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Salaam Alaikum! This is the most common greeting in Senegal, though you may notice 
that its actually Arabic. It means ‘peace be upon you’ and it can be heard whenever one enters a 
store or walks onto the bus. It’s strange to think that in 8 weeks, I’ll be getting weird looks when I 
bust out Arabic greetings without thinking or when I accidentally curtsy while shaking someone’s 
hand. As the clock ticks down on my time here in Senegal I’m beginning to realize how much of a 
struggle I’ll have readjusting to life back in America. This is the last newsletter I’ll be writing 
while in country and that reality has hit me like a ton of bricks to the face. With ‘leaving well’ 
emails filling my inbox and my departure date glaring down at me from the calendar hanging on 
my wall, I can’t ignore the reality that I’m going to have to find a way to say goodbye to the life 
I’ve built here.  

Since We’ve Last Talked… 
I know I say it in every newsletter but time has been flying by. I wish more than anything 

there was a way to slow down. Since my last newsletter went out in mid-March our cohort has 
gone on our second (of three) retreats down to southeast Senegal to a region called Kedougou. 
Senegal celebrated their 59th year of Indépendance. We 
celebrated Easter as a family. I’m currently experiencing 
my first Ramadan (Muslim month of fasting), and I just 
got back from a trip to the Bassari region (SE Senegal) to 
witness the Bassari tribe’s coming of age ritual and 
initiation ceremony.  

What I would like to talk most about is our group 
retreat. There are so many things I could describe and talk 
about, but these retreats are so important to me because it 
sets aside time to share our worries and fears about how 
we’ll transition back into our lives even through we’ve 
profoundly changed. Our second retreat was focused on 
addressing systems of oppression that we see here in 
Senegal as well as back home in the U.S. We spent time in 
deep and meaningful discussions about the ways in which 
we witness the oppression of women in our daily lives 
here in country and the systems of oppression that we find ourselves participating in back in the 
States. We also took some time to reread familiar parables from the Bible and analyze them 
keeping in mind the political, historical, and economic time frame they were written. The Bible 
was not written in a time vacuum, so when thinking about the social climate of when these 
parables were written, the meanings and messages of the stories begin to shift. It was an incredibly 
interesting activity. One that drastically changed the way that I interpret and interact with biblical 
stories.  
 

Visiting Foundiougne has 
been one of my favorite 
things to do in Senegal.  

Senegal celebrating 59 years 
of independence on April 4th. 

Young Bassari men lining up to 
dance around the village after 
finishing their initiation ritual.  
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Most Used Seereer 
Phrases: 

 
“Refkiim o dikander no o 
kin o leng” 
- I am not second to anyone.       
(In reference to being asked 
to be someone’s second 
wife) 
 

 
“Peace involves a 
profound crisis of 
identity” 
 -Johnathan Sacks          

 

Beginning to Say Goodbye   
I’ve started to notice that the longer I’m in Senegal, the more difficult it becomes to describe 

and talk about my life here. I used to write blogs and these newsletters without batting an eye. It was 
easy, I had so much that I wanted to say. It’s not that I no longer have stories to share or life lessons 
I’ve learned, but rather the realization that my time here is coming to a close has left a lump in my 
throat so large that the words seem to be stuck. I know I still have a month and half left in country, so 
its much too early to start getting emotional now. But after 
already spending nine months here, seven weeks feels like 
nothing.  

I put off telling my host family my departure date for as 
long as possible, but the fact that I can use the phrase “next 
month” to describe when I’m leaving, seemed like I needed to 
bite the bullet and have that tough conversation. My host father’s 
shock when he realized I couldn’t extend for a second year was 
the first blow to my heart. My host mom dropping her laundry to 
stare at me and say “but the house will be so quiet without you” 
(how a house with 14 people living in it can ever be described as 
quiet amazes me) was the second blow to my heart. But the final 
strike happened when my host siblings replied with “but you’ll 
come back in July right?” I felt my heart shatter on the spot.  

If I can be completely honest, in that moment I 
resented YAGM. I cursed the program that convinced me to 
open my heart to a family and a culture that I would have say 
goodbye to after only 11 months. I was mad at myself for 
buying into the crap about vulnerability being strength. In that 
moment vulnerability felt like nothing but total and complete 
heartbreak. I’d never felt so weak in my life. Looking at the family who welcomed me into their 
home with open arms when I was tired, dirty, and unable to communicate, I had no idea how to begin 
to say goodbye to them. But I sat there for a while and realized that no matter how much it hurt, I 
could never regret even a moment of this incredible journey I’ve shared with them.  

As much pain and heartbreak I’ve felt already, and I know it will only get worse as each day 
on the calendar ticks by, I will be forever grateful to YAGM, the ELCA, the ELS, and the Ndour 
family for showing me what true relationships can look like and that it’s ok to never settle for 
anything less. I’ve been shown patience, compassion, love, humility, and generosity beyond my 
wildest dreams throughout this year. The support I’ve been surrounded with has given me the 
courage and the space to come face to face with my own transformation. I am not the same person I 
was when I left Seattle on August 14, 2018. This both fills me with pride and dread (more on that in 
upcoming blog posts and the final newsletter).  

I’ve been given the terrifying opportunity to redefine myself. When I realized all the ways in 
which I used to identify myself were irrelevant in Senegal, I was nudged (not so gently) to reimagine 
what makes me who I am. My crisis of identity occurred over the course of many months, several full 
journals, and more long ranting FaceTime sessions than I can count. I know that this journey of self 
discovery is no where near finished. But I’m starting to feel a sense of peace and pride with the 
woman I’ve become. As much pain and heartbreak as I will feel during the next 7 weeks, I know that 
had I not bought into all the ‘crap’ about vulnerability, I never would have had the chance to 
experience the true and meaningful 
connections I’ve felt during this 
year. So I think I’ll welcome the 
pain. Just please be understanding if 
I’m a grieving mess of emotions 
when you see me again.   
 
 

 

 

Other ways of following and supporting me 
through this year: 

BLOG: rheckroth94.wixsite.com/Senegal  

FUNDRAISING PAGE: 
support.elca.org/goto/rheckroth 

Our second retreat in March to 
the Dindefelo waterfall.  

Rachel’s Book Corner 
Radiance of the King 

-Camara Laye 
 

Holy Envy 
-Barbara Brown Taylor 

 
The River Between 
-Nguniwa Thiong’o 

Other ways of supporting me through this year: 

BLOG: rheckroth94.wixsite.com/Senegal  

FUNDRAISING PAGE: support.elca.org/goto/rheckroth 

Me and all my host siblings. 
They have made a lasting 
impact on my heart.  


