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Journey

For each of you, this year of service with IVEP, SALT or YAMEN has been a journey. Like most journeys, 
your service term had a starting point and a finish, but it also had many twists, turns, highs and lows 
along the way. During your journey I’m sure you faced roadblocks and possibly detours, perhaps climbed 

some metaphorical mountains or walked through a few valleys. At times you might have questioned what 
you were doing on this particular journey, and at other times you may have felt perfect peace with where you 
found yourself. I hope you had some awe-inspiring moments and also some moments of tranquility beside 
quiet waters. Along the way you made new discoveries about yourself and others and the ways we are all con-
nected to one another, and you’ll now incorporate these new perspectives as you continue on in life’s journey. 

We carry things with us on journeys, and on this journey you brought your enthusiasm, your abilities, values, 
ethics, expectations, hopes, ideas, skills, a sense of openness, an inquisitive mind, and a willingness to serve 
and learn. You offered these gifts generously to the people you met along the way. At the same time, there 
may have also been moments when these things you carried with you clashed with the realities you faced and 
caused you to feel uncomfortable or to question what you knew about the world and your place in it. This is 
all part of a normal journey, and the reason that you will emerge changed from this journey.

You may have started out with a small suitcase, but I’m guessing you’ve probably come back with an even 
fuller one – literally and metaphorically! This is because a journey is never done alone, and this year wasn’t an 
exception. You forged friendships with fellow “travelers” – perhaps other MCC workers, colleagues at your 
work place, friends from church and community, hosts or new people you met along the way. Your fellow 
travelers not only accompanied you through the bumps in the road and offered you their friendship, but they 
had much to teach you. No doubt you have picked up many new skills, abilities, knowledge, perspectives and 
values from your interactions with the people who have accompanied you on the journey. These gifts will stay 
with you – they are yours to share with others you will meet on your ongoing path.

While your IVEP, SALT or YAMEN journey has come to a close, the journey of life continues. As you move 
on to the next stage in your journey, you will incorporate what you have taken from this year into your ongo-
ing path, touching the lives of new people and continuing to stretch and grow along the way.

Psalm 121:8
The Lord will keep your going out and coming in from this time on and forevermore.

Ellen Roth (SALT), Gloria Kristianti (YAMEN!), Lena Vang (SALT), and Xeyeng Thao (host sister to Lena) spend time 
down at the river in Luang Prabang, Laos
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MCC global Service Learning department Staff

from the left

Helen Yocum, Administrative Assistant*
Chris Landes, GSL Director*
Andrea Geiser, IVEP U.S. and YAMEN! Coordinator*
Wade Snowdon, SALT Coordinator**
Shalom Wiebe, interim IVEP Canada Coordinator*** 

Global Service Learning (GSL) Department’s purpose and mission is to develop and resource short-
term, introductory service-learning opportunities within MCC, with the aim of facilitating increased 
understanding and relationships among communities worldwide. Current programs include: SALT, 
IVEP, YAMEN! and Seed. GSL also resources Work and Learn Teams and Learning Tours, SOOP 
(Canada), Summerbridge and Summer Service.

*Based in Akron, Pennsylvania   **Based in Winnipeg, Manitoba   ***Based in Abbotsford, British 
Columbia

Eryn Wahl Mallery Walk Delaney Wiebe Clara Elizabeth Bontrager 
Woodworth
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Jessica Arnold (Fresno, California, U.S.)
Information technologist, SASOL
Kitui, Kenya

First impression: The first thought I had driving into 
Kitui was, “I think I am going to like it here.” The sun is 
bright and unrelenting in its heat. The people are joyful 
and received me with a hesitant curiosity, but a warm 
smile is always reciprocated with a flash of brilliant white 
teeth and boisterous laughter. 

differences: Hospitality is a strong community value 
here. Visiting friends is often an all-day event, and if 
a visitor comes to your house at any time, ultimate 
hospitality is shown by dropping everything you are 
doing and offering anything you have to show that you 
value your guest. 

Memorable or Funny experience: Over Christmas I played 
“poker” with my host siblings and cousins (Kenyan 
poker is different than conventional poker). I had 
one card left, and I was about to win. It was my turn 
to pick a suit, and I became bold! I asked for hearts 
when I had spades. As everyone lay down their cards, 
trying their best to avoid hearts, beside me Ndinda put 
down a spade! I triumphantly threw down my winning 
card, producing gasps and surprised laughter from my 
unsuspecting family members. For the rest of the evening 
it was novelty that I had successfully tricked everyone, 
and it was both the first and last time I was able to do 
so.

