
A Tribute to My Moms and Mennonite Central Committee – 
by Mark Tiessen-Dyck 
This piece was written for Mother’s Day by pastor Mark Tiessen-Dyck for his congregation at 
Altona Bergthaler Mennonite Church. Mark shared his writing with staff at MCC in hopes to 
pass along words of encouragement. 

 

A month ago the church received an email from MCC Manitoba which included a video with 

Executive Director Darryl Loewen sharing words of thanks and encouragement and explaining 

how MCC is responding to the COVID – 19 pandemic. I was genuinely blessed by this message 

and renewed in my gratitude for MCC and its ministry happening around the world on our 

behalf and in the name of Christ (an important motto of MCC).  

I am also filled with gratitude as I contemplate MCC’s centennial. It was 100 years ago that 

Mennonites in Canada and the United States organized to provide food and relief to the 

Mennonites who were suffering the effects of war and starvation in Russia. Over the years MCC 

has become a dynamic organization that works around the world in responding to disasters, 

working for development, promoting peace and justice all in the name of Christ. Perhaps more 

than any other Mennonite organization, MCC is supported by a broad constituency of 

Mennonite churches. MCC is a grassroots organization reflected in the countless thrift stores 

across Canada and the United States, including the first one right here in Altona, started in part 

by our own Sara Stoesz. Myriad people are part of MCC: the thrift store volunteer, the blanket 

sewer, the school or hygiene kit assembler, the child who collects coins for Sunday School 

offering, and the staff and service workers across the globe.  

All of my mothers are part of MCC. My living grandmother, Helen Epp, continues to volunteer 

at MCC’s Material Resource Centre in Kitchener-Waterloo and every year blesses her family 

with “living gifts” that support the work of MCC. I also remember her initiating school kit 

assembly lines at our family Christmas gatherings. My deceased grandmother, Nellie Tiessen, 

volunteered at Leamington’s MCC thrift shop for a few decades. During our growing up years, 

visits to see Oma—one of the primary clothes sorters and pricers—would include an all-access-
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after-hours-pass to the thrift store for all the grandkids and family. This included exploring the 

back rooms and returning with treasures and inevitably some junk too. Little did I know as a 

child the connection this experience had to the work MCC does around the world. My mother-

in-law continues to be a prolific blanket maker for Winkler’s MCC thrift store. Her connections 

at the thrift store secured us the crib our babies slept in. 

This Mother’s day, I’m grateful for the immeasurable contributions my mom, Esther Epp-

Tiessen, has made to MCC. My mom is a person of deep faith and love for God which has been 

expressed in her lifetime of work for MCC. This includes being Country Representative (with 

dad) in the Philippines, working for MCC Ontario in responding to violence against women, 

leading MCC Canada’s peace program, writing the history of MCC in Canada, and working in 

advocacy for MCC’s Ottawa Office. As I write this, I notice my wedding ring which was 

purchased second hand so as not to support the gold mining industry; Melissa and I made this 

decision as a direct impact of my mom’s work with MCC on mining justice in response to the 

devastating impacts gold mining companies were having on communities in Central America. I 

love my moms and I love that they love MCC. 

I consider it an amazing honour to be part of the MCC story in a number of ways. All of my 

great-grandparents, and the child who would be my grandfather, came to Canada from Russia 

in the 1920s with the assistance of MCC. I was born in the Philippines during the time that my 

parents were MCC country representatives there. I managed an MCC thrift store (admittedly a 

role for which I was poorly suited). I have shopped many times at MCC thrift stores and found 

my share of great deals. I have cooked and eaten many recipes from the MCC cookbooks, 

especially More with Less. And while I’ll admit that some recipes may be better categorized as 

‘less with less’, and I’ve generally doubled all spices when cooking from More with Less, the 

biblical value of simplicity reflected in the book continues to be important in our family. Living 

and eating simply is one way we seek first the Kingdom of God.  

