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‘Jesus te chama’ and the meaning in
suffering

Last night we wandered into an area of town we
had not seen before where the shops, the houses
and the cars were all that little bit newer and
less dusty than the rest of Aruja. As we walked
along a smart white beetle came scudding up the
hill and suddenly there was a crack and its back
wheel came off and rolled into a sidestreet. The
driver peered out the window at the axle
sparking along the road and she pulled in to
stop. I walked back to retrieve the wheel,
smiling in disbelief at what I had just seen, and
rolled the tyre across to where the girl stood
outside her car on her mobile phone, stamping
her knee length boots in annoyance.

Why had I never seen that before? Is it a parable
on the value of the great British MOT system?
Possibly, but to me it was symbolic of
something else I am noticing about life in
Brazil. How can I begin to describe it — there is
an aspect of vivid reality about living, a
‘realness’ that makes life in London seem
somehow artificial. It’s a reality that means life
here is not necessarily more fragile but certainly
that death seems closer and a much more
‘everyday’ occurrence - broken down vehicles,
abandoned houses, starving dogs, barefoot child
beggars. Tragedy — especially death in travel
seems so common here, but are people used to
it? Not at all, people are devastated, lives are
ruined. You cannot remain human and get used
to these sorts of things.

In our first week staying with veteran
missionaries we heard many stories of
successes, of the beginnings and growth of the
work, of God’s blessings. But I remember
almost feeling overwhelmed with the equal
number of tales of tragedy and that even the
success stories were peppered with seemingly
‘hopeless’ death. That first weekend we heard
that the missionary parents of a lady in the local
church were in trouble. They had organised a
conference which 20 Indian leaders were
attending, and as they converged news came
that the small aeroplane carrying three of the
Indians had come down and all occupants
including the pilot were missing, presumed
dead. In British terms we would say that plane
crashes on small internal flights in Brazil are
‘very common’, but the horror of this does not
diminish an individual incident for the
Brazilians. The chiefs of the dead Indians tribes
reacted very badly — the uproar included threats
of death to the missionaries and a burning down
of the mission station. The news reached us at
church on Sunday morning and was repeated

many times as a prayer request for the
missionaries and the families of the dead
Indians. This was not just another air tragedy —
the reaction was heartfelt concern and pain, and
a response of fervent prayer.

After two days of much prayer and repeated
phonecalls for updates the crisis had passed.
Local traders had refused to sell the chiefs the
large quantity of gasoline they demanded. One
of the chiefs had relented and gone on radio to
discourage the other two from going ahead with
their threats. The father of one of the dead
Indians had attempted to commit suicide but
was now receiving counselling from the
missionaries. The brother of the dead pilot had
become a Christian. Another related couple had
re-committed their life to Christ. And so it went
on.

This is the other thing I have noticed about
tragedy and it’s effects - God works through it
in a way that is often as dramatic as the tragedy
itself. It doesn’t diminish the pain and loss, but
it does bring some comfort and strength of
Christian hope that I haven’t found as common
in Britain. Here there seems to be a much fuller
meaning found in suffering.

Early in our stay I noted that there were an
amazing number of Volkswagen cars on the
road, and in particular a huge number of Beetles
and ‘combis’. The latter I was told has a
nickname here — “Jesus se chama” which means
‘Jesus calls you’. This is a reference to the fact
that there is no bonnet on the car, so the driver
and front passenger look out onto the road. If
you are involved in a crash on the dangerous
roads basically you haven’t got a chance — Jesus
is calling you home!

Maybe this is morbid humour or perhaps a way
of coping with the amount of death that
pervades life. Many Brazilians have a relative
who was killed in a car or bus or plane crash,
but they usually have another family member
who became a Christian as a result. The
humour isn’t just to cope, to try and normalise
tragedy, their reaction is sincere and impressive
to me in its example of casting one’s self upon
God’s mercy. Jesus may be calling you, it
seems to me like he calls so many, but that is
life, and though full of sadness it can be full of
joy because there are always many meanings in
suffering.



Hope for fear?