Faith Journey: I don’t think I truly understood the grace 
of Christ until I moved into a family of a different 
culture. I have made so many mistakes in trying to 
adapt to a new way of life, and I dare say that I have 
(unintentionally) offended my host mom on a number of 
occasions. The grace she has given me has led me to the 
truth of the abundant grace that Jesus poured out on the 
cross. My proud heart has been humbled more times than 
I would like to admit in these last six months.

new Perspectives: No culture is perfect, but we can all 
learn from each other. I came to Kenya with my North 
American lenses on. After about a month I realized how 
useless my previous world view was in Kitui, especially 
in trying to relate with my work mates and my host 
family. Through the process of taking off my old 
lenses, I saw the heart of Christ’s service; how he gave 
everything he had for all people to know how loved and 
cherished they are by God! As I was (very) slowly able 
to give more and more of myself to the Kenyans around 
me, I saw the glory of Christ in a more vibrant way than 
I had before. 

Future Plans: I plan to invest more time in the 
relationships with my family, and work to save up money 
so I can eventually go to graduate school. 

Shantelle Binette (St. Albert, Alberta, Canada)
Network capacity builder, MCC Rwanda
Kigali, Rwanda

First impression: I was first struck by how clean, quiet, 
and stunningly beautiful of a city Kigali is. It’s like the 
city is a blanket made of hundreds of colours and shapes 
draped over enormous green rolling hills. Traffic is 
somewhat orderly and generally infrastructure like roads 
and sewers are clean and well maintained. I remember 
being confused as to what language to initiate speaking 
with others, as most people speak a little of either French 
or English (plus Kinyarwanda) and there’s no way of 
telling in which of the languages people are able to speak. 
I was also surprised at how there was a milk joint on 
almost every corner where one can go and fill jerry cans 
with milk or buy 5-litre quantities of yogurt. 

differences: Greetings are incredibly important. It’s 
not uncommon to ask someone how they are doing 
at least three different ways when greeting them (how 
are you? how are you feeling? what is the news? – all 
back to back) and the answer must always be some 
variant of ‘good’. All interactions, even short ones, are 
bookended with a handshake. A big difference that I 
have really appreciated is the strong value of minimizing 
waste, whether that be of old electronics, vehicles, food 
or general consumer products, whether or not there is 
money to replace them. Plastic bags are banned from 
Rwanda, littering is really uncommon, electronics and 
automobiles are repaired and used until they can’t 
possibly be repaired anymore and then taken apart to 
sell for parts, and there is a huge cultural value against 
wasting any kind of food. 

Memorable or Funny experience: A few memories stand 
out as ones that will always bring a smile to my face. 
My 5-year-old host brother listening to a music video 
on TV and replying very enthusiastically “AMEN!” 
every time the singer would sing ‘Alleluuuuia’. Mixing 
up the Kinyarwanda verb for ‘to visit’ with the verb for 
‘to fart’. Hiding out in a pig shelter for an hour to wait 
out a sudden torrential downpour with six other farmers 
and some field staff while visiting a remote conservation 
agriculture plot. Our car hitting a cow that was crossing 
the road while driving back from a field visit in the south, 
and coming out unscathed but for a shattered windshield 
and a harrowing drive the remainder of the way home. 

Faith Journey: I’ve learnt much more about how God 
provides in a new and difficult context. This year has 
presented challenges quite different to the ones I’ve faced 
in the past, and in many instances this required learning 
to learn from and trust God in entirely new ways. 

new Perspectives: I’ve seen how my community in 
Canada actually does have a common culture, a specific 
set of beliefs and ways of interacting that, though 
coloured by many different perspectives, are very 
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much present. My perspective on aid and aid-based 
programming for development and peacebuilding in 
general has also been substantially broadened and 
re-shaped. 

Future Plans: First thing when I return home I will hug 
my friends and family, go for a really long bike ride 
and climb at least one Rocky mountain. Then, I will be 
continuing with MCC as a service worker in Lebanon, as 
an Emergency Response Project Assistant.