As a pastor at Sargent Avenue Mennonite Church, I got to know many people who owed their 

very lives to MCC. This church originated as a ministry to Mennonites who were arriving in 

Canada as refugees who first fled their homes in Russia during World War II. It was due to the 
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heroic efforts of MCC workers, Peter and Elfrieda Dyck that so many were able to escape 

Europe and come to Canada and Paraguay (see Peter and Elfrieda’s book, Up From the Rubble, 

to hear this story). In my time at Sargent, people shared their stories of this experience with 

me; stories of survival, desperation, and perseverance so profound I will never be the same. I 

had the honour of preaching at the funeral of Mrs. Sawatzky, a woman whose husband was 

taken away and who had to flee her home with her four young children, eventually arriving in 

Canada with her children after years as a refugee. 

My place in the MCC story was cemented when I served in Zambia with the Serving and 

Learning Together program. In Zambia I witnessed the impact that MCC has in digging wells so 

people have access to clean water, initiating peace clubs in schools, and partnering with local 

churches and organizations. In Zambia, and around the world, MCC is making it possible for 

children to go to school. It seems like a truism when we tell our kids, in the midst of their 

complaining about school, how so many children in the world want nothing more than to go to 

school. But it is true. At the school where I taught, MCC sponsored many students whose 

families could not afford to send them to school. In addition to teaching, I had the opportunity 

to interview these youth, as well as children from other schools, and write their stories for MCC 

newsletters. I visited schools in desperate need of resources, desks, and textbooks. I also 

witnessed the life changing impacts of education. Various articles I’ve read over the years have 

also noted that education—especially for girls because they face greater barriers to schooling—

is one of the ways we can change the world. Educating girls has enumerable benefits such as; 

providing economic opportunities for individuals and communities; fostering healthier lives for 

women, children, families, and communities; increasingly environmental sustainability while 

reducing the impacts of climate change; and promoting peace while reducing violence against 

women. Shortly after my departure from Zambia, MCC helped to build a dormitory for girls at 

my school. This helps girls to stay in school longer, decrease the danger posed by inadequate 

accommodations, and fosters a superior learning environment. Our family has maintained a 

connection to MCC Zambia by being Global Family sponsors (while MCC no longer uses the 

name Global Family, its work in education continues) and I have no doubt that this is one of the 

best places our resources can be shared. 
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In attempting to articulate how the experience of serving in Zambia has impacted me, I realized 

I could not do this neatly. That’s because the experience has become so deeply part of me it 

can’t be disentangled. It’s like gum stuck in your hair. I do know that this is the time when I 

began exploring my call to ministry and when my faith galvanized. And, during my time in 

Zambia I gained a mom, Esther Kalambo. She was my host mom and is now a principle figure in 

my cloud of witnesses. On my second day at her home, she noticed my incessant trips to the 

bathroom (traveller’s diarrhea) and made a clandestine call to the doctor to make sure 

everything was okay. A few months later when I awoke in a fury of nausea and vomiting she 

cleaned up the mess, had the doctor come in the middle of the night, and nursed me back to 

health in the next days. Mrs. Kalambo adopted nephews and nieces who were orphaned, was a 

volunteer chaplain at the local hospital, a leader in the Brethren in Christ Church in Zambia, and 

an advocate for justice in her community. She lived and shared her faith in Jesus daily and was 

one of the most compassionate and caring individuals I’ve known. She died in a car accident a 

few years after I left Zambia, but her simple faith and her deep walk with the Lord will never be 

forgotten. Mrs Kalambo taught me that while we can’t all be mothers or be mothers to all, we 

can be mothering. I aspire to this Godly character. 

There are organizations that we value and support. But then there are organizations that we 

have a deeper relationship with; our identity is somehow wrapped up in them. For me, MCC is 

not just an organization I support, but it is my organization. If for some reason MCC ceased to 

exist, it wouldn’t be a dilemma of finding new organizations to support, but a part of me would 

die too. As I reflect on MCC’s 100 years of exemplary and broad ranging efforts, the opportunity 

I’ve had to be part of MCC’s work, the impact MCC has had on me, and the possibility of 

another century of work In the name of Christ, I am brought to tears.  

One of my hopes for the church is that we continue to support MCC, that people from our 

church serve with MCC, and that there continue to be great finds at the thrift store. 

In gratitude for moms, for MCC, and for Jesus in whose name we serve, 

Mark 

https://mla.bethelks.edu/mediawiki/index.php/Kalambo,_Esther_(1956-2010)

