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Dear Friends of Nyumbani:

(Continued on back page)

ANew Year, a new President and a new government in the USA—as
President Obama said in his magnificent inauguration speech: may
2009 be a year when Americans: “faithful to the ideals of your

forbearers, and true to your founding documents ….. will choose hope over
fear, unity of purpose over conflict and discord.”  I believe the whole world
has been inspired by this speech and can look forward to a new era of peace.
Our celebrations in Kenya (including Nyumbani) surely matched celebrations
in America.

Here in Nyumbani, the New Year always has education as a focus.  It is
the beginning of the new academic year so all our children look forward to

being promoted
to a higher
grade.  Those
who completed
the End-of-
Primary Examina-
tion have now
received results,
and we are in the
process of
seeking place-
ment for them in
high school.  We
are well ahead in
placing Nyum-
bani Home and
Village children;
placement of Lea
Toto children is
more demanding,
given their
circumstances.
There is great
rejoicing in
Nyumbani
Village because
of the results of
the first graduat-

ing class from Hotcourses Primary School.
Although the children have only been with us
four terms, they emerged top in the zonal area
and second among 42 other schools in the
division—90% have been selected for
admission in government high schools.  These
20 young students have set a great standard
for those coming after them.

With the recent arrival of 10 more families
in the Village, we now have almost 60 young
people in high school, which because of the
distance means off-site boarding. When Fr.
D’Agostino envisioned the Village, we did not
realize that, after only two years, we would be
taking responsibility for education on such a
large scale.  We now need to set up a sponsor-
ship program to assist us. Our plan, however,
is to start a high school in the Village; we are
even looking at beginning it in 2010. I believe
this development is God-inspired because
standard high school education is the gateway
to opportunities for future self-reliance.

I want to tell you about one of our latest
arrivals in the Village.  One recent day, I met
with social worker Lilian, who was holding a
bundle in her arms of what appeared to be
clothes.  Having greeted Lilian, I curiously
asked her what she was holding so carefully.
She uncovered her bundle to reveal a two-
week-old baby, Mary.  Mary’s mother died
after giving birth, leaving not only Mary but
four other children to one of our grandparents
already residing at the Village with eight other
grandchildren.  This reaffirms how needed the
Village is….

Re-integration into the community is very
much the focus in Nyumbani Home at present.
Over Christmas we had only 36 children with

The children at the Nyumbani home recently
helped Sister Mary celebrate her birthday.

www.nyumani.org
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President’s Report:
Boards Travel to Kenya
to Visit Nyumbani

President Marilyn Jerome

Despite the overall state of the U.S. economy, in 2008
COGRF had its second most successful year in total
contributions, having raised $643,570.  This included

$169,471 from our annual dinner.  The total number of contribu-
tors declined slightly as did the proceeds of the Combined
Federal Campaign.

We sent Nyumbani $537,902, the highest amount in our 16-
year history.  The increase was needed for additional funds to
expand Nyumbani Village as well as designated funds for the Fr.
D’Agostino Multi-Purpose Hall, and to cover inflation and
other increased costs for operations in Kenya.

As with most investors in both the for- and non-profit
arenas, we did suffer losses in our reserve fund.  The Finance
Committee discussed our situation with our financial advisor
and decided to leave the investments in place for the time being,
but to consider more conservative investments in the future.

Treasurer’s Report

2007 2008
Total contributors 1,481 1,363
Total contributions $701,769 $643,570
Annual dinner
proceeds $142,774 $169,471
Combined Federal
Campaign $15,192 $10,140
Sent to Nyumbani $279,166 $537,902

Treasurer Dino DeConcini

Support for the Children Stronger than the Economy

The entire board of directors of COGRF is very grateful to all
of our donors who make possible these continued accomplish-
ments, which in turn facilitate the great work of Sister Mary and
the Nyumbani family in Kenya.

After a long delay caused by civil unrest from the disputed
election, the summit meeting for the international boards of
Nyumbani was scheduled for November. Four of my fellow U.S.

board members—Karen Robb, MaryLynn Qurnell, Dino Deconcini and
Larry Dunham—and I spent ten days in Kenya, visiting the Nyumbani
programs and meeting with board members from Kenya, the UK, Italy, and
Spain. We returned feeling awed, inspired, and even more committed to the
support of our colleagues in Kenya.

