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My son Elijah (10) and I went to Timor Leste with a great desire to ‘help’, but I left satisfied
that simply being me (a mother, a wife, a friend, a teacher) and ‘sharing life’ with the
people, especially in the remote area of Railaco, was the greatest gift I could give.

Our experiences made me feel that our desire to ‘help’, although noble, perhaps
needs to be re-framed. I reflected after making the connection with my fellow mother
Alita at the Mobile Medical Clinic, and watching Elijah connect with the children at
the Railaco Secondary School, NOSSEF, that if we can make friends with our
neighbours in Timor Leste, we become equals.
We are not the givers and they the takers. We are able to sit together in conversation
and connection like we did, often with nothing more than a wink, a smile, a knowing
look. We can inspire each other as friends do, help each other as friends do, love each
other as friends do. We become neighbours not just because of geography but in the
true sense of the word.
By moving the discourse away from ‘helping’ to ‘empowering’, from ‘feeding’ to ‘eating’,
from ‘teaching’ to ‘sharing knowledge’, from ‘watching’ to ‘noticing’, we can find common
ground where our hearts beat to the same rhythm. The silent ‘knowing’ between mothers,
dancing, singing, sharing food, children playing and smiles - all of which are universal
experiences. In the absence of a shared language, these experiences can engender trust
and cement even the most unlikely of friendships.
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Once common ground is achieved, we can then truly understand the need of our East
Timorese friends and respond through trust and hope, slathered in love, to open up and
achieve endless possibilities for the future.
It is difficult to sum up a week of the most authentic, awe inspiring and humbling
experiences but I share here a few special connections made on our journey to becoming
‘no longer strangers’, but good neighbours and caring companions to the people of TimorLeste.
While we were based in Dili, the capital city, each day we would travel up to the more
remote areas around Railaco in the back of a “troopie” four wheel drive. The rides were
bumpy but the views were breathtaking - little fishing boats, mountains kissing the
turquoise sea.
The poverty around us was evident in the tin shacks and people selling firewood, bananas
and other necessities on the side of the road. However the pride and work ethic of the East
Timorese was also glaringly obvious and heartening - the fire wood was neatly stacked, the
tin shelters were being slowly replaced by concrete homes, lovingly maintained and clean,
despite the mud floors. We gasped at the site of babies riding on motorbikes without
helmets but were bemused that the whole family was packed on the vehicle together,
smiling as they dodged the swerving, honking traffic, where road rules seem to be invented
as you go along!
On our first day on the road, we travelled with Fr Bong’s Mobile Medical Clinic to the
village of Fatu Besi. Fr Bong celebrated Mass for the villagers before setting up the clinic.
On a walk around the village, we stopped to greet a mother Alita and her children Aveve
and Akoli. Through some broken Tetum I had learnt from Brother Apu only moments
earlier and translation from him when needed, I was able to have a conversation with Alita.
We sat in her sister’s home made of sticks, bamboo and corrugated iron and we bonded
over our children.
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Alita was so proud of her children, she beamed as she spoke about them. Through her
smile, I could feel her love for them, which was only matched by the love I have for my
Elijah. Elijah showed the children photos of our dog at home to their delight. We played
peek-a-boo and laughed together. Akoli who was wary of us at the beginning, warmed to
us quickly and started to introduce me to his cousins who all lived nearby and taught me
new words in Tetum. Akoli looked like a toddler but was in fact 5 years old and I suspected
wanted to show me he was a ‘big boy’ and peek-a-boo should be reserved for his baby
sister!

In those treasured, simple moments spent with Alita’s family, I learnt that in
motherhood there is no rich or poor, no division. There is only love, pride in our
children and the desire to share experiences to achieve common ground. Motherhood
is a club with automatic membership. It does not discriminate. Through motherhood,
Alita and I became friends.
Sometimes presence is enough. We are ‘nourished by the strength of those who care’. I
realised this as I watched Fr Bong tend to the villagers who lined up to see him. His very
presence seemed healing to them. After their consultation, they dutifully lined up at the
makeshift pharmacy in the back of the 4WD to get their medicine and smiled broadly as
they left, buoyed by the fact someone cared.

Both Elijah and I agree that our greatest joy during our trip was witnessing the
transformative power of education at the Jesuits’ NOSSEF secondary school.
NOSSEF was a place filled with happiness - it was palpable and infectious. We were
greeted with traditional dances, songs and an excellent performance of Waltzing
Matilda.
Our group responded in song, then the real magic happened. The staff sang to wildly
appreciative cheers by their students who clearly adored their teachers. Teenage girls
pulled Elijah up to sing with them as if he were simply ‘one of them’, selfies were taken,
joyous giggles were heard, we were shown the classrooms and the dorms with pride, we
chatted about the children’s aspirations for the future.
This was a place of hope. Then
finally, returning to the area
around the students’ canteen, any
remnants of formality between us
dissipated, as the day turned into a
dance party with each of us taking
turns to dance in the middle of a
huge circle. We may have entered
the school as “benefactors” but
through the power of music and
dance, we left as friends.
A fellow traveller wondered what lay behind the people’s bright smiles? How could they be
so happy given the trauma they had suffered in the past and the obvious poverty they
dealt with today? My answer is hope. The key observation I made during our visits to the
villages and schools in Timor Leste was that the people have great need, but they are NOT
needy. The people are filled with faith, hope and love. They dance and smile like they are
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the happiest people on earth. Even the malnourished children at the feeding program
dance. The people are grateful for and proud of the freedom they fought so hard to
achieve.

I went to Timor Leste to ‘help’ but I gained so much from the people. I learned that
the people of Timor Leste are fed by more than just food - they are fed by family,
community, music, laughter. And our visit that reassures them that they are not
forgotten; that they have good neighbours who really care about them. They may be
poor by our standards but they are richer than sultans in their sense of self-belief,
their self-sufficiency, their ability to express uncensored and contagious joy.
The Spirit whispers everywhere on that beautiful island of mountains and turquoise seas. I
felt it in the smiles, the wonder, the gratitude and the positivity I saw in the eyes of the
children and adults that I was privileged to meet. In witnessing their hope, I too became
hope-filled and inspired, to continue as companions on the journey.

We are companions on the journey
breaking bread and sharing life
and in the love we bear is the hope we share
for we believe in the love of our God
we believe in the love of our God.
No longer strangers to each other
no longer strangers in God’s house
we are fed and we are nourished
by the strength of those who care
by the strength of those who care.
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