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Living up to our legacy  
R I C K  C O B E R  B A U M A N 

M C C  C A N A D A  E X E C U T I V E  D I R E C T O R

“All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself   
through Christ and gave us the ministry of  reconciliation” 
— 2 Corinthians 5:18

  A colleague reminded me recently that  
hazard x vulnerability = disaster. He meant that hazards  
like a global pandemic truly become disasters when people 
are more vulnerable.    

When I heard that, I recalled the families I met in Syria in 
2018. Families displaced not once, not twice but sometimes 
three times by a never-ending war.  Without adequate food, 

health care, and often deeply traumatized, they continue to be vulnerable in the extreme.   
Enter the hazard called the coronavirus and these families are at high risk for a 

COVID-19 disaster. They simply do not have the supports in place to use the tools of 
isolation, frequent handwashing and social distancing that we employ in Canada. 

But MCC is there. And we did not just arrive. We have been present through local 
partners for years. And only minutes before I wrote this column we approved a major 
project to provide food packages to 6,000 displaced Syrian households. I almost wept 
as I read village names like Deir Attieh and Saddad, remembering very specific partners 
and families that we met there only two years ago.  

That MCC can today be present to these uprooted households, that we can reduce  
the vulnerability of these 6,000 families to make it less likely that the hazard of 
COVID-19 becomes a disaster for them; that is profoundly hopeful! 

And we only become agents of hope because of you. When you choose not to distance 
yourself from your neighbours in Syria, but instead to embrace their needs and faithfully 
share God’s love, the opportunity for mutual transformation is boundless! 

Thank you for choosing to touch the needs of the world through Mennonite Central 
Committee, especially during this time of isolation and uncertainty. 

One hundred years ago, MCC was formed by people of faith working together to  
help others facing a crisis. With your help, we have continued providing life-changing 
support to our neighbours all around the world. Today, in a world changed by 
COVID-19 we are working hard to live up to this legacy. We’ve done it before, and we’ll 
do it again. Thanks be to God.  

RICK COBER BAUMAN’S EMAIL ADDRESS IS  

RICKCOBERBAUMAN@MCCCANADA.CA
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As this issue goes to press in early April, we’re grieving the  
mounting toll of COVID-19 both here in Canada and  
around the world as we keep working intently to meet urgent  
needs in the name of Christ.

Please know we are thinking of you and we are grateful for  
your support, your giving and your prayers.

In a time of change 
and uncertainty

COVID-19 stories and updates Resources for a 
time of uncertainty

See how MCC is reaching out to communities in need in this challenging 
time. Find updates on MCC operations and events.

Ongoing programs are boosting access to clean water, soap and hygiene 
training, and MCC is distributing hygiene supplies in multiple countries. 
MCC supports hospitals and clinics already serving people at risk, includ-
ing Faith Alive in Jos, Nigeria, where Dr. Chris Isichei (above) is shown with 
patient Josephine Eze in 2017. Initial responses in Canada include provid-
ing comforters and some emergency food support for Indigenous commu-
nities, providing resources for faith communities and individuals about  
intimate partner abuse and advocating for the release of low-risk offend-
ers from prisons where COVID-19 is likely to spread quickly. MCC is also 
providing information about the pandemic to Low German communities 
in Canada and internationally through the Mennonitische Post.

Explore a curated collection 
of resources MCC has prepared 
over the years for congrega-
tions, families and individu-
als. From prayers to recipes to 
colouring pages, we hope we 
are able to offer something that 
may encourage or nourish you 
in an extraordinary time.

mcccanada.ca/covid-19-updates
mcccanada.ca/
covid-19-resources

1. Pray for people who don’t 
have good access to running 
water, adequate health care or 
nutritious food. Pray for MCC’s 
work as it shifts and changes to 
meet the needs of this time.

2. Advocate for the Canadian 
government to support displaced 
and uprooted people who are 
particularly vulnerable during 
times like these. The Ottawa 

3things you 
can do now

Office has put together an online 
letter-writing tool at: mcccanada.mcccanada.
ca/covid-19-advocacy.ca/covid-19-advocacy.

3. Give  and help MCC respond  
to COVID-19. Your support will 
help scale up projects in health 
care, water sanitation and hygiene,  
and adapt other projects like emer-
gency food distributions to keep 
people safe. Give online at  mcccan-mcccan-
ada.ca/covid-19-giving ada.ca/covid-19-giving or contact 
your local MCC office (p. 2).

