’s strength into himself, to become a shelter for his brothers.

			“Where’s your mother?” the commander demanded, shoving the bayonet toward David’s face. He saw her, arms crossed over her chest, eyes fixed on him and his brothers. She was a protector, too. After David’s biological father had died, one of his uncles had demanded to “inherit” his mother as a wife. She had refused. She had faced his anger, and worse, to protect against a forced marriage, to keep her children from having to leave their home. David felt his parents’ eyes on him now like a shield. He squeezed his arms around his brothers’ shoulders.

			
			“Who do you love the most?” the commander shouted at David. “Your mother or your father?”

			An absurd question. David shook his head.

			“Answer me!” Spit flew out of the commander’s mouth when he yelled. “Who do you love the most?”

			David could feel his brothers shiver against him. “I love them both the same.”

			“You have to choose!” The commander was so close David could smell his sweat, the stench of his uniform. He could see the dark sheen of his gun, the hands that gripped it. They were thin hands. Dirty and calloused, but young and bony. “Answer me! Who do you love the most?”

			David knew he had to answer. But his tongue felt stuck, his mind tangled. He looked at his father and mother in turn. He had to speak a name. But he couldn’t find an answer.

			“Who do you love the most?” the commander shouted again. “Answer me now or I’ll shoot!”

			His brothers had begun to cry. David felt the burn of a pepper filling his mouth. A heat so intense it felt lethal. He squeezed his brothers’ shoulders again. “My father,” he said, choking on the words.

			The commander signaled to one of the rebels guarding the group of men and then moved to another group of siblings, demanding, “Who do you love the most? Who do you love the most?” “My father,” David heard many answer. The rebels brought the fathers to stand before their children in a ragged line, and then surrounded them, holding large sticks, chunks of wood. At some unknown signal, the rebels threw themselves at the fathers, beating them. The sound of wood against flesh was low and deep. Then the sharper crack of clubs on skulls. The fathers moaned and one by one they dropped to the earth. David’s father was the last to fall. The LRA didn’t stop beating them until all of the fathers were dead.

			
			David’s father lay with his face in the dirt. Blood stained the ground. David’s brothers were crying, but David couldn’t cry. He felt overcome by heaviness, as though someone had rolled a boulder onto his chest. His breath came in little gasps. He searched the crowd of bystanders for his mother but she wasn’t there. While the fathers were being killed the other adults had been taken away. His parents were gone. David and his brothers were forced to march out into the dark with the other abductees. His feet stumbled over the uneven earth in the night.
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			PROTECTION URGENTLY NEEDED

			“WHEN ARE WE going to give him back?” my three-year-old son Connor asked.

			“Shhhh,” I murmured, rocking the newborn baby in my arms. Sam was in our bedroom, trying to squeeze in a few hours of studying before his evening law school class. It was January 2009 and by then Brody was a month old, and time felt blurry, measured not in grant assessments, board meetings, and international travel itineraries, but in the too-brief stretches when my newborn son’s colic subsided long enough to allow him (and me) to sleep. My words were a feeble attempt to soothe all of us: the tired baby, Connor’s frustration over Brody’s constant demands on my attention, my own fear that my love—which I knew to be endless—somehow wasn’t enough to meet both of my boys’ needs.

			I had chosen motherhood. I had no ambivalence about becoming a mom. And even my strong desire to experience this kind of human love had not prepared me for the profound and total merging of myself with another. The call to love and mother them was like the call to life—something no less precious because I did it automatically, without questioning.

			“Mommy,” Connor demanded, “answer me.”

			I looked at Brody’s round cheeks and scrunched-up nose, his bald head, the way his face twitched as he struggled to sleep. “Baby Brody’s here to stay, my love,” I said. “He does cry a lot. He can be really loud and he makes Mommy really tired, too. But he won’t always be a baby. One day he’ll be a boy like you. He will love you and want to be your friend. You might even find that he’s pretty fun to play with.”

			
			Connor eyed me skeptically and returned to sorting his plastic safari animals by color and size.

			Brody asleep at last in my arms, I dug my phone out of the couch cushions and scrolled through work emails, looking for any new reports from the organizations funded by Bridgeway. When I had joined Bridgeway a year and a half earlier, when Connor was going on two and Sam and I were starting to try for a second child, I had done my best to keep clear boundaries between my work and family life. But I quickly learned that I just don’t operate that way. This work and my family would always be present, daily.

			At Bridgeway, I managed a global portfolio of grants aimed at helping people around the world stop, prevent, and recover from mass atrocities. Now I scanned my in-box, particularly eager to see if there were any new developments from Sudan, where we were keeping an eye on the crisis in Darfur. My quick review didn’t reveal any news from Sudan, but I did notice a post from Human Rights Watch, written by Ida Sawyer, a lead researcher in Uganda and Central Africa, whose position Bridgeway had been funding in response to the LRA’s ongoing violence in the region.