Laura Bowman (Archbold, Ohio, U.S.)
Mental health transit home activities coordinator, Koshish
Kathmandu, Nepal

First impression: Surprisingly, one of the first impressions 
of Kathmandu was that it was so mellow. I came to 
Nepal with various other city experiences where there 
was harassment, pushy shop-keepers, and packed traffic. 
I just figured Kathmandu wouldn’t be much different, but 
I was wrong. Nepali people are so reserved and polite, 
that I can walk down the streets without any unwelcome 
comments or having to fight off shop-keepers. People just 
leave me be, but would help me at a moment’s notice if I 
needed it. 

differences: I could write a novel on the differences 
between America and Nepal, so I’ll just give a few 
examples. The first big difference is the culture of purity. 
This includes, doing most everything with your right 
hand, because the left is impure, or rubbing cow dung 
on the floors after childbirth, because cow dung is 
considered a very pure substance. Secondly, the majority 
of marriages in Nepal are arranged. A man or woman 
can decide what year they want to get married and the 
parents go out and find them a spouse. Love marriages 
are uncommon, as well as inter-caste marriages. Lastly, 
dhalbaat (rice and soupy lentils) is eaten every day, twice 
a day. Some Nepali people say that if they eat other food 
instead of dhalbaat, they feel like they haven’t eaten a 
real meal and can’t sleep that night. 

Memorable or Funny experience: One of my favorite 
memories was dancing with my neighbors during Tihar (a 
festival of lights). It was nighttime, but the neighborhood 
was twinkling with colorful lights and oil lamps. It was 
beautiful and full of laughter as we danced the night 
away. Unexpectedly, my participation in this event 
dubbed me as the neighborhood dancer. From then on, 
I was expected to dance at every gathering happening in 
our colony. In fact, a neighbor once barricaded the door 
so I wouldn’t leave without performing a dance for their 
guests. As embarrassing as that was, I had a great time 
and it’s now a fond memory. 

Faith Journey: Living in an environment so saturated in 
Hinduism really brought to light my Christian beliefs. 
I have come to appreciate how freeing Christianity is! 
This experience has taken me out of my Menno-world 

and allowed me to look at Christianity from the outside. 
Yes, Christianity has it problems, but the fact that it is a 
religion based in love is so special, and I am glad to be a 
part of it! 

new Perspectives: It’s been such a pleasure to be here. 
While I’ve enjoyed my time and experienced some pretty 
amazing things, I’ve realized what is truly important to 
me: family, connections, love, and friendship. I find that 
no matter where I go, that is what everyone is living for, 
whether you’re in Nepal or America, Palestine or Mexico, 
we are all looking to belong. Before coming to Nepal, 
I was pretty cynical about America, but after trying to 
fit into Nepali society, I realize that despite America’s 
problems, it is where my grounded community is, and 
that is a special thing. So while I’ve learned more about 
being a global citizen, I’ve also learned what it means to 
belong to somewhere. 

Future Plans: The first thing I need to do is hold my new 
nephew whom I haven’t met yet. After that, I plan to 
find a place to live and a job in Richmond, Va. I hope 
to begin working as a mental health nurse in acute care. 
I am also playing with the idea of doing some part-time 
EMT work.

Brenna Case (North Canton, Ohio, U.S.)
Hospitality assistant, Anafora
Anafora, Egypt

First impression: So. Much. Stimulation. People do their 
eating, sleeping, talking, drinking, shopping, selling, 
bickering, parenting, and living right out in the streets 
in Cairo, and there is always something new to look at. 
Nine chickens living on a balcony two feet wide. Many, 
many street cats picking through the garbage on the 
curbs. Cars scraping their side mirrors against parked 
trucks as they navigate the narrow streets.

differences: At Anafora community is not just culturally 
inherent, but also deliberately practiced. We spend an 
hour or two together every morning as a staff, discussing 
everything from world news to the minutiae of everyday 
problem-solving: who had the handsaw last? Does 
anybody know the ratio of water-to-crushed-eucalyptus 
for making a natural cleaning agent? Who’s going to 
walk Leo while Mamdoh’s away? A meeting like this 
would have been grudgingly attended (if attended at all) 
in some of my previous work environments, because the 
agenda items aren’t always relevant to every individual’s 
specific tasks – but there’s a practiced understanding at 
Anafora that we are one body, and what happens to one 
affects the whole.

