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                  By Bishop James Swansonwings:

Liberia:
Where are the animals?

My trip to Liberia this past February was a series 
of long flights: From Detroit to Amsterdam to 
Morocco and finally to Monrovia. Delphine and I 

landed at midnight and were greeted by representatives from 
the Liberia Annual Conference as well as a Liberian govern-
ment official. We expected the representatives from the office 
of Bishop John Innis, but not the government protocol person. 

We were not aware that we had been flying with Bishop 
Bennie D. Warner, a retired United Methodist bishop and 
former vice president of Liberia. It was his first visit to Libe-
ria since the 1980 coup d’etat orchestrated by Samuel Doe. 
The coup toppled the elected government, leading to a series 
of wars that devastated Liberia until the election of President 

Ellen Johnson Sirleaf 
in 2007. Delphine and I 
benefitted from Bishop 
Warner’s return, because 
we also received the 
V.I.P. treatment upon our 
arrival.

Later, we traveled on 
to Bishop Innis’ Epis-
copal residence, where 
we stayed for the next 
four nights. On our first 
morning in Liberia, I 
visited Bishop Innis’ 
office to greet his dis-
trict superintendents and 

other members of the extended cabinet. I then toured the J.J. 
Roberts School, which has been supported by Holston Con-
ference for about 13 years.

J.J. Roberts School is named for the first president of 
Liberia, a former slave from Maryland. In fact, the first eight 
presidents of Liberia were repatriated slaves or their descen-
dants. The school is attended by about 1,000 students who 
all depend on outside support. Holston helped finance the 
construction for the school’s three buildings. However, the 
need is still great for more buildings and equipment. I saw 
50 computers that were dated but have been repaired and 
pieced together by faculty and students. There is also a great 
need for a science building and lab equipment. Education is 
essential to prevent this struggling democracy from slipping 
back into war.

The United Methodist Church has already played a piv-
otal role in Liberia’s development as people have come to 
know Christ and become disciples of Jesus. The United 
Methodist churches of Liberia, J.J. Roberts School, and 
other institutions have provided the liberating gospel of 
Jesus and training that helped produce President Sirleaf, 
former Bishop Arthur Kulah, and current Bishop John Innis. 
Our support continues to be crucial to Liberia’s future.

After my tour of the school, I spent the next few days 
meeting national leaders who are also United Methodists. 

It brought me great joy to know that The United Methodist 
Church and Holston Conference were key participants in the 
spread of the gospel and in the development of Liberia. 

Four days after our arrival, we departed for Gbarnga City, 
located about 110 miles from Monrovia, where the Liberia 
Annual Conference was to be held. Gbarnga City is home 
to the Gbarnga Theological School where many United 
Methodist pastors are trained. It was during this part of the 
trip I first realized I didn’t see any animals! I almost didn’t 
ask about the absence of animal life because I didn’t want to 
appear ignorant. Finally, I leaned over and asked our driver: 
“Where are the animals?” 

He replied, “The wars drove them away and they have 
not returned.” 

“What animals are gone?” I asked.
“We had plenty of monkeys, elephants, deer and some 

cats – like lions and leopards – but they were frightened by 
the war and have not returned,” he said.

The driver grew silent after that and said nothing else. I 
sat back and couldn’t help but visualize what Liberia must 
have been like before the war.  

The next day we went to Ganta. We traveled three to 
four hours over a road that showed the strain of wear and 
war – but still, no sign of wildlife. We toured Ganta Hospital 
and Medical Center. All the time, I couldn’t stop thinking 
about what the driver had said: We had plenty of monkeys, 
elephants, deer and some cats – like lions and leopards – 
but they were frightened by the war and have not returned. 
There was a sermon in his answer, seeking to be spoken into 
existence. 

The call for us to “study war no more” was clear to me. 
We humans can bring on devastation because of selfish-
ness, greed, and rejection of our own sisters and brothers. 
We in the United States, who have been blessed with so 
much, must not forget that Liberia has no animals because 
of war. We must remember that people in Zimbabwe starve 
because of greed. We must remember that, despite a popula-
tion of 1.2 million, there are no United Methodist churches 
in downtown Kampala, because land is too expensive in 
Uganda.

Many other realities were revealed to me during my jour-
ney to Africa. As I traveled to Burundi, I learned the church 
is divided because of greed and thirst for power. I learned 
Rwanda is struggling to heal from a genocide that eliminated 
500,000 people in 100 days. I learned that Kenyan girls 
are still mutilated through circumcision while many in the 
church remain silent. I saw firsthand that we must not forget 
about Sudan, where hunger and malnutrition still exist in the 
wake of a civil war.

So I ask again: Where are the animals? What have we 
lost, because we refuse to be the community God calls us 
to be? 
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ways to serve in ordained ministry in The United 
Methodist Church,” says the Rev. Sharon Rubey, 
director of Candidacy and Conference Relations, 
Division of Ordained Ministry, Board of Higher 
Education and Ministry. The DVD shows deacons 
and elders in a variety of settings that include pris-
ons, hospitals, and the military.

Survey reveals misunder-
standing of deacon’s role  

NASHVILLE, Tenn. (UMNS) — Deacons believe they 
are accepted and valued but misunderstood, accord-
ing to a survey of deacons, diaconal ministers and 
those certified in specialized ministry in The United 
Methodist Church. Results of the survey were 
reported during a Division of Ordained Ministry ses-
sion at the United Methodist Board of Higher Educa-
tion and Ministry’s spring meeting. The presentation 
focused on demographics, appointments, salary level 
and job satisfaction of deacons – ordained, commis-
sioned and candidates. 

