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Relief and development falter without 
peacebuilding 
RICK COBER BAUMAN 

MCC CANADA EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

“Just remember, raising money for peace is difficult.”  
One of my colleagues had left me with that nugget as I departed 
several years ago on a learning tour that was focused on MCC’s 
peacebuilding work. I knew from working with donors that few 
gifts were designated for peacebuilding. Yet in the first days of this 
tour, it was clear that the best of MCC’s development work was at 
risk if violence broke out and destroyed infrastructure and trust.

That learning tour was a powerful experience for me in further 
establishing the vital role peacebuilding plays in our three-legged 
stool of relief, development and peace in the name of Christ. 

This issue of ACP offers some rich examples. 
As our colleague Anna Johari Etabo from the DR Congo relates in the story on p. 16:  

[Local community leaders] decided together they should find a solution, so people in  
Kalunja would have access to water, and people in Kabela would have access to land.

What was needed was not only MCC’s expertise in development but, in the end,  
a women-led effort to build peace so food and water access would be maximized for all. 

As MCC lives boldly into our 2020–2025 strategic directions, we are committed to 
partnering in more dedicated peace projects. We are also committed to more relief  
and development projects that contribute to a just and lasting peace. 

Beautiful schools, if not a place of safety, will sit empty. Fertile fields, in communities  
where farmers worry violence may prevent their harvest, may never be planted. These things 
we know.

Having recently celebrated Easter, we also know ours is a resurrection ministry. We follow  
a living Jesus who shares freely of the things that make for peace. When our work is grounded 
in the gospel of peace, we can bring our best to all communities where we partner. 

For your support and engagement in this vital peacebuilding, we are deeply grateful.

 

RICK COBER BAUMAN’S EMAIL ADDRESS IS  

RICKCOBERBAUMAN@MCCCANADA.CA
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Afghanistan
Caring for mental health
Around the world, the need for 
accessible, affordable mental health 
services is acute, particularly in 
countries such as Afghanistan that 
struggle with poverty and a history 
of conflict. In Herat, MCC supports 
a community-based mental health 
project that provides psychiatry and 
counselling sessions at a project clinic 
and psychological support sessions 
at home, as well as outreach to family 
members and communities aimed at 
reducing the stigma of treatment. Here, 
a mental health community mobilizer, 
right, meets with a woman at her home; 
names are not used for security reasons. 
In addition to this effort, MCC supports 
projects promoting mental health care in 
countries including Nepal and Haiti.

MCC Thrift shops
Choose thrift first
Thrift shops provide an affordable and 
environmentally friendly option to buy-
ing new. This spring, MCC Thrift shops 
are inviting people across Canada and 
the U.S. to consider shopping thrift first 
for any clothing they purchase between 
now and the end of 2021. Learn more 
and find MCC Thrift shops by going to 
choosethriftfirst.ca.

 

Canada and U.S. 
New dignity kits 
MCC’s newest kit will support vulner-
able women and girls with dignity. The 
dignity kit contains hygiene and sani-
tary items tailored for women and girls 
who don’t have ready access to them and 
includes eco-friendly, washable men-

strual pads and liners. Two shipments 
have already been delivered to an all-
girls school in Rumbek, South Sudan, to 
students including Martha Akol, who 
dreams of becoming a gynecologist. 

“The dignity kits help me to be clean 
before, during and after my periods, and 
I can educate other girls about menstrua-
tion,” said Akol. Learn more about dig-
nity kits at mcccanada.ca/dignity-kits.

Nepal
New chances to grow
In Jahada, Nepal, famers like Laxman 
Marandi, shown in his field, are improv-
ing their livelihoods and food secu-
rity through a project of MCC partner 
Brethren in Community Welfare Society, 
the service arm of the Brethren in Christ 
Church in Nepal.

Lend a hand — Relief kits
R E L I E F  K I T S  P R O V I D E  N E E D E D  S U P P L I E S  F O R  A  F A M I L Y  O F  F O U R  A N D  A R E  G I V E N  T O  F A M I L I E S  W H O S E  L I V E S  H A V E 

B E E N  D I S R U P T E D  B Y  D I S A S T E R  O R  C R I S I S .

Contents (NEW items only)

4 large bars bath soap  
(leave in wrapper) 

Shampoo (1 or 2 bottles, totalling  
more than 600 ml; place in resealable 
plastic bag)

4 large bars laundry soap (such as Fels 
Naptha®, Sunlight® or Zote® brands)

4 adult-sized toothbrushes  
(in manufacturer’s packaging)

4 new bath towels  
(medium weight, dark or bright colours; 
approx. 75 cm x 150 cm)

2 wide-toothed combs (15-20 cm)

1 nail clipper (good quality)

1 box adhesive bandages  
(minimum 40, assorted)

Sanitary pads (THIN; 1 or 2 packages, 
minimum 28 pads total)

Place contents in a box or bag and 
deliver to an MCC drop-off location. 
The kit will be repacked in a new 
20-litre plastic pail with lid. Go to 
mcccanada.ca/kits or call your  
nearest MCC office (see p. 2)  
to find drop-off locations.

