
Vol. IV No. 2 • July 2014 • Page 1

The Rwanda School Project
Learn. Empower. Lead.

The Rwamagana Lutheran School Newsletter Vol. IV No. 2 • July 2014

C ommunity Lutheran Church (CLC) 
is dedicated to its connection with 

Rwanda School Project and the school it 
supports, Rwamagana Lutheran School. 
Rev. Joe Vought brought news of Robin’s 
mission to the church when he became 
the pastor in 2008, and from there CLC’s 
connection to Rwanda has evolved into a 
story full of interest, concern and finan-
cial support. 

In 2009, a visit from Robin Strickler 
prompted Sarah Shangraw (then Chris-
tian Education Council Chair) to choose 
Backpacks for Rwanda as the summer’s 
Vacation Bible School service project. 
Families donated school supplies and 
member John Passaro donated the 
backpacks. The connection and feed-
back from Rwanda were inspirational for 
the children of CLC. Sarah remembers 
“It seemed like a natural opportunity to 
build an even more permanent connec-
tion. Students are students all over the 
world, so that’s something our kids can 
relate to, even if nothing else in their lives 
seems similar.”

The following year, the Sunday School 
Lenten Service Project was centered 
on funding a sponsorship for 
one student, George Baga-
bo. The fundraising ex-
ceeded the original goal 
and another student, 
Bosco Karekezi was 
added. CLC member 
Cathy Whitlow was 
interested in becoming 
more involved in RSP 
and became a member of 
the board of directors. Over 
the last 5 years students have 
enjoyed letters from Robin, George 
and Bosco. RSP is in the worship prayers 
each Sunday morning. The church loves 
hosting Robin and having her bring news 

of the school’s amazing progress. Under 
the leadership of Katie Vey, Jackie Passaro 
and Laura Sagen, the Sunday School 

students have led the way in raising 
funds during Lent each year. 

Bake sales and the dedica-
tion of our weekly Noisy 

Offering (coins collected 
by kids and dropped in 
a metal bucket!) contin-
ue the sponsorship of 
these two young men. 
Every year, the amount 

collected exceeds the 
amount required. 
In addition to the spon-

sorships, several members give 
regularly to RSP with three members 

currently supporting additional students. 
Members of the congregation housed 
a group of visiting Rwandans during 

the summer of 2010. Bosco was part 
of that group which strengthened the 
congregation’s resolve to help Rwan-
da. In 2012, three church members, Jeff 
and Bettyann Biber and Cathy Whitlow, 
traveled to Rwanda to meet students, 
learn more about Rwanda and its people, 
and help build RLS’ girl’s dormitory. The 
trip inspired Jeff to become a RSP board 
member. The church is currently planning 
another mission trip for June 2015.

This month Cathy will be traveling 
back to Rwanda and taking quilts for 
George and Bosco that were made by 
the Sunday School students. The congre-
gation has embraced the mission of RSP 
with this verse “And do not forget to 
do good and to share with others, for 
with such sacrifices God is pleased.”  
Hebrews 13:16

Over 5 Years of Continuing Support

“It seemed like a 
natural opportunity to 

build an even more perma-
nent connection. Students are 
students all over the world, so 
that’s something our kids can 

relate to, even if nothing else in 
their lives seems similar.”

S A R A H  S H A N G R A W

from Community Lutheran Church, Sterling, Virginia

The children of CLC with their quilts for George and Bosco.
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April of this year marked the 20th 
anniversary of the Genocide of 1994 
in Rwanda and brought many articles 

about Rwanda to the pages of American news-
papers.

When I first came to Rwanda in 2004, ten 
years after the Genocide, there were still scores 
of burnt-out and destroyed houses along any 
road, there was no ambulance in the country 
and maternal mortality was more than double 
what it is today. Door knobs, light switches, and 
working toilets were all scarce, and garbage 
was a common sight in city streets. There was 
at that time a level of exhaustion and gloom that 
pervaded many social interactions, even as peo-
ple began to marvel that the country was intact 
and functioning. All the same, refugees contin-
ued to return and there were many times that 
the demands seemed completely overwhelming 
to government and NGO workers.

