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Sharing a response of hope 
RICK COBER BAUMAN 

MCC CANADA EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

I love this photo, from page seven of this issue, of goat 
distribution by MCC’s partner Lebanese Organization for  
Studies and Training. You might ask, “Why are goats  
important in the middle of a pandemic?” 

It’s because we know that this pandemic is not only  
a health crisis. Of course with two million [as of this writing] 
deaths worldwide, the deadly impact of COVID-19 is real  
and tragic. But it does not stop there.  

Close behind the death toll from the virus comes increased 
poverty, hunger and many mental health traumas associated  
with lockdown.  Other impacts include:

• Schools close or children cannot attend. Many girls will never return. 
• With economies flat, many families lose their livelihoods.  
• Unable to buy inputs or take harvests to market, farmers watch their incomes plummet.  

As the stories in this issue remind us, MCC was well positioned with water, sanitation and 
hygiene projects and other health-care interventions to prevent the spread of the virus.   

I am also deeply grateful that we can respond to the ripple effects of the pandemic  
with our agriculture, livelihoods, education and peacebuilding work. These projects, 
including the distribution of goats, are a significant help for the vulnerable communities 
further destabilized by the pandemic. 

And I am grateful that supporters like you did not retreat in the face of COVID-19,  
but instead rode your bike, baked doughnuts or bought quilts online, all to share a  
response of hope! (See p. 14.)

MCC is strong and well placed to begin a second century of sharing God’s love for  
all in the name of Christ. As you will see in the following pages, MCC has mounted  
a robust and diverse response to pandemic tragedy ranging from latrines to goats.  
And you loyal and generous MCC supporters; you pray, you serve, and many  
of you even thank us when we invite you to give!  

For your part in this remarkable Jesus-following ministry,  
we want to express our heartfelt gratitude. Thanks be to God.  

 
RICK COBER BAUMAN’S  EMAIL  ADDRESS IS  

R ICKCOBERBAUMAN@MCCCANADA.CA
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In Lebanon in April 2020, goats are distributed by staff (names not used for security reasons) 
of MCC partner Lebanese Organization for Studies and Training. (MCC photo/Olivia Osley) 
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MCC kits and comforters
Keep calm and ship on
In 2020, as coronavirus restrictions 
tightened across the globe, MCC had 
hygiene kits, canned meat and other 
resources to help, but could supplies 
cross borders to get where they were 
needed? “Keep calm and ship on,” one 
of MCC’s freight agents wrote in the 
subject line of an email, assuring MCC 
that while the movement of people was 
restricted, goods could still be shipped.
So in late April, Jon Lebold, pictured 

above in the foreground, the material 
resources program coordinator in 
Ontario, his father Bob, who had 
held the position before retiring, and 
Ruben Hoyos, right, MCC Ontario 
physical resources coordinator, loaded 
a container of supplies to go to Jordan. 
The small crew of three, instead of the 
usual six to eight, worked at night when 
no one else was around.
“Loading a container with two other 
people in an empty building while the 

world seems to be shut down sounds like 
it may be discouraging, but to be honest 
it was one of the most fulfilling moments 
of my career,” Jon Lebold says. “We 
know the requests continue to grow daily 
and being able to continue responding 
is truly a gift from God. I pray for those 
receiving the items that they can feel 
God’s love and peace and know that we 
have not forgotten about them in these 
trying times.”

U.S.
70 comforters for 70 years
Need a winter project? Make an MCC 
comforter — or a few dozen of them! 
In October 2020, Sharon Showalter 
of Linville, Va., donated 70 comforter 
tops to MCC in honour of her 70th 
birthday. This comforter top is just 
one of them. Volunteer Mary Jane 
Sauder of East Petersburg, Pa., pic-
tured, sewed the binding around the 
comforter. See directions on making 
comforters below on this page. Go to 
mcccanada.ca/comforters to learn 

more or call your nearest MCC office 
(p. 2) to ask about making comforters 
or finding drop-off  locations.

Central America
Hurricane response
In November 2020, Hurricanes Eta 
and Iota caused extensive flooding in 
Honduras, Guatemala and Nicaragua. 
José Fernández, president of the 
Honduran Mennonite church, stands 
on the roof of a church outside of San 
Pedro Sula, Honduras. MCC is work-
ing with churches and community orga-
nizations to provide emergency food, 
hygiene supplies and cleanup support. 

“As Anabaptists, we say service is our 
practice. Now is the time to serve,” says 
César Flores. Flores and his wife, Lizette 
Miranda, are MCC area directors for 
Central America and Haiti and live in 
San Pedro Sula. “This is the moment to 
serve with the Central American peo-
ple — just loving those who are in need 
in the name of Jesus Christ.”

Lend a hand — Comforters and blankets
G I V E  H O P E  A N D  C O M F O R T.  A  H A N D M A D E  C O M F O R T E R  P R O V I D E S  N O T  O N LY  W A R M T H  B U T  A L S O  A  TA N G I B L E 
M E S S A G E  T O  P E O P L E  T H AT  T H E I R  N E E D S  A R E  N O T  F O R G O T T E N .

