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Feeding for a lifetime

John Willingham's Hearts for Kenya ministry brings
farming technigues to hungry African families
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Born in Columbus, Ga., Willmgham
grew up in Texas and Tennemsee, Mie ieer-
il 1n helping the poor wis inflienced by
ihe ol mghts movement m the 19508 and
"6k, After carnmg three degrees n agn-
cuftare at the Univeraty of Tennetsee, be
felt called 1o agricullural missionary work.

*There was an opening in Ivory Coast,
Bt By then my wife, Alice, and | had thres
children,” Be saad. “The nussion board siid
the kids would go to a boarding school in
Pars, and we could see them in ihe =om-
mer &nd a1 Christmas We didn't want that
separalion.”

Inttead, e spent the pext 36 years a5 a
youth minister, first at 51 Matihéews Bap-
trst Chusrch and later at 5t Matthews Epis-
capal Chugch. In 1989, he led the firsd of
several mission rips fo Denmark, then
sdded o irip Lo Ciresce 1o assisl on orphan

“I became interested in Afrsca after get-
ting to know missonanies Ken and Beth
Perkizms.” be said. 1 was looking for a pew
place 10 g0, and they bad jst come bere
Erom "

In 1997, Willingham went io see Keniva
for himsell, and ended up in & fown called
Cvags, near Lake Victoria, The residentz
showed him 2 chorch they wanied o
reiild: it was leaning and had & Large hole
in one wall.

“That's what started Heami for Kempa
(beansforicemm.ong). For the nent few
vears, | dud construction work there It
was 4 goad way 1o bulld refationships with
the people” he sand, “Bul with my back-
pround in agrculters, 1 kept looking st
thedr fields, Thear corn had emall cars and
lote of weeds, and they tned 10 cultivate
everything with hoss because that was all
they had.”

Discusmsions with the Kenyan govern-
menl revealed that people in that area
could not fosd themsedves on what thay
praduced. Willingham wsed what he heard
for formulate two goals for Hearts for

Remya
The first was to cnshle the people of
Onvugis b foed themselves (be podnted out

tkat beffer nointion is cn:mul for AlDs
patsnis, maey of whom | Kemva are chil-

enabled Hearts for Kenya
o buy esght bulls, four plows, bwbrid seed
and ferfilizer. Todsy, families in Ovugiz
produce ensugh teod to cat, and thers ane
10 farmers selling ther com throagh the
co-o, A ITvesyear plan pims v heve 200
farmers enrolled.

“We aleo take care of abowt 2 schools
in that ares. Mone has any foading pro-
gram, ahbowgh almodt hall of the ste-
dents may be orphans. We've begun teach-
ing agriculture to the higher grades, and
they're growing crops om school proper-
ty 5o they can feed the stodents” Willing-
ham said, “For me, the greatest reward of
Heamis for Keova 5 knowing that those
poople can feed themselves now — that they
aren’t siarving of dependent on somsone
else 1o come Foed them ™

Headded that be has mever met friendhi-
er people than Kenyans, incloding “Mama
Sarab,” Presadent Obama's grandmether, o
“sweet lndy" whose grandson aften phones
her, In some paris of the coumtry, while
people are @il sare; youngsters love Lo
touch Willimgham's bushy beard and rub
hiis arms “1o soe il the white will rob off”

Last month, Hearts for Kema 100k
Prescatation Academy pupils on the anfm-
al two-week mission Irip They met Mama
Sarah, and gove her a teapot fram Had-
key Fattery,

“Everybody who goes on our trips has
& good heart, but sometimes they want Lo
make Keavans ioto Amencant. That's not
a good thing 10 do. Kemya 1& very tribal,
and vou have 1o be verw aware of The oom-
mumity of people you're ivolved with,” he
said. “Our goal isa't so much 1o do certain
projects, bt to build redationskips with the
Eeovan people. [ want vou fo know sorme
body - & lamily, 1l1|:'u.' history, what makes
ihem what they ane”™

He 1ells praspective puunpanu b

his experienccs with poverty o the Dﬂ'p
5|:|.|1h. apd how being bamzry m Keoya s
differeni.

“Alice and [ ate a It of beans to put
our kids through coflege, but we mever
worned where our next meal was come
ing from, [m Oyagis, people were zeang for
days between meals There was no hope
for them, no plses to go, oo way to carn
maney,” be sid, “Thess days 1 sss hope i
the eves of the farmers. There’s something
they're Inng for now.™

Q&A WITH JOHN WILLINGHAM

FAVORITE BDOKS: Movels by Sicphen
King and Dean Koonte,

FAVORITE MADWIE: “The Silence of the
Lambe™ When I was 17, | met Charles
Marson, and simce then I've had some
interest in serial killers

FAVORITE TV SHOM: Bascball games. I'm
& Cubs fan, so I'm a very patient person.

Hobby: Goll,

OBSESSION: My pramdchildren: Lindsey,
6, and Molly. 1: a third grandchild is on
ihe Ay

BEST THING ABOUT LOUISVILLE: 1t's where
my grandchildren live. Alice and 1 moved
bere m 1936 and love lving in the High-
lamds

PERSOMAL MERDES: K:on and Beth Per-
king, the missionaries who inspired us to
start Hearts foe Kenva, Ken is now woit-
ing & book about persecution.

WHEN | WAS A GHILD, | WANTED TO GROW
BF TO BE Probably a fireman or a police-
man, but when 1 was mmy 205, [ wanted
o be a professional polfer.