Find more news at 
mcccanada.ca

MCC 
news

http://choosethriftfirst.ca
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W hen you look at a tapes-
try or a beautifully woven 
rug, the first things you 
are likely to notice are the 
intricate patterns, rich 
colours or plush fibers. 
But underneath lies an 
important structure. 
Tightly strung threads, 

called the weft, run throughout to provide structure dur-
ing the weaving process and long after the finished piece is 
taken from the loom.

Like those strong threads, peace is a foundation to all 
that MCC does. On the surface you see emergency food 
provided after a disaster. Under the surface is a plan to do 
the distribution with local partners in a way that reduc-
es conflict. Or at first glance you might see trainings and 
supplies to help farmers increase their income. What you 
don’t see is that in a region marked by armed groups and 
conflict, that project is only possible because of the non-
violent witness of a local church partner. 

From disaster relief to education to agricultural 
development, that dedication to peacebuilding, rooted 
in the Anabaptist vision of MCC and Christ’s way of 
peace, is woven throughout MCC’s work.  

You can see that commitment to peace in an agri-
culture program in the Chocó region of Colombia. 
For many communities living along the banks of the 
San Juan River, the river is the only way in or out. Yet 
between the government and illegal armed groups, 
transportation on the rivers is heavily controlled. It’s 
not always possible or safe for farmers to bring their 
harvests to market. 

Fifteen years ago, armed groups expanded into the 
region, along with illicit activities. As the Mennonite 
Brethren church saw their communities struggle, they 
imagined a future where people had a dignified way of 
making a living. For the church, this is a part of their 
work for peace — a peace that isn’t just an absence of 
war and conflict, but a world where everyone has what 
they need for a good life. 

Church leaders founded Fundación Agropecuaria 

Cover
story

Peace: A thread woven through 
MCC’s ministry
From agriculture to disaster response, 
the Anabaptist commitment to Christ’s 
way of peace and non-violence runs 
through all of MCC’s work.
S T O RY  B Y  E M I LY  L O E W E N

In Panabaj, Guatemala, in 
2016, Concepción Morales 
Soloj weaves during a 
women’s group meeting 
through New Dawn 
Association of Santiago 
Atitlán, an MCC partner 
known by its Spanish 
acronym, ANADESA. (MCC 
photo/Matthew Lester)
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Luis Norberto Mosquera 
dries cacao seeds on his 
farm in Colombia’s Chocó 
region in 2018. He 
received technical 
assistance in cultivating 
and processing cacao and 
his farm is now used as a 
model for other farmers in 
the project. (Growing 
Hope Globally photo/Alex 
Morse)

Tejiendo Esperanza (FAGROTES or 
Weaving Hope Agricultural Foundation) 
and set out to make that vision a reality. 
They began with building a rice process-
ing plant and committing to purchasing 
farmers’ harvests. Since 2010, MCC has 
supported the project, including in some 
years through the U.S.-based Growing 
Hope Globally (formerly Foods Resource 
Bank).

Then they taught farmers to grow cacao, the plant that pro-
duces the base for chocolate. And now, despite a pandemic that 
has cut off their region from the rest of Colombia and led to 
increased violence, they have taken the next step and opened 
their own chocolate factory so farmers like Luis Norberto 
Mosquera can grow the cacao and produce chocolate to sell. 

Doing this meant shipping machinery across multiple moun-
tain ranges, functioning in areas where armed groups are 
active,  moving trainings with agronomists onto Zoom despite 
unreliable internet connections and securing the only potable 
water certification in the entire region for their factory. 

Around the world, MCC relies on 
local partners who know their contexts 
and can work in ways that minimize 
conflict. Relying on close relationships 
with the communities they serve and 
remaining fiercely independent are key.

In Chocó, for instance, the 
Mennonite Brethren maintain auton-
omy from both government agencies 

and armed groups. They get the required government permis-
sion to transport things like fertilizer (which can also be used in 
cocaine production) into the region. But they refuse all military 
escorts, relying instead on direct communication with commu-
nity leaders to know when it’s safe for them to travel.

This insistence on being seen as a neutral, pacifist group 
serves as a form of protection. “By consistently presenting 
a peace witness and abstaining from affiliations with armed 
groups and the military, the Mennonite Brethren can adept-
ly serve their communities and work towards their vision of 
increased economic opportunities in this challenging context,” 
says Elizabeth Miller, an MCC representative in Colombia. 

