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David & Sarah Hall

Email:  dav.sar@gmail.com
Address: ℅ Church of Bangladesh 

Social Development Programme
St Andrews Church,  54/1 Barobag

Mirpur 2,  Dhaka 1216 
Bangladesh
Link Letter No 19
December 2011
Dear Friends,
Recently, the world celebrated(?) its 7 billionth inhabitant, and much has been reported on population issues.  One documentary we have heard much about, but have yet to see, is Andrew Marr’s Megacities programme on BBC One.  He travelled to a number cities including Dhaka, which he said is one of the fastest growing megacities in the world.   Having lived here for the last six years we can certainly believe it!  In Dhaka, there are increasing numbers of people crowding the streets, increasing traffic jams and constant building work everywhere you go.  The massive influx of people poses challenges of overcrowding, pollution, poverty and overtaxing services such as water and electricity.  As the world’s fastest growing megacity — and one of its poorest — Dhaka is facing these challenges sooner than most.  It’s population, now estimated at about 15 million, is expected to hit 20 million by 2025.  Andrew Marr describes it “like the population of Liverpool turning up on your doorstep every year.”  Slums house between 30 and 50 percent of all Dhaka residents — and they continue to absorb most of the hundreds of thousands of new migrants who arrive every year.   However the challenges are not only confined to these areas. We have had two beautiful new apartment buildings built across the street from us, and rumours have it that these buildings, like many other new buildings in Dhaka, are still without gas and electricity supply!  

We recently got a gas metre prepaid card which is just being introduced to try and monitor gas usage.  I was asking someone at work about it and they explained why gas usage has to be monitored.  For many, gas has been plentiful and cheap, so burners are lit once and left on.  Some say its cheaper to light once rather than keep buying matches.  In winter it is the way to provide heat and in the monsoon it is used to dry clothes.  But now with increasing demand and pressure on gas supply, usage will be monitored.

People are motivated to come to Dhaka for economic reasons, the promise of jobs, or environmental ones, such as when monsoon floods wipe out their livelihoods, be it fisheries or farms.  And yet in Dhaka, with a growing population, there is increasing competition for the jobs which are available.  Unfortunately there aren’t the jobs and many end up on the streets.  

For us that has been a huge challenge living in Dhaka and we ask ourselves again and again, how can we respond to the needs we see each day?  We got a little glimpse of one way when a couple of weeks ago we were on a hot crowded bus stuck in a typical traffic jam, when a woman sitting near us produced a carton of juice for Matthew.  What kindness from a stranger! 
This last month we noticed an old lady sitting on the street near where we live.  No matter what time of day or whatever the weather, she was there all the time wearing only a thin sari.  She didn’t seem to want the food or money I or other friends offered.  Her condition deteriorated and she seemed to have no-one looking after her.  I talked about it to a couple of friends I meet with regularly - about the challenge of responding to her need and how could we help as over a couple of weeks her condition got worse.  We decided she needed somewhere safe to stay with care, and contacted the Mother Theresa home asking if she could stay.  She seemed to be totally unaware of her surroundings or who she was, but she seemed to be happy to be moved to the home.  
The church is also facing the challenge of a rapidly growing city.  In response to growing numbers of church members Dhaka City Pastorate Council formally changed to Dhaka Deanery on 22nd July 2011.  Rev. Martin Hira Mondal, one of five Dhaka priests, talked of the challenges in seeking to provide pastoral care for all those in Dhaka.  Some young people are coming to Dhaka for higher education which is expensive, but most of the young people come to acquire technical skills and get jobs such as nurses, garment workers, beauty parlour workers, housemaids, electricians, carpenters, suppliers, drivers, construction workers etc.  Many feel insecure about their choice of profession, life-style, education and poverty.  They will often live in hostels, sub-lets, anywhere they can, in isolation from their families and the church community.  Contacting these young people and providing them the necessary pastoral care is difficult.
Earlier in the year, Bishop Sarker expressed a desire to try and help prepare young people in the church to get better jobs.  Speaking English continues to be a much sought after skill, and the Bishop felt it especially necessary to provide some support for young people in rural areas as they have less opportunity than those living in cities.  Sarah was asked to run a spoken English course for these young people. 
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In August, seventeen young people came together for the spoken English course during the college holidays.  The course took place in the Theological College and was aimed at Church members, so we were able to use a course designed around the Jesus Film.  Each day we met for spoken English practice but also had the opportunity to watch and discuss clips from the film.  

