
03/09/2007 04:16 PMA&S Online - From peace to war

Page 1 of 3http://aands.virginia.edu/x7496.xml

Holcomb  and  Sudanese  children.
Photo courtesy of Justin Holcomb.

 

Search

From peace to war
Justin Holcomb travels to Sudan to teach chaplains working in
the midst of civil strife.

By Neela Pal (English, Foreign Affairs ’06) 
Posted 03/22/06

With two popular classes and a cadre of
student fans, Justin Holcomb, a lecturer in
sociology and religious studies, has settled
in comfortably at U.Va. these past four
years. But despite Holcomb’s sense of home
at the University, every year — two years at
most — he ventures far from the peace on
Grounds to the chaos of a war-torn Sudan.
 
Inspired by the stories of a friend and
mentor who’d recently visited the country,
Holcomb began his pilgrimages to Nimule, a
city in southern Sudan, in October of 2001.

“I just wanted to go there and see. I had a
general awareness that things were messed
up. When he explained the conflict to me, I
became aware of the tragedy,” Holcomb
explains. “I didn’t even know what to
expect. Actually seeing things you hear
about in the news was unnerving.”

The core of the conflict, says Holcomb, is that Sudan’s project of national
unity has been complicated by a profound north-south divide — embodied in
religious, linguistic, economic, cultural and ethnic differences. In 1983, this
divide escalated to a new level of urgency as the northern Sudanese regime 
“bombed, starved and enslaved black southern Sudanese in an effort to
subject them to Islamic rule.” The Sudan People’s Liberation Army (SPLA)
emerged as a revolutionary movement to protect the interests and rights of
the southern Sudanese people. Ironically, it too became an oppressor, as its
soldiers often violently targeted civilians based on ethnic prejudices.

It is in the midst of this chaos that the chaplain program was born in 1999,
as an intermediary for peace. The brainchild of the New Sudan Council of
Churches (NSCC) and SPLA, the chaplain program coordinated the peace
efforts of military and religious groups by specially training religious
clergymen to serve in the army.

“They serve as human rights monitors,” Holcomb explains. “There are three
different groups they keep their eye on: SPLA soldiers, northern prisoners of
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war (POWs) and civilians on both sides of the conflict.”

The duties of the chaplains range from counseling soldiers, to providing food,
water, blankets and other necessities to POWs, to assisting at civilian
hospitals. They join the soldiers as first lieutenants of the SPLA, bringing
with them not weapons but rather their training from the rigorous year-long
chaplaincy program. To Holcomb, the chaplains serve as the “shock
absorbers of the conflict” and his personal heroes.

While Holcomb had anticipated experiencing Sudan through the lens of a
traveling student, he arrived at Sudan as a new instructor for the chaplain
program. Informed by an academic background of Christian thought in
comparative religious studies, Holcomb found there was much to be done in
this region rife with religious misunderstanding.

“I was intimidated when I went because these people are on the ground. A
dimension of their conflict is religious so I assumed they would have an
intricate understanding of Islam and its culture,” Holcomb says. “When I got
to Sudan I was shocked: I thought they would be teaching me, and I had to
go through the very basics of Islam,” which included having the student
chaplains read the Koran.

Holcomb’s lessons often took place beyond the traditional four-walled
classroom, as the immediate integration of the chaplains into the army
required “actual praxis, fieldwork, talking to people.” While Holcomb taught
his students religious theory, he also conducted countless visits to hospitals
and POW prisons, where the chaplains practiced for the future.

“I wanted to humanize the enemy a little bit more — to instill in the
chaplains that these people, these POWs, come from families and have a
religious tradition,” Holcomb explains.

In the midst of his teaching endeavors, Holcomb found himself repeatedly
inspired by the character of his chaplain students. In one instance, he
watched as a number of them donated their personal supply of mosquito
spray to POWs in need.

“They were giving up their ration of mosquito spray to their enemy, and
some of them ended up getting malaria. It was a matter of taking on your
enemy’s suffering for the sake of peace. That’s amazing,” Holcomb
remembers. “That moment was when the chaplains became my heroes. If
there’s ever any sustainable peace, these men will become cultural leaders.”
Holcomb notes that already the army chaplains’ work has yielded visible
progress, as the number of atrocities committed by the Liberation army, or
SPLA, has decreased significantly.

Returning to U.Va. after each of these summer trips — now numbering four 
— Holcomb resumes teaching, though in a far different context. But while he
is physically divorced from Sudan, Holcomb finds himself repeatedly
referencing his experiences and the ongoing situation in the country, sharing
the knowledge he has gained in classes, student organization meetings and
community gatherings.

“There are certain things that people can do and can’t do. I can’t change
policy, but I can train chaplains who will have a direct influence on the
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actions of the Liberation Army soldiers. I’m one degree removed. The people
I teach are on the front line of the civil war,” Holcomb says. “And I can
influence students here. My indirect role is to tell as many people as
possible.”

Neela Pal (English, Foreign Affairs ’06) is a former editorial assistant in Arts & Sciences
Communications.
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