Use new or nearly new material

Single/twin size preferred  
(approx. 152 cm x 203 cm/60 in x 80 in); double/full size 
accepted (approx 208 cm x 229 cm/82 x 90 in)

Winter weight preferred (please use new quilt batting)

Knotted with crochet cotton (not more than 10–15 cm apart) 

Purchased blankets (twin or full size) and new, flat twin 
sheets (for hospitals, schools and orphanages) are also 
needed.

Go to mcccanada.ca/comforters to find a link to more 
detailed instructions. For drop-off locations, contact your 
nearest MCC office (p.2) or go to mcccanada.ca/kits.

Find more news at 
mcccanada.ca

MCC 
news

http://mcccanada.ca/comforters
http://mcccanada.ca


4  A COMMON PLACE WINTER 2021

Cover
story

A worldwide impact, a global response
In 2020, as the health and economic impacts 
of COVID-19 swept across the globe, MCC 
and its partners continued to meet the urgent 
needs of communities around the world.
S T O RY  B Y  M A R L A  P I E R S O N  L E S T E R ,  L I N D A  E S P E N S H A D E  A N D  J A S O N  D U E C K



A COMMON PLACE WINTER 2021  5

A s the first cases 
of COVID-19 
were reported in 
Nairobi, Kenya, 
in March 
2020, Judith 
Siambe’s thoughts turned to the peo-
ple she works with through an MCC-
supported maternal and child health 

project in Mathare, one of the poorest areas of the city.
In this informal settlement of 500,000 people, small tin hous-

es stand one next to another, all packed with people who spill 
out onto the dirt streets and pathways each morning. Most 
homes have no running water, latrines or electricity.

Parents, more than half of them single mothers, already 
struggle to make enough money to feed their children each day 
and to protect them from cholera, malaria and other diseases.

The COVID-19 prevention measures government authori-
ties were suggesting — social distancing, staying home, wear-
ing masks and paying careful attention to hygiene — seemed 
almost impossible.

But Siambe, like MCC partners across the globe, sprang 
into action — working to figure out how to continue to meet 
urgent and changing needs in the midst of lockdowns and striv-

Anna Mwatha, shown with health promoter Joel 
Esapaya, is a care group leader who helps families 
in Mathare know how to better care for their 
health. Over past months, she has also kept this 
handwashing station filled with water and provided 
soap she and other care group leaders have made. 
(MCC photo/Scott Stoner-Eby)

ing to give communities the information 
and supplies they needed to prevent the 
spread of COVID-19.

As the director of the Centre for Peace 
and Nationhood (CPN), a program of 
the Kenya Mennonite Church, Siambe 

already had an established network of 12 health promoters 
and about 150 care group leaders in Mathare who would teach 
others how to prevent COVID-19 from spreading. She also had 
MCC, who supported CPN’s health program and agreed to 
help financially with the urgent, new effort.

Health promoters and care group leaders shifted their work. 
Rather than meeting with 10 to 12 mothers at a time, they 
donned masks and visited group members individually — a 
change that also brought new insights, including ensuring that 
a child with tuberculosis got the treatment she needed.

In addition, CPN, with MCC support, supplied 50 hand-
washing stations, each holding enough water to serve 20 house-
holds. Care group leaders like Anna Mwatha keep containers 
full, hand out soap that they have made and encourage pass-
ersby to stop and wash their hands so they don’t get COVID-19 
or other diseases.

In Mathare, people must buy the water they use, a barrier 
to frequent handwashing. Now, because of these efforts, as 
many as 5,000 people have access to free water and soap to 
wash their hands.

In country after country, MCC and its partners shifted their 
work to meet the changing contexts and needs.

“We were responding before COVID-19 really took hold in 
a lot of places,” says Paul Shetler Fast, MCC’s global health 
coordinator. So, for the most part, partners were able to get the 
supplies they needed more easily than they could have as worry 
and case numbers rose. 

The first two significant additions to projects began in late 
March in Afghanistan and Ukraine, he says. Other efforts soon 
followed in Africa, the Middle East, Latin America and Asia.

In April and May, 9,000 families in war-torn communities 
in Syria received COVID-19 hygiene kits with items including 
bleach, soap, hand sanitizer and masks.

 We were responding 
before COVID-19 really 
took hold in a lot of 
places.”

In Mathare, an area of Nairobi, Kenya, Anna Mwatha, shown with her son 
Josiphat Zinga, maintains one of the 50 handwashing stations provided 
through an MCC partner and teaches neighbours how to prevent the spread of 
COVID-19. Read more about Josiphat on p. 19. (MCC photo/Scott Stoner-Eby)
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Kiera Gallian (left) and her 
father Shane Gallian worked 
tirelessly with their family to 
prepare and pack kits with 
hygiene supplies for 
Indigenous communities in 
northern Ontario.  
(MCC photo/Heather Gallian)

As shutdowns exacerbate needs across the globe, 
MCC’s work becomes even more important. In 
Lebanon in April 2020, goats are distributed by 
staff (names not used for security reasons) of 
MCC partner Lebanese Organization for Studies 
and Training. (MCC photo/Olivia Osley)

Health clinics supported by MCC partners in 
Burundi, Lebanon, Nigeria and elsewhere had the 
personal protective equipment and supplies they 
needed to keep patients and staff safe 
and to remain in operation.