Find more news at 
mcccanada.ca

MCC 
news

http://mcccanada.ca/covid-19-updates
http://mcccanada.ca/covid-19-resources
http://mcccanada.ca/covid-19-resources
http://mcccanada.ca/covid-19-advocacy
http://mcccanada.ca/covid-19-advocacy
http://mcccanada.ca/covid-19-giving
http://mcccanada.ca/covid-19-giving
http://mcccanada.ca
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Cover
story

Looking toward 
the future
MCC projects help Syrian 
children raised in war move 
toward recovery.
S T O RY  B Y  L I N D A  E S P E N S H A D E 

R E P O R T I N G  B Y  P E T R A  A N T O U N  A N D  I B R A H E M  M E L H E M 

P H O T O S  B Y  J A FA R  A L - M E R E I  A N D  I B R A H E M  M E L H E M

Editor's note: As this issue goes to press 
in April 2020, we know that amid the 
COVID-19 pandemic, MCC’s work with 
displaced and other vulnerable people in 
Syria and around the world becomes even 
more critical. In a time of  global crisis, 
those who are most vulnerable often  
suffer the most. Read more about MCC’s 
responses in this time at mcccanada.ca/
covid-19-updates.

N ine years of war in Syria have given 
14-year-old Kareem Haddad* a lot of 
reasons to want to study medicine, 
especially neurology.

When Kareem was in second grade, 
his father, who was a pharmacist, was 
killed by shrapnel on the streets of 
Jaramana. 

A couple of years later, a mortar fell 
so close to Kareem’s school that parents were called to get their 
children. On the way home, another mortar shell exploded, 
killing many people and injuring the spine of a woman he 
knew.

And then there was his friend’s father who was paralyzed 
after shrapnel pierced his spinal column as he was getting 
out of his car to shop. As Kareem explored medical sites on 
the internet to find out more about the man’s condition, he 
became intrigued by what he learned.

*Kareem’s name was changed for his security. 

MCC assistance is helping 
students at Al Ahlieh School 

in Jaramana, Syria, to 
continue their education and 

begin to heal from the 
trauma they’ve suffered 

during years of war.

Kareem Haddad studies in his home.

SYRIA

http://mcccanada.ca/covid-19-updates
http://mcccanada.ca/covid-19-updates
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“My dream now is to become a neurolo-
gist, to treat people with nerve and brain 
diseases,” he says. “I want to continue 
reading medical books even after finish-
ing my studies and try my best to increase my knowledge, 
for no matter how much I study, there will always be new 
information.”

Kareem may indeed be able to pursue this goal — bring-
ing good out of the trauma he experienced — because of the 
support and encouragement he receives at Al Asieh, a private 
school supported by MCC’s partner Middle East Council of 
Churches (MECC). He is able to attend because MCC funding 
allows the school to give his mother a tuition break.

At the school, Kareem learns from teachers who have had 
MCC-supported training on how to work with traumatized 
children. They understand the need to build a connection with 
students, both Muslim and Christian, through kindness and 
empathy as negative behaviours surface from their pain.

With this kind of support at school and at home, Kareem 
seems able to look toward the future with hope. But many 

other children live out their trauma in 
fear, anxiety, anger and violence. 

“This is a wartime generation, a crisis 
generation,” says Laila Dawood Rajha, 

principal of Al Ahlieh, another private school in Jaramana 
supported through MCC and MECC. “Students prior to the 
war were more ethical and their behaviour was better. Now 
there is violence; their language is anger.”

Parents and educators must work together, she says, to help 
children at home and at school to move beyond the fear, anxiety 
and anger, and to experience gentler feelings again.

MCC understands the need to bring hope and healing to 
children and their families.

MCC has supported children’s education and trauma train-
ing at multiple schools in Syria and has funded programs that 
nurture children’s social and emotional well-being.

For years, MCC’s partners also distributed food baskets to 
the most vulnerable people in many communities, often fami-
lies with one parent or many children. Food, comforters and 
hygiene supplies helped parents figure out how to take care 

 This is a wartime 
generation, a crisis 
generation …”
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of their children amid scarcity, inflated 
prices and dwindling jobs.

MCC’s partners continue to provide 
food to those in need, and they are turning 
attention toward helping people have the 
skills and the resources they need to earn 
a living. 

Through MCC’s partnership with 
MECC, women who became sole wage-
earners and young people whose educa-
tion was interrupted because of the war 
received training in cellphone repair, 
cooking and hairdressing.

During the war, Rana Hasan’s husband 
was paralyzed while serving in the mili-
tary. She had surgery for breast cancer 
and treatment for other health issues, 
and they needed to sell their house. 
Meanwhile, the anxiety their three chil-
dren experienced worsened.

Hasan decided she couldn’t let her 
illness or her husband’s situation hold 
her back. 

She joined MECC’s free hairstyling 
class in her city, Tartus, and learned how 
to cut, dye and style hair from instructors 
who entertained her many questions.

She now takes clients in her home, 
where she also can tend to her children’s 
and husband's needs.