A friend of my husband’s gave me what I’ve 
come to refer to as the “development tour” be-
cause he wanted me to see that things had actu-
ally improved since the war. We drove through 
a rural district of Rwanda’s Eastern Province as 
he narrated to me what various organizations 
had done to improve daily life. “See here there 
is now a water tap so that people who used to 
walk 5 kilometers now can find water within a 
kilometer. It gives them more time in the day for 
other activities.” There was a long line of jerri-
cans holding people’s places in line. In another 
location we saw children with plastic shoes. “We 
have fewer incidences of worms when kids have 
shoes,” he said, “and where you see families 
with goats or a cow, children can get enough 
protein or the family can sell products so they 
can pay school fees or medical insurance.” 
Those trends have continued, and there are 
dozens of communities where I can cite specific 

improvements in schools, water access, electric-
ity, phone service, health care, market facilities 
and banks for low-wage earners.

As crises like PTSD and need for emergency 
shelter and serious malnutrition recede, we are 
aware of other problems that are more subtly 
related to the past: young people not knowing 
their cultural history, and children missing 
grandparents and a sense of “where they are 
from.” We have some students who I think of as 
“functionally orphaned” because their parents 
are living but can’t or won’t care for them, or 
they care but they are still far back in their 
own economic development. Then there are 
the systemic weaknesses that have to do with 
the previous generation’s lack of training and 
exposure to economic development, literacy and 
mechanization.

So it is despite these challenges that I 
continue to marvel at what is possible. The 
government is encouraging schools to develop 
cultural activities and celebrations, and we 
engaged a young man to come for seven weeks 
and teach our students traditional drumming, 
dancing and singing to be performed at our 
annual talent show. Our teacher Laura Uwiz-
ihiwe also coached her Senior 4 Kinyarwanda 
class to perform a drama of a 15th-century 

Twenty Years Later:
A time to look forward

In many cultures across the 
world, livestock have long 
been symbols of wealth. 

Like dollars today, the rich 
had many; the poor, few. In 
Rwanda, cows have been 
used in a social practice 
called girinka has been in 
place for centuries. Literally 
translated as “may you have 
a cow,” girinka is a valued 
exchange between parties- 
one person or family gives 
a cow to another, to help 
secure a marriage (as dowry), 

or as in the case of our own 
“Imbabazi,” as a gesture of 
gratitude and appreciation 
and the establishment of a 
friendship. Earlier this year, 
Rwamagana Lutheran School 
was gifted a cow by John 
Rutsindintwarane, husband 
of RLS founder and director, 
Robin Strickler. 

In Rwanda, the act of giv-
ing a cow in girinka creates a 
special relationship between 
the giver and the recipient. 
When the cow has her first 

calf, it is gifted back to the 
giver of the cow, so both 
parties can continue to pros-
per from their relationship. 
Our gift from Pastor John is 
helping us be good stewards 
of the earth, as well. From 
Robin:

“We are making good on 
our plans to increase sustain-
ability and we’re very thank-
ful for the gift of a cow from 
my husband, John. “Imbaba-
zi” is sometimes seen wan-
dering through campus (with 

her minder not far behind) 
when she is let out for her 
afternoon stroll. Most of the 
time, she stays in a paddock 
near our biogas digester -- to 
which she makes daily contri-
butions!”

“Imbabazi” has a few 
meanings in Kinyarwanda, 
including mercy, compassion, 
and forgiveness.

Read more about girinka at:  
www.rwandapedia.rw/explore/girinka

“May you have a cow”
Imbabazi enjoys 

an afternoon 
graze at RLS.

Robin’s Letter
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story in Rwanda’s history, with great results. 
Meanwhile, looking forward, Mr. Tumusiime’s 
Economics students have been imagining future 
businesses they could do in Rwanda and we 
took seven students to an Ivy League college 
recruiting fair. Ten years ago, thoughts were 
simply on survival, but today we’re seeing 
students imagining 
their futures. This 
year we’ll hold our 
first Career Day, 
inviting profession-
als to come and 
speak to students 
about careers many 
of them have never 
heard of.