There are so many highlights, it is hard to know where to begin. For
example, two years ago when I visited Kitui, the Village was a concept and
vision. To return now and see families living there, children attending
school, residents performing household chores, everyone living as a
community is a dream come true for many people. The older children are
assuming leadership roles; the crops are thriving; and the polytechnic school is abuzz with furniture making and tailoring. Most
important, however, was the joy on the faces of the children and grandparents.  The elders were eager to meet us and shake hands,
and even though communication is often not verbal, the look on their faces and the grasp of our hands said it all. When we asked
the children how they felt about living there, they showed overwhelming appreciation for attending school.  We particularly
enjoyed spending the night at the Village and experiencing the community; and all of us felt Father D’Ag smiling down.

Our U.S. board was also delighted to meet board members from Kenya and the other countries—to share an informative and
productive meeting process. Sister Mary presented a detailed status report on the various programs, and we were able to spend
time at the Children’s Home and visit several of the Lea Toto clinics.  We were extremely impressed with the work being done by the
Lea Toto centers. They now have more than 3,000 children enrolled, and provide not just medical care and antiretroviral medication,
but social support, nutritional services and financial support.  This year they plan to open additional clinics (see Sister Mary’s
letter) and a program to focus on treating mothers to prevent maternal transmission of HIV to their children.  We are so grateful to
PEPFAR [U.S. President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief] for the support of our Lea Toto program.

The last day of our trip included a spectacular event: the dedication of the Fr. D’Agostino Multi-Purpose Hall. More than 500
people attended, and the hall—despite its promise to hold many future events—was too small to accommodate such a large
gathering—but we managed with joy and celebration. The day started with the dedication of the hall by the Papal Nuncio, who also
celebrated mass.  The U.S. Ambassador to Kenya, Michael Ranneberger, attended that mass and enjoyed the entertainment.  The
staff of Nyumbani and the children of the home did a beautiful job decorating the hall, and the children prepared a lovely mass.
After lunch, children from the Home, the Village and Lea Toto danced and sang. We also welcomed families from all of those
programs. There was truly a sense of community and pride in celebrating this hall.

We left Kenya confident of Nyumbani’s future and so grateful to Sister Mary for her leadership and commitment, as well as to all
of the employees and volunteers who give of themselves to Nyumbani and the vision of Fr. D’Agostino.

Here are some of the figures for the year:

Papal Nuncio helps Sister Mary dedicate the Fr.
D’Agostino Multi-Purpose Hall
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Editor’s Note: Many people are aware of
Donna Denelli-Hess’s struggles to bring
home the son she adopted in her heart
more than three years ago. News on
Nyumbani asked her to share with us her
struggles and eventual triumph.

The road from Nyumbani to Massa-
chusetts was filled with roadblocks
and detours, and many times I

doubted we would be able to complete
our journey.  The story began in August
2006 when I returned to the U.S. from a
three-month stint at Nyumbani with the
resolve to make Bernard Komu my son.
Armed with an unwavering commitment
to Bernard, the blessings of Father
D’Agostino and many answers for why a
U.S. adoption agency should take on our
case (despite the fact I did not qualify for
adoption under Kenyan law), I set out to
make the first steps, which were to have a
home study done.  I also made contact
with a prominent Kenyan lawyer who
agreed to take my case there, albeit for an
exorbitant fee. The home study was
completed, and on the advice of the
Kenyan lawyer, I returned to Kenya in
December 2006 with a promise of an early
February 2007 court date and assurance I
could bring my son home by March.

 February came and went without the
court date—my lawyer claimed he wasn’t
ready to present my application, when in
truth the adoption laws in Kenya had
changed.  The changes in Kenyan
adoption regulations required that
prospective adoptive parents go through
both Kenyan and U.S. agencies licensed
for Kenyan adoptions.  The first Kenyan
agency I approached turned me down,
but with the help of Nyumbani’s wonder-
ful social worker I was approved by the
Little Angels Network (LAN). LAN put me
in touch with the only U.S. agency
licensed to work in Kenya—Carolina
Adoption Services (CAS), which also
initially refused to take an application
(they didn’t accept single women), but
which, through the supreme help of my
best friend, Deb Foss, decided to take a
chance on me. I don’t know how, but
through Deb, it all got done without my
having to leave Kenya. Another applica-
tion, home study, document verification
and a large decline in my savings account
later, my dossier arrived in Kenya to be
presented to the National Adoption
Committee at the end of May 2007.

