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“Miracles are a retelling in small letters of the very same 
story which is written across the whole world in letters too 

large for some of us to see.” – C.S. Lewis 

Meet Ish 
 
A S C E N D  T O G E T H E R  co-founders Sara and Justin Jewett met Ismaela (Ish) Jarju in Talingding, 
Gambia, West Africa in 2012. As volunteers with the United States Peace Corps, they were living next 
door to the Jarju family. Over time, their bond with the Jarju family grew along with their desire to see 
Ish live a normal and healthy life. They felt called upon to do everything they could to put Ish in a better 
situation. Through this document, they intend to retrace their steps; telling the story of what they know 
about this remarkable little boy and his needs. Ultimately, they are seeking support in their effort to see 
Ish healed. They continue to pray for what may be a miracle and are grateful for the prayers of those 
who come across his story.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ascend Together is a 501(c)(3) non-profit organization that uses basketball as 
a tool for development in The Gambia, West Africa. Ascend Together strives 
to advance opportunities for the youth, underprivileged, and disabled by 
providing access to resources that are otherwise unattainable. 

Visit us at: www.ascendtogether.org 
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T I M E L I N E   2 0 1 3 - 2 0 1 4  

Numerous consultations were held with Dr. Ulric Jones, Sr. Consultant – Surgeon of The Gambia and UN 
Examining Physician. The following doctor’s notes, x-rays, and photographs of Ish, are intended to provide 
greater insight into his condition.  
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Prior to Justin and Sara returning to the United States from The Gambia, Ish underwent an initial 
operation with Dr. Jones. Some of the records associated with that operation were lost in their travels; 
however, the objective of the surgery was to enable Ish to put his feet flat on the ground. Dr. Jones 
believed this, along with him growing, would potentially create space that would be beneficial – 
especially if he was to undergo future procedures. 

Much time was spent in preparation prior to the procedure. Justin and Sara were very intentional about 
soaking Ish’s wounds (resulting from his ‘scooting’) in iodine to minimize the potential for infection. 
Massaging and stretching Ish’s legs and feet while watching Harry Potter became a routine. By the end of 
a movie, his legs and feet would be stretched straight and aligned well.  

It is unclear whether the surgeries to date have had much impact for Ish. 

Justin and Sara were later informed that if they were unsuccessful in securing the resources necessary to 
address the issues with Ish’s spine, it would not be possible to correct the issues with his feet. For now, they 
were advised to forego any further procedures on his feet.  

In the meantime, while they continue to seek the assistance required to address Ish’s medical needs, they 
were able to witness a positive impact in his life due to the joy he experiences using a Nintendo gaming 
system they were able to acquire for him. Although his dream is to someday kick a soccer ball, this is a 
unique pleasure in The Gambia and he enjoys it immensely.  
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Upon completion of their term of service 
with the Peace Corps, Justin and Sara 
returned to the states. Ish underwent a 
second operation on his feet. Following 
that, he started school, and remains 
overwhelmingly positive and optimistic… 
despite his circumstances. 
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C U R E  I N T E R N A T I O N A L  

Dave Corsten, Director of Development and Sustainability at CURE, has been a strong advocate for Ish. 
He linked Justin and Sara with numerous doctors within the organization. It was ultimately disappointing to 
learn that CURE did not have the capacity to take on a case such as Ish’s. However, they were able to 
uncover some potentially valuable information along the way. 

Dr. Joseph Theuri, Medical Director at CURE Kenya, did not feel comfortable taking the case, as the 
facility in Kenya was not equipped to handle it. He offered prayer and encouragement while repeating 
what Justin and Sara had heard previously from Dr. Jones – that South Africa, the United Arab Emirates, 
or the United States were the only options for obtaining the kind of medical care required by Ish. 

Dr. John Mugamba, Staff Neurosurgeon at CURE Uganda, was disappointed to tell them that Ish’s case 
would require decompression and stabilization; beyond the capability of the facilities in Uganda. Like Dr. 
Theuri, he offered his encouragement and continued prayer. 