We have one friend here who is teaching me
much about this country. Her name is ‘Medo’ —
at least that is what we call her. Let me explain
why. | first saw her when | was getting the bikes
out from under the stairs last Saturday. There
she was, right in the corner on the cement floor,
trembling — a little brown and white dog. | took
a closer look and realised she was in bad shape.
I could clearly see the shape of her ribcage, in
fact, most of her bones. Her hair was mangy
and falling out in chunks, and one ear had been
torn and was healing poorly. Her knees were
bald and the pink skin was oozing some fluid;
her eyes were half covered with the blue-white
film of cataracts. She chewed at her body,
probably in pain from tics, fleas and parasite fly
maggots living under her skin. She smelled very
badly and above all - she was afraid. Every
movement | made towards her caused her to
flinch and tremble more. This dog must have
been seriously abused, this dog was fear (medo)
personified and she was dying on our doorstep.

So we informed the college authorities. They
shook their heads in pity, and said they would
deal with it. Dealing with it meant moving her
on. She was an unwanted stray, a wreck of an
animal, not worth saving, and not anyone’s
problem or responsibility.

I don’t know where they took her but she
seemed to think that under our stairs was safe
and so she came back. She was removed. She
came back. We realised she was not going to
move, and that the authorities could do nothing
more, and finally as we watched her we also
realised she would die soon. Would we sit and
stare? What can we do? Just a couple of naive
gringos, with no means of obtaining help.

We started to feed her, not really thinking about
where it would lead. Would we get into
trouble? We just couldn’t let a dog die on our
doorstep — not even ‘Medo’. We began with
bread and milk — it was all we had. Have you
ever seen a starving dog eat? A dog so weak it
can barely move? | was humbled. It’s four days
later now, we leave here in six more days, that’s
Medo’s deadline to get on her feet. She’s
having three square meals a day now — dogfood,
sausages and vitamin drops. It may all be in
vain — she may starve after we leave; she may
lose a fight with another stray (they’re
aggressive about territory); she may have
chronic worms — are we feeding a black hole?
Is it worth helping the helpless?

I have fed her many times over these few days
and I have had much time to sit and watch her
and to think about her suffering, her
hopelessness. She’s only a dog — strays are

common here, they usually move in twos or
threes, hang around towns staying out of the
way of humans (to avoid abuse), scrounging for
food. Poor people are common too, and in
many areas, homeless. After a while you don’t
really notice them on the streets. Like the
strays, they keep a low profile and you look
through them or beyond them. There is poverty
everywhere in Brasil — people suffering
everywhere. Then | think of the Northeast, the
poorest part and feel a sickness in the pit of my
stomach when | remember the scandal of the
drought industry. What do | know of suffering,
what have | seen - nothing! And that is why |
have no idea what to do when a dying dog turns
up on my doorstep.

How many Bible studies have I led on ‘The
problem of suffering’? How many of them have
involved spending time with people who are
actually suffering? In this society | suppose the
suffering can be more obvious — on the street,
in my face — and so much more difficult to
avoid than in London. It’s everywhere and the
scale is so big. What hope is there?

All I can untangle from this mixture of guilt and
sympathy is the simple answer — there is no
hope except what you offer. You are the only
hope — as much as you give, as much as you are
prepared to give — that is the only hope. We are
the only hope for ‘Medo’- we cannot wait for
the groundsman, the missionary, or the lecturer
to come up with a solution. We see the
hopelessness and in doing so we become the
hope. This realisation comes with a new worry
— how much hope can | give? How much will
be asked of me in this particular situation? We
sketched, in the vaguest terms, a couple of
possible scenarios of how to tell ‘Medo’ that
after next Monday she had to move on, but
really we had no idea how to. Our hope can
only be offered for today and that’s how we’ve
given it.

The other thought | keep having as | watch her
eat is ‘perfect love casts out fear’, in
Portuguese, ‘o perfeito amor afasta o medo’.
Every meal she flinches a little less, and her
shivers lessen. Tonight as she was eating , | put
my hand on her filthy boney back and the
trembling stopped.

It’s two days since | wrote the above and
‘Medo’ has gone. She took leave of her own
accord in the end. No clues, just gone.
Apparently we had helped enough, we had
given all the hope that was required.