Now came more waiting because there
was no more we could do. I returned to
the states for five weeks, during which I
assured Bernard through many long
conversations I would be back.  I think it
was harder for me to leave him than for
him to be left, however.

On July 2, I got the first good news—
the National Adoption Committee
approved my application, and I could
return to Kenya to begin three months of
foster care required by Kenya. After

arranging an extension to my unpaid
leave of absence from my job, I returned,
and in August 2007, Bernard and I moved
into a small house about two miles from
Nyumbani.

We developed a comfortable routine,
and with Bernard in school every day I
was able to continue to volunteer at
Nyumbani. I also hired a new lawyer and
paid for six months’ rent in advance.  This
began the chapter in my life I can now
lovingly refer to as the inverse relation-
ship between the progress of the adop-
tion and the balance in my bank account.

Our little house was pretty basic, but
it was advertised as having electricity
(most of the time), running water (all of
the time), a shower (a trickle) and hot
water (never).  I bought furniture from
craftsmen who set up stalls along the
roads. I did our laundry in large plastic
tubs (which were also Bernard’s “bath-
tubs”); I showered at Nyumbani.

Still, the fostering went well.  Our love
for each other continued to grow, and we

began to make plans for our first court
date, scheduled for December 7, 2007,
almost a year since I had returned to
Kenya.  Twenty-four hours before we
were scheduled to go to court, we were
notified that the Kenyan government
had decided to reevaluate international
adoptions and that our new court date
would be March 4, 2008.  As I was
despairing, Bernard provided reassur-
ance, saying, “It doesn’t really matter
how long it takes, as long as we are
together.” Who is the wise one here?

We spent Christmas 2007 in Malindi
on the Indian Ocean.  It was on this trip
that I decided the Kenyan government
was not going to beat me—I was
Bernard’s Mom and we were going to be
a family even if it meant I stayed in
Kenya forever.

As the New Year unfolded, it became
clear that a March court date would be
unlikely (the government was in its post-
election chaotic state). We finally saw
the judge on April 4, prepared our final
paperwork and waited for a final court
date. Fridays became “dress up” days as
four Fridays in a row we appeared in a
Nairobi court and four Fridays our judge
was unable to hear our case. After
waiting several hours, we would take the
bus back to Karen filled with disappoint-
ment. At long last, on May 9, 2008 we
were ushered into chambers and exited
three hours later – mother and son.

I had high hopes that we could leave
Kenya by the end of July even though it
took a month (rather than 10 promised
days) to secure Bernard’s (who by that
time wanted to be known as Ben)
Kenyan passport.   On July 3, Ben and I
formally applied for his visa, which
(because of his HIV status) was immedi-
ately denied.

While I was not surprised at the de-
lays and missteps on the Kenyan side, I
was shocked at the unending obstacles
my own government then laid in front of
me.  Deb arrived from the U.S. with the
necessary signatures from Homeland
Security and the Centers for Disease
Control, but the amount of paperwork
was enormous and despite many phone
calls, the only way I got attention was to
take a long, expensive cab ride out to the
U.S. Embassy (where I waited for an en-
tire day in lines only to be given another
fee to pay and form to complete). For

After Much Waiting and Worrying:
Ben and Donna Become a Family

Donna Denelli-Hess and Bernard John
Komu Hess, Christmas 2008



4

seven weeks, we jumped through hoop
after hoop, including a list of what I call a
tragic comedy of errors (unanswered
phone calls and emails, a mistake by the
U.S.-approved doctor in ordering a blood
test, a delay of three months in finding out
my fingerprints had been rejected along
with a botched second set of fingerprints.)
The clock was ticking toward the expira-
tion of my Kenyan visa, and I was told I
would not be allowed to renew it.