Work has been steady, she says, which 
has lightened her emotional and financial 

After training through an MCC partner, Rana 
Hasan began working as a hairdresser, 
helping support her family in Tartus, Syria.

burdens and lifted the spirits of her chil-
dren and husband. 

“There was a big difference, in all 
aspects, even at a psychological level,” 
Hasan says. “When you meet new people, 
they motivate you to do anything in your 
life, not only in work. You become stron-
ger in life.”

Having a daily income, she says, helps 
her feel more secure. “You don’t have 
to be dependent on anyone or wait for 
anyone’s help,” she says. 

In other areas of Syria, MCC’s partners 
are replacing farm equipment and live-
stock destroyed during the war. Women 
are learning how to start their own busi-
nesses to sell popular home-canned 
mouneh, which is any preserved local 
food, including sour grapes, olives, fruit, 
grains, vegetables or even cheese.

Economic security is important for 

families as they move into the future, but 
emotional security is a valuable partner 
in recovery.

“The atmosphere of war and fear, the 
horror we experienced, was very diffi-
cult,” says Amena, the mother of nine-
year-old Haneen (last names not used for 
security reasons). Her daughter was terri-
fied by the sounds of exploding mortar 
shells and rockets when she was a small 
child.

Even though the family fled to the 
safer town of Al Humaira when Haneen 
was three, fighting was still happening 
in nearby areas, and conversations and 
news reports were a constant reminder.

She was a fearful child for the next 
several years.

When Haneen was six, her mother 
enrolled her and her two sisters in Child-
Friendly Spaces (CFS), an effort that 
MCC supports through partner Forum 
for Development, Culture and Dialogue 
(FDCD).

Offered once or twice a week for four to 
six hours, CFS gives children the oppor-
tunity to build trust as they play together 
and participate in classes that encourage 
them to express their emotions through 
drama, art and music. 

The coordinators and many of the 
volunteers have received training in how 
to help children recover from trauma, 
also supported by MCC through partner 
Fellowship of Middle East Evangelical 
Churches.

Children who have been displaced or 
who have suffered significant loss are the 

In Al Humaira, Syria, MCC-supported 
efforts give children a chance to build 

trust as they play and take part in 
activities together.
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Experiencing drama, art and music through MCC-supported projects gives children 
a chance to express their emotions. In Al Humaira, students watch a puppet show.

primary participants. In Al Humaira, 240 
children attend. The project reaches more 
than 1,200 children throughout Syria.

Amena says CFS has helped to relieve 
Haneen’s fears by getting her away from 
the atmosphere of war and fear. “It keeps 
her entertained. She plays here, meets her 
friends, and it makes her active.”

The children also have learned about more peaceful ways to 
live than what they have seen and experienced in the last nine 
years.

Amena remembers Haneen saying: “Mom, we learned that we 
mustn’t fight with each other; we have to love each other more. 
We must not insult each other but love each other instead.”

Learning about a new way to live now and in the future is 
important for children who are recovering, says George Sarkis, 
who took part in MCC trainings and works with children in 
Damascus. (Read more about George Sarkis on p. 8.) As co-or-
dinators introduce children to new possibilities, children begin 
to hope that they may have a good future. “A new yearning 

shines in the children’s eyes.” 
Kareem’s hopes to become a neurolo-

gist help him to move toward the future, 
but a career is not all he sees. 

“My first wish is that conditions 
and social situations will get better in 
Syria — that there will be no more war or 

problems, to be good people, united, to help each other.”
Rajha, as she works with children in her school, holds out 

hope that Syrians will gradually leave the fear and violence 
behind.

“Our country is a good one, and its people are kindhearted,” 
she says. “There are still many good people. We have to use this 
leaven to make our country wonderful again.” 

Linda Espenshade is news co-or dinator for MCC U.S. Petra 
Antoun, Jafar Al-Merei and Ibrahem Melhem are based in Syria.

 Mom, we learned 
that we mustn’t fight 
with each other; we 
have to love each 
other more.”

Give a gift – Where needed most
Your gift meets urgent needs. In times of crisis, the needs of displaced and other vulnerable people become  
even more pronounced. You can help share God’s love and compassion for all in this uncertain time. Give online at  
donate.mcccanada.ca or contact your nearest MCC office (see page 2). 

http://donate.mcccanada.ca
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Cover
story

First person

George Sarkis
A dentist and volunteer with a children’s 
program in Damascus, Syria, talks about his 
work reaching out to young people affected 
by war.
A S  T O L D  T O  P E T R A  A N T O U N

C O M P I L E D  B Y  L I N D A  E S P E N S H A D E 

P H O T O S  B Y  J A FA R  A L - M E R E I  A N D  I B R A H E M  M E L H E M

T wo years after the war 
started in Syria, I was 
17 years old. Like now, 
I lived in Damascus.
I remember writing the 
exams that I needed to 
pass to start university 
when I heard the sounds 
of war outside. 