Funds from MCC and Mennonite World 
Conference helped Mexico’s Anabaptist churches 
reach out to members in need of food or who had 
lost jobs. MCC supported efforts to assist migrants 
in shelters and camps in southern Mexico and in 
northern Mexico along the U.S. border. And MCC 
sent 2,400 COVID-19 hygiene kits to a number of 
First Nations communities in northern Ontario 
along with 3,000 handmade masks.

In Zimbabwe, MCC partner Score Against 
Poverty recognized that COVID-19 warnings on 
smart phones or in English weren’t likely to reach 
rural families, especially women. So, they broad-
cast prevention messages through radio, T-shirts, 
posters and simple text messages in local languages 
including Tonga, Ndebele and Shona.

From Latin America to Africa to Asia, warnings 
about COVID-19 from MCC partners and local 
faith leaders, who have trusted relationships with 
communities, carried weight.

“I did not believe what was being said in the media 
about this new disease,” says Kambundi Germaine, 
who benefits from a Mennonite Brethren outreach 
to displaced people in Kikwit in the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo. But, she says, since the 
church “is speaking of this, I now believe it and will 
warn my friends and children.”
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Around the world, MCC staff shifted their work in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. In Cambodia in March 2020, 
Jonathan Ngarama, a participant in Young Anabaptist Mennonite Exchange Network (YAMEN), a joint program of MCC and 
Mennonite World Conference, talks about the disinfection process for food packaging with MCC Cambodia staff Sokea Im, 
centre, and YAMEN participant Moudy Rahardjo, right. (MCC photo/Charles Conklin)

Across the globe, MCC partners were 
forced to find new ways to continue to 
do work that, in some cases, was needed 
more urgently than ever.

In Colombia, MCC partner Riohacha 
Mennonite Church had long opened 
its doors to people in need, including 
operating a home for the elderly on its 
grounds and serving meals to Venezuelan 
refugees flooding into the area. Then 
lockdown regulations protecting the 

elderly precluded the church from wel-
coming refugees for daily meals.

The church began packing meals, then 
recruiting others to serve them outside 
church grounds — feeding 70 to 100 
Venezuelan refugees each day while 
keeping safe those most vulnerable 
to COVID-19.

“During this time, it’s easy to focus 
on the things that are not possible,” says 
Elizabeth Miller of Goshen, Ind., who is 

MCC representative for Colombia along 
with her husband, Neil Richer. “And 
the project of the Riohacha Mennonite 
Church has been this testimony of how 
to imagine what is possible, no matter 
what you think you have to start with, 
or your limitations, but to have that holy 
imagination.”

That imagination took hold across 
MCC’s programming. 

In Zambia, MCC worked with 
Brethren in Christ schools and the 
Ministry of Education to develop a radio 
literacy program and distribute cor-
responding work packets that children 
could use at home. 

From Bolivia to Ethiopia to Egypt, edu-
cation programs found ways to continue 
to provide 
food and 
educational 
materials 
to students 
even though 
classes were 
on hold and 
gatherings 
were not 
possible.

Overall, 
Shetler Fast 
says, MCC 
prioritized 
respons-
es, like the handwashing stations in 
Mathare, that would meet existing needs 
and improve people’s lives in addition to 
protecting families from COVID-19.

 The 
project of 
the Riohacha 
Mennonite 
Church has 
been this 
testimony 
of how to 
imagine what 
is possible….”
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In El Salvador, food assistance 
helps, from left, Rosa Aura Martínez, 
Rosa Miriam Constante, Gloria 
Amelia Carias and others affected by 
Tropical Storm Amanda and 
pandemic-related shutdowns. (MCC 
photo/Kathy Figueroa)

That’s critical. Especially in the places 
where MCC works, suffering from the 
pandemic goes far beyond the virus itself.

“It’s also the economic impact, the 
social impact,” Shetler Fast says. “The 
pandemic upended all of our lives. It is 
devastating to the places MCC works 
and the people we work with.”

In India, Maleka Khatun, married 
less than a year, was with her husband 
Manik Alam in the western Indian city 
of Surat working in the garment indus-
try when the lockdown began. 

Some 2,400 km from their home vil-
lage of Jharbari, they ran through their 
savings and, by mid-April, were down 
to one meal a day. “I told my husband, 
‘Better to die with (coronavirus) in our 
own village instead of dying because 

of hunger and mental stress in house 
arrest,’” Khatun remembers.

By late May, after a harrowing four-
day journey in a truck with more than 40 
people, they reached home, where they 
also had no work. 

