1/2/06 – Elizabeth’s Journal: The Resilient Spirit of Senegal

Traveling to Senegal, Africa, is a journey of several thousand miles.  After traveling for two days, our group arrived at Sobobade, south of Dakar, in the town of Toubab Dialaw. The sounds and sights of Africa initiated a state of respect, wonder, and mindfulness.  How many miles is it from Chester County, Pennsylvania, to Toubab Dialaw, Senegal?

“Sunugal” is the root of the name of the Nation of Senegal.  It means “The Boat.”  Fishing is a way of life for many people who live on the coastal regions of Senegal.  Looking at where we physically live on earth determines so many of our human habits and traditions. The people of Senegal are like the Baobab Tree that has lived here for thousands of years: slavery, colonial rule, exploitation of natural resources, or drought will not eliminate either the spirit of the people or the ancient Baobab.

It is New Year’s Day.  It has taken me five days to collect my thoughts and begin to write for our website. My focus has been to listen and observe.  Writing things down interferes with forming the connections necessary to developing compassionate understanding of the people who inhabit this sacred place on the west coast of Africa. I have decided to share some information I have gathered from the friendly people of the villages nestled along the coast where we are staying.

Wolof, Tukulor, Serer, Cayor, Mandinka, Diola. Balanté, Pular, Fulani, Sarakholé: these are a few of the names of the sovereign people who lived in Senegal when the Portuguese, French, British, Dutch, and other European nations arrived in tall ships on the western coast of Africa. Today several languages are spoken in Senegal: Wolof, Bambara, Mandinka, Toucouleur, Diolas, Diankhanke, Soce, Lebou, Sarakholé, Serer, Fulani, and French. Communicating has been challenging!   

“Africa” is a European term that describes the continent and people. Africa is a continent.  How many countries are in the continent of Africa? How many sovereign nations of people live on the continent of Africa? Who created these present day African Nations? 

The Empires of Ghana and Mali were instrumental in creating the trans-Sahara trade route. The many sovereign nations of Africa were united as one during these long periods of peace and prosperity.  There were several large centers of economic and cultural prosperity throughout the region. Islam arrived by the trade routes from the Middle East by the eleventh century. You can study the history of West Africa on your own but do so with the understanding that there were many great nations of people engaged in trade, arts, music, traditional medicines, industries, and crafts that were necessary for everyday life long before explorers arrived on their shores. Who was Sundiata Keita?  Is there a place called Timbuktu? If so, where is Timbuktu? 

A walk through the local villages accentuates how comfortable we are in the United States and provides us with opportunity to think about the characteristics of a developing country. Here the people live without running water, paved roads, and telephones in their homes, consistent supply of electricity, modern day sewage and water treatment plants, and trash removal.  Education is voluntary and not mandatory in Senegal.  There are private, public, French, Koranic, and military schools for those families who choose to send their children to school.

The Call to Prayer occurs five times a day.  Imagine awakening before 5:00 am to begin your day with prayer.  Islam arrived in West Africa in the eleventh century and has provided a strong foundation for the people to remain resilient throughout the many centuries of change and challenge. I have been greeted warmly and invited to drink tea by many of the local people!  

I leave you with these thoughts: “Lepp Mannane” which means “All Things are Possible.” This is a Wolof phrase and I leave you with this thought: The people I have met embody the spirit of “Lepp Mannane.” Today in Senegal all things are possible.