As the govern-
ment’s motto for this 
year’s commemora-
tion says, it is a time 
to Remember, Unite and Renew.

Meanwhile, we are seeing all kinds of new 
uses for our new cafeteria (as you can see from 
the Talent Show photo of one performance) and 
it’s serving as a place for displays of our work 
and a place for the school choir to practice. 
Truly a gift!

We had very sad news from our Business 
Manager Moses Mufua when he lost his first-
born son, George. His illness was sudden and 
unexpected, and we all recognize what a blow it 
was to his family. Our purchaser Margaret, the 
parent of one of our students, was also involved 
in a serious accident when she was in a truck 

heading to Rwamaga-
na with supplies. An 
oncoming truck with 
failing brakes hit the 
vehicle and she was 
the only one of four in 
the vehicles to survive. 
She is now beginning 
to walk again and we 
thank God that she will 
make a full recovery.

We also wish to say 
a very fond “Farewell” 
to two of our teachers 

who have been hired to teach at Kepler Univer-
sity in Kigali. Robert Byaruhanga was with us 
for three years teaching physics and chemistry, 
and Jeanne Mukangenzi has been with us since 
the founding of the school and teaches biology 

and math. Both of them have contributed great-
ly to the life of the school. We hope that they 
will meet some of our students as future Kepler 
University students! They will be missed!

We are looking forward to visits from our 
Petaluma teacher friends in July and the second 
part of our Expedition on the Nile River and 
water resources. In August, we are planning our 
first Homecoming Day for former students and 
we hope to make a tradition that will encour-
age alumni relationships. It will be an exciting 
summer! Thank you to all of you who pray for 
us, encourage us, send books, volunteer, donate 
funds and spread the word about us! 

Robin Strickler, Program Director

We would like to send the President of our Gov-
erning Board in Rwanda, an educator and parent 
at our school, to attend the National Conference of 
Expeditionary Learning in Boston this December. 
We think that seeing EL in action will help her to 
spread the idea to other parents and community 
members. 

Would you or someone you know be willing and 
able to donate FREQUENT FLIER MILES to 
make her trip possible? Please contact Karl Smith 
at 707-829-0606 if you can help! Many thanks!

In July, Rwamagana Lutheran 
School will welcome two new 
volunteers to our school, a 

young woman serving with 
Youth In Global Mission 
and another from 
Princeton in Afri-
ca. Our Princ-
eton in Africa 
Fellow, Becca 
Merrifield, 
was willing 
to share her 
story about 
her motivation 
to serve in Africa 
before she packed her 
bags and flew off to Kigali.

 Originally from New Jersey, 
Becca’s connection with Africa 
began in high school, when 
she spent a summer in Kenya 
on a school trip, visiting and 
teaching in local schools in 

Nairobi. After returning home, 
she started a triathlon fundrais-
er at her school, Blair Academy, 
to raise money for future trips. 

Over time, the triathlon 
raised enough money 

to fund the summer 
trips as well as 
two schools in 
Nairobi.

In college, 
she went to 
Senegal to do 

comparative 
research on food 

insecurity. Staying 
with host families, unable 

to communicate in a common 
language, Becca found herself 
experiencing human under-
standing at a level beyond 
words. The sense of comfort, 
the overwhelming hospitality, 
and friendliness of the peo-

ple of Senegal inspired her to 
continue her connection to 
the continent of Africa and its 
people.

 Living and working at 
schools has been a big part 
of Becca Merrifield’s life – the 
daughter of teachers, she grew 
up on the campus of Blair 
Academy, a boarding school 
in New Jersey. With an envi-
ronmental sciences teacher 
for a father, she vowed never 
to become one herself; yet 
luckily for RLS,  she was willing 
to come as close to being one 
as possible. At Rwamagana 
Lutheran School, Becca will be 
developing our environmen-
tal studies curriculum. She’ll 
be looking at environmental 
challenges specific to Rwan-
da, such as urbanization, to 
incorporate into her lessons.  

