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In Viktor Frankl’s book, Man’s Search for Meaning1, he talks about the necessity of finding meaning in suffering in order 

to survive.  He quotes Nietzsche who said, “He who has a why to live, can bear with almost any how.”  Colette Keza 

Ngendahimana provides us a strong testimony of one who has risen above suffering, and is healing and living, as she 

finds meaning in faith, friendship, work and service.  Colette openly shares her story and wishes for it to help others to 

find acceptance in their own lives.  Colette, originally from Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), now lives in Kiziba 

Refugee Camp in Rwanda.  She met one of this article’s authors’ Clement Zenko, employee of the Bible Society of 

Rwanda, as she participated in one of their trauma healing groups.  Her story is sobering, powerful, and inspiring, as we 

see amidst grief and pain, purposeful intervention and provision throughout her life that have contributed to her 

protection, survival and healing.  We share her story so that others can know her, learn from her, and to help promote 

her goal of developing a business. 

When we hear of suffering around the world, especially during the largest refugee crisis our world has encountered, we 

can become overwhelmed.  If we have any desire to take action, we may become resigned to helplessness and inactivity 

not knowing how or where to start.   

In following a 3 part model for empowering refugees, they can be supported by addressing faith, trauma and purpose.  

This testimony depicts how initial intervention from the Bible Society of Rwanda supported Colette’s need to address 

trauma, while also integrating and supporting her faith.  Finally, the relationships that have been built through this initial 

connection have encouraged her development of purpose as she handcrafts carpets.  The business, named “There is Still 

Hope,” has a mission:  “Using hands and simple things to make everlasting, important things.” Her words and her goals 

reveal that starting a handcraft business to sell her carpets goes beyond financial income.  While her first goal is to care 

for her family’s physical needs, these carpets serve a greater purpose.  They give her the opportunity to use her hands to 

make beautiful items.  They protect her from the vulnerability of doing anything possible to survive while living as a 

single mother in a refugee camp.  They give her a sense of empowerment and purpose to use her hands, to develop 

something and to in turn, help and bless others.   

May Colette directly speak to you and your story, while also considering how you may intervene with another like her by 

addressing faith, trauma and purpose.  

1. Describe Your childhood and life in DRC 

I don’t know how I feel.  I think no one else has a story like mine. My childhood was not easy.  I think I have never been 

happy in all my childhood. Starting from the story my mom told me about my birth: she almost died because of bleeding 

and doctors realized it very late when she was almost dead. At 5 years old, I had a serious skin disease which caused the 

divorce of my parents. My dad didn’t want me to be treated because according to him, I was already dead.  My mom 

insisted and she took me far away from home to see traditional doctors. We stayed there a long time and my dad took 

another wife because he was not patient enough to wait for us to come back. However, this increased the love my mom 

had for me, and my dad ended up loving me because he didn’t think I could survive. I was happy with their love but 

unfortunately I didn’t stay with them as long as I wish I could have. The disease, which I had for about 4 or 5 years, was 

caused by witch doctors.  I had wounds all around my body, and no one could touch me with their fingers. They tried 

every hospital but they could not treat me.   
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I lost my parents when I was 13-14 years old.  We were separated by the war and I didn’t see their dead bodies, but only 

heard their stories. My mom was a nurse.  When the war started, she was working a night shift.  People were fleeing for 

safety and we ran in different directions. 

I was the most affected by the death of my dad.  A few days before the war started, he came to visit us and he told me: 

“My daughter, I want you to become a hero and become a famous journalist like Colette Blackman.”. That was the last 

time I saw him.  Since that time, I started living with grief, sorrow, and loneliness.  I lost appetite and had insomnia.  At 

one point in my life, I did become a journalist and wished my Dad was still alive to see his dream became true.  

Later, I realized my mom was still alive. When we met many years later in Rwanda, my mom didn’t believe it was me. 

She thought I was a devil.  She couldn’t touch me until we arrived in church because there she was sure a devil could not 

be strong. She invited me to come with her to church before she greeted me.  I didn’t know why but she was convinced I 

was a devil because she heard I was dead and was told by people who seemed to be sure of what they said. In the 

church she touched me and she was only convinced I was her daughter when she pulled up my dress to see the scars on 

my legs.  She knew the scars I got from the disease. We hugged for a long time and we cried together. 

When I was a kid, my dreams were to join Catholic sisters in a monastery and not get married. I tried but after a short 

period with them, they said my character was not eligible to become a sister. They advised me to continue a lay-life. I 

got married at 26 years old and stayed with him 6 years and we had 3 children. 

2. What events led to you to leave DRC and come to Rwanda? 

It is like I saw all wars even though they started when I was younger, around age 13 or 14.  The war between FARDC (The 

DRC army) and M23 (rebels) is what led me to leave.2 

3. What losses have you experienced? 

Colette lost her dad, her sister and many family members on her mother’s side. A few people who survived have mental 

problems.  One of them lives in Rwanda and she has met with her. 