My eyes were on the paper, but my 
mind was occupied with my mother. Like 
many other parents, she had come with 
me to the centre where I was taking the 
test and wouldn’t go back home until I 
had finished.

I was confused. Should I finish and go 
out early so she didn’t have to wait so long 
outside? Or should I finish the exam and 
get the result that I worked hard for the 
whole year? 

I did finish the exam; we were safe, and 
I went on to university. I became a dentist, 
but life was always uncertain.

During the war, any small plans we 
made were at risk of being cancelled, even 
just hanging out with our friends.

We might want to go, but then something 
would happen at the last minute — like a 

mortar shell falling. Everything would be 
cancelled and we stayed where we were. 
The instability and lack of safety were 
continuous and threatening.

These events have created an intimacy 
among us. People I didn’t expect to hear 
from one day would call me and say, 
“How are you? We heard that something 
has fallen near your university.” Among 
family, it created nervousness but also 
the chance to gather and care for each 
other. Many families which were prob-
ably broken before gathered together 
more closely. Simultaneously it created a 
continuous state of fear.

This environment affected the children, 
too. Since high school, I had worked with 
children within my church, the National 
Evangelical Church in Damascus, to offer 
spiritual support. As the crisis continued, 
the children needed psychosocial support 
too.

If we take a child who is 18 now, what 
are the things that he has grown up with? 
He has grown up with his parents worry-
ing about him being injured by mortar 
shells whenever he goes out. They are 
anxious at home as they hear mortars 

falling while their children prepare for 
bed. 

In 2015, the Fellowship of Middle 
East Evangelical Churches initiated the 
Child-Friendly Spaces (CFS) project in 
Damascus. It was independent from the 
church so that all children in the area felt 
welcome, regardless of their religion. 

I have been serving as program co-ordi-
nator while still working as a dentist. 

In CFS, we provide children with activ-
ities to make them think as a team, so 
they do not think they are alone, but one 
person in a group of people. We help chil-
dren learn about their personalities and 
encourage them to have a healthy view of 
themselves.

We ask children to clean, paint and 
plant so they feel that they can contrib-
ute in this place. If they do so, they feel 
like they belong and feel comfortable. We 
also talk about ways of becoming active 
in society as a child.

I wanted more training about trauma, 
so I took a STAR training that MCC 
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 The work I do 
to help children in 
my community is a 
way of living out my 
principles.”

offered in Lebanon. (STAR, which stands 
for Strategies for Trauma Awareness and 
Resilience, is a program of the Center 
for Justice and Peacebuilding at Eastern 
Mennonite University in Harrisonburg, 
Virginia.)

I thought that I was going to learn how 
to deal with other people around me.

It turned out that it was about how I 
should deal with myself. As I thought 
about situations that I have been through, 
I understood what was happening to me, 
what step of trauma I was in and how to 
get through the healing steps. Of course, 

I shared this information with our CFS 
team as a way to understand our chil-
dren’s problems and challenges.

My experience in STAR encouraged me 
to participate in any workshop conducted 
by MCC. I took another training about a 
curriculum to support traumatized chil-
dren. In this training I learned more about 
how to help a child move from identifying 
trauma into healing.

At the beginning, our target was 
providing psychosocial support to chil-
dren who are psychiatrically harmed. 
Today we have to start a new phase that 
is related to recovery. The children who 
passed through the crisis, how are they 
going to mingle in society again, to accept 
the things that occurred?

I ask myself, Where are we going? Not 
in the program but as a country. My long-
term wish for the children is that they may 

have a good future and opportunities, to 
have security and to have aspirations for 
their lives.

Being a dentist was my dream, and it is 
my career. The work I do to help children 
in my community is a way of living out 
my principles. Believing in God and the 
purpose we are here for motivates me to 
accept all the challenges of the humani-
tarian work I do and to give more to chil-
dren or needy people.

George Sarkis was part of MCC-
supported trainings on trauma aware-
ness and healing. He is a dentist and 
lead co-ordinator of a program to  
provide activities and healing to  
children who have experienced war.
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Chubaka Birhonoka carries his eight-month-old son Nahuma Birhonoka. Below are the family’s two huts in Mubimbi Camp in 
eastern Democratic Republic of the Congo. Thatched huts are covered with tarps supplied annually with support from MCC.

Feature
story

Waiting to go home
In the Democratic Republic of the Congo, 
MCC assistance helps people who fled home 
because of violence and who remain in 
camps for displaced people.
S T O RY  B Y  L I N D A  E S P E N S H A D E 

P H O T O S  B Y  M AT T H E W  L E S T E R

DR CONGO

T he forest air that 
surrounds the eastern 
town of  Minova in the 
Democratic Republic 
of  the Congo (DR 
Congo) is thick with 
the essence of  verdant 
plants and damp black soil. Birds call 
from the foliage, while a creek rushes 

in the background.
With hardly a glance at the beauty around them, Chubaka 

Birhonoka and his wife Nsimire Mugoli stride purposefully 
down a dirt path to a rented field, carrying hoes and bags of 
seeds — all resources that MCC provided.