Memorable or Funny experience: One day in mid-
November we harvested all the fish from the fish pond 
so that we could have it to eat during Lent. I helped 
in the morning with the men who were fishing in the 
pond – carrying a giant bucket along the side for them 
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to dump the fish into; serving them cake and tea during 
their break – and then in afternoon I went to help the 
women who were cleaning the fish. I sat down around 
a bucket of fish with about five other girls, picked up a 
knife, started scraping off the scales – and then jumped 
about a foot in the air when the fish spasmed in my 
hand. I picked up another, and it also thrashed violently 
when I put the knife to it. Turns out it takes too long to 
mercy-kill 1300 kilos of fish, so we were gutting them 
while they were still alive. The other women didn’t share 
my squeamishness (though I hope they at least found it 
endearing), and could descale about six fish in the time 
that it took me to gingerly and fearfully scrape down one. 
I only lasted about 20 minutes before I gave up and went 
to go help with the packaging and storage instead.

Faith Journey: Coptic Orthodoxy is a different type of 
Christianity than anything I’ve yet encountered, and I’ve 
found that a lot of the time God seems inaccessible to me 
in it – partially because it’s difficult to feel worshipful in 
a language I struggle to know, and maybe too because 
there is such a high view of Christ as sovereign king that 
he seems almost impersonal, and it’s hard for me with 
my evangelical roots to find a foothold. But God has 
been evident to me in the graciousness and faithfulness 
of my Coptic community. I see him in the way that they 
diligently fast and pray, and in the way they care for 
each other and identify Christ’s love in one another’s 
actions. He was especially apparent to me in the wake 
of the killing of 21Copts in Libya, when I watched my 
host community lovingly encompass in their mourning 
all other victims of Daesh as well, and strive to love their 
enemies in the midst of hardship.

new Perspectives: As I expected it might, being here has 
brought me face to face with a lot of my own privilege, 
as a white person and as a westerner – though I’ve found 
that for once I am not shackled with crippling guilt about 
it, but rather learning how to navigate this tension with 
endurance and humility. I’ve learned so much about 
hospitality here, which plays into this somehow, and it’s 
something I’d like to cultivate and replicate back in the 
U.S.

Future Plans: I’m looking into ways to stay on in Egypt 
for another year or two. I might go back to Anafora as 
a volunteer on my own, or I might move to Cairo and 
work as a middle school teacher at an international 
school there. We’ll see.

Katherine A Crosby (Stoddard, New Hampshire, 
U.S.)
Peace volunteer, Shanti Mitra
Mymensingh, Bangladesh

First impression: “There are no general principles.” 
Breezy (the other Bangladesh SALTer) and I arrived in the 
Dhaka airport at about 3 a.m., though I’m not sure what 
time zone our bodies thought we were in at that point. 

David (one of the CRs) and Mujibar (another MCCB 
staff member) picked us up at the airport and we were 
introduced to a rather quelled but still chaotic nighttime 
version of Dhaka traffic. Most of what was said in the 
car remains a groggy fog, but I remember very distinctly 
David explaining in his thick Irish accent the location 
of the MCC Guest House: “It’s on Iqbal Road, but the 
road’s not a road it’s a block. It’s only a bit confusing.” 
I asked him if the road being a block instead of a road 
was a “general principle” or specific to this one spot. His 
response, mixed with a characteristic laugh, has stuck 
with me: “There are no general principles here. If you can 
find one, let me know!” 

differences: I enjoy observing the differences between 
our everyday practices, like: hospitality, transportation, 
traffic, schedules, how we eat our food, the construction 
of our language, and the way land shapes how we relate 
to it. These small differences say a lot about the larger, 
more abstract variances in culture and society. 

Memorable or Funny experience: I was having a day that 
I felt surprisingly confident in my Bangla skills, so much 
so that I attempted a bit of humor. Nothing too fancy, 
but I tried to say, “Mosquitos are eating my feet.” It 
seemed as though people were a bit confused, but no one 
said anything directly. It wasn’t until later that evening 
I realized I had said, “Cucumbers are eating my feet.” 
Mosha vs. shosha. Rookie mistake.

Faith Journey: The following is an excerpt from a poem 
by Jan Richardson entitled A Prayer to be Said Upon 
Rising and Again Upon Going to Sleep. I have said it 
upon rising and upon going to sleep many times this year. 

Wisdom and Courage are lovers.
Their secret is that 
Their dwelling has no lamps.
At sunset they say a prayer
That in the night
Their ears hands noses tongues
Will tell them what they need to know.

At sunrise they say another prayer:
That their vision will not depend 
Merely on what the daylight reveals.