			In 2006, the Ugandan military, the Uganda People’s Defense Force (UPDF), had succeeded in driving the LRA out of Uganda and into southern Sudan (they eventually took refuge in the Democratic Republic of Congo), and the Ugandan government entered into peace talks with Kony. We had believed that the LRA would soon be dismantled. But the LRA threat hadn’t diminished. Far from it. Still intent on overthrowing the Ugandan government, Kony had set up his new headquarters near Garamba National Park in northeastern Congo, where Ugandan troops weren’t allowed to pursue him, and in the two years that the peace talks had dragged on and ultimately failed, his army had rested, regrouped, and rearmed. By 2008 the LRA’s violence against civilians was reaching new extremes and had spread not only to Congo, but also to the remote corners of southeastern Central African Republic and southern Sudan.

			
			When I saw the headline of Ida’s report, my heart sank: “LRA Slaughters 620 in ‘Christmas Massacres,’ Protection Urgently Needed as Killings Continue.” A lump formed in my throat as I read on. Joseph Kony’s army had murdered hundreds of innocent people and abducted more than 160 children in a string of bloody reprisal massacres after a failed assault on an LRA camp in the Democratic Republic of Congo, near the border with southern Sudan.

			On December 14, 2008, just three days before Brody’s birth, the Ugandan military and its partners had launched Operation Lightning Thunder, a joint effort between the armies of Uganda, the Democratic Republic of Congo, and southern Sudan, and supported by a number of US military advisers whom, in the last weeks of his presidency, President George W. Bush had assigned to provide logistics, communications, and intelligence.

			But, as I read in Ida’s report, the mission was riddled with flaws and mishaps. The attack helicopters that had been sent ahead of the ground forces were delayed by bad weather. By the time they bombed the compound, Kony, apparently tipped off to the attack, had already fled with his top commanders. There might still have been a chance to capture them, but the ground troops meant to pursue any LRA members who fled after the aerial assault were hampered by transport problems, and also arrived late—seventy-two hours late. Worst of all, the troops delegated to protect civilians in the region never appeared at all.

			On the upside, the operation had succeeded in destroying the LRA central camp and forcing Kony and the other leaders into hiding. But this actually made them harder to pursue. The LRA splintered into small groups, a multitude of tiny armies hiding within an area that spanned three countries, a region roughly the size of California. In trying to mitigate the threat of the LRA, the intervention had only made them more dangerous.

			
			And then the LRA retaliated.

			On Christmas Eve and Christmas day, LRA rebels committed horrific murders. In town after town across northeastern Congo, invisible to most of the world, the LRA went on a killing spree. One of the first attacks occurred in Batande, a small village about a mile from the Sudanese border. A close-knit community, the whole town had gathered to share a feast after Christmas services at the Protestant church. A seventy-two-year-old man arriving late for the festivities was on a footpath leading to the church when the LRA attacked. I held my breath as I read his account of the massacre:

			
				The LRA surrounded all the people and began to tie them up with cords, rubber strips from bicycle tires, and cloth from women’s skirts, which they tore into strips. I saw them tie up my wife, my children, and my grandchildren. I was powerless to help them.

				After tying them up, they tore off their clothes and put them facedown on the ground. Then they started to hit them one by one on the head with large sticks. They crushed their skulls till their brains came out. They were quick at killing. It did not take them very long and they said nothing while they were doing it.

				I slipped away and went to my home, where I sat trembling all over. That night I heard the LRA celebrating. They ate the food the women had prepared and drank the beer. Then they slept there among the bodies of those they had killed.

				The next morning, they left and I went to try to find my wife. There were bodies everywhere. I could not find my wife. It was only after a few days that I found her just beyond the stream. Her skull had been crushed like the others. Her body was already decomposing so I had to bury her where she was killed in a mass grave with other women and children.

			

			In town after town throughout this region of northeastern Congo, in the Doruma area near southern Sudan and the Faradje area 180 miles to the east, it was the same. The LRA attacked people gathered for Christmas feasts, concerts, and services, tying up the men and raping women and children before crushing their skulls. They shot off the legs of children. They took girls away into the bush on a rope. They tried to twist off the heads of two three-year-old girls.

			
			With more than sixteen thousand United Nations peacekeepers stationed in Congo, only two hundred were deployed in LRA-affected areas. In the Haut-Uele district of northeastern Congo where the massacres occurred, fifty villages were attacked in the space of two days, with zero protection from the international community. A terrible tragedy had occurred in response to a failed intervention.

			

			—

			As I read the final troubling paragraphs of Ida’s report, Brody stirred in my arms and began to cry. I held his tiny body against my chest, gently patting his back. His fragility overwhelmed me sometimes. I hated not knowing what was making him hurt, not knowing how to help him feel better. Brody struggled and cried in my arms. Connor looked up from his animals, waiting for my response.
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			BAND-AIDS ON BULLET HOLES

			“HOW DEEP ARE the cutbacks?” my board member Ann asked one afternoon a few months after the massacres in Congo.

			“They’re deep,” said John, her husband and fellow board member. John had founded Bridgeway Capital Management, an investment firm that donates half of its profits through the work of the Bridgeway Foundation. John leaned in as he spoke. The low sun slashed through the blinds of our meeting room, framing his head in gold. The mood in the room was somber. But John seemed to gather the light.