But Alam and Khatun soon con-
nected with MCC partner Islampur 
Ramkrishnapally Rural Welfare Society 
(IRRWS), which had been working in 
the village since April 2019. Staff brain-
stormed with the couple about how 
they could support themselves without 
leaving home.

Alam began a small business buy-
ing and selling fish. He sold vegetables 
grown by farmers working with IRRWS 
and, once a small market opened in the 
village, he became a vendor there.

Seeing what his father had learned 
from IRRWS about kitchen gardening, 
Alam and Khatun began growing veg-
etables in a 3,000-square-foot plot.

That connection to MCC part-
ner IRRWS, and the possibilities he 
found through it, he says, “ultimately 
strengthened my trust that I can do 
something here.”

This young couple in India, Maleka 
Khatun, left, and her husband Manik 
Alam, returned to their home village 
of Jharbari, India, when the work they 
migrated for was stopped because of 
COVID-19. Working with MCC partner 
IRRWS helped them envision ways to 
support themselves at home rather 
than migrating again for work.
(IRRWS photo/Abdul Selim Sekh)
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Give a gift — Where needed most
Your gift meets urgent needs, including the breadth of needs 
that have grown during the months of the COVID-19 pandemic 
and lockdowns, and builds peace and new opportunities for 
communities around the world. Donate in the enclosed envelope, 
give online at donate.mcccanada.ca or contact your nearest MCC 
office (see p. 2).

School counselor Maha 
Elyan Shteawi, center, 
sees the transformation 
the Green Schools project 
has brought to Jalool 
Secondary Mixed School, 
including the benefit of 
having a quiet outdoor 
space and a positive 
physical activity that 
students can work on 
together.

In the Indian village of Jharbari, 
MCC partner Islampur 
Ramkrishnapally Rural Welfare 
Society (IRRWS) has continued to 
work with farmers to help them find 
new sources of income, even during 
the uncertainty of the pandemic. 
(IRRWS photo/Anath Kanta Singha)

These are gains to celebrate, but MCC and its partners are keenly aware 
of the harms the pandemic and its economic repercussions are causing 
across the globe, Shetler Fast says. Hunger is rising, along with the costs 
of seeds and fertilizers. As mothers avoid hospitals for fears of the virus, 
the risks of maternal mortality go up. The United Nations warns that 
the millions of students who have spent months out of school, especially 
girls, may never go back. 

“The fallout of this is going to last a long time,” Shetler Fast says. 

Marla Pierson Lester is publications coordinator for MCC U.S.  
Linda Espenshade is news coordinator for MCC U.S.   
Jason Dueck is a communications generalist for MCC Canada.

Manik Alam, left, and his father Abbas Ali, shown 
removing grass from spinach and coriander, are 
both finding new hope in kitchen gardens. (IRRWS 
photo/Anath Kanta Singha)

EMERGENCY 
ASSISTANCE IN 
RESPONSE TO 
COVID-19

24,936  households 
provided with locally purchased 
COVID-19 hygiene kits

1,899  health staff and 
volunteers provided with 
personal protective equipment 
in 14 countries

122,178  people received 
emergency food assistance

9,449  cans of meat 
distributed to communities in 
need in the U.S. 

4,400  hygiene kits distributed 
to communities in need in 
Canada
(Numbers as of Dec. 1, 2020)
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story

First person

Judith Siambe
A leader in an MCC partner organization in 
Kenya talks about her efforts to help families 
lead healthier lives.
A S  T O L D  T O  L I N D A  E S P E N S H A D E
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 How can I inspire 
more people, so that 
they can know their 
purpose?”

Judith Siambe is director of the Centre for Peace and 
Nationhood (CPN), an MCC partner and a program 
of the Kenya Mennonite Church.

Ibelieve in people and in giving them the oppor-
tunity to explore their capacity and their poten-
tial to become who they want to be.

What I want for my life is that every single 
day, I can say, “Today, I impacted this amount 
of lives.” I want to impact 
more lives.

The mothers and chil-
dren I work with live in 

Mathare, an urban settlement in 
Nairobi, Kenya, which has poor 
sanitation, an inadequate water 
supply and lacks a proper health care system and 
infrastructure.

Some people have been living there all their lives. 
Others come from rural areas, driven by drought 
and climate change. Some people in Nairobi move to 
Mathare (the least expensive place to live) when they 
fall on hard times like job losses.

My heart really goes out to people living there. The 
kind of life conditions they are living in, it is really 
not good.

I am the director for Centre for Peace and 
Nationhood (CPN), a ministry of the Kenya 
Mennonite Church. MCC supports CPN’s maternal 
and child health project in Mathare.

In 2017, I started with CPN as a nutrition officer. 
I really wanted to meet people at a personal level, to 
understand the problems they face and figure out how 
we can work together to solve those problems. 

I remember when I was just hired, about three 
weeks into my work here at CPN, I met with Beth 
Good, who was then MCC’s global health coordina-
tor. She told me, “You don’t need to change the life 
of the whole community or the whole society, but if 
one or two people change, that is something to be 
proud of.”