According to the 2008 Book of Discipline, dea-
cons respond to God’s call to lead in service and to 
equip others for this ministry through teaching, proc-
lamation and worship. They also assist elders in the 
administration of the sacraments.

The Rev. Anita Wood, the agency’s director of 
professional development, said she was surprised to 
find that 21 percent of deacons appointed in the local 
church selected the title or identified themselves as 
associate pastor in the survey. “Deacons are not pas-
tors and that indicates that we have some work to do 
in communicating the role of the deacon in connecting 
the church and the world,” she said. 

(For complete text, visit http://www.umc.org/site/
apps/nlnet/content3.aspx?c=lwL4KnN1LtH&b=2429
867&ct=6874783)

Peggy Johnson’s YouTube 
videos are signs of new times 

VALLEY FORGE, Pa. (UMNS) —  Bishop Peggy John-
son has a heart for those with disabilities, especially 
hearing and sight disabilities. So, when she decided 
to speak to her nearly 1,000 churches in the Phila-
delphia Area of The United Methodist Church, she 
created six video messages: Ash Wednesday, Holy 
Thursday, Good Friday, The Lord’s Prayer, and two 
versions of an Easter message. The videos are posted 
on YouTube, with a main goal of making the Gospel 
accessible. “The deaf community - young and old - 
has really jumped into YouTube,” Johnson said. “It 
is reaching deaf people where they are in terms of 
visual communications.” For hard of hearing per-
sons who do not use sign language or people who 
have visual challenges, the text for the messages is 
available online in large font type. Johnson said her 
Lenten video messages are not a true rendering of 
American Sign Language, as persons do not usually 

sign and speak at the same time. Her latest video 
– an Easter message – was filmed in two versions: 
one is in spoken English with sign language, and 
the other is purely in American Sign Language. The 
last one includes written text for “the sign language-
impaired.” 

Find the videos at bishoppeggyjohnson.blogspot.
com and www.youtube.com/PhiladelphiaAreaUMC. 

Liberian President Sirleaf 
sails through ‘Daily Show’ 
interview with Stewart

NEW YORK  (UMNS) —  Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, a 
United Methodist and the first female president of 
Liberia, was poised, serene and smiling through 
national appearances on United States television 
even though her 13-year-old grandson gave her a 
“heads up” about one of the talk show hosts she was 
meeting. “He told me, ‘You are going to be meeting 
Jon Stewart. Grandma you have to be prepared,’” 
she said during her interview with the host of 
Comedy Central’s “The Daily Show.” Stewart, who 
usually plays for laughs, was nothing but respectful 
when he interviewed Sirleaf on the April 21 broad-
cast. Sirleaf is on a book tour promoting her memoir, 
“This Child Will Be Great.” 

Stewart reflected on the memoir, pointing out her 
many struggles. He said he was amazed at the obsta-
cles she has overcome to be the first woman head of 
state in Africa. 

“Reading this I couldn’t help but think I am 
going to be meeting a woman who is 200 years 
old. What you have been through and what you 
have accomplished in your short life is amazing.”

“You sound like my competitors,” the 70-year-
old leader quipped. “They say you have been at it 
too long. It is time to call it quits.”

 
Hoops turn fear into 
friendships in Mississippi 

JACKSON, Miss.  (UMNS) —  What started with 
the simple act of opening a gymnasium door 
has turned into a ministry that has reconnected a 
Mississippi church with its community. Through 
Books and Basketball, the congregation of 
Broadmeadow United Methodist Church helps 
teenage boys with their schoolwork but also does 
much more. “We started a tutoring program, but 
it has grown into a comprehensive leadership 
program,” said Liz Brister, a member at Broad-
meadow. “We help them understand what lead-
ership means and how to solve problems in the 
community. But we’re still very tied to basket-
ball; we’ll always have that link. Now we require 
them to go to tutoring and do community service 
to play.” 

South African bishop faces 
death treats 

JOHANNESBURG, South African (ENI) — He has 
received several death threats and has been under 
guard by South African police, but that will not 
stop Bishop Paul Verryn of Johannesburg’s Cen-
tral Methodist Church 
from sheltering Zimba-
bwean refugees in the 
heart of the country’s 
commercial capital. 
More than 2,600 refu-
gees are awaiting relo-
cation from Verryn’s 
refuge headquarters in 
the center of Johannes-
burg, but estimates say 
the same number live 
on the streets around 
the church. Two men 
were arrested April 7 
in a police sting opera-
tion when they went to 
visit Verryn in his office 
after he had received 
several death threats. The men claimed they had 
been paid 30,000 rand (US$2,900) by unnamed 
shopkeepers to kill Verryn. However, police said 
the purpose of their visit was to try to get a larger 
sum from Verryn. 

Part 2 in a 
series: Bishop
Swanson’s trip 
through 6 countries 

UMNS file photo by Mike DuBose
Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, a United Methodist and 
the first female president of Liberia, addresses 
the 2008 United Methodist General Conference 
in Fort Worth, Texas. Sirleaf appeared with host 
Jon Stewart on the April 21 episode of “The 
Daily Show” on Comedy Central. 

Bishop Paul Verryn, 
head of Central Method-
ist Mission in Johan-
nesburg, South Africa, is 
under police protection.
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