 By consistently 
presenting a peace 
witness . . . the 
Mennonite Brethren 
can adeptly serve their 
communities . . .”
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Rev. Riad Jarjour, president of MCC partner Forum for Development, Culture 
and Dialogue (FDCD), left, talks with the director (name not used for security 
reasons) of the Islamic Charity Organization of Deir Attieh, which works with 
FDCD to distribute monthly food packages. (MCC photo/Emily Loewen)

(Read more on p. 18 about the work of 
Miller and her husband Neil Richer.)

The importance of local partners’ 
knowledge and commitment to build-
ing cohesion in communities is critical to 
MCC’s responses to disasters and emer-
gencies as well, says Bruce Guenther, 
MCC’s director of disaster response. 
“These local partners know the best way 
to reduce potential for conflict in distri-
butions, and how to build relationships 
across groups for a peaceful future.” 

For example, in Syria in the fall of 
2013, only a few years into the conflict, 
an armed group attacked the city of Deir 
Attieh in the Qalamoun region. The mil-
itants went through the city, taking con-
trol of vehicles, buildings and churches. 

Then, when they tried to enter the 
sanctuary of a Syrian Orthodox Church, 
they found a resolute group of Muslims 
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MCC has supported the work of peace clubs in Zambia for years. In 2011, students perform a skit during a peace club 
meeting at Mancilla Open Community School in Lusaka, Zambia. (MCC photo/Silas Crews)

who weren’t willing to see the church of their Christian broth-
ers and sisters destroyed. “If you wish to defile this church and 
harm these people,” they stated, “you will have to kill us first!”

This kind of interreligious solidarity is not a given in the 
middle of a civil war. But Christians and Muslims had coex-
isted peacefully in Syria before the conflict, so when planning 
emergency food distributions, MCC’s local partner Forum for 
Development, Culture and Dialogue (FDCD) intentionally 
worked with both religious groups to build a trust that could 
hold fast in the midst of violence. 

The purposeful inclusion of both Christian and Muslim 

partners in this process allowed not only the successful  
distribution of assistance to displaced families, says Rev. Riad 
Jarjour, FDCD president. It also helped to establish trust and 
co-operation between different faith groups.

This project provides monthly packages of food for 6,000 
families throughout Syria. The local volunteers and relief 
committees who distribute supplies and select recipients come 
from both religious groups. This creates relationships between 
the volunteers while also showing the wider community that 
Christians and Muslims can work together.

The power of that unity was on display when the church was 
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Give a gift — Where needed most
Your gift meets urgent needs and brings new  
opportunities across the globe, while helping to build 
more peaceful communities. Donate in the enclosed 
envelope, give online at donate.mcccanada.ca or 
contact your nearest MCC office (see p. 2).

invaded. Jarjour notes that it is reasonable to assume that the 
consequences of the Battle for Qalamoun would have been far 
greater than the mere destruction of property without the net-
work of inter-community and interfaith partnerships facilitat-
ed through the distribution of humanitarian assistance.

Of course, sometimes peace is a more visible part of the tap-
estry of MCC’s work. 

For example, in Zambia MCC supported the forma-
tion of peace clubs, which brought students together 

to learn peacebuilding skills. The program is so 
successful that it has expanded around the 

world. More than 21,500 people took part 
in MCC-supported peace clubs last year.

Now a new project is establishing 
peace clubs in 65 correctional facili-

ties throughout Zambia and 
working to restore 

relationships. Through the program, people like Luka Phiri,  
a mechanic who was caught with stolen car parts, have been 
able to reconcile with victims of their crimes. By teaching 
peacebuilding and restorative justice skills, the program hopes 
to reduce conflict inside the prisons and help people better 
integrate into their communities once they are released.

The threads of MCC’s commitment to peace may not always 
be as visible as clubs and workshops dedicated to the skills of 
peacebuilding.

But the way that the core value of peace is woven into  
all MCC projects serves to make the whole of MCC’s work 
stronger, whether in disaster response, education, agriculture 
or other areas.

“There is this realization that often the very best work we 
could do would be undone in a moment by violence,” says Rick 
Cober Bauman, MCC Canada’s executive director. “Only 
when there is peace and stability in communities do develop-
ment projects have a chance to be birthed and then thrive.” 

Emily Loewen is marketing and communications manager for 
MCC Canada.

Participants practice 
listening skills during a peace 
camp session in Thalat village 
in Lao People’s Democratic 
Republic in 2018. Volunteers 
who were trained through an 
MCC peace club, Mittaphab, 
which means friendship in 
Lao, led the camp. (Photo/
Alouny Souvolavong)
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Cover
story

First person

Martha Ines Cortes Biojó
In Cali, Colombia, an MCC 
partner reflects on peacemaking 
work in schools and her own 
journey as a Mennonite 
Brethren peacebuilder.
A S  T O L D  T O  A N N A L E E  G I E S B R E C H T

 These young 
people aren’t 
just building 
peace at school, 
they’re building 
peace at home. 
They’re building 
peace in their 
neighbourhoods.”

