
they came with a variety of perspectives and, in some 

cases, barely knew each other. but what united the 

members of the women’s mission trip to the eastern 

congo this spring was a passion to learn more about 

this chaotic and fascinating part of the world.

 The rev. Carol Carruthers sims of Charlottesville drew 
on her 40 years of work in psychotherapy as she prepared for 
the two-week trip to a part of central Africa labeled “the rape 
capital of the world.”
 The work of Jane Goodall, the famed gorilla expert, 
inspired rebecca Cooper to make the Congo a focus of her 
lessons with middle-school students at st. stephen’s and st. 
Agnes school in Alexandria. she jumped at the chance to see 
the Congo with her own eyes.
 Amy Carter of richmond, a trauma and rape counselor 
who often works with children, was impassioned by her 
concern for “those who are left behind and/or marginalized” 
by the violence of the Congo.
 Melinda Fitzgerald of st. James’s, richmond, saw an 
opportunity for engaging the Episcopal Church Women of 
the Diocese. On their behalf, she successfully applied for a 
$15,000 grant from the Mustard seed Fund to support the 
Mothers’ union of Bukavu – one of the largest cities in the 
eastern Congo.
 Leading the trip were two veterans: the rev. Deacon 
Carey Chirico of st. George’s, Fredericksburg, who has 
helped lead the Diocese’s Women-to-Women Congo 
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Rebecca Cooper (second from left) and the Rev. Carol Sims (right) 

visit Le Centre Bethsaida, a local shelter and support center for 

children and families in the Democratic Republic of Congo.

partnership, and Buck Blanchard, the mission and outreach 
director for the Diocese.
 Carol sims says her work in psychotherapy has taught 
her that an important part of healing and the ability to forgive 
comes from our spirituality. A person’s spiritual life can be the 
source of hope.
 Though it would be impossible to offer the rape victims 
of the Congo all the support they need, sims thinks that 
there are practices that can be taught to counselors that 
will expand the support system. “The poverty is palpable,” 
she added. “I left with a heavy heart. They have a long way 
to go before healing.”
 Though much of what rebecca Cooper saw was 
heartbreaking, she came away amazed at the strength and 
endurance of the people of the Congo. she noted the paradox 
of a country rich with natural resources and a population 
among the most destitute in the world.
 Having this personal travel experience will help her 
connect with her students, Cooper believes.
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 Though the women of the trip will apply their experiences 
in different ways, they share memories of moments that will 
linger for years. For Cooper, it was the time they crowded into 
the tiny sacristy of a rickety church built literally on a lava field. 
she marveled at how welcoming the people were after just 
meeting the visitors from Virginia. “I felt very humbled” and I 
felt “the power of Christ, the power of the Church.”
 For Melinda Fitzgerald, no written accounts about the 
atrocities in the Congo could resonate as strongly as the 
experience of walking though the Panzi Hospital’s unit for 
caring for the victims of sexual violence, including children as 
young as 3 years old. “I felt absolutely helpless, powerless and 
so unaware,” said Fitzgerald. 
 Much the same feelings were expressed by Amy Carter, 
who said, “The things happening are beyond comprehension. 
In a nutshell, it is hard to walk the talk.” Carter added she 
learned from recent training that “those who have engaged 
in violence are as much in need of healing as those who have 
been on the receiving end, perhaps even more.”
 But the women from Virginia brought back hope as 
well. “There were points of light glowing with hope,” said 
Fitzgerald. she cited amazing women in the Congo “who are 
changing the course for their communities.”
 Whether it’s in a classroom in Alexandria or a meeting 
of the diocesan ECW, the lessons learned from this trip will 
continue to spread.
 As Carey Chirico noted, “What the hospitals kept 
telling us is that they don’t have funding for the next thing 

that needs to happen [for 
rape victims], which is 
reintegration into society. 
That’s where the Church 
comes in … [The participants 
on the mission trip] are 
taking what they saw and 
moving forward with it.” t

Melinda Fitzgerald, Rebecca Cooper, the Rev. Carol Sims, translator Delphin Kaligiya, Buck 

Blanchard, the Rev. Moses Lukoo and Archdeacon Innocent Birizene Muchindi join in a gift 

ceremony during worship. 

The Rev. Deacon Carey Chirico and Claudaline Muhindo, a friend 

and long-time partner in the Congo. 
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