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FOREWORD



A few months ago my wife Anne and I settled down on the sofa to watch a documentary. It was on the BBC and told the story of some Northern Irish nurses who were giving up precious time to use their skills serving on the Africa Mercy ship. What we watched was utterly incredible and had us captivated: we were seeing so many people receive numerous medical surgeries that would alter their lives for ever, and it was happening right before our eyes. Conditions that were debilitating, or even entirely ostracizing, were being remedied with fairly swift procedures. We were deeply moved as we witnessed other individuals receiving treatments from doctors that would save their degenerating lives. Even greater than the medical treatments themselves was the way the faith of all those performing the medical care was integrated in everything they were doing. Every single patient was being prayed for before their surgery and this was being broadcast on the BBC! The combination of word and deed in the ministry of the Mercy Ships mission is a great example to many.

The sacrifices that these nurses made was also hugely challenging. Not only were they unpaid, they also took annual leave to be there and covered their own flights and costs. Why? In order to help those less fortunate than themselves, to help those who were not in a position to help themselves, and to see lives changed and impacted by the love of Christ. They truly were living examples of when Jesus said, “Whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers and sisters of mine, you did for me” (Matthew 25:40).

The documentary was inspiring, but this book goes far further than that programme ever could. The story of Don Stephens and his vision for Mercy Ships is simply breathtaking. His encounter with Mother Teresa shook his life to the core and I would challenge anyone not to be equally affected by reading Don’s story here. The years of perseverance when things just seemed not to be happening; the incredible courage to step out in faith against all the odds; the prayers for breakthrough when all doors seemed to be closed; his unwavering commitment to the cause when it seemed impossible; his tenacity to see it happen and the utter joy at the lives being changed all make this story truly compelling. Making a huge impact in the world is rarely easy, but this story highlights what can be achieved when people go out on a limb to try to fulfill their God-given vision and are ready to pour all that they are into reaching that goal.

This story is not just about something that makes a small impact. The ministry of Mercy Ships is utterly essential and is genuinely making an incredible difference in our world. Access to surgery around the globe remains a huge issue. In the West we take it for granted, but the kind of treatment we receive is an absolute luxury when viewed from a global perspective. Lack of access to surgery is a greater killer than HIV, typhoid and malaria put together. This cannot be OK and makes the ministry of Mercy Ships all the more vital.

I cannot recommend this book strongly enough to you. Buy it, read it, be transformed by it and then seek to live differently. This book really ought to come with a health warning as it will greatly impact your life!

Off the back of reading this book, it is not OK just to continue as usual. We must all take action. Perhaps you could begin to pray for the ministry of Mercy Ships and stand with them in this vital way. Maybe you could give sacrificially to this exceptional life-giving ministry, or perhaps you could go and serve on the ship. Half of the volunteers serve in non-medical positions so there’s an opportunity for everyone to use their skills. There is space for all in the Mercy Ships family. Once you’ve read this book, you might not want to choose to do just one of praying, giving or going … you might find yourself wanting to do all three. That’s what has happened to me, and I’m now a keen prayer, joyful giver and expectant goer for my upcoming trip to Cameroon to spend some time on the Africa Mercy!

Gavin Calver

   

PREFACE



SHIP OF HOPE

by Lord Ian McColl, MD,
excerpted from Reader’s Digest U.K., April 2002

Dateline: Banjul, The Gambia

13º28' N, 16º40' W

“I need a Jolls retractor,” I said, expecting it to be slapped into my hand.

“We don’t have one!” said the nurse.

“Well, what have you got?”

“I can give you a pair of hands.”

So began our first stint with the international charity Mercy Ships …

For the next two weeks, we stopped operating only to eat and (briefly) to sleep. I’m professor of surgery at Guy’s Hospital in London, but I hadn’t operated so intensively and for so long since I was a young houseman [intern], and I loved it. To slow down was unthinkable … Daily, people streamed up the gangway for plastic surgery and eye treatments—infants born with cleft palate, faces bulging with tumours, children grossly disfigured … people of all ages blinded by cataracts. For many, the Mercy Ship was their only hope …

According to a hawker outside the Gambian wharf gates, local people came every night to gaze at the white ship bathed in her halo of light: “They say they can see angels on her decks.”

Usually it’s easy to feel overwhelmed by the needs of the Third World—with roughly one in four of the world’s population having no access to formal medical care. But what we saw onboard the Anastasis transformed our notions of what ordinary people can do. From captains, surgeons and accountants to lab technicians, cooks and engine-room greasers, every person is not only a volunteer working round the clock, but is paying to do it …

With everyone doing their bit, and a bit more, heroic operations that would cost thousands of pounds in Europe can be done for next to nothing. Well over 5,000 people had lined up in the sweltering sun in a football stadium for screening day. During the ship’s stay, nearly 800 patients had come down her gangway dancing on sunshine. This was a ship that carried that rare, most valuable commodity: a cargo of mercy …
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INTRODUCTION



A TALE TO TELL

A ship with “a cargo of mercy—”

Patients coming down her gangway “dancing on sunshine—” Those great images expressed by Lord McColl, one of the U.K.’s foremost surgeons, come to mind as I stand aloft on “monkey island,” fifty feet above the deck of the twenty-first century’s newest Mercy Ship, the Africa Mercy. Below me is the world’s largest nongovernmental hospital ship sailing the modern world’s seas—an intensive care unit, six operating theaters, a seventy-eight-bed recovery ward, a women’s ward, a limb-fitting center, and living space for more than 484 volunteers and crew.

This newest cargo of mercy is almost on its way, and we can hardly wait to have more “sunshine-dancing” down our gangways.