So that advice keeps pushing me on a daily basis, 
looking for that one woman, looking for that one 
child whose life has changed as a result of the proj-
ect interventions.

One change is handwashing. Through CPN’s 
teaching, mothers have really been insisting that their 
children wash hands before they eat and after using 
the bathroom. When COVID-19 became a threat, 
CPN put up handwashing and soap stations. Now, 
people are washing their hands not just to prevent 
COVID-19 but also to prevent cholera and diarrhea. 

I still want more though. I want to see the women 
in Mathare improve their income. From CPN, women 
know about the need to get prenatal care in a health 
facility, but they don’t have money to pay for trans-
portation to get there. They learn about the impor-
tance of giving birth in a hospital, but they need to 
have a plan to be able to pay for the services.

Increasingly, women who have been learning togeth-
er about health through CPN care groups are pooling 
their savings each month so they can borrow from this 
money to start small businesses.

My desire for them is to get to a level where they can 
sustain themselves, so that, after 
giving them the information on 
maternal and child health best 
practices, they can use the infor-
mation to better their lives and 
the lives of their children.

When they have proper 
income, they can have proper food. They can have 
backup plans to cope with crises. During COVID-19, 
people who have a sustainable source of income 
through a small business or jobs are more able to 
purchase soap, masks and clean water to help protect 
themselves and their families.

One thing that I believe in as a person is that we all 
have some hidden potential in us.

I am someone who could easily have been mistaken 
for not having the capacity that I have now. I look 
back at where I was born and brought up. I was born 
in a village, so far the only person in my family who 
got to a university level of education.

The reason I have come this far is because someone 
saw the potential in me, trusted in me and gave me 
an opportunity and resources to change my life and 
become who I am today.

Also, I know that it has taken the hand of God to 
bring me this far. I believe that as long as he is part of 
my purpose, as long as I include him in everything I 
do, he will take me to the level that I want to be, so 
that many people can be impacted by what I do in one 
way or another. 

The question I ask myself every morning is, “How 
can I inspire more people, so they can know their pur-
pose?” I believe that in knowing your purpose, you 
will not be limited.

That helped me to come to where I am today. I knew 
what I wanted. I went for it and no one would stop 
me. I want everyone to know what they want, know 
what their purpose is and learn to go for it and not 
allow anything to stop them.

Over the next three years, I want to see women who 
can come to us and say, “This is what I have and this is 
what I want. How can you help me get what I want?” 
That would really inspire me a lot. My hope is that 
people in the community will be willing and able to 
solve their problems within their context and with the 
resources available to them. 
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Suffering on suffering
MCC’s global health coordinator reflects 
on how the pain of COVID-19 builds on 
existing inequalities and what this means 
for how MCC responds.
B Y  PA U L  S H E T L E R  FA S T

Even for public health professionals, 
the scale of COVID-19’s impact has 
been breathtaking. As I write this in 
November 2020, the pandemic has 
cost more than a million lives and 
brought untold human and economic 
suffering to nearly every community 
on the planet. 

However, the full story of COVID-
19’s impact on the lives of individuals, communities and 
countries is not being written on blank paper, but on paper 
already inscribed by history, inequality and injustice.

I’ve thought often during this pandemic about a con-
versation I had with Polycarpe Joseph, the director of an 
MCC-supported school in Port-au-Prince, in 2016, fol-
lowing Hurricane Matthew’s devastation in Haiti. I was 
calling to ask about those people most impacted by 
the storm in his community: families whose makeshift 
houses had been flooded, their few belongings destroyed, 
their lives upturned. 

He sighed, “This suffering is not new. It is suffering on 
suffering, crisis on top of crisis. It is worse, but this is not 
new for the poor.”

Even in countries like Canada and the U.S., where vast 
resources have been mobilized to respond to COVID-19, 
the pain has not been equal.

Indigenous communities in Canada are seeing loved 
ones endangered by the coronavirus at rates far above 
the general population. Test positivity rates in Manitoba 
First Nations for instance have hit as high as 21 per cent, 
nearly 50 per cent higher than the highest average rates in 
Manitoba. 

People and communities who were already economically 
less well-off are finding themselves falling further behind. 

Globally, these divergent impacts only widen.

Last October, the World Bank estimated that between 88 
and 115 million more people would be pushed into extreme 
poverty in 2020 due to COVID-19, newly unable to afford 
even the basics of food and shelter. The United Nations 
argues that the biggest impacts have fallen dispropor-
tionately on the least well off groups in the least well 
off countries.

Workers without formal job contracts in Africa have seen 
extreme poverty grow by 62 per cent this year, despite lower 
than expected direct health impacts of the disease on the 
continent. Similarly, on average, women globally are seeing 
their unemployment rates rise 20 per cent more than men’s 
in 2020 due to the economic impacts of COVID-19.

