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Mark steines’ life changed forever when he landed on 
african soil in sierra Leone. He traveled with a group of 
doctors, nurses and volunteers through Lighthouse Medical 
Missions to photograph the needs of the people there and 
the hope this team provided. they saw unbelievable poverty, 
heartbreaking sickness, and desperation. they also, however, 
saw inexplicable joy and sincere gratitude. In just over a week 
in sierra Leone, Mark took nearly 10,000 pictures - capturing 
not only the team’s journey, but the spirit of a nation. some of 
the most telling images are  in the pages of this book.

“With his dazzling photographic talent, Mark captures 
Africa in her most authentic and raw form: vibrant yet 
sublime, strong yet vulnerable, wizened yet innocent.”  

Robert C. Hamilton, M.D., Coordinator
Lighthouse Medical Missions, santa Monica, California

“The images in this book have always been in Sierra 
Leone. It took the eye and intensity of Mark Steines to 
capture them. I believe this book will help to establish 
a passage from despair to hope.” 

pastor Harrison sommer
Lighthouse Church, santa Monica, California

www.marksteines.com
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Over the course of one’s life, there are countless opportunities to donate financially 
to great causes. I, like many, have written checks to organizations with a myriad of 
missions – protecting the environment, serving the poor, etc. I thought that would be 
the extent of my contribution to the needs of this world. However, this past year, I was 
no longer satisfied in my own heart by just giving money. I felt a calling to help, not by 
writing a check, but by using my creativity. For me, I take pictures. I have a passion for 
photography. I began to ask myself how I could take that passion and put it to work. 
I was blessed to find an organization that could benefit from my love of photography.  
Lighthouse Medical Missions, led by pediatrician Dr. Robert Hamilton, recognized my 
calling and granted me permission to document their work in Sierra Leone. I had a 
camera,I knew I could make a difference. There is no secret to why I decided to go on 
this journey. I just wanted to help.

As you flip through the pages in this book and allow the images to wash over you, 
I encourage you to stop and ask yourself, “What is it that I love to do?” and “How 
can I make that work to serve those in need?” We are all uniquely gifted with talents, 
learned skills, experiences, and most importantly, passions. As I have learned, we 
are truly blessed and fulfilled when we offer up those gifts for the greater good of 
humanity.

Mark Steines
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Stop. 
Think back. 
Where were you on April 2, 2009?
I was boarding United Airlines Flight 934, connecting through London’s Heathrow Airport, and 
destined for Lungi, Sierra Leone, with 37 virtual strangers. 

How were you feeling on that day?  
I felt anxious and nervous, yet peaceful and secure in my purpose. I was headed for Sierra 
Leone, with camera gear in tow, and ready to serve.  
 
It was not by accident that I was there. Eight months prior I had a revelation. I was going to 
put my passion to work. I had long been aware of an organization called Lighthouse Medical 
Missions. In fact, I had financially supported the annual medical mission trips to Sierra Leone 
and was sincerely interested in the work that was being done there. I knew I couldn’t offer 
medical expertise, and wanted to do more than write a check, so I offered up my passion for 
photography. My relationship with the camera dates back to the late 70’s when I shot for my 
high school yearbook. It continued into college, and accelerated after I became a father. But 
I digress. I was confident in my work – enough that I suggested to Dr. Hamilton that I travel 
with him to Sierra Leone to capture images of his team’s efforts to serve the people there.  
 
From October to April, I prepared for this trip, studying the region and interviewing those 
who had traveled there before, attempting to visualize the imagery that awaited. I met with 
the team of volunteers several times, as we all prepared to serve as many people as possible 
with medicines and simple medical procedures. With 38 round-trip tickets booked, we were 
excited to continue the tradition of service the previous 13 years of Lighthouse Medical 
Missions had established.  
 