They are eager to put the next crop in their field because, 

despite the rich natural resources around 
them, Birhonoka and Mugoli have almost 
nothing — except nine children, ages eight 
months to 15 years, who they are trying to 
shepherd into a better life than they have 
known. They need the beans and corn to help 
feed their family.

Nine years ago, they fled their home in Masisi to escape armed 
groups that attacked the village, assaulted women and killed 
people, including some of Mugoli’s brothers and sisters.

“The war affected me so much,” Mugoli says. “I left many 
important things to save the life of my children. There are those 
who actually lost their children during the war time.”

In Masisi, they owned their own house and could support 
their growing family from their own land.

 I left many 
important things 
to save the life  
of my children.”
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Now the family of 11 crowds into two 
rounded thatch huts at Mubimbi Camp.

The camp is home to some 300 
displaced families, all with their own 
stories of being terrorized by one or more 
of the 100 armed groups battling for land, 
resources, power and money in eastern 
DR Congo.

In this place of relative safety, they stay, 
often for years, waiting until it’s safe to 
return home.

They have little choice. Moving to a 
city in hopes of earning more money is 
almost futile because there are already 
more people than jobs, says Mulanda 
Jimmy Juma, MCC representative for 
DR Congo.

Without money for housing or help 
from extended family, children are likely 
to end up as beggars and the whole family 
is vulnerable to harm.

Over the years, the projects of MCC 

and its partner Église du Christ au 
Congo — Ministère des Refugiés et des 
Urgences (ECC-MERU or Church of 
Christ in Congo — Ministry of Refugees 
and Emergencies) have provided a safety 
net for families at Mubimbi.

With funding from MCC’s donors 
and MCC’s account at the Canadian 
Foodgrains Bank, ECC-MERU has 
provided emergency food, rented fields 
for families’ use, distributed plastic tarps 
to help rainproof huts and sent children 
to school through grade 12. A small clinic 
now offers basic medical care and medi-
cation for malaria and other illnesses.

This work becomes even more critical 
amid the health and economic threats 
of the COVID-19 pandemic. Families 
already struggling to meet basic needs for 
food and health care are most at risk in 
difficult economic times. They have few 
safety nets left. 

And they are most vulnerable to illness. 
Those who are malnourished have weaker 
immune systems and are less able to fight 
off infections. Necessary precautions 
like frequent handwashing and remain-
ing distant from others are difficult in the 
crowded and makeshift conditions of the 
camp. 

Gifts to MCC's centennial fundrais-
ing campaign (Our Faith. Our Future.) 
will support work with displaced people  
around the world, including, in DR 
Congo, this and similar efforts with 
displaced families in neighbouring Poste 
Camp and in the town of Shasha.

The results of the assistance are clear 
in Mubimbi each weekday morning. By 
7 a.m., children wash their faces, put on 
uniforms and sip porridge from a cup, 
then walk to school.

School gives them a purpose as they 
learn to read and write in French and 
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Students walk from Mubimbi 
Camp to Rutshunda Primary 
School. With MCC support, 
displaced students in the 
camp can continue their 
education.

Fifth-year student Elisha Hamuli reads 
from his exercise book during class at 

Rutshunda Primary School.

Swahili and acquire the math, science and 
social studies skills that prepare them for 
life, including university, in the unlikely 
chance they can find a way to pay for it. 

“Our joy is to see displaced children 
taught,” says principal Joel Maombi 
Fikiri, who started Rutshunda Primary 
School in 2010 because he saw risks for 
displaced children with nothing to do. 
“Instead of seeing those children in the 
town, among the armed groups, thieves 
and burglars in the city, we want to see 
them in the classroom.”

In 2018, he says, 90 per cent of the sixth 
graders in his school passed the national 
exam, and the top student was from 
Mubimbi. In 2019, 100 per cent of the 
students passed the exam. 

After school, children often join their 
parents in individual or communal fields, 
where camp families work together to 
grow eggplant, carrots, onions, amaranth 
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Nurses Furaha Bishweka Alphonsie and Charlotte 
Masirika stand in the doorway of a medical clinic 
at Mubimbi Camp, part of MCC’s ongoing work to 
improve the health and well-being of the 
displaced families in the camp.

Food distributions such as this one in early 
February 2020 supply corn flour, beans, oil and salt, 

helping to nourish families between harvests.