When she got married, her family didn’t want her husband and her husband’s family didn’t want her because they are 

from different ethnic groups. They decided to get married without taking into account the rejection of both families. 

“My husband was everything for me:  he was my mother, father, aunts, uncles, and my family.”  The way they became 

separated shocked her a lot. She lost her pillar, she has been disappointed and she lost trust. 

4. Describe life in a refugee camp 

Life in camp is very complicated.  It is very far from being easy. Accepting it is very difficult.  I am still struggling with 

accepting it even though it has been many years since I am a refugee.  

Normally when a war comes, you run but no one thinks he will survive. You all think you will die. I was surprised to be 

well received when I arrived in Rwanda. I thought I would die from either war, disease, or hunger, but I was surprised to 

be protected.  

The most difficult thing in the camp is to get food. Though we get many things for free like shelters, water, and schooling 

for children3, food and clothing for your family is the most difficult thing about living in the camp.  
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I first arrived at a transit camp4.  At the beginning it was very terrible because many people, including me, used to cry 

and shout during the night from nightmares and bad memories. “You feel you will be attacked again.” We all slept in 

tents:  men, women, and children.  People you know and people you don’t know, we all slept together on the same mat 

or even on the floor. When we started life at the transit camp, my children suffered a lot from coldness.  They often had 

bronchitis or the flu.  I was afraid they had asthma. Fortunately, Red Cross took good care of them. 

When we arrived in Kigeme camp5, it was still not easy. We had houses, but most of them were not well built.  Imagine 

building houses for 18,000 people in a few days! Most of them were not well-finished, water canalizations were not 

done, and sometimes rain water came in or running water from other house roofs could come in the house. I had that 

problem.  Because there were many requests for getting help, it took longer.  I was weak and I could not do it myself.  

My sons were too little, who are now 8, 6 and 4 years old. I used to make a bed out of firewood and I put my children on 

it so that they wouldn’t get flooded in a river that was created inside my house. I stayed up when it rained during the 

night to ensure the security of my children.  

It is not easy to describe because you are obligated to live while you have nothing:  no house utensils, no mattress, and 

no clothes, nothing at all. It was more complicated for me.  Others were with either a wife and husband or at least 

uncles or aunts, but I was alone.  I got married to a husband without approval from either family because we were from 

different ethnic groups, but we did it anyway. When the war started, his family told him: “do you see what we told you 

and you refused to hear? You will not run with us because we will kill her.  You will not go with her because her family 

will kill you!”  He started changing, thinking he made a mistake, and regretting our marriage.  He started hiding things 

from me, and he was no longer proud of walking with me.  He took part in his family’s ideology, he got a bachelor’s 

degree and started telling me I am no more on his level.  For me, running was both to escape from the war and from his 

family.  This means I only had my children and my ID, nothing else.”  

5. What has happened during time living in refugee camp? 

When I arrived in Kigeme camp, I was given a house among people with special cases.  It was very big (2 rooms). I was 

sick, I had back and leg pain, and I had trauma. I could not talk to anyone. I also was allowed to get food among first 

people because my health status could not allow me to be in a crowd. I was the translator for white people who didn’t 

know our language while they wanted to communicate with refugees. Some people hated me because they were 

jealous, while others accused me of falsely translating.   

6. How did you meet with Bible Society of Rwanda (BSR)? 

When the Bible Society came to Kigeme, our local leaders were asked to choose people who would attend their trauma 

healing training. It was not easy to find a short list of 70 people out of 18,000. Some local leaders didn’t want me to 

attend because of the jealousy, but the camp leadership insisted because they knew me and my problems and they 

thought that would be important for me. That is how I met with BSR. 

7. How have you been impacted by Trauma Healing group? 

It was a miracle for me.  I had tried 2 times to commit suicide but couldn’t. First time I started but I feared and stopped.  

The last time I tried, my oldest son saw me and asked: “Mom, who are we staying with if you die?” I again stopped but 

was convinced I will do it again because I felt nothing and useless.   
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8. How have you changed? 

The training helped me know I was in a very bad situation. I realized I had trauma because I had many trauma symptoms 

they were teaching us. I realized my thoughts were influenced by trauma. It helped me to discover who and how I really 

was. 

Practicing what they taught me was also helpful. When I taught it to others, they were also surprised like I was. The 

change I saw in the groups I facilitated built me because I realized I can help others, I can do something good, I can 

change something, I have something others need, and it fired my former thoughts that encouraged me to commit 

suicide.  

Before the training I couldn’t do anything because there was always something telling me: “For what? You will die soon.”  

I had very bad thoughts towards my husband.  I spent a lot of time thinking of him and wishing very bad things for him.  