UNICEF (United Nations Children’s Fund) reported an 
additional 35 million children facing hunger in 2020 due to 
the crisis and as many as 1.2 million additional childhood 
deaths due to disrupted health systems.

The pain that so many are feeling is not completely new, 
but a deepening of existing struggles and unequal risks.

Feature
story

In the Democratic Republic of the Congo in September 
2020, Riziki Mpendacheko, along with other displaced 
people and local families in need, received an 
agriculture tool kit. (Photo/Kabamba Lwamba)

In 2019, Paul Shetler Fast, far left, and MCC worker 
Nathan Spiecker of Valencia, Ca., far right, visited  
with children in a water, sanitation and hygiene project  
in Nicaragua. (Photo courtesy of Paul Shetler Fast)
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 May we be 
agents of healing 
in this broken 
world.”

Many people are taking extra care for 
those most vulnerable to the disease, 
particularly older people and those with 
medical risk factors. As I work from 
home in Goshen, Ind., I am newly aware 
of how closely my own health and deci-
sions are linked to the health of others 
around me. Despite living just down the 
road, I have not hugged my 
grandmother in months, 
even as her health dete-
riorates with aging and the 
opportunities to ever do so 
again fade away.

We have all intuitively 
experienced what unequal 
risk means when we hold a fragile new-
born or help someone who is elderly 
climb stairs. We know that the same fall 
a healthy teenager can shake off could 
be catastrophic for someone else. Risks 
are never equally distributed, and they 
often compound existing inequalities 
and injustices.

In some ways, COVID-19 has exposed 
our deep global and local interconnec-
tions. But at the same time, COVID-19 
has reminded us again of how frag-
mented and unjust our communities and 
world still are.

As MCC’s global health coordinator, 
these deep inequalities are never far from 
mind as I work with our staff and part-
ners here in the U.S. and around the world.

What advice for prevention do you give 
to partners working in contexts where 
maintaining physical distancing is a lux-
ury, clean water for handwashing is out 
of reach for most and a decision to stay 
home means a family skipping meals?

As I anxiously watch the hospital 
capacity in my own town fill up, what is 

it like to live in a 
country without 
any sufficiently 
equipped and 
staffed inten-
sive care (ICU) 
beds, if that level 
of care were to 

become necessary for someone we love?
I am grateful that MCC has been able 

to respond to COVID-19 quickly and 
holistically — with projects including 
emergency food supports, water and 
sanitation, public health prevention mes-
saging, and measures to keep staff, volun-
teers and the most vulnerable safe. This 
work has helped protect countless lives 
and it continues to make a difference for 
thousands of families around the world 
who already faced uphill odds.

MCC is helping at-risk families pro-
tect themselves with basic prevention 
supplies from Indigenous communities 
in Canada  to displaced families in Syria 
and Lebanon. Understanding the height-
ened economic vulnerability of so many, 

we have provided canned meat in U.S. cit-
ies like Philadelphia and Fresno, Ca., and 
are stepping up support for food security 
and livelihood projects in communities 
in Colombia, the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo and other countries. From 
Ukraine to Afghanistan to Haiti we are 
ensuring that vital health services are 
not forced to shut down when they are 
needed most. 

Though all of us around the world 
are tired of this pandemic and at risk of 
becoming numb to its pain, we continue 
to live, work and pray in hope of a bet-
ter tomorrow. While we have not all faced 
the same risks due to COVID-19, we have 
all been reminded of our own vulnerabil-
ities and interdependence.

As we pray together for an end to this 
pandemic, may we be renewed in our 
compassion for ourselves and others, and 
mindful that for many of us this crisis has 
come on top of existing crises. As my 
friend Polycarpe would say, it is suffering 
on top of suffering for many. May we be 
agents of healing in this broken world. 

Paul Shetler Fast served as MCC repre-
sentative, along with his wife Rebecca 
Shetler Fast, in Haiti from 2015 to 2018, 
when he became global health coor-
dinator for MCC. Figures cited in this 
story were accurate at time of writing in 
fall 2020.
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Ingenuity at work
MCC events across  
Canada find success in 
COVID-19 adaptations.
B Y  J A S O N  D U E C K

Feature
story

T his year didn’t play out the way anyone thought it would. The danger of the coro-
navirus meant a lot of events planned across Canada couldn’t proceed as planned. 
Thanks to the incredible work and ingenuity of staff and volunteers and your ded-
icated support, a number of events creatively adapted to the conditions and found 
new ways to thrive. 

Online quilt auction exceeds expectations
Since its inception in 1967, The New Hamburg Mennonite Relief Sale has 

brought thousands to the Ontario town to bid on one-of-a-kind handmade quilts, 
peruse dozens of local vendors and raise money to support the work of MCC around the world.

This year, it was clear that the regular spring and fall relief sales were not going to look the same as 
previous years. Ken Ogasawara, MCC Ontario communications content specialist, said the undertak-
ing to hold the events online instead majorly paid off, but it was no small amount of work.