A day after receiving seeds 
through an MCC food 

distribution, Nsimire Mugoli 
(with 8-month-old Nahuma 

Birhonoka) and her husband 
Chubaka Birhonoka prepare 

their fields for planting, 
using conservation 

agriculture techniques and 
tools provided through an 

MCC-supported project.
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and cassava that they will share.
When displaced people can take care 

of their own families, Juma says, “They 
regain dignity and dignity is a path to 
peace.”

Growing food for 
themselves is key 
to supporting that 
dignity. However, 
the yield is not 
enough, even when 
combined with income from odd jobs.

To help fill the gaps, ECC-MERU also 
distributes food provided by MCC four 
times a year.

Early in February, Mubimbi families 
gather expectantly, but quietly, outside 
the camp’s church building. Corn flour, 
beans, oil, salt and seeds are organized 
into equal piles for each family.

When Mugoli’s number is called, she 
lays a gold and blue piece of fabric on 

the floor, loads the seed and beans on it 
and ties the four corners together before 
hoisting it over her shoulder. Her son and 
friends help carry the flour, oil and salt 

back to the family’s 
huts.

That evening, she 
has a jubilant dance 
in her step and a 
smile that doesn’t 
quit as she cooks 

large pots of maize and beans. Everyone 
eats until they are full.

The next morning, she and her husband 
put the seeds to their intended use in their 
sloping forest field.

Using branches and string to make a 
grid and cornstalks to measure the right 
distance between where the corn and bean 
seeds are planted, they follow the training 
in conservation agriculture they received 
from agronomists in the project, hoping 

it will lead to a better harvest than their 
traditional method of scattering seed.

Later, Birhonoka and Mugoli will 
surround the holes where they plant 
seeds with banana tree leaves and other 
foliage to keep the moisture in the soil, 
discourage weeds and nourish the soil as 
they decompose. Next season, they will 
plant different crops, such as wheat and 
soybeans, so the soil stays healthy and 
diseases are minimized.

“I am feeling happy inside,” Mugoli 
says, as she leans over to poke a hole and 
insert a few seeds, her baby riding on her 
back. “I’m thinking the way I am plant-
ing, I will be harvesting soon.”

Linda Espenshade is MCC U.S. news 
co-ordinator. Matthew Lester is a  
photographer in Lancaster, 
Pennsylvania.

 They regain 
dignity and dignity is 
a path to peace.”
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A lida Thomas has been thinking 
about food differently lately. She 
didn’t get a new cast iron frying pan 
or start working her way through a 
whole cookbook; she’s been thinking 
about the way community is shaped 
around shared meals. How we centre 
weddings and funerals, happy times 
and sad times, around eating together. 

This has been on her mind since she started giving through 
Share Your Table. 

A new monthly giving program from MCC Canada, Share 
Your Table provides food for displaced families around the world. 
Nearly 71 million people are displaced around the planet—the 
highest than at any point in history. While the causes and solutions 
to displacement are complicated, generosity isn’t. With a donation 
starting from just $7 a month, MCC provides food where there isn’t 
any. Each month, donors receive a story from a family helped by 
donations like theirs, along with recipes shared from dinner tables 
in that family’s region. 

One such recipe is beef wat. This rich hearty stew is a common 
staple on dinner tables in Ethiopia, where Nyadieng Gach Gatkouth 
lives as a refugee since being displaced from her home in South 
Sudan. Thomas says the thought of sharing a meal at someone’s 
table, being a distant dinner guest, added a layer of personal 
empathy to her giving.  

“What stood out to me from the very beginning was the 
holistic approach,” says Thomas. “Share Your Table is thinking 

about people as whole people—not just people who need food.  
They’re full people aside from their immediate needs.” 

Thomas says if she could share a meal from her table with 
someone like Nyadieng, there is no doubt what would be on  
the menu. 

“I come from a Dutch background, so it’s this dish called 
stamppot” she says. “Mashed potatoes, carrots and onions all 
smashed together—some people do it with kale. You can add 
farmer sausage or rookworst. It’s like 
Dutch comfort food that always reminds 
me of being a kid. I also remember eating 
it a lot during university and grad school.” 

After receiving her master’s degree with 
focuses on refugee and forced migration 
studies and international human rights, 
Thomas has worked in international 
development and relief. She says its easy 
to feel helpless when faced with such 
daunting numbers of people in need. 
She’s often asked herself what can ever be 
done to help that many people. But hope,  
she says, is worth working for. 

“Those are 71 million stories, 71 million dreams, 71 million 
networks of relationships, 71 million people with unique skills, 
capacity, and agency, and 71 million people made in the image of 
and dearly loved by God,” she says. “If we each do our part—
individually, communally, nationally—to generously care for and 
walk with as many of those 71 million as we can, we can transform 
that number.”  

Jason Dueck is a writer for MCC Canada.