The neighbors find them odd,
But their children – 
Compassion, Integrity, and Hope – 
Have learned the wonder of a heart unhiding itself,
Coming as gift
To our deepest eye.

new Perspectives: I am better at recognizing the layers of 
culture that have shaped both me and people from places 
different than me. I see the interconnectedness of people 
across cultures and societies much more vividly than I did 
before. 

Future Plans: I want to grow a garden! So far this is the 
only sure thing I know… 
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Rebecca Davies (Saskatoon, Saskatchewan, 
Canada)
Kindergarten teacher assistant & Peace club promoter, 
Hope Valley Farm School
Eston, South Africa

First impression: I felt very welcomed by everyone I met. 
Everyone was very hospitable and wanting to make sure 
I was doing well. It was also overwhelming as some other 
teachers ushered me off for lunch with the other teachers. 
They were all fairly loud and welcoming. I think there 
were about 15 of us crammed in to a little room.

differences: Relationships are more important than tasks. 
No one is in a hurry to get places in South Africa where 
in North America we are always trying to find the fastest 
route.

Memorable or Funny experience: As teachers we all eat 
meals together. The days I enjoy the most are after we are 
all done eating lunch after school and we sit and talk for 
a few hours. Teasing each other, laughing, complaining 
about situations, watching soapies and just sharing about 
life.

Faith Journey: I have been blessed with being in a 
Christian community and work environment. There 
is also another volunteer from Germany who is not 
a Christian working at the school. And that has been 
stretching for me. First in making sure I stand proud of 
who I am and the God I serve, but also being willing to 
answer difficult questions about what I believe and why.

new Perspectives: No matter how far or close I am to 
what is comfortable, God will always be with me and 
help me to still enjoy myself. 

Future Plans: In October I am going back to South Africa 
to extend my term and to continue with MCC for two 
years. It will be in a different capacity than I am now. I 
will be working at a Children’s Village 15 minutes from 
where I was during my SALT term. 

Jaimie Dueck (Altona, Manitoba, Canada)
Donor relations coordinator, Sandra Jones Centre
Bulawayo, Zimbabwe

First impression: I first noticed the physical differences in 
Zimbabwe: the colour of the dirt and the gates around 
every house. Then the first church I visited had a really 
Western-style service, so I thought, “maybe this won’t 
be that different after all.” When I met my host family, 
a lady carried a dish and pitcher of soapy water around 
for us to wash our hands before the meal, and we ate 
with our right hand. That was really different, but then 
my host mom and I got to talking and found so much 
in common. When I got to my work placement a bunch 
of the girls who live at the children’s home ran up and 

hugged me – everyone was so welcoming!

differences: “We’ll make a plan,” is a really common 
saying in Zimbabwe. I’m still working on understanding 
the full definition. When you talk to someone about a 
problem – whether it’s getting to town later that day 
or finishing a grant proposal – someone might say to 
you, “we’ll make a plan.” And that will be the end of 
the conversation until they get back to you later with a 
suggestion for what the plan might actually consist of. 
There’s often barriers to accomplishing tasks (whether it’s 
the public transport not being available because there’s a 
police roadblock or the power being out) and the work 
culture seems more relaxed, so sometimes it just takes 
more time to get things done. A plan always does seem to 
get made, though!

Memorable or Funny experience: My host dad loves to tell 
the story of “paying Ebola.” When I first arrived here, 
my Reps told me that the bride price people culturally 
pay around here is called, “something like Ebola, but not 
that.” When I got to the MCC office, the national staff 
were able to clarify that it’s called lobola. My host dad 
laughed for a long time when he heard about the Ebola/
lobola comparison.

Faith Journey: Seeing how people (like my host family) 
continue to give even when they’re tired and even when 
they’ll have very little left for themselves has pushed me 
to reconsider the limits I put on my giving – whether it’s 
time, money or other resources. Working with so many 
kids who have suffered abuse often has me turning to 
God and asking, “Why?!” But he has been faithful to 
continue to uplift me and reassure me when I’ve been 
overwhelmed by the suffering in this world. I’ve never 
focused that much on memorizing scripture, but the ease 
with which people I’ve met here can quote scripture to 
teach or to reassure a friend is amazing.

new Perspectives: I think I’m more grateful for the 
opportunities I’ve had in life now that I’ve lived 
somewhere where many people have so few. Being far 
away from my friends and family and finding new friends 
and family has also increased my appreciation for all the 
wonderful, unique, amazing people God has put in this 
world. Being in Zimbabwe has taught me a lot about 
this country and its people, but also a lot about life in 
Canada: how it’s different than living in other countries, 
how it’s the same, how it’s better and worse. I’ve learned 
that I’m able to learn and grow through new challenges, 
and also that there are limits to what I can accomplish – 
even when I’m trying really hard!