My name is Martha Ines Cortes 
Biojó. My roots are African and 
that last name, Biojó, comes from 
a man who fought to liberate his 
brothers and sisters during the age 
of slavery in Colombia. I’ve always 
been someone who defends justice 
and fights for others. I don’t mean 
fighting with weapons or anything, 

but fighting in a good way: to defend people’s rights, to defend 
others against abuse.

It’s something I learned when I was growing up. I come from 
a big family. There were eight of us kids, four boys and four 
girls, and we were a normal family — there were a lot of argu-
ments and of course sometimes we behaved really badly! But 
we had to learn to do the right thing so we could get along with 
everyone else in our home.

I spent 13 years working as a missionary in other parts of the 
country. I saw the conflict between the guerillas and the para-
militaries. I saw how families were being extorted, I saw armed 
confrontations. You would go to sleep and when you woke up 
in the morning there would be bodies in the street.

When I felt like it was time to return to Cali, my hometown, 
I went back to the Mennonite Brethren church I had attended 
from the time I was young. I began as a volunteer with Edupaz, 
a church ministry whose name combines the Spanish words for 
education and peace. In 2004 the church asked me to be a provi-
sional pastor while they looked for someone more permanent. 

In 2012, Edupaz was looking for a director and called me up. 
For a while I was both a pastor and the director of Edupaz, but 
eventually I decided I needed to do either one job or the other. 

One of Edupaz’s 
key programs 
is working with 
schools. We train  
students, teachers 
and parents on peace 
and conflict resolu-
tion, then observe 

how schools are implementing the program themselves.
When you educate for peace, you can educate people to think 

in a different way, to think more about humanity, society and 
a better world. 

It’s important to work in schools because students bring 
their problems with them into the classroom. You might have 
two students, for example, who are part of rival gangs, and 
then, just like that, it’s war.

With these students, we want them to understand that, 
despite the conflict, they’re still good people, and that they 
have leadership skills that they could use to be agents of peace 
instead.   

So we do workshops where we encourage students to reflect 
on their self-esteem and self-image, and later share their find-
ings with the group. They work together to evaluate what 
they’ve learned and identify opportunities to put it into prac-
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Martha Ines Cortes Biojó is director of 
Edupaz, an MCC partner organization 
in Cali, Colombia.

tice and share it with others. That helps 
them feel useful, capable and in charge 
of their relationships. 

Then, we might ask them to work 
together to choose some kind of symbol 
to remind them that they’re at peace. 
What that symbol is depends on the stu-
dents. Some students have drawn up a 
peace agreement that they all sign, oth-
ers have planted trees around the school 
to mark it off as peaceful territory.

We also work with the teachers. They 
look at their teaching manuals and find 
the approach to dealing with trouble-
some students is just punishment. We 
offer courses in peacebuilding for these 
teachers, and we help teachers and 
administrators evaluate their manuals 
and come up with tools, like games, that 
can be used instead of punishment. 

We do workshops with parents to 
encourage healthy relationships at home 
and may provide counselling or other 
accompaniment.

I remember one day a student’s mom 
showed up at the school asking what we 

were teaching her son. He’d had a lot of 
problems, and no other school would 
accept him. As soon as she showed up, I 
was thinking, “Oh no, what did he do?” 

“Do you know what my kid said to 
me?” she asked. “He said it takes two 
people to fight, and that he had decided 
he wasn’t going to fight with me any-
more. So, please, tell me what you’re 
teaching my son, because I want to learn 
it too, I want to share it with the other 
moms.” 

Wow, right? These young people aren’t 
just building peace at school, they’re 
building peace at home. They’re building 
peace in their neighbourhoods. That’s 
what we call a culture of peace — where 
everyone is on the same page about 
respect and non-violence. That’s educa-
tion. 

Edupaz has been doing this for 22 
years, changing and perfecting our 
approach every year. It’s a whole pro-
cess — it’s not like we just do a couple 
of workshops. We’re in these schools for 
years, we’re there every week, every two 

Martha Ines Cortes Biojó, director of MCC partner Edupaz, speaks to a group, including MCC human resources staff 
and Edupaz staff, in Cali, Colombia, in February 2020. (MCC photo/Kristin Cato)

weeks, monitoring and analyzing the 
process.

Sometimes people wonder why we 
bother doing this work. After all, the sit-
uation in Colombia is still very bad, even 
after the peace accords. Young people 
and social leaders are being killed every 
day. 

But over these 22 years, we’ve seen 
that peace education has been worth the 
effort.

These days, when someone is killed, 
young people know it’s not okay, and 
they take to the streets to defend their 
right to life. That didn’t happen before. 
We can see that’s it been worth it to 
invest our resources in young people, 
because the culture of resignation to 
armed conflict has changed. Education is 
helping us build a better future where, 
instead of taking up arms, young people 
take a stand for peace. 