Nyadieng Gach Gatkouth, 21, and her one-year-old daughter 
Nyamal Deng Lam, receive MCC canned turkey each month. 
The Jewi Refugee Camp, where they live, is located along 
the Ethiopia/South Sudan border and hosts 62,000 refugees 
who have fled the ongoing war in South Sudan.  
(MCC photo/Rose Shenk)  

Alida and Nick Thomas in Bergen, 
Norway, where they travelled to 
visit friends in May 2019. (Photo 
courtesy of Alida Thomas)

Guests at a stranger’s table:
MCC invites you to Share Your Table with those in need
BY JASON DUECK

Feature
story

 What stood out 
to me from the very 
beginning was the 
holistic approach,” 
says Thomas.  
“Share Your Table  
is thinking about 
people as whole 
people—not just 
people who need  
food. They’re full 
people aside from  
their immediate 
needs.”
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M any of  the volunteers who sew 
MCC comforters can only 
imagine the lives of  the people 
who might receive the blankets 
they stitch. People who have 
fled their homes because of 
conflict or disaster. But Tina 
Schulz knows first-hand what 
it’s like to receive a handmade 

blanket in a time of  need.  
When Schulz was 14 years old, she, her three siblings and 

parents embarked on a journey that brought them to South 
America in 1946 and to Canada eight years later. Throughout 
these travels, Schulz carried three blankets her family received 
from MCC. They were given to Schulz’s family when they left 
Berlin with thousands of other refugees in one of the voyages 
arranged by MCC workers Peter and Elfrieda Dyck.

Throughout the 1940s, the Dycks found safe passage by train 
and foot for thousands of Mennonite refugees onto ships like 
the Volendam, which Schulz travelled on.  

“I don’t know how to describe it, because we didn’t have 
anything,” said Schulz about receiving the blankets aboard the 
Volendam. “We received the blankets and we used them, we 
didn’t have anything else.”  

In 1974, Schulz immigrated to Canada with her husband 
and two young daughters. They moved to Winnipeg, Manitoba 
where her brother lived at that time. The three blankets travelled 
with them.   

Over 70 years later, the blankets aren’t quite whole anymore, 
they’re worn from age and travel, says Schulz. But the memories 
they hold haven’t faded.  

While Schulz and her family were grateful for the blankets 
when they received them aboard the Volendam, she said the full 
extent of their meaning came later.  

“To think of the blankets that were shipped overseas and 
given to us because we didn’t have anything. It was not just a 
small thing,” said Schulz. “There were thousands of passengers 
on the ship and all the families got it. There were not only blan-
kets, there were clothes and shoes, and MCC provided all that.” 

Since they arrived in Winnipeg, Schulz and her young chil-
dren connected with a local Mennonite church where she joined 
a sewing group that makes blankets like the ones she received.  

Schulz’s eldest daughter Irene Derksen was two years old when 
her parents moved the family to Canada. But it’s her mom’s 
journey from Europe to Canada that inspired them attend the 
Great Winter Warm-up, a comforter-making event to increase 
the supply of comforters that MCC ships to displaced people 
around the world.  

“We don’t know exactly where the blankets are going, but it’s 
the same kind of story as mom’s, people displaced from their 
homes and in need,” Derksen says.    

The Great Winter Warm-up took place on January 18, 2020 at 
more than 100 locations across Canada and the U.S., and volun-
teers completed more than 9,400 comforters, setting a record 
for MCC. Schulz and her three daughters attended the event at 
North Kildonan Mennonite Brethren Church in Winnipeg.  

Seeing a gym full of people tying and sewing was inspiring for 
Derksen. “[It] makes me feel better that someone was caring for 
my mom like this,” she says, “that they’re thinking about other 
people and not just themselves.”  

Allison Zacharias is communications co-ordinator  
for MCC Manitoba.

Tina Schulz (left) along with  
her daughters (left to right) 
Irene Derksen, Elsie Ginter  
and Karen Dyck, all came 
together to tie comforters  
for MCC at the Great Winter 
Warm-up on January 18, 2020. 
(MCC photo/Allison Zacharias) 

From receiving to giving 
After fleeing postwar Europe aboard the Dutch ship Volendam, 
Tina Schulz never forgot the gifts she received from MCC 
BY ALLISON ZACHARIAS
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MCC representatives then and now

FIND YOUR PLACE
Go to mcccanada.ca/serve or  
linkedin.com/company/mccpeace or 
contact your nearest MCC office to learn 
about current MCC service opportunities.
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“Sharing food and conversation 
with our Lao colleagues on the 
floor of the office each day has 

been one of the unexpected
joys of the job.”