“You’re basically creating a whole TV show,” he said. “With all the details about each item you 
need, showing the bidders live, having the auctioneers responding to everyone, and keeping that all 
moving smoothly—we had a great team and some help and they all did a great job.”

This online-only auction meant bidders were not limited to those in New Hamburg, but people 
could participate from anywhere in the world. The average price quilts sold for this year nearly 
doubled that of 2019’s relief sale. And the 2020 auction total of $120,000 outpaced the in-person 
auction total at the 2019 and 2018 events.

Auctioneer Gerg Gerber 
calls out bids for quilts and 
other items during the online 
New Hamburg Mennonite 
Relief Sale on Oct. 17, 2020. 
(MCC photo/Ken Ogasawara)
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MCC B.C. staff and volunteers stand in front of dozens of preprepared orders of vereniki (cottage cheese 
perogies) and farmer sausage, watermelon and rollkuchen (deep-fried savory pastry), and portzelky  
(or New Year’s cookies) at the Festival To-Go, which took place on Sept. 20, 2020. (MCC photo/Luke Tilley)

All green lights with Festival To-Go 
For 50 years, MCC supporters from all around the 

Fraser Valley in British Columbia have gathered once a 
year for the MCC Festival for World Relief. The relief 
sale sees around 12,000 people perusing a huge selec-
tion of local vendors and purchasing handmade quilts, 
plants and delicious treats. 

It looked like the September celebration would be 
“driving on a flat,” but an innovative solution put air 
back in the event’s tires.

Turning the whole event into a drive-thru allowed the 
revamped MCC Festival To-Go to proceed. Hopeful 
MCC supporters signed up for a slot to pick up as 
many portions of vereniki (cottage cheese perogies) and 
farmer sausage, watermelon and rollkuchen (deep-fried 
savoury pastry), or portzelky (New Year’s cookies) as 
they wanted. All from the safety of their own vehicles!

From 3:00 in 
the afternoon 
until 7:00 in 
the evening, as 
many as 100 
vehicles an hour 
arrived for their 
preplanned 
pickup as volun-
teers diligently worked to fill the orders.

Shelley Dueck, church relations and events manager 
for MCC British Columbia, said the event would never 
have succeeded without their committed volunteers.

“The Festival To-Go was a fun and creative way to 
engage with our constituency in this unique year,” says 
Dueck. “We are thankful for our fantastic volunteers 
who collectively served 1,500 meals and helped keep the 
festival spirit alive while serving in the name of Christ.” 

 We are thankful for 
our fantastic volunteers 
who collectively served 
1,500 meals and helped 
keep the festival spirit 
alive....”



16  A COMMON PLACE WINTER 2021

100 km for 100 years
Like many of us, the Goertzen family had a long 

list of plans for 2020 before the realities of a glob-
al pandemic set in. 

Normally, Heather, along with her daughters 
Maeve, 7, and Anaïs, 3, would have cheered on 
their dad, Wes, as he biked at Cycle Clear Lake, an 
annual MCC fundraising event in Manitoba. The family 
also had planned to grab a bite of pie and look at the 
handmade quilts for sale at the Brandon MCC Relief 
Sale in the fall. When the two annual fundraising events 
were cancelled, Heather and her family decided they 
weren’t going to park their bikes in the garage just yet.

On a hot day in July, the Goertzens set out to collec-
tively cycle 100 km, one for each of MCC’s 100 years 
of service, as part of the GO! 100 campaign. They sad-

dled up and, with the prom-
ise of ice cream at the finish 
line, biked from Boissevain, 
Man., to Ninga, Man., and 
back, a total of 120 km 
between the four of them. 
They successfully complet-
ed their ride with only one 
minor crash and two casual 

skunk sightings, neither of which resulted in anyone 
being sprayed.

“We wanted to have a bit of family challenge, for a 
good cause is even better,” said Heather Goertzen.

They’d hoped to raise $1,000, but with the help of their 
church community, the family raised more than $4,000 
to help vulnerable people affected by the pandemic. 

 

 We wanted to 
have a bit of family 
challenge, for a good 
cause is even better.”

Heather Goertzen (right), her spouse Wes (left) and children Maeve, 7, and Anaïs, 3, biked 100 km in support of MCC’s 
centennial through the GO! 100 campaign. (Photo courtesy of Heather Goertzen)
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The First Hmong Mennonite Church in 
Kitchener, Ont., was one of many churches 
that participated in National Doughnut Day 
with different families making and selling 
crème brûlée, spring rolls and lemonade to 
support MCC. (Photo courtesy of First Hmong 
Mennonite Church)

Baked goods are a staple of the in-person experience of MCC relief sales across 
Canada and the U.S. Here, at the Pennsylvania Relief Sale in Harrisburg, Pa., in 
April 2019, supporters of MCC came to satisfy their sweet tooth and support 
MCC’s worldwide relief efforts. (MCC photo/Jim Wiegner)

Doughnut Day brings in 
the dough for MCC

Whether your favourite is New 
Year’s cookies, doughnuts, rollkuchen 
or something else, a variety of puffy, 
fried dough treats are the sugary life-
blood of any MCC relief sale. With so 
many relief sales postponed or moved 
online, the question on everyone’s lips 
was “But how will I get my relief sale 
snacks this year?”

