
Acts 9:36-43  

Today’s reading begins with a funeral of a loved one. The body is washed according to 

the custom of the day. There is a lot of grief expressed for the loss of someone who 

clearly was a pillar in her community.  

Funerals and grief from the reading resonate deeply with the situation in the country 

which is the focus this Christian Aid Week – Sierra Leone. Between 2014 and 2016, 

during the Ebola outbreak, one of the reasons why the virus spread so rapidly was the 

funeral practice of washing the body of the dead person in a customary way. Relatives of 

the dead wanted to honour their loved ones by burying them in the most decent way they 

knew but they contracted the virus in the process. 

Christian Aid partner, the Rev Christiana Sutton-Koroma, was one of the people who 

prevented the spread of the disease by leading safe and dignified funerals without the 

need of ritual washing.  

Because we’ve been involved with Christian Aid for many years now, as a congregation 

we know a bit about its work. But maybe not everybody does so let me explain briefly 

what Christian Aid is and does.  

Their most fundamental belief is that everyone is equal in God’s eyes. And yet this truth 

is not reflected in the world around where so many people live in poverty. Because Jesus 

told us to love our neighbour, Christian Aid expose poverty, help in whatever practical 

ways they can to empower people in poor areas to help themselves and challenge 

structures that keep the poor poor. Christian Aid works with local partners who know the 

culture, the needs and the language of the people.  

What does that mean in practice? In 2015 they supported advocacy work in Zambia 

contributing to the ruling Patriotic Front party voluntarily adopting a 40% gender quota 

for candidates. Thanks to the work they do through their partners on the ground South 

Africa’s Parliament passed the country’s first-ever national minimum wage legislation in 

2018. Their programmes in Kenya, Nigeria, Malawi, Ethiopia and Burundi have reached 

more than 5 million people with health education and access to essential HIV, malaria 

and family planning services. Monsoon rains in 2017 caused flooding in India, Nepal and 

Bangladesh destroying homes and livelihoods.  Shelter, food and water were provided to 

45,000 in India, 15,000 in Nepal and 3,000 in Bangladesh. These are just a few examples 

– you can read more on their website.  

Christian Aid encourage their supporters to pray, act and give and thus work alongside 

them. One way we can help is through signing petitions. This Christian Aid Week we’re 

encouraged to call on the Chancellor of the Exchequer to ensure the UK Government 

uses its power in the International Monetary Fund to ensure all Sierra Leone’s debts on 

the loans it received for fighting the Ebola outbreak are written off and to take urgent 

action to prevent new debt crises in developing countries and tackle them effectively 

when they arise. 



The stories featured this week though are stories of ill-health and death around what 

should be the happiest times in one’s life – pregnancy and birth. We are told two separate 

stories which I will now tell you about. 

‘Jebbeh is one of the kindest people you will ever meet. She has a warm smile and 

motherly touch. But her life has been incredibly tough.  

Recently, Jebbeh’s sister, Fatmata, was pregnant in a village nearby. When she went into 

labour there were so few ambulances that Fatmata had no choice but to walk for three 

hours, under the baking sun, to the nearest hospital. The road was long, and she struggled 

to keep walking. With every step, Fatmata feared for her life and the life of her baby. 

Jebbeh told us: ‘My sister was crying out with hunger. She died on the side of the road. 

She never gave birth.’   

No woman should die in childbirth. But for Jebbeh, this wasn’t just any woman. This was 

her sister – her strength, her comfort, her own. Jebbeh herself is heavily pregnant. As her 

baby grows, it’s not joy that fills her heart, but fear. Pregnancy should be a time of joy, 

not a time of fear.  

But instead of buying new baby clothes, Jebbeh has gone to her sister’s burial. Instead of 

excitement and joy, she feels pain and sorrow. She cries, and we cry with her.’1 

The second story is the one of Tenneh Bawoh. ‘A few years ago, when Tenneh was 

pregnant with her first child, there was no health centre or trained nurse in her village. 

With no other choice, Tenneh was taken by her mother to a traditional birth attendant. For 

the two days of her labour, Tenneh was in agony. She fell unconscious, and was bleeding 

heavily. When at last she woke up, her whole body was swollen. In the days and months 

afterwards, Tenneh still felt very weak. Her baby wouldn’t breastfeed. Tragically, her 

little one died when he was just three months old.  

‘I will never forget that day,’ Tenneh recalls. ‘I felt sick like I’ve never been sick before. 

I loved my baby so much.’  

Thankfully, when Tenneh was pregnant a second time, things had changed for good. 

Christian Aid’s partner RADA saw that Tenneh, and many mums like her, were in 

desperate need of healthcare. And that’s how nurse Judith came to save lives. With expert 

love and care, nurse Judith delivered Tenneh’s baby safely.  

But the health centre where nurse Judith works is not enough to meet every need. The 

roof leaks. There are only two delivery beds. And when mums come to deliver their 

babies at night, Judith has no light to see by. This makes giving birth even more 

dangerous.  

                                                 
1 https://www.christianaid.org.uk/sites/default/files/2019-02/caweek19-sermons.pdf, p. 2.  

https://www.christianaid.org.uk/sites/default/files/2019-02/caweek19-sermons.pdf


Every day, 10 women die from giving birth in Sierra Leone. But we believe every life is 

worth fighting for.’2 

Christian Aid works with partners worldwide but the focus this week is on the 

Rehabilitation and Development Agency, an organisation which builds health centres and 

trains health professionals so that women don’t need to travel far to give birth or get 

medical attention for themselves or their new born babies. £300 can buy a delivery bed 

and a mattress for a health centre ensuring a safe delivery for many in the area. 

We might not be called to travel long distances to Sierra Leone and other places to care 

for those most in need, but I do urge you to consider making such work possible by 

donating money this week. You can do this by taking an envelope today and giving your 

donation in this way, by attending the cookery demonstration on Wednesday night here at 

the church at 7 pm or by having breakfast at the Finstown post office this coming Friday 

between 8 and 10.30 am. We can all make a difference in Jesus’ name. Amen. 

                                                 
2 Ibid, p.3. 