It may be that the depths of adversity
bring forth the kindest of angels.  At my
wit’s end, I turned to a member of the
Nyumbani U.S. Board, who contacted
Senator Edward Kennedy’s office on my
behalf. An aide to Senator Kennedy (who
is a supporter of Nyumbani) got answers
overnight to the questions I had waited
three weeks on, and was able to untangle
the red tape strangling the process.  I got
a phone call on August 21 to present my-
self to the Embassy, and I believe this call
would not have come without the inter-
vention of “Ben’s angels” – Jan Conway
and Christine Leonard.

At the Embassy this time, I talked face
to face with a consular officer and after
more paperwork and tears on my part, I
was told I could pick up Ben’s visa and
travel documents the next day.  We got
seats on a flight that left Kenya on August
27, two days before my Kenyan visa ex-
pired!

As you might imagine, our leaving was
bittersweet. Accompanied by Cottage E
and other friends (including Sisters Julie,
Emily and Little along with Mzee Peter
from the kitchen and Protus), we made our
way to the airport, and the reality of com-
ing home began to sink in.  I was nervous
that once in Boston, something would go
wrong with our papers, but God was look-
ing out for us—even though there were a
few pieces of paper missing from the
sealed document packet, we were allowed
to pass through U.S. Immigration.  Once
through the doors into the arrivals termi-
nal, we did the biggest happy dance ever,
and months of delays, denials and disap-
pointment melted away.  That night we sat
in our living room, on our couch, and Ben
fell asleep as Barack Obama, a Kenyan
American, accepted the nomination for
U.S. President.  As I watched my son
sleep, the weight of my struggles was
lifted from my shoulders.

This has been a labor of love. The
hardships of living in Kenya away from
my U.S. family and friends, taking an un-
paid leave of absence from my job and
depleting my savings took its toll.  But
when God closes a door, a window is
opened, and my window led me to a loving
family and friends at Nyumbani and in
Karen – without them I might not have

What did you think of the US when you
arrived in Boston (August 28)?
A. I liked driving in the car on the big
road that was much bigger than in Kenya.
What did you think when you arrived fi-
nally at your house (in Williamstown,
MA)?
A. I was surprised because I had never
seen it for real.  I loved my bedroom be-
cause it was all mine.
How was your first day at school (Second
grade at Williamstown Elementary
School)?
A. My teacher (Ms. Callahan) and the
other students were very nice to me. They
had “Welcome Ben” signs in the classroom.
What do you think of being adopted?
A. It was long and I was tired of waiting.
I was sad to leave Nyumbani and all my
friends but happy because I was going to
America with my Mum.  It’s good to have
three families – my Sho Sho (grandmother
Lucy in Naivasha), my family at Nyumbani
and now my American family.
What do you like best about living in
America with your Mum?
A. I get to have my own things like toys
and games and my bedroom.  I have a
good school and like all of my subjects,
especially gym and math.

And what do you not like about
America?
A. The cold weather – it is so much
colder than Kenya!  (Mum Donna re-
ports that he is OK with the cold
weather when he is sledding outside.)  I
have been to many doctors already and
sometimes that is not fun (in five
months Ben has seen five doctors and
had numerous tests and immuniza-
tions!!!).
And what about your Mum?
A. Mum cooks good food.  My best is
when she makes chicken and chips
(french fries) and salad (cole slaw) with
soup (this is the standard Saturday mid-
day meal at Nyumbani).  She can’t make
ugali and we haven’t found goat to
cook yet.  Mum takes good care of me
and I love her so much.

In His Own Words
News on Nyumbani asked Donna to get
Ben to give his opinions on his experi-
ences so far. Here’s what he said (editorial
comments in parentheses by Donna).

Donna and Deb have put together a list
of resources for information and advice
on adopting. Write to Donna for a full list
(which is much larger), including phone
numbers.
Please note that information on the
Internet is often obsolete– make sure you
are getting information from credible and
up-to-date sources.
U.S. Government Resources:
Intercountry adoption:  U.S. Dept. of
State Office of Children’s Issues—
http://adoption.state.gov/
adoption.homepage.html
International adoption specific to
Kenya—http://nairobi.usembassy.gov/
adoptions.html
U.S. Citizen and Immigration Services
(look for Adoption under Services and
Benefits)—www.uscis.gov/portal/site/
uscis
U.S. Adoption Agencies Licensed to
Work with Kenyan Adoption Agencies:
Carolina Adoption Services—
www.carolinaadoption.org
Adopting HIV+ children:
Chances by Choice (Adoption-Link)—
www.adoption-link.org/chances-by-
choice-program.aspx
Project Hopeful—
http://projecthopeful.wordpress.com/
2008/10/08/new-project-hopeful-website/
RainbowKids (resource for general and
country-specific adoption of HIV+
children)—http://
specialneedsadoption.rainbowkids.com/
HIV_Positive.aspx

