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Suggested Intro: Rev. Nicholas Onyach (Own-yak) witnessed the 1994 genocide in Rwanda. Later, in his homeland of Kenya, he watched his two brothers die of AIDS. This priest has seen immense suffering caused by ethic strife, poverty and disease. However, he says he has never seen a natural disaster take such a toll on humanity like Hurricanes Katrina and Rita. As pastor of two small Louisiana churches, he reflects on the test of faith of displaced people. Kate Archer reports.

Soundbite: “Yes, I’ve seen a lot of suffering, but, every suffering is very unique according to the people who live there.”

VO: Rev. Nicholas Onyach (Own-yak) grew up in a Kenyan village near Lake Victoria in Kenya, the world’s second largest freshwater lake. He quickly learned to cherish the lake’s life-sustaining role in supporting the millions of people living around its shores in one of the most densely populated regions on Earth. He never did understand how someone could fear water. That is, until, he saw the television images of people clinging to rooftops in the aftermath of Katrina. When he helped a displaced family find temporary lodging at a Minden motel, he says he never anticipated they would refuse the room when the manager handed over the key card. It was a poolside room.

Soundbite: “I didn’t know what to do when this family refused to go to a house near water. For me, I was born near water – I love. But, if you experience water consuming your people, you have a different attitude towards that.”

VO: Rev. Onyach (Own-yak) thinks hurricane survivors will need long-term counseling to come to grips with the traumas they’ve experienced. Since the hurricanes, he has been visiting with displaced people at area nursing homes and shelters. He does this in between his daily mass schedule at churches that are more than an hour’s drive apart. He thinks that sitting down and listening to people’s stories, even for a half-hour, can make more of a difference than dropping off a trunk-load of clothes and food.

Soundbite: “See, one of the ladies told me, person I talked to, she told me: “I have my pride. I don’t want to be called a refugee. I have my pride. I left my work. I left my money. I left my family and a big house. I don’t need all these things. I don’t need a lot of sympathy from people. I just want someone to talk to me. You know, when we think of helping we only think of handouts.”

VO: Rev. Onyach (Own-yak) is in his first United States placement as pastor of St. Benedict’s church in Grambling and Our Lady of Perpetual Help in Farmerville. Lately, he’s been listening to people express some doubts about their faith.

Soundbite: “People have asked me is God angry with them? And that’s a question I got yesterday. Is God angry with us? People don’t know where they’ll go from this time. There’s a lot of darkness at the end of the tunnel for many people. But, I help them to realize in God’s time, with a little patience, in God’s time they’ll find a solution for their own. It’s a challenge of faith.”

VO: 14-year-old Karl Steele from Saint Bernard Parish thinks God was trying to wash away the sins of his city. He sits on a sofa in a college dormitory turned evacuee shelter and contemplates what God may be feeling. 

Soundbite: “He probably is angry. All the raping and killing they do in New Orleans. He started getting tired of it. So Katrina hit. And he flooded it so they could rebuild and make it look better than it was at first.”

VO: From now on, Steele wants to make sure he walks a straight line. He thinks about the temptations that confront many teens his age, but Katrina has quickened his resolve to do the right thing.

Soundbite: “It made me think harder. It made me do a lot of things I wouldn’t do if I was home right now. Like it made me study for a test instead of cheat off a test. I think about not smoking, even though I wasn’t smoking. And it make me think even harder about doing bad things, even though I know I’m not going to do it, like committing crimes. I just have faith in God.”
VO: Rev. Onyach (Own-yak) finds people like Steele in his homeland who gain strength in the face of destruction. The priest thinks about Africa’s challenges and how the people cope with suffering when there is no imminent solution – no long-term relief in sight – for AIDS, civil war, malaria, malnutrition. Despite these threats to their lives, he says people have a reason to smile because they believe in a higher power.
Soundbite: “I wouldn’t say God is happy to see us suffering, but, because we are alive in this world we’ll experience some disasters, some hardships. We should know God is in control and something good might come out of that.”
VO: And that good could be a teenager from New Orleans who is simply trying to be a better person.

Out: In Ruston, La., I’m Kate Archer