It was exciting for Sarah to get to know these young people and share with them.  We are hoping to have a part two and invite the young people back in early December.  It would be good to have the opportunity to build on relationships started with these young people.  

David had a work trip in October to Rajshahi, a city in northwest Bangladesh.  Fortunately it coincided with the children’s half term break so we all went.  What a joy – time to get out of the city, enjoy quieter streets, cleaner air and less people! David had a long week, visiting many different local field offices, talking to community groups and working with staff in the regional office.  It was good to see the good the work done in remote areas, and to meet the people who benefit - people like Moina, who 
[image: image2.jpg]lives in a village in the north of Rajshahi district and who for 3 months earlier this year attended a tailoring training course.  She now has her own sewing machine and makes clothes for her family as well as for selling to friends and neighbours.  She estimates she makes over 2,000 taka (about £20) a month, which is partly used to provide a better diet for her family.  Apart from the improvement to her livelihood, there are great benefits in terms of increased confidence and empowerment.  Many beneficiaries like Moina no longer passively accept the difficulties they face, but rather have a positive confident ‘can do’ attitude, working together with others to improve their own lives.   
[image: image3.jpg]For Sarah and the children it was a great opportunity to explore, be outdoors and enjoy Bangladesh.  One particularly lovely walk was along the river bank as the sun was setting.  The river water is low and there is a wide sandy bank that many people were out walking along and little stalls set up selling tea and snacks. The children had a great time on the ‘beach’ along with others who had followed us there.  We were surrounded by other children, asking questions, selling fish and climbing up ‘haystacks’.  I am so thankful that the children have learnt enough Bangla to easily make new ‘friends’ in these situations.  Over and over again we find ourselves in situations where conversations are started and relationships begin through the children.  
Earlier in the year David visited another project office in Haluaghat in the north of Bangladesh.  It was the first time David had the opportunity to visit a sub-centre right on the northern border with India.  Beautiful rural scenery and good fun getting there on the back of a motorbike along tiny roads and rickety bridges and then across a river, motorbike and all!  
For much of this year David has been busy with the reorganisation of CBSDP.  Key to this was leading workshops for staff and senior church leaders to think through and come up with new vision, mission and values for CBSDP.  It was encouraging to have people together discussing the Christian basis for the work, and especially in articulating clear values – the first time this has been done for CBSDP.  Even more encouraging was that senior leaders all agreed on certain values - the new values are shown on the diagram below.  
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As we come to the end of another year in Bangladesh, we are conscious of God’s goodness to us in so many ways.  The year has been hard in some respects, but we look back and reflect on God’s hand guiding and moving things forward.  In church recently, the sermon was on “The battle belongs to the Lord”.  We can so easily push ourselves, on our own timing, but we need to remember who is in charge.  This Christmas, may we reflect on Jesus coming to the world to win the victory for us.  Yes, we can struggle but ultimately, the battle belongs to the Lord”.  
We are so gratefully to so many churches and supporters who remember us in prayer.  
Join us in thanking God for….

· Safety when travelling on the roads.
· The variety of work that the CoB does and we are involved with.

· The opportunity Sarah had to run a spoken English Course for Church youth. 
· The many colleagues and friends who we enjoy working and meeting with.

· Our children’s friendships with those around them.
Please pray for….

· The continuing CBSDP reorganisation process – especially as further funding is sought.
· That our friendships with our neighbours will continue to develop.  
· Please pray for the young people who attended the spoken English course, pray that there would be another follow-up to this.  

· For the priests in Dhaka as they try to provide pastoral care for their growing congregations.

· Please pray for continued safety on the roads - our friend and colleague, Tinku, dislocated his shoulder and damaged his teeth when getting off a bus in November. 
· As we approach the Christmas season the majority of Christians living in Dhaka will return home.  Please pray that there would be enjoyable family time for many and also an opportunity to ‘reconnect’ with the church.

Loving God, Help us remember the birth of Jesus,
that we may share in the song of the angels,
the gladness of the shepherds, 
and worship of the wise men.

Robert Louis Stevenson

With love from the five of us…..

David, Sarah, Rebecca, Reuben & Matthew
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Travelling in style…
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