Adopting an HIV+ Kenyan Child

completed this journey.  In retrospect,
without a doubt I would do it again for the
absolute joy of waking up every morning
to Ben’s smiling face, his tickle tortures
and lots of giggles.

I am more than willing to answer spe-
cific question about my adoption experi-
ence–email me at ddinkenya@yahoo.com.

http://nairobi.usembassy.gov/
http://projecthopeful.wordpress.com/
http://specialneedsadoption.rainbowkids.com/
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Father Angelo D’Agostino,
Nyumbani’s founder, was recently

inducted into the Rhode Island Hall of fame
posthumously. His brother and former U.S.
Board President Joe D’Agostino and Sister
Savina D’Agostino (Joe and Father D’Ag’s
sister) will attend the ceremony in May to
accept the award on his behalf.
Joe, Father D’Ag, Savina and three other
siblings grew up in Providence, Rhode
Island. The award is being presented May 2
at Rhodes-on-the-Pawtuxet in Cranston, R.I.
The general public is invited.  More details
can be obtained at: info@nyumbani.org

Protus Lumiti, Nyumbani’s
Chief Manager, recently

graduated from Kenyatta
University, one of the main public
universities in Kenya, with a
Masters in Business Administra-
tion, specializing in Strategic
Management. A graduation
ceremony attended by Sister
Mary was held in December 2008
followed by a celebration with
the children, volunteers and staff
at the Nyumbani home.
Protus studied first at the
University of Nairobi, but
completed his schooling at
Kenyatta. He managed to get
both his undergraduate and
graduate degrees while working
full time at the Nyumbani home.

Protus Receives
Advanced Degree

Volunteers Receive “Power of One” Award

In the past several months I have been
receiving questions about Nyumbani that
no one broached before.  These queries

have to do with whether or not Nyumbani, or
COGRF, has developed a Long Range Giving
Program.  In particular, the questions were
specific about how to mention Nyumbani in
someone’s will.

The COGRF-US Board is looking to set up
a simple program in this area.  In the meantime,
here are some answers for people interested in
naming Nyumbani in their wills.

First, please seek the advice of a financial
planner and an attorney prior to any changes
in your will or trust.  These professionals will
advise you concerning the best way to
structure your gift as it relates to your estate
planning. 

The following information regarding
Nyumbani will assist you in properly docu-
menting your gift:

Nyumbani is a program  to assist children
and adults affected by the HIV-AIDS
epidemic in Kenya.  It was founded in 1991
by Fr. Angelo D’Agostino, SJ, MD,
assisted by Sr. Mary Owens, IBVM.
In the USA, Nyumbani is supported by
COGRF, a legal entity whose sole project

Is There A Nyumbani In Your Future...
by Joseph S. D’Agostino, PhD

Father D’Ag Inducted
Into Hall of Fame

○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○

is Nyumbani. The legal name of
COGRF is: Children of God Relief
Fund, Inc.
The Federal ID Number of COGRF,
Inc. is:     13-3615655. COGRF is recog-
nized by the IRS as a 501-c-3 corporation
organized under the laws of New York,
and registered in DC and Virginia. 
Contributions are tax deductible to the
extent allowed by law.
Copies of the Form 990, the audit, and
other information can be downloaded
from the web site:www.Nyumbani.org.
The present mailing address of COGRF
is: COGRF, 4910 Massachusetts Avenue,
Suite 100, Washington, DC  20016
Thank you for considering COGRF-

Nyumbani as one of the designations in
your will. If you wish to share this
decision with us, we want to include you
among the names of donors listed at
Nyumbani so that the children and adults
may remember you in a special way.  These
will be listed as:  “The Fr. D’Agostino Circle
of Friends Society.”