ANDREA BONTRAGER UNZICKER AND THOMAS UNZICKER

Names 
Linda Gehman Peachey and Titus Peachey 
(from Lancaster, Pennsylvania, East 
Chestnut Mennonite Church); Andrea 
Bontrager Unzicker and Thomas Unzicker 
(most recently from Newton, Kansas, 
Lorraine Avenue Mennonite Church)

Assignments
The Peacheys (P) served as MCC repre-
sentatives, overseeing MCC’s work in Lao 
People’s Democratic Republic (Laos) from 
1980 to 1985; the Unzickers (U) began as 
MCC representatives in Laos in 2018.

Joys
P: Experiencing the generosity, warmth 
and unpretentious, fun-loving ways of 
Lao people. How could we not be charmed 
when a village elder welcomes our arrival 
with a newly created song? 

U: Open and welcoming people. Though 
our work is primarily in the capital, 
Vientiane, we enjoy visiting projects and 
staff in rural areas. Lao take pride in being 
gracious hosts, and we have been fortu-
nate to have experienced that hospitality.

As we began
P: It was humbling and meaningful to 
learn to know people that our country 
had viewed as enemies and had bombed 
for nine years. Learning the language was 
essential and a sign of respect.

U: Being from the U.S., we were prepared 
to be met with some skepticism. What 
we found is quite the opposite; people 
are very willing to educate us about the 
impacts of the war without a sense of 
resentment related to our nationality.

We soon learned
P: To be patient and go with the flow. 
Partnership was the key to our work.

U: That communication tends to be far 
more indirect. What we would consider 
speaking frankly and honestly might be 
considered rude by our Lao counterparts.

We were struck by
P: Raw, visible signs of war — fields punc-
tured with bomb craters; bomb casings 
and shrapnel everywhere; people blinded 
or left without a limb from an exploding 
bomb; eyes that welled with tears.

“We were among the very first U.S. 
citizens in the country who had 
opportunity to travel to the villages, and 
we felt a tremendous responsibility to 
share what we learned.”
LINDA GEHMAN PEACHEY AND TITUS PEACHEY 
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U: The continuing problem of injuries 
and death due to unexploded bombs 45 
years after the war ended; the more subtle 
effects of endemic poverty and high rates 
of birth defects from Agent Orange.

Because of serving in Laos
P: We have become much more aware of 
our complicity in systems of violence and 
war and steadfast in our resolve not to pay 
taxes for war. We want to prevent this type 
of devastation as it is so difficult to clean 
up after the fact. Advocacy and activism 
to prevent war and injustice are part of 
our Christian calling.

U: It’s hard not to feel that as U.S. citizens, 
we’ve left a trail of forgotten conflicts 
which continue to churn out misery, and 
we seem largely unaware of this fact.

On assignment

https://mcccanada.ca/get-involved/serve
https://www.linkedin.com/company/mccpeace/
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Print more copies uu mcccanada.ca/hello

for children

My name is Haneen.
Age: 9 

Lives in: Al Humaira, Syria

Since I was born, a war was going on in my country.

When I was little, I didn’t understand what that meant. 
I just knew there were loud sounds that terrified me and 
made me cry. Later I learned the sounds were from shoot-

ing and airplane strikes.

Then, my family moved to this village where it is safe. I am 
in third grade and I have two sisters. After school, we go to 

a centre for CFS (Child-Friendly Spaces, an MCC-supported 
project bringing children together for activities and games). I was 

six years old when I first came to the centre. I come here, play, have 
fun and learn. We learn respect, politeness and courage. 

We laugh a lot, especially when the teacher asks us funny questions and we 
answer her. We do plays and songs, like “Baby Shark.” Then we eat a biscuit (a 
cookie) and we leave.

My favourite food: molokhia (a dark, leafy green vegetable like spinach 
often served with rice)

My favourite game: hide and seek

What I want to be: pediatrician

SYRIA
How do you say hello in Arabic?

marhabamarhaba
(Say “MAR-ha-bah”)

Grow a tree of hope
In Syria, making art with others is one way that young people are having 
fun together and healing after years of war. Here’s an activity you can 
try at home with your family.

You’ll need:

• A piece of poster board or large sheet of paper
• Several colours of markers or trays of poster paint

Draw a tree trunk with some bare branches. Have each family member 
dip a hand in paint and place it on the poster to grow the leaves of 
the tree. Is that too messy? You can trace each other’s hands, and then 
colour them in with markers.

mcccanada.ca/hello
mcccanada.ca/hello


U.S. Address Area

Mennonite Central Committee Canada 
134 Plaza Drive
Winnipeg, MB R3T 5K9 Canada

In this extraordinary time, we are called to be people of 
service and generosity. For 100 years, MCC has helped people 
in times of crisis. We’ve done it before and we’ll do it again.

Give now and learn more at mcccanada.ca/covid-19-giving 

Help MCC 
respond to 
COVID-19 

Democratic Republic of the Congo 
(DR Congo)

http://mcccanada.ca/covid-19-giving 