He was my first enemy and he was a permanent burden for me. The forgiveness topic changed me a lot, as I have been 

able to forgive him and move forward.   I sometimes hated my children because to me, they were the souvenir of their 

father.   I used to brutally beat them. I learned my children should not suffer from things they are not responsible for, 

and no human being should.   

9. What has helped to survive so much trauma and loss? What has helped you to heal? 

Among things that have helped me, the most helpful thing was seeing other people who are suffering like me or even 

more. In my grief, I used to live thinking I am the most suffering person in the world. Attending a trauma healing training 

and being in contact and talking with suffering people has helped me a lot. Having people who open up and share with 

me the depth of their hearts has helped me. I also was helped by having people who show love.  People from BSR have 

been very kind to me and that encouraged me to open and break the burden I lived with. I also was given the knowledge 

that helped me to heal as well. I used to think all people hate me, and no one loves me, but I experienced the opposite. 

After more than one year, I again ate an egg and could drink soda. BSR was the one to order eggs for me. I was like in a 

long hole and they brought a long cord, sent it in and I took it and they pulled me up.   

10. What are your goals for future? 

I am thinking of 2 things. I am planning to work for money and after getting it I will mainly HELP others and INVEST in 

evangelism. I grew up not loving God because I thought God was not kind to me, and I thought He hated me. I used to 

accuse Him because he made me an orphan and poor while He gave parents and wealth to others. Now I think all that 

was like a training God was making me pass through so that I will have a testimony to share.  

I suffered in my childhood but I finally have people who are kind and help me. I would like to offer that to suffering 

people because I know what it is to suffer and live without it.  

11. Talk about your handcraft business.  Who taught you to make what you make? What do you make? 

I was taught that handcraft by someone who loved me. She was a catholic sister, when it was time for me to leave the 

monastery and it was time for that sister to go to another location, she started teaching me how to make carpets and 

she said it would help me in my future life. It was something she also learned from her society where she was born and 

she made these as decorations for the chapel. She was very kind and patient with me because teaching me took a long 

time for her.  We sometimes slept late in the night because we didn’t have enough time. That was last time I saw and 

heard from her. She called me her daughter and that is the gift and souvenir she gave me because she said she could 

give me money but I would consume it and forget her.  



I use the empty sacks and yarns of different colors to make carpets.  Making a simple carpet takes me 2 weeks working 9 

hours a day. A bigger one takes one month. I don’t count time when I fix the price. “What counts for me is to work and 

at least getting the money I invested in raw materials. I want to work.” 

12. What are your business dreams and goals? 

My goal is to find a market for my products so that my business grows up and expands. My target population is people 

who pray, people who travel and ladies. My product is presentable, not bulky and easy to carry.  Others can use it for 

their knees and to sit down when they pray, they can use it on beach or at swimming pools, and they can use it for 

decoration. When I make carpets, inside me I say: “This is my profession.”  I often make one without having a client who 

ordered it. I like what I do, and it is my job.” 

I dream to open a shop and put more handcraft products. I dream to be able to sell at least 35 carpets a month. This 

would require me to hire staff and have a workshop. I am able to do that if I get a market, but the biggest challenge for 

me is a market.   To attract my clients, I plan to make good products so that every person who sees it wishes to own one 

and to change the design according to the client’s need.  

13. How would you like others who hear you to be impacted by your story? 

I wish others to know that we are born and we grow up. Even though life can be good or bad, only God has a word to say 

on a human being’s life. Talking of my life for example, if I had choice, I would have chosen to be born in another 

country, continent, and in a rich family, but I was born who I am. Things change in life.  If you suffer, it is not the end. We 

all have dreams, but it doesn’t necessarily happen like you thought. My story should help others to accept things that 

happen in life.  Before I accepted my situation, it only made it worse.  I could not sleep, and I always wondered how can 

a single wife raise her children? But the reality is I had to do it. Accepting things that happen in life is good and helpful 

because God is the only master of our lives.  

Recently I met with my doctor and he cried and laughed when he saw me.  He asked:  “Is this the Colette I knew?  What 

happened?” I told him that I now have people loving me, and I no longer struggle to die, rather I am struggling to live. I 

aim for life now, no more for death.  My new friends have made me discover that God remembers me.  I feel loved, 

cared for and I have increased weight.  I now sleep, whereas before I used to have sleepless nights.  I am happy with the 

life I am living. I now know that life is sweet and I must work to live well and I feel the strength to do it. 

I thank God for giving me friends.  There is a past that is destroyed or disappeared in life but God is giving me a new life 

and new friends. Through Heather Evans and Clement Zenko I hope I will have another life full of new friends.  

Conclusion:  Colette is one example of a resourceful, savvy, intelligent woman, living in a refugee camp, who is looking to 

network with others to develop a business.  If you would like to partner with Colette to develop her business, please 

contact Heather Evans: he.evans@rcn.com    
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