Then, just one week before our scheduled departure, we received potentially devastating news 
from the U.S. Ambassador to Sierra Leone, June Carter Perry. In an email addressed to 
Dr. Hamilton, Ambassador Perry told of “massive demonstrations” and violence in Freetown, the 
nation’s capital, due to two opposing political parties. She warned the team that “the Embassy 
does not have the capacity to rescue individuals throughout the country should the violence 
erupt again.” We were shocked and now facing a decision – to travel as planned or delay the trip.
 
After much correspondence with church leaders in Sierra Leone, we discovered that the incident 
was isolated and the possibility of another outbreak in the country was minimal. It was through 
that correspondence, long discussions, and prayerful consideration that we all, as a team, 
concluded that the needs of the people in Sierra Leone were greater than the potential risk of 
violence. So, with cautious excitement, I boarded that plane and settled in for the 24-hour flight.

In just less than a week, the team split in half and set up medical clinics in two of Sierra Leone’s 
larger cities, Kenema and Makeni, serving between 2,500 and 3,000 men, women, and children. 
The images around those two clinics were overwhelming. Before packing up and heading home 
I captured just under 10,000 pictures – some inspiring, some heartbreaking. I took pictures 
as we all attended worship services, listened to the stories of young mothers and orphaned 
children, witnessed the effort that is required to simply survive in an impoverished nation. 
Everywhere around me, any direction I turned, I saw stories that needed to be told, pictures 
that needed to be seen. The most telling are in the pages of this book.  

Yet the images on the following pages don’t just tell the story of the volunteers and their work, 
they tell the story of Sierra Leone. They tell of desperation and hope, hardship and triumph, need 
and survival. They tell of a people who have endured a history bathed in violence, land depleted 
of its natural resources, and unimaginable poverty. They also tell of determination, optimism, and 
the promise of a better tomorrow.
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Sierra Leone sits on the western edge of Africa, 
a nation slightly smaller than South Carolina. 
It is home to nearly 6.5 million people – a 
population composed of 20 African ethnic groups, 
descendents of freed slaves, and refugees from 
neighboring countries. Because of its location 
on Africa’s coast, Sierra Leone was one of the 
first areas in Africa to receive Europeans, which 
also made it one of the first areas to supply the 
Western world with slaves. The first slaves ripped 
from their homeland and sent to work plantations 
in North America arrived in the colonies in 1652.

A little over one hundred years after the first 
slaves left Sierra Leone, the British helped 400 
freed slaves return to Africa and settle in what 
was called the “Province of Freedom.” While they 
faced disease and hostility from the ethnic groups 
from which they had been taken years before, 
these newly-freed men and women welcomed 
thousands of other slaves who were liberated and 
returned to Sierra Leone. The area soon became 
known as Freetown – the nation’s capital.

AFricA’s 
Province 
oF FreeDom

“Even if the parents are alive,  
that’s how they are trained. The older ones 

take care of the younger ones.”

Rita Saffa, Pastor’s wife









On the road to Makeni,
we found ourselves in a herd of cattle, but 

what really captured my eye was that in 
upward of 100 degree weather the boy 

keeping the cows was wearing a winter hat.

Photographer’s Note



“People usually break [the rocks]  
and use them to build houses.”

Pastor Edward Saffa, The Door Christian Fellowship 
Freetown, Sierra Leone

The curiosity of the “aboto”  
(white man) taking pictures  

in church made it challenging for candid images, 
but when the face of this child rose above the 
others I could no longer look away. To me this 

photo is really a metaphor in so many ways.

Photographer’s Note



As I studied the chaos outside the clinic
I found her in the crowd. Her beautiful dress and  
her peaceful stare paralyzed me. She didn’t belong, 
nor fit in. After this photo I never found her again.  
I believe she was an Angel validating my existence.

Photographer’s Note

This spout represents  
the water system.  

It is the only one in Kenema.  
It provides filtered water for about 

3,000 people a day.

Photographer’s Note



“Some people go 2 or 3  
miles to get clean water.  

Most of the time, what we do is allow the 
water to sit for three days for the sediment 

to go to the bottom so we can drink it.”