12  A COMMON PLACE SPRING |  SUMMER 2021

A journey of bold listening
The director of the Peace & Justice Office 
of MCC Canada reflects on advocacy as 
part of her Anabaptist faith.
B Y  A N N A  V O G T

A 
wise mentor once told me that advo-
cacy means listening boldly. To advo-
cate means building relationships and 
paying attention to stories and what 
they tell us about the connections and 
responsibilities we share with one 
another. And, over the years, I’ve found 
advocacy to be a life-giving spiritual 
discipline. It’s rooted in the biblical 

stories of people like Esther. It’s based on choosing to believe in 
the possibility of change, on listening out of a place of connec-
tion and on working together.

I spent many of my growing up years in the beautiful 
Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in territory in Dawson City, Yukon. It’s a place 
of complexity and history, of small towns and close relation-
ships, of settler and Indigenous cultures, of gold mining and 
breathtaking landscapes. It’s a place where I first started think-
ing about the histories that we share as I learned more about my 
own Russian Mennonite family’s journey and how to be a good 
guest on northern land. 

After university, where I had studied grassroots non-violent 
movements, joining MCC’s two-year Seed program for young 
adults felt like a natural step. The program’s focus on living 
and walking alongside churches engaging in peacebuilding 

Feature
story
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 A wise mentor 
once told me that 
advocacy means 
listening boldly.”

meant that I had the opportunity to live and work in 
Mampuján, Colombia, from 2011–2013. Members 
of this Afro-Colombian community 
are among the nearly seven million 
people who have been displaced inside 
Colombia by decades of armed con-
flict. Although very different from the 
Yukon, it is also a place of complexity, 
of conflict, of close relationships, of 
colonization, of harm and of healing. 

Supported by MCC partner Sembrandopaz, whose 
Spanish name means planting peace, the women of 
the community engaged in trauma healing through 
quilting their stories. As they sewed, they shared what 
had happened to them over 500 years of history. They 
stitched their ancestors being brought as slaves to 
Colombia, their displacement by armed groups and 
their dreams of a future free of violence.

They, along with other community leaders, also 
started telling another story — of community resil-
ience and hope, of forgiveness and breaking cycles 
of violence, of working for reparations and dignity 
through advocacy.

As I attended meetings and advocacy events 
alongside community leaders like Juana Alicia Ruíz 

Hernández, I saw how hope, pro-
phetically linked to action, grew 
out of their belief in a God of  
restoration and love who calls 
people to engage together in non-
violence. Near the end of my time 
in Mampuján, I had the great joy 
of watching some community 

members receive their first reparations payments from 
the government. I was inspired by the change that 
could take place when people gathered to share their 
stories and then act together.

For churches across Colombia, including in 
Mampuján, this work of building peace and heal-
ing was often messy and complicated. Not everyone 
agreed with each other. The very real risk of retalia-
tion from armed groups was always present. However, 
the goal of shalom — of peace with justice, grounded 
in theology — brought people together in polarized 
contexts in a way that political ideologies could not.

After my time in the Seed program, I moved to 
Bogotá, Colombia’s capital, where I continued to serve 
with MCC. During my time there, the Colombian 
government and the largest armed group, the Fuerzas 
Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC; 
Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia), engaged 
in peace dialogues. During a time of debate nation-
wide, many Colombian churches and MCC partners 
brought that same message of  peace for everyone 
to their congregations. Some, like MCC partner 
Justapaz, whose name combines the Spanish words 
for justice and peace, engaged in direct advocacy to 
the negotiating parties.

The story of Esther was often used as a reference 
point. In times such as these, what is the role of the 
church? Just as Esther was uniquely positioned to 
speak to the king, how was the church called to 
respond to contexts of violence and uncertainty? 

This public commitment to peace is not just for 
times of celebration, or when efforts seem likely to 
bear fruit.

In 2016, when the government and the FARC were 
ready to sign a peace agreement, the last step was the 
referendum for Colombians to vote on the agreement. 
Instead of the resounding yes vote we expected, many 

In 2010, Juana Alicia Ruíz Hernández, a community leader in Mampuján, 
Colombia, displays a partially completed story quilt celebrating the 
community’s past and recreating a layout of the community’s buildings before 
they were displaced by a paramilitary group in 2000. (MCC photo/Silas Crews)

Anna Vogt carries a sign that reads, “The moment has 
come to reconcile ourselves. Yes to peace, to 
forgiveness, to life,” during a peace march in Bogotá, 
Colombia, in 2016. (MCC photo/Amy Eanes)
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of those who had not experienced conflict, including many in 
churches in urban areas, voted no. The peace agreement was in 
jeopardy. The peace churches’ public witness was essential.