The nautical signal flags are up.

The captain is on the state-of-the-art command bridge.

All is ready for the latest Mercy Ship to set sail.

The view from up here is breathtaking. The sea air fills my senses, and the snap of the flags above me is exhilarating. But it’s not the sea air that is giving me chills. This moment has been more than twenty-five years in the making. And I am in awe of how I came to be standing right here—how millions have been touched through our ships’ efforts, how thousands have danced down gangways into new lives, and thousands more of us have been privileged to make it so.

Imagine a fleet of hospital ships, staffed with professionals at the highest level of expertise from every nation—including doctors, dentists, nurses, teachers, cooks, seamen, and engineers—volunteering to sail to the planet’s neediest ports to serve the forgotten poor, offering all their expertise without regard to race, color, sex, or creed. That was what I’d imagined so long ago.

Most such ideas fade away with time. This one didn’t. And I found myself day after day, year after year, in the middle of an idea that would not let me go. Until one day my imagined crew came to life before my eyes and, amazingly, made the dream set sail.

Some came for a career, some for two-year hitches, and many for shorter volunteer stretches of service to change the world by putting love into action in small ways or big ways. And they continue to come, filling ship waiting lists, shaping the future as they wait.

Twenty-five years ago, all we had was a dream. But it was a powerful dream. And it is a dream that continues, every day, to come true.

We have sailed to the edges of the poorest continents, bringing hope and healing, working in the same spirit that guided Mother Teresa and founded the Salvation Army and the Red Cross.

And in these places, the hospital ships have become part legend. That, I could never have imagined. But three generations now talk about the day the Mercy Ship came into port to perform a transforming surgery on the child now a parent or the adult now a grandparent. The stories were told and told and told. And as the word spread over the years, medical screening days in the selected developing world ports became so large that governments began to open stadiums to hold the crowds. (see photo 1) And as the legend grows, we grow to live up to it.

The numbers alone can take my breath away—more than 2 million services valued at more than 250 million dollars, with more than 5.5 million people in 95 ports in 53 developing nations. On land, more than 300,000 people have been treated in village medical and dental clinics, and over 5,500 local workers trained to instruct thousands of others in primary health care.

I could also quote you numbers about the need, numbers such as one billion people living in absolute poverty, their total energies every single day consumed with just staying alive. But such numbers are staggering to the point of our being unable to hear them, much less comprehend them. And the numbers don’t say what we need and want to hear: What can we do? How can we help? What is possible to do in an increasingly impossible world?

It was easy to be overwhelmed twenty-five years ago; it still is today, because even after helping so many, there are so many more. And we realize that even with this new, mighty twenty-first century ship, we’ll never reach every person in need.

So why bother at all? Why do we continue to set sail?

Standing here, feeling not only the hum of the mechanical energy that runs the ship but also feeling the wonderful human energy as well, I can think of several good answers. But maybe the best answer comes from one of Lord McColl’s tiniest patients, a little girl who told her new Mercy Ship friends how she liked to rescue starfish stranded on the beach and put them back in the ocean. When someone pointed out the futility of such action in the grand scheme of things, she said, “It makes a difference to the starfish.”

Every man, woman, and child who finds himself or herself, by accident of birth and culture and geography, out of reach of even the very basics of modern medicine, is like the starfish. We know this deep in our own souls: every life is worthy. The best inside us wants to offer the best to others. Behind every statistic, there’s a person in need of hope and healing. Every one’s a story. Some heart-wrenching, some heart-stirring—none, though, you can ever forget.

Their stories and our story—the twenty-five-year saga of how an improbable idea launched Mercy Ships and continues to keep her afloat—are the same story. And it is the one I want to share.

The saga of Mercy Ships is the sometimes astonishing, sometimes crazy, sometimes outright providential history of the last quarter of a century. It’s filled with intrigue and mistakes, world leaders and earthly saints, the drama of life and death, the stories of horrors of war and the resilience of the human spirit; and the miracles of modern medicine, human kindness, and ingenuity.

In other words, it’s a tale to tell.

Full steam ahead …


THE STORY OF EDOH

Dateline: Lomé, Togo

6°10' N, 1°21' E

She’s tall and slender, sixteen going on
   seventeen, a French-speaking African young woman with the blood of
   three nations in her veins, or so it was eight years ago, when a
   younger Edoh underwent several surgical procedures and blood
   transfusions from crew members onboard a Mercy Ship. (see photos 2 and 3)

She was nine at the time, a tiny child with spindly arms and legs and a massive tumor on the side of her face. The renegade mass had shifted her left eye two inches off center and stretched her mouth to an unimaginable eight-inch diameter. Teeth stuck out at odd angles, and worse, a new backward growth of the tumor threatened a slow and horrible death by suffocation.

In shock and horror, her parents, having exhausted every possible avenue of hope, finally gave up. They, along with their village, prepared for her death. And then her parents heard that a Mercy Ship was coming.

Edoh remembers only the blood she would cough up, the difficulty breathing, the fear in her parents’ eyes. She remembers, too, the day they traveled a long way to stand in line, how she suddenly began fighting for breath, how she was snatched up from the press of a huge crowd and tossed screaming over a steel gate. She remembers landing in the arms of a giant white man and screaming more until she finally saw her parents again, inside the big ship on the other side of the fence.

Years have now passed, and the Mercy Ship has docked once again in Togo. Edoh has returned for a follow-up small reconstructive surgery, and everything comes flooding back to her, especially the care and the kindness of the nurses and the surgeons. She understood nothing of their speech, then or now. But there is no forgetting the language of their touch.

And when she does find someone to translate her words, she tells them all she wants to become a nurse.
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