Pastor Edward Saffa, The Door Christian Fellowship 
Freetown, Sierra Leone



Most people prefer listening to the news. 
There is only one television station in Freetown but  

it only comes on in the evening and shuts  
down at midnight. 

Photographer’s Note





When the line between life and death is as 
narrow as it is in Sierra Leone, spirituality gives 
the people walking that line comfort and a sense 
of security. Perhaps this explains why so many 
different religions have taken root and gained 
followings in the country. An estimated 60 to 70 
percent of the population is Muslim, with 20 to 30 
percent Christian, and 5 to 10 percent indigenous 
religions. However, blending religious customs 
is common and many practice a combination of 
Islam or Christianity and ethnic traditions.

What makes the spiritual environment in Sierra 
Leone unique is the peaceful coexistence of these 
religious groups. During the 11 years of a bloody 
civil war, religious differences were set aside as 
survivors cared for other survivors, no matter what 
religion they practiced. Today, the government 
imposes no state religion, and even provides 
school-age children the option to choose either  
a Muslim- or Christian-based education.

beLieF in 
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“It was the most humbling experience 
a human being can hope for.  

The people of Sierra Leone proved to be great role 
models as to their depth and commitment  

and love for God.”

George Azzu, Pre-dental student



This is Ne Ne.  
We were told by her pastor that about five years ago 
she came to America to have eye surgery. When she 
went home, she was forced to work over smokey 
wood burning fires to support her family. Just as her 
doctors had warned, the smoke caused her to lose 
the sight that had been restored.

Photographer’s Note

“One early morning at about 3 o’clock, 
this boy’s mother brought him to the church. 

According to his pastor, he was lifeless, not breathing. 
Those at the church prayed for him long into the 

night, and in the morning, he came back.”

Pastor Edward Saffa, The Door Christian Fellowship 
Freetown, Sierra Leone



“The worship services  
at church were touching.  
The people there worshipped God with 
more passion than anyone I have seen.” 

Susan Sommer, RN, BSN



Pastor Harrison Sommer of the Lighthouse Church in Santa Monica, California  
preaching on Palm Sunday in Sierra Leone



“They really know how to worship.  
They open their hearts to God. We have  
nothing over them in this area.” 

Dianne Young, Family Nurse Practitioner



The inside of the church  
 was hot and stuffy,  

so I stepped outside into the African 
moonlight. As I did, I noticed a crowd 

gathered outside. They were pulled in by 
the warm sounds of laughter coming from 

within the church like a moth to a flame.

Photographer’s Note



“This is John. 
He has been in the church for a long time. 
During the war, he was with us. He had to 

take care of the dead bodies, from the church 
compound to another place to bury. He started 
having nightmares and couldn’t do it anymore.”

Pastor Edward Saffa, The Door Christian Fellowship 
Freetown, Sierra Leone





Sierra Leone’s brutal civil war stunted growth 
in many areas in the nation – economic 
development, healthcare advances, and 
especially its education system. In fact, the 
war is responsible for the destruction of 1,270 
primary schools. In 2001, it was estimated 
that nearly 70% of the children received no 
formal education at all.

Post-war, the government legally requires six 
years of primary education and three years 
of secondary education. However, there are 
not enough schools to accommodate all of 
the children making the implementation of 
this policy virtually impossible. Many families 
choose to educate only their sons. They often 
send their daughters to sell food and goods to 
fund the boys’ schooling. While the education 
system still has miles to go, the percentage of 
students receiving education has more than 
doubled in the past eight years.  

eDucAting  
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“Even if the parents are alive, that’s how they 
are trained. The older ones take care of the younger 

ones.”

Judith Saffa

In an effort to help re-build the education 
system and give more students the 

opportunity to attend school, actress 
Patricia Heaton funded the construction 
of a school in Kenema. The pictures on 

the following pages portray the dedication 
ceremony for the school and the impact  

it is having on the community.