After the vote, faith leaders, including Anabaptists, gathered 
in the central plaza of Bogotá, publicly recommitting to the 
work of peace. We celebrated communion, breaking bread 
together. It was a moment of  confession and renewal, based 
on the relationships we shared with those directly impacted 
by violence. Years of  listening were transformed into a 
bold public witness.  

The opportunity to work with the global church, and to wit-
ness these powerful examples of love in action through advoca-
cy, has shaped my own understanding of faith and of my faith 
calling. This work isn’t easy. It can be deeply painful to be con-
fronted with situations of violence and injustice and asked to 
examine my own responsibility. Yet we are not alone. 

As I stood with my colleagues from Justapaz, among many 
others, in the square in Bogotá, it was another chance to experi-
ence the power of being willing to sit with discomfort and grief 
and of the public witness of sharing bread with one another.  In 

these spaces of walking together and sharing joys and sorrows, 
I found a sense of hope.

Within many Christian traditions, there is a long history 
of paying attention to the still, small voice of the Holy Spirit. 
When I talk with community leaders like Juana Alicia or am 
in planning meetings, I often sense that I am hearing that still, 
small voice. 

Here in Ottawa, 
a world away from 
the Yukon and from 
Colombia, I have 
a tapestry from 
Mampuján hanging 
in my office. When I 
look at it, I am reminded that I am sewn into the community 
story, and that the community and my time in Latin America 
also are stitched deeply into my own story. 

I continue to reflect on the lessons of Esther. When are we 
asked to be Esther and when are we called to examine if we are 
the ones who are being invited to listen and respond to the voic-

 . . .I am reminded 
that I am sewn into 
the community 
story. . .”

In 2011, Anna Vogt accompanied some 600 people from Mampuján, Colombia, on a 72-km walk to the city of 
Cartagena to call attention to their situation as displaced people. “Instead of only being victims, they are learning 
to see themselves as people with agency and the capability to stand up for a better future,” Vogt wrote at the time. 
(MCC photo/Anna Vogt)

The word secuestro means kidnapping in Spanish. This story quilt, shown in 2010, 
recounts how the community of Mampuján was displaced by armed groups in 2000 

and the kidnapping of various community members. (MCC photo/Silas Crews)
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es of the Esthers in our own contexts? What does 
bold listening look like here? 

In our advocacy work, in Canada and the U.S., 
we build bridges between government decision 
makers and MCC partners. We strive to encour-
age government policies that recognize the con-
nections that we share with one another, that 
uphold dignity and peace and that undo harm. 

Together, we continue to imagine different 
futures of repair and restoration. As we do this 
work, my own faith continues to be shaped and 
my understandings of justice, mercy and love are 
renewed and reimagined. Daily, I am privileged to 
witness and learn from the power of faith com-
munities around the world and in Canada, as we 
gather to share stories, listen deeply and take the 
next step boldly, based on the relationships we 
share with one another.  

Anna Vogt, director of MCC Canada’s Peace & 
Justice Office in Ottawa, served with MCC and 
was based in Colombia from 2011 to 2018.

Each year, MCC brings 
together partners in 

MCC’s Latin America 
and Caribbean program 
to share their expertise 

with one another. In 
2018, Anna Vogt (in 
red) listens as MCC 

staff and partners 
gather in Cali, 

Colombia, to learn from 
each other and share 
about their work and 

context. (Photo 
provided by Anna Vogt)

Learn more about advocacy and 
MCC
Explore how you can advocate to lawmakers 
in Canada. Go to mcccanada.ca/ottawa for 
current advocacy opportunities. See links to 
sign up for updates or dig deeper into how 
to be an advocate.

mcccanada.ca/ottawa
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Women working for
peace
Congolese women trained 
through an MCC project help 
resolve a decades-long conflict 
between neighbouring villages.
B Y  E M I LY  J O N E S  A N D  L I N D A  E S P E N S H A D E 

Feature
story

Ever since 1964, neighbouring Kabela and 
Kalunja villages in the South Kivu province 
of the Democratic Republic of the Congo 
(DR Congo) had fought over the location of 
their border. 

The decades-long grudge caused argu-
ments and disputes that sometimes led to 
violence. Young people were not allowed to 
intermarry, and villagers would not work 

together or share land and clean water. A lack of resources led 
to hunger and the spread of cholera. 

During more than 50 years of conflict, many leaders had 
attempted to reconcile the villages. Finally, peace was achieved 
in November 2018 through a local group of female peacebuild-
ers established by Oasis de la Culture (Oasis of Culture or 
Oasis), an MCC partner organization.

This was an unexpected route to greater harmony. 
Traditionally, women don’t hold leadership positions or 

decision-making power in villages or on the national level in 
DR Congo.

