
Quentin Bernhard YAGM of the ELCA November 30, 2022

1

Me with my YAGM country cohort at the end of in-country orientation.
By Quentin D. Bernhard in Yeumbeul, Senegal 

 Asalaa maalekum. Peace be with you. 
 I have been living in Yeumbeul, Senegal, for a couple months now, 
and greetings and being present are a central part of my daily life here. 
Greetings, always in Wolof with small bits of French, affirm what I am doing 
at different points in the day and remind me of the importance of where I am. 
I have been reflecting on the significance of these interactions for me, 
although I certainly cannot speak for the Senegalese community members 
who understand them on their own terms and from their own experiences 
living in Senegal. I am often asked how I am doing and how my Senegalese 
host family is doing, and common responses include the following. 
 Maangi fi rekk. 
 Nunga fa. 
 The first response, not lost in emotional complexities, communicates 
that “I am here only,” in the moment, nowhere else. It is the expected and 
known response in daily interaction. The second response communicates that 
my family is well and “there,” at home and at peace. 
 As I understand it from my experience, I am at peace (jamm) 
because I am letting myself be present and in the presence of others, not lost 
or torn between places and feeling stressed and tied down by somewhere else 
(even if I sometimes feel like I am, partly because of my American need to 
feel like I’m allocating my time well getting ‘everything’ done, let alone the 
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 I moved in with my host family at 
the start of October. I am living with them 
in Yeumbeul, in the Dakar region of 
Senegal. I have breakfast, lunch, and 
dinner every day with my host family. 
 My host family has helped make 
daily life in Senegal much less daunting, 
supporting me in my work at my site and 
making sure I have a good place to sleep 
and shower and enough to eat. They have 
shown me tremendous grace and patience 
as I continue to learn Wolof, which is the 
language spoken at home. 
 My site placement is with Centre 
Communautaire Galle Nanondiral, It is a 
community center run by Senegalese 
Lutheran Development Services (SLDS), 
a partner of the Evangelical Lutheran 
Church in America (ELCA) run by 
Senegalese people for Senegalese 
communities. The center has a library, 
bank, basketball programs, and school 
classes. 
 My role so far has been in the 
library and bank areas. I spend part of the 
day in each from Monday through Friday. 
In the library, I organize and repair books, 
clean, put up signage, work the 
photocopier, and get to know some of the 
people who come in, whether employees 
or students. In the bank, called Woolonte, 
I assist with recording transactions when 
people come in to make deposits, 
withdraw money, or obtain credit. 
 Recently, I had a retreat in Saint-
Louis, a city in northern Senegal, with my 
Senegal country cohort and our Country 
Coordinator. We were able to talk about 
our experiences in our host communities 
and how living in Senegal has challenged 
our expectations and begun to change us.
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fact that I’m from one place but in another and balancing relationships on both sides of the Atlantic). Being here and 
knowing that loved ones—host community family and friends—are simply 
here is itself a blessing, even if many people from all around want to live in 
an even better world. 
 Alhumdulilay. Thank you, God. This phrase often follows 
affirmation of being at peace when greeting someone. God is known to be 
present and recognized for our being able to be together. Phrases like those 
below acknowledge this fact. The second phrase is often used to say that 
something in the near future will happen if God wills it to be so. 
 Alhumdulilay. 
 Inshallah. 
 We could be not here or not present or not greeting and checking in 
with each other. You have to talk regularly to your family to know that 
“they are there” when you are asked about them. In Senegal, my experience 
has been to try to be present and greet people I know whenever I encounter 
them, including in passing and on the street while walking to and from my 
site. 
 People assure each other of what they are doing in the moment. I 
am often asked about my coming and going to and from work. People ask 
whether I have come, finished with work, left for work, or headed home. 
These questions are below in Wolof. 
 Ñew nga? 
 Wacc nga? 
 Dangay dem? 
 Dangay ñibbi? 
 To me, it feels pretty obvious what I’m doing, whether arriving or 
getting done at my site for the day, and it’s almost as if affirming it is 
an “excuse” to say something to me and talk. That’s what we might call 
it and chalk it up to be back in the U.S. But here the question might be 
asked, “Why are we here in the same place at the same time if not to 
talk and recognize each other?” On a certain level, that’s “why” we’re here. Of course, this isn’t broken down this way 
with “reason-based” analysis, Western academic-style. It’s just assumed and known. The greeting and check-in are 
automatic because we exist in relation and give a certain social legitimacy to each other’s claim to being here and to being 
at peace, making sure it’s understood in a way we both understand because we both know how to ask it (assuming, of 
course, that we understand the Wolof greeting and occasional widely-borrowed phrases from Arabic like a salaam). 
 It can feel like people are practically begging me to assure them that I’m at peace, asking me almost the same 
thing in different ways to make sure, along with asking about the family and, in my case, having fun seeing how much 
Wolof I do and don’t understand. The relatively extended greetings also take place among Senegalese community 
members, including on the street and on the phone. 
 Being satisfied in the present moment is important, and I am often 
asked of my lunch and entire experience in Senegal: Neex na? During a 
meal, it is a way of assuring my satisfaction and making sure that my host 
has been hospitable and made sure that I am properly hosted and fed. 
Community members make sure that I am fulfilled and fed now, having 
an actively pleasant moment and experience. Even after having a filling 
lunch with my host family, I’ve been offered food by others to make sure 
that I’ve had what I need. 
 May peace be with you, and may all be fed.

Centre Communautaire Galle Nanondiral, my site.

Thank you, everyone who has 
given to support my year of 
service! Your financial support 
has not gone unnoticed and 
has made this possible for 
me, YAGM, and all 
communities served.Support 

Thank you for reading my newsletter and supporting me! You can learn more about me and my year of service on my peer-
to-peer personal fundraising page at https://tinyurl.com/pnmxwz6p. Even though I am already abroad, please know that 
you are still able to support my year with YAGM of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (ELCA). You can give 
directly on my fundraising page or donate via check. My personal giving code is GCS2088. The page has links with giving 
info, and you can email me if you have a specific question at QuentinBernhard1@gmail.com. You can also reach me via 
WhatsApp at my phone number.

https://tinyurl.com/pnmxwz6p
mailto:QuentinBernhard1@gmail.com

	Greetings and Being Present Here
	Updates
	Support