			He was one of the most intentional people I had met, and came from a line of powerful women and extraordinary, open-minded parents. His grandmother was a suffragette; his father prioritized integrity above all else in business; and his mother crossed social barriers her entire life: she was the first woman ever to earn a PhD in religion at Rice University. John’s parents encouraged him to make his own choices about how he engaged with the world. He’d founded an investment company with the mission of preventing genocide because he couldn’t ignore the responsibility inherent in privilege, and refused to look at the world through protective lenses. He faced the hard truths directly, and he had a way of bringing life and light into the toughest situations.

			Even now, as he delivered difficult news to the Bridgeway Foundation board members, I could sense him trying to reframe the losses and costs of the current recession as an opportunity.

			
			“We’re going to give less, and that’s going to hurt,” he said. “It’s also an invitation: to make the dollars we can give count the very most. To be completely clear and united about the work we do.”

			I felt a wave of dread. On the table in front of me was the binder in which I kept a printout of our current grant portfolio, a roster of urgent and highly worthy causes. And now we would be supporting fewer of them. We needed to be doing more, not less.

			Bridgeway was built on the conviction that human security is a right that you’re born into, no matter where. Whether you’re a native of San Antonio, Texas, or Batande, Democratic Republic of Congo, it is your right to live free from fear, free from being terrorized, free from being raped, free from being abducted, free from having your kids stolen.

			But the right to human security is not equally protected in the world. When the global community fails to preserve security it affects the poorest of the poor disproportionately. People at the bottom of the development spectrum. The most isolated. The ones who go about their days working hard to make sure their kids have enough to eat and that they can go to sleep under a peaceful sky. The people most threatened by oppressive groups like the LRA. These are the people whose human right to security is routinely violated because the conflicts that threaten the innocent often don’t threaten Western interests.

			My eyes were first opened to the complexity of global systems of injustice when I was in my second year of law school at Baylor University in Waco, Texas. In August 1999, there was a devastating earthquake in Turkey. At least seventeen thousand people died, and half a million were left homeless. The following spring, my church in Waco sponsored a one-week mission trip to provide relief near Istanbul. When we arrived, it was clear that a quick drop-in visit wasn’t going to go very far in helping people. The needs were tremendous, and the people doing day-to-day relief work were too few—and too exhausted. I had very little flexibility in my law school program, but when I returned home I asked my professors if I could interrupt my studies to go back to Turkey for another few weeks to support the relief efforts. To my surprise, they agreed.

			
			For several weeks, I ferried across the Bosporus Strait each morning to the side of Istanbul where the earthquake damage was most severe, and crossed back across the water in the evening to sleep. At the ferry crossing, children flocked, selling small items, begging for money. The first morning I crossed, one boy in particular caught my attention. He wore a blue sweatshirt and carried a yellow plastic bag filled with packages of tissues he was selling, little plastic-wrapped pouches meant to go in a pocket or purse. When he grinned, I could see that he had recently lost his top two front teeth. His name was Pilar. He was six years old. I asked him how much for a package of tissues and gave him the money, but told him to keep the tissues so he could sell them to someone else. As I boarded the ferry, I saw a bigger boy come and take his money away. I decided that when I came back across that night, I would be smarter. I would give Pilar food instead of money. That evening, I looked for him and bought him a toasted cheese sandwich. As I walked away I noticed that when he started to take a bite, an older child ran by and snatched it from him. The next day, I bought him another sandwich and a Coke to drink, but this time I sat with him until he had finished his meal. That became our routine each morning when I waited to board the ferry, and each evening when I returned. It was a lesson in presence, in the importance of just being there—to witness, to become aware, to attune to the culture and the strength all around, to learn and absorb without reactively trying to fix something you don’t yet understand, or misapprehending your power or role. Often we look to the easiest ways to help—give money, give food—but presence is also an aspect of giving.

			One evening I came home later than usual, after dark, and looked for Pilar. Usually he waited right near the platform and ran up to me, eager to eat and share smiles, but this time I couldn’t find him. I wandered around in the dark, searching for him. And then I saw him. He was under a tree, asleep, using his yellow plastic bag full of tissue packages as a pillow. That’s when it struck me: he was a street child. I couldn’t believe how utterly naïve I’d been. For the rest of my stay, I began talking to the homeless children, and asking the humanitarian workers I met about Pilar and the many other homeless kids. I learned how dire their situation was. In order not to starve, they were forced to pay off corrupt adults, selling small items to tourists, handing over all of the profit. Many children resorted to sniffing glue—in fact, many were forced to so they could be doped into addiction and compliance. I had come to Turkey to assist with disaster relief, but in trying to do something small to fill one extreme need, I became aware of a deeper—and perpetual, chronic—injustice. I realized how important it is for every person to take responsibility for what happens in the world—and at the same time, how easy it is to discharge our guilt, to do something superficial and think we’re helping in a way that matters. There was nothing wrong in giving money
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