But Mulanda Jimmy Juma, representative for MCC in DR 
Congo, saw opportunities for women to play a key role in 
bringing peace in South Kivu, where people deal with normal 
conflicts of daily life along with warring armed militias and 
years-long grudges.

During a peace training Juma organized for the Church of 
Christ in Congo in 2017, he introduced the concept of orga-
nizing Women’s Situation Rooms, women-led groups in a cer-
tain area who are trained to de-escalate crises, resolve conflicts, 
mediate and prevent violence. 

Anna Johari Etabo (MCC photo/Matthew Lester)

M’mandama M’mbelwa Ilelo, left, and Chrispin Esse Swedi, shown playing 
ludo, a strategy game, became friends after their villages reconciled in 

2018, ending a decades-long feud. (Photo courtesy of Oasis)

Participants from Oasis, who attended the training, adopted 
the idea and currently have implemented 15 Women’s Situation 
Rooms with 300 members throughout South Kivu. MCC  
has supported the efforts with funding and peace training  
since 2018.

In 2018, Women’s Situation Rooms were formed in both 
Kabela and Kalunja villages and began setting the stage for 
resolution. 

Women brought people from both villages together and 
began to educate them about the importance of peace, says 
Anna Johari Etabo, Oasis’ Women’s Situation Rooms coordi-
nator and leader of the mediation between Kabela and Kalunja. 
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 Women have 
mercy, and they 
encourage people to 
have mercy.”

They reminded the villagers of the 
suffering that people from both villages 
faced, and explained how peace would 
improve their lives together.

During the conflict, people from 
Kalunja were suffering a lot, recalls 
Chrispin Esse Swedi, a man from Kabela. 
“Children were dying of cholera because 
they were getting dirty water from the 
lake.”

When there was an outbreak of chol-
era, some Kabela community members 
were moved to pity and shared clean 
water with those on the Kalunja side. 

Kalunja community members 
were also tired of the conflict, says 
M’mandama M’mbelwa Ilelo, a Kalunja 
man. “People in Kalunja were saying, 
‘Let’s help our brothers and sisters to 
grow food on our side.’ But the elders 
(chiefs) said, ‘We have to keep the bor-
der.’”

The next step, then, was to convince 
local leaders. The Women’s Situation 
Room invited local chiefs to a meeting, 
where they discussed the benefits that 
peace would bring to both villages.

“Of their own accord, the different 
chiefs said, ‘We have to resolve this con-
flict,’” says Etabo. “They decided togeth-

er they should find a solution, so people 
in Kalunja would have access to water, 
and people in Kabela would have access 
to land.” 

The question of 
the border’s location 
was never resolved. 
That quarrel was 
the result of turmoil 
and displacement 
during the Mulele 
Rebellion of 1963 to 
1965, which forced people from Kabela 
to flee their land. When they returned, 
they believed that Kalunja had moved the 
border and taken part of their land. People 
of Kalunja disagreed. After 54 years, the 
details were too complicated to unravel. 

But it didn’t matter, says Etabo. “The 
role of the Women’s Situation Room was 
not to decide the place of the two com-
munities. What I did was to mobilize 
them to see the need for peace.” 

Although Swedi had rarely seen 
women lead in political matters, he said 
he welcomed the intervention of the 
Women’s Situation Room. 

“Women have mercy, and they encour-
age people to have mercy. . . . Women are 
not the ones who are causing conflict 

and who are carrying on conflict where I 
come from. It is the men who are causing 
conflict, not the women.” 

Etabo says one of the principles of the 
Women’s Situation Room is that if wom-
en can become involved in working for 
peace in DR Congo, the whole country 
can one day experience peace. 

“There is a saying that if you educate 
women, you educate the whole com-
munity. The number of women in the 

country is larger 
than the number 
of men. That’s why 
we see the Women’s 
Situation Room as a 
tool through which 
women contrib-
ute to peace in our 
country.”

In Kabela and Kalunja, peace has 
improved residents’ health and happi-
ness. People in Kabela have better crop 
production. Kalunja residents have 
access to clean water and have built 
water taps. Kabela and Kalunja people 
can safely travel between villages and 
even spend the night on the other side. 

After the reconciliation, Ilelo’s daugh-
ter came to him with news. “I’m in love 
with a boy from Kabela,” she told him. 
Today, she’s married to the boy from 
Kabela — a marriage that would have 
been impossible just three years ago. 

Emily Jones is a writer from Lancaster, 
Pa., and Linda Espenshade is MCC U.S. 
news coordinator.

Go to mcccanada.ca/fisherman-peace  
to see a video about how women solved 
another conflict between a fisherman 
and village chief in DR Congo.

http://mcccanada.ca/fisherman-peace
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MCC representatives
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“Despite the difficult circumstances, 
creativity abounds!”