On June 5, MCC celebrated 
National Doughnut Day to give every-
one a chance to recreate the in-person 
experience of relief sale snacks. And 
your innovation and creativity shone 
like a beacon on a hill. Churches, fami-
lies and community groups all across 
Canada and the U.S. baked, fried and 
sugar-dipped all sorts of confections 
and shared them with their neighbours 
to raise thousands of dollars to sup-
port MCC’s relief work around the 
world.
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Program coordinator
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ok “These days I miss sitting with colleagues and 

partners and drinking one or two too many cups 
of Arabic coffee . . . .”
STEPHANIE DYCK

On assignment

Before COVID-19, MCC worker Stephanie Dyck, 
shown in Lebanon in 2018, had opportunities to 
visit MCC partners in various parts of the country.

Name: Stephanie Dyck

Hometown: Winnipeg, Manitoba, 
(Riverwood Church Community)

Assignment: I am a program coordina-
tor for MCC’s projects in Lebanon, Syria 
and Iraq. In addition to other projects, I 
am responsible for external grants, such as 
MCC food assistance projects in Syria and 
Lebanon funded by Canadian Foodgrains 
Bank and a regional peacebuilding project 
funded by the European Union.

Typical day: Since the beginning of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, I meet daily (at 
least) through Zoom with MCC staff and 
staff of our partner organizations. Many 
days I am writing or reviewing reports 
for a grant-funded project or strategiz-
ing project adjustments to help partners 
adapt to an ever-changing context. I also 

represent MCC in different coordination 
circles, one way the humanitarian com-
munity works together in the broader 
response to those affected by conflict in 
the region.

Joys: The privilege of seeing partners 
and communities experience the change 
that they have worked so hard for come 
to fruition, even in the smallest of ways.

Challenge: These days I miss sitting with 
colleagues and partners and drinking one 
or two too many cups of Arabic coffee, 
learning more from the informal conver-
sations that happen once the business of 
our meetings is over. The needs we try to 
respond to can feel heavy and we have had 
to find new ways to support each other.

Why I serve with MCC: The last 10 
years I’ve spent with MCC, including 

my time in Lebanon, have been my small 
contribution to a world that will hopefully 
one day be a more just place for all people.

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.

http://mcccanada.ca/serve


Print more copies uu mcccanada.ca/hello

for children

My name is Josiphat Zinga.
Age: 8 
Lives in: Mathare, a neighbourhood of Nairobi, 
Kenya’s capital city

I live with my mother, my sister, Mary and our pet cat 
named Tom. I have an older brother, an older sister and a 

niece who live nearby and eat meals with us.

I am in Grade 1, but my classes are not meeting now because 
of the coronavirus. My sister, Mary, is in Grade 4 (one of the 

few grades in Kenya meeting in person in November 2020 to help 
prepare students for national exams). She brings home materials 

from the school for me to study and coaches me.

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 four and play at school until five.

Now, at home, I get up between 8 and 9 a.m. and have chai (tea with milk) and mandazi (fried sweet dough) for breakfast.

I like drawing. I like playing with my cat. I like soccer. But I don’t play with other children now as much as I did before the 
virus. For chores, I wash dishes and I sometimes help my mother package the peanuts that she sells.

What I want to be: Clever and smart and a pilot 
My favourite food: Rice and meat

My favourite subject: Swahili and drawing  

KENYA
How do you greet someone in Swahili?

habarihabari
(Say “ha-BAH-ree”) Habari means “what’s the 
news?” and is commonly used to say hello.

Across the globe
Because of the coronavirus, millions of students around the
world were out of school for months in 2020. What was that 
time like for you?

As you reflect, we invite you to pray for Josiphat and other students worldwide 
who have spent months of 2020 out of school because of COVID-19. You could 
pray that virus rates are low enough to return to school soon; that until then, 
children can find ways to learn wherever they are; and that they and their families 
stay healthy.

http://mcccanada.ca/hello


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

Giving now and 
for the future
Your gift now touches the lives of children 
affected by war and disaster, like Johanna 
Sutter was in the 1940s.

donate.mcccanada.ca

A gift to MCC in your will is an easy way 
to make a difference for generations to 
come.

Call us at 1.888.622.6337 to discuss how 
you can leave a testimony of service and 
care that can echo for generations of your 
own family.

mcccanada.ca/centennial/legacy-giving

As a girl, Johanna Sutter received a Christmas bundle and comforter from 
MCC after after the Second World War in Germany. Now living in Indiana, 

she prepares MCC supplies for others and has planned a legacy gift to MCC.

“I volunteer and have MCC 
in my will because I know 
the support goes where it is 
needed and is handled with 
great care. I experienced that 
help when I was a child and 
now I am one of those people 
who help others.”
 Johanna Sutter