Dave Corsten has remained a steadfast advocate for Ish within the CURE organization. He was finally 
able to meet with Dr. Tim Mead, Expatriate Medical Director and Senior Medical Advisor with CURE. 
They ultimately determined there was no path forward for Ish within CURE International, and that door 
was closed. 

Dr. Mead’s assessment stated; 

“The risk of surgery in this case would outweigh the possible benefits. CURE 
spine surgeons do not have access to the needed monitors, high level ICU, 
major blood bank, or rehab facility required to undertake such challenges. 
Saying no is most difficult. A foolish yes is easier, but not best for the patient. 
This would be a huge surgery in a major spine center.” 
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M R I  –  M AY  2 0 1 5  

While traveling to Dakar, Senegal to establish Ascend Together, the team was able to schedule an MRI 
for Ish at Clinique De La Madeleine. They brought Ish and his mother to Dakar from The Gambia. This was 
a significant development, since the lack of access to MRI technology meant they had exhausted all 
options for medical assistance in The Gambia. 

Following is the MRI order from Dr. Ulric Jones, the clinical report (in French), some photographs of Ish and 
his mother Fatou while in Dakar, and an MRI analysis from Dr. Brett MacLean.  
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M R I  A N A L Y S I S  

Dr. Brett MacLean, MD at Global Partners in Hope, was most helpful as a liaison to the Ascend team while 
in Dakar securing the MRI. Dr. MacLean and his family live and serve in Segou, Mali, and the entire 
Ascend team is deeply appreciative of his correspondence and attention to Ish and his condition. 

The following correspondence was received while Justin was still with the family in Dakar, Senegal. 

“Instead of spinal pieces stacked on top of each other like normal (picture a 
tower of Legos) at the 2nd lumbar space, Ish has a poorly formed triangle 
piece. So, the spine takes a 90 degree turn as the above portion of the spine 
connects to the triangle and the bottom portion connects to the other side. 
Because of the triangular piece, the spinal cord is compressed and thus he is 
losing all spinal cord function below that level. This is very sad and he will 
likely lose all ability to walk as well as bowel and bladder control as he grows 
older. I doubt that anybody can repair this in West Africa. There is no need 
for more tests and I honestly wouldn’t put him through surgeries for his feet as 
I doubt he will retain function of his feet over time. The deformity will get 
worse and worse normally.” 

Dr. MacLean reached out to a colleague, Dr. Alex Vandergrift, MD, who agreed to review the MRI results. 
Dr. Vandergrift is an Associate Professor of Neurosurgery at the Medical University of South Carolina. 
Although Dr. Vandergrift was optimistic Ish is capable of being healed, he cautioned it would be a serious 
undertaking. 

The following are notes from Dr. Vandergrift’s appraisal: 

 Ish’s congenital deformity of the spine is known as Hemivertebrae 
 His spine did not form in proper alignment and the central canal within his spine is narrowed 
 His spinal cord is under pressure from displaced bones, causing neurologic dysfunction 
 Would require significant surgery – surgeon should be well versed in spine and pediatrics, with 

specializations in neurosurgery or orthopedics 

Dr. Vandergrift went on to share with Justin and Sara that: 

“This is repairable and should be addressed to prevent further neurologic 
loss. The surgery, however, is quite significant and would require the efforts 
of a surgeon versed in spine and pediatrics – either a specialized 
neurosurgeon or perhaps an orthopedic surgeon.” 

Justin and Sara continue to pray for and pursue whatever course of action may be available to bring the 
miracle of healing to Ish. 
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T H A N K  Y O U  

Thank you to everyone who has supported Ish. 
Thank you for your best wishes, prayers, shares, and financial support. 
Thank you for your knowledge, expertise, and determination. 
 
We know that by simply keeping hope alive, it is 
creating – at least a chance – for new angels to light 
the path.  
 

Special thanks to: 
Dave Corsten and CURE International 
Dr. Ulric Jones 
Julie Maio 
Dr. Brett MacLean 
Dr. Alex Vandergrift 
Jodi and Barth Zurbuchen 

 

C O N T A C T  U S  

Ascend Together 
2920 N. Sparkman Blvd. 
Tucson, AZ 85716 
Justin@AscendTogether.org 
+1.520.730.7645   

  