On assignment

Elizabeth Miller and her husband Neil Richer visit 
a lake with daughters Laurel Richer, left, and 
Abigail Richer, right, in Fusagasugá, Colombia, in 
October 2019. 

Name: Elizabeth Miller and Neil Richer

Hometown: Goshen, Ind. (Berkey Avenue  
Mennonite Fellowship)

Assignment: As MCC representatives, 
we are based in Bogotá and work with 
MCC partner organizations, Anabaptist 
churches and MCC staff and projects in 
Colombia and Ecuador.

Typical day: Filled with Zoom meetings 
and email (since the pandemic). Our team 
is placed in different regions in Colombia 
and Ecuador, so we are used to connect-
ing remotely. We have frequent phone 
calls with partners and send voice mes-
sages, videos and photos back and forth 
on WhatsApp. We might receive photos 
of the most recent yucca harvest or a feed-
ing program of the Mennonite church in 
Riohacha.

Joys: Witnessing all the creative ways 
our team and MCC church partners 
have adapted to COVID-19 restrictions. 
Despite the difficult circumstances, cre-
ativity abounds! Also, Bogotá is surround-
ed by green mountains; a joy this year is 
the view of them from our apartment.

Challenge: High levels of inequality 
and multi-generational households mean 
COVID-19 has been particularly devas-
tating here and has exacerbated levels of 
domestic violence and armed conflict. At 
times it is difficult to know where and how 
to direct our energies, prayers and atten-
tion. In this we look to the Anabaptist 
churches for guidance and witness, both 
personally and programmatically. 

On peace work: Colombian Anabaptists 
see peace holistically, integrated into 
everything they do. Jesus’ promise to bring 

life in abundance (John 10:10) frames their 
understanding of peace and their minis-
tries. This shapes our work and our own 
spiritual practices.

FIND YOUR PLACE
MCC has workers in Africa, Asia, 
Europe, Latin America and the 
Middle East, as well as in Canada 
and the U.S.

Find MCC service opportunities at 
at mcccanada.ca/serve, or linkedin.
com/company/mccpeace or by 
contacting your nearest MCC office.

MCC workers are expected to 
exhibit a commitment to Christian 
faith, active church membership 
and biblical peacemaking.

https://twitter.com/%40servemcc
http://mcccanada.ca/serve
http://linkedin.com/company/mccpeace
http://linkedin.com/company/mccpeace
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for children

My name is Dorika Pascal.
Age: 12 
Lives in: Mubimbi Camp, the Democratic Republic of 
the Congo

I live with my mom, and I have four brothers and two 
sisters. Before I lived in Mubimbi, I lived in Ufamandu (a 
village about a three-day walk from Mubimbi). We were 
chased, then we came here. (Like Dorika and her family, 

many families in the eastern part of DR Congo have had to 
leave their villages because of fighting and armed conflict. 

In the camp, MCC provides food, helps families grow crops 
and supports the education of Dorika and other children.)

Because of COVID-19, we have missed months of school, and 
I’ve had a lot of fears and worry about whether I will study again. 

(As of February 2021, school was not in session to prevent the spread  
of COVID-19.)

When school meets, it is from 7 a.m. to 5 p.m., with a tea 
break and porridge provided by the school. We are done 
with classes at 4 p.m. and play at school until 5 p.m.

Before the COVID-19 pandemic, I would wake up each 
morning, sweep, clean dishes, take a shower and go 
to school. I liked studying geography because I could 
write about the Democratic Republic of the Congo and 
France. After school, I would wash my clothes, then go 
play. I draw lines with a stick and jump from box to box.

What I want to be: nurse midwife
My favourite food: fish and fufu (a staple food  
made from cassava or corn flour)
My favourite subject: geography 

DR CONGO
How do you greet someone in Swahili?

jambojambo
(Say “JAHM-bo”)

Finding peace
How many of these words for peace can you find?

X X J T X S J O P K

H L W I V H Z J E I

N Z Q S M A V U A M

C D W A H N S Y C I

W Z X N A T A P E A

I P T T M I L N A N

O A M I A K A N C Z

A I C P N C A G J H

X X R A I U M F N O

U Z H B N L E F P W

Find the words: amani (Swahili); paix (French); salaam 
(Arabic); peace (English); santipab (Lao);

paz (Spanish); kimia (Lingala); shanti (Hindi)

http://mcccanada.ca/hello
http://mcccanada.ca/hello
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Winnipeg, MB R3T 5K9 Canada

Choose 
Thrift 
 First 

thrift.mcc.org

Make secondhand your first choice

You’re invited to take the Thrift First pledge! 
To help reduce the environmental impact of 
your wardrobe, we challenge you to try and 
shop secondhand for any clothing you buy 
for the rest of the year. Every person who 
signs up will be entered to win one of eight 
$25 gift cards to an MCC Thrift shop. 

Visit choosethriftfirst.ca to sign up today!