With her help, as well as the 
new laboratory facility currently 
under construction, RLS will be 
able to further expand our Ex-
peditionary Learning pedagogy 
in the sciences. In addition to 
her technical and instructional 
skills to RLS, Becca brings with 
her a deep understanding and 
compassion for our students as 
people. We are excited to have 
Becca with us. 

Welcome, Becca, to Rwama-
gana Lutheran School! Thank 
you so much for your service.

What is Princeton in Africa?

Established in 1999, Princeton in Africa 
sends recent college graduates to serve 
for one year in Africa. Fellows work with 
partner organizations all over Africa, in 
sectors such as health, humans rights, and 
education.This year, Rwanda itself will be 
home to three Princeton in Africa Fellows. 
Learn more about Princeton in Africa here: 
www.princetoninafrica.org

Becca Merrifield:
New volunteer at RLS shares a lifelong connection with Africa

The new cafeteria makes a great performance venue.
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karl@rwandaschoolproject.org
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Contact Information

•  Dian Fossey, an American zoologist, 
studied gorilla groups in the moun-
tain forests of Rwanda for 18 years. 
Her book, Gorillas in the Mist and the 
subsequent movie of the same name, 
recount her personal story and scien-
tific achievements.

•  Eighteen Gorilla babies were named 
during the 10th annual naming cere-
mony on July 1, 2014. Find out more 
about Rwanda’s Mountain Gorillas 
here: www.gorilladoctorsblog.org  
and www.rdb.rw/kwitizina/

•  Women hold 64% of the seats in the 
Rwanda Parliament.

•  About 90% of Rwandans are engaged 
in agriculture. Tea and coffee are the 
main exports.

•  Rwanda is part of the intergovernmen-
tal organization called The East Afri-
can Community, including Burundi, 
Kenya, Tanzania, and Uganda. Over the 
next 10 years they will be merging to a 
common currency to boost trade.

•  The Kinyarwanda word for “thank you” 
is Murakoze ( MooRahKohZay). 

Interesting Facts

Karen Saenger first 
met Robin in January 
of 2008 while Karen 

was doing a 2 month volun-
teer teaching stint in Kibun-
go, East Province, Rwanda.  
At that time the RSP was an 
idea that was percolating: 
land was being purchased, 
books were being processed, 
plans were being drawn up.

As everyone who has met 
Robin knows, her dedication, 
determination, integrity and 
ability means that one is “in 
for a penny, in for a pound”.  
So Karen kept in contact 
with Robin and began fol-
lowing the progress of the 
Rwanda School Project.

An opportunity for Karen 
to return to Rwanda in 2014 
allowed her to offer her 
services to the RLS.  Robin 
arranged for her to be part 
of the staff during this past 
January and February.  Karen 
worked on staff development, 
tutored students and assisted 
in the library.

Karen sees Rwanda 
School Project as contrib-
uting enormously to the 
rebuilding of Rwanda.  The 
close-knit staff/student rela-
tionship, the quality of the 
education, the school’s focus 
on sustainability and the fact 
that a school of excellent cal-
iber exists outside of Kigali 

highlight the importance of 
the original vision and the 
current reality.

With the school’s peda-
gogical focus on Expedition-
ary Learning, Karen hopes 
she can contribute mean-
ingfully to its development.  
She teaches high school 
students at Abbotsford Senior 
Secondary in British Colum-
bia, Canada, working with 
students in both the Interna-
tional Baccalaureate and BC 
provincial curricula.

A New Board  
Member for RSP

Please send us your current e-mail address to help 
us complete or update our records. We would love 
to reduce both our paper consumption and our 
printing and mailing costs by offering an electron-
ic version of the newsletter.  If you would like to 
continue receiving a paper version we are happy 
to continue to mail.  However, if you would prefer 
to receive our quarterly newsletter by e-mail,  
indicate that preference. The full version of the 
newsletter will be sent as an e-mail attachment.

Send Us Your E-Mail Address!

RwandaSchoolProject@gmail.com

Karen Saenger 
visits Lake Kivu, 

Rwanda.