For additional information, contact Erin
Kennedy, the U.S. Board Administrator, at:
info@nyumbani.org

The power that one person has to make a
difference in the lives of others, in their

neighborhood, their country, or in faraway
lands was the theme of the 15th annual Martin
Luther King Jr. Day Celebration, which took
place on January 19, 2009 in North Adams,
Massachusetts.  It was with that theme in mind
that Donna Denelli-Hess and Deborah Foss,
both of Williamstown, were awarded this year’s
Peacemaker Award for their work with Nyum-
bani.

The Northern Berkshire Community
Coalition gives out the award for voluntary

Deb Foss, Ben and Donna Denelli-Hess at the
awards ceremony. See story on Ben and
Donna beginning on page 3.

acts that express the ideals of Dr. Martin
Luther King Jr.  Donna and Deb were
recognized for selfless acts of bringing
educational support, financial assistance
and hope to the children of Nyumbani since
2005.  Stateside, Donna and Deb now serve
as Volunteer Program Recruiters, providing
information and screening international
volunteers for Nyumbani.

Sister Mary recently was
awarded the highest honor that
can be made from the UK Rotary
Clubs when she received the
Paul Harris Fellowship. She was
given the award for exceptional
Service Above Self. Alison
Stedman from the Rotary Club of
Montrose, Scotland came to the
Nyumbani Home to give out the
award and explain to the
children what Rotary does.

Sister Mary Given
UK Rotary Award
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Sister Mary’s Letter
(Continued from page 1)
us for the celebrations; the other 71 had
been invited to spend time with extended
family/friends. For three of our children, it
was a reunion after over 10 years.  In the
case of two girls, the families lived in a very
remote region of Kenya and, not having had
contact, believed that the girls had passed
on.  This re-uniting was truly a moment of
great joy.  We owe great gratitude to social
worker Helen, who tirelessly seeks to trace
the families of our children.  This develop-
ment also indicates an easing of fear and the
stigma surrounding HIV, which, sadly, is
taking time to eradicate.

In Lea Toto, we are noticing a much-
desired trend among infants being enrolled
in our six centers.  As a result of access to
the PCR test for infants, a first indication of
the true status of the infant can be known
from as early as a few weeks.  For those who
test negative and remain so, we continue to
care for them up to at least 12 months.  For
those confirmed positive, the latest guideline
is to put them on antiretroviral medicine
immediately because research shows this

facilitates a better quality of life later on.
During 2008, 446 were discharged as negative
from Lea Toto. The latest countrywide statistic
indicates that 60% of pregnant HIV+ mothers
have access to the Prevention of Mother to
Child Transmission (PMTCT) program, which
prevents transmission to infants.  We pray that
soon this figure will reach 100%, so that Kenya
(and hopefully the rest of the Africa) will reach
the point where virtually no child is born with
the virus.

We are now planning to extend to three
more Lea Toto Centers in 2009.  This is necessi-
tated to keep treatment and care at effective
levels in the present six centers and to bring our
services nearer to families who travel long
distances to reach Lea Toto.

We are delighted to welcome Father Pascal
Mwijage, SJ to Nyumbani as Financial Adminis-
trator.  Fr. Pascal has considerable experience in
the financial administration of organizations
and so brings a wealth of practical experience to
this position. I personally am very grateful to
have this additional support in the overall
management of Nyumbani.

As I used the words of President Obama at
the beginning of this letter, I end by wishing all
our Friends of Nyumbani in America “that, with

eyes fixed on the horizon and
God’s grace upon you, you will
carry with faith that great gift of
freedom and deliver it safely to
future generations.”

Ever united with you in
gratitude and prayer,

We respect your privacy. We do not
sell, trade or share our donors’
personal or contact information.
If you wish to be added to, or

removed from our mailing list; or
require a correction to your

information, please let us know at
(202) 422-5024 or
info@nyumbani.org

Sister MarySister MarySister MarySister MarySister Mary
OwensOwensOwensOwensOwens

To donate to Nyumbani, use the
enclosed envelope, visit us
online at www.nyumbani.org
or call (202) 422-5024 for
information.
○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○
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Marilyn Jerome sent News on
Nyumbani these pictures from her
trip to Kenya. They feature
Village residents and the
celebration for the opening of the
Fr. D’Agostino Memorial Hall.

www.nyumani.org