Future Plans: I’m currently on a leave of absence from the 
job I had before coming, so I’ll be returning to a similar 
position with my previous employer. I’m excited to 
re-immerse myself in the culture of my home community, 
and I know that my approach to doing that will look 
different after having lived in Zimbabwe. I can’t wait to 
visit the churches and schools in my community to share 
about my experience and encourage others to do this too!
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Spencer Frost (Delhi, Ontario, Canada)
Agriculture & maintenance assistant, Anafora
Anafora, Egypt

First impression: Perhaps initially on the fringes of my 
radar in the application process, I feel incredibly blessed 
to be spending this year in Egypt and particularly 
amongst the community of Anafora. A land home to 
human civilization spanning several millennia, during 
a society gravitating around religion and tradition, and 
now increasingly confronted with the forces of modernity, 
democracy and globalization, Egypt is nothing short of 
rich and fascinating at many levels. Living amongst a 
minority and in a sort of micro-society of intercultural 
encounter within this context certainly adds to that. 
Recognizing I generally hold a privileged status here as a 
foreigner, I find myself valued, happy and at home and I 
would simply say I love Egypt. 

differences: Certainly Egypt is a society in which religion 
is, so to say, worn on one’s sleeve in the public sphere 
and where the religious tradition that is my own is the 
minority, markedly different from Canada. I have heard 
on a couple of occasions the observation that “it’s a 
man’s world” here and I think one can safely say that 
patriarchal tradition and structures govern and are 
generally superior to the respect for individual rights 
and liberties and especially those of women, to a much 
greater extent than in Canada. That being said, the sense 
of national identity, of being Egyptian, is arguably much 
stronger than that in Canada, and it must be said that 
Egyptians are generally very friendly and hospitable. The 
language, though challenging, is a beauty to be decoded 
by the outsider. 

Memorable or Funny experience: Having just freshly 
arrived in my placement from a few weeks of language 
training and orientation in Cairo, I get my first 
introduction to serving and learning “the Old Nile way” 
in a new globalized reality as we will come to colloquially 
call it. I found myself huddled around an old car battery 
and a solar-powered Ikea-like pig fence in a desert 
field in a Muslim country along with another foreign 
volunteer, a Coptic sister, and one of the young workers. 
A salvaged piece of copper wire, with a patchy plastic 
coating, in her hands, Sister, not knowing the word for 
spark, plays around with both ends of the wire on the 
positive and negative terminals of the battery saying 
“we want a fire.” A few spark-like flashes materialize, 
offering some excitement and suggesting the battery will 
indeed work. The manual in Swedish and none of us 
really being knowledgeable or experienced with electrical 
systems, figuring out how to safely electrify this pig fence 
in the desert becomes a bit tricky. Thankfully we catch 
the electrician walking by, who quickly jumps in as we 
pray to see a green light flicker on the regulator. Hooking 
it up, he gets a jolt from the battery and immediately 
falls back to the ground. Yikes! We all enjoy a laugh, 
kollo kwayyis (everything is fine) and as the sun sets on 

another day, we get it working. We will then spend the 
next week or two trying to herd the pigs into this fence 
with various constructions. Unlike Swedish pigs it seems, 
these ones are impossibly difficult and resistant to being 
electrified in; they take off and we spend the next hour or 
so chasing them around the farm – one of them jumps in 
the pool. Never thought I’d find myself chasing pigs here; 
times I will never forget. 

Faith Journey: As I work primarily outside trying to grow 
things, I find myself connecting with God more and more 
through my observation and experience with creation, the 
biotic and the abiotic alike. The potential for a pencil-tip 
sized seed to transform into a large plant that produces 
something perfectly packaged for human consumption 
and that allows me to live is miraculous and incredibly 
beautiful; being a part of this process is perhaps one 
of the ways I connect most intimately with the divine 
intelligent creative force we call God. With respect to 
church life and tradition, I have certainly gained a much 
more intimate appreciation and understanding of the 
Coptic Orthodox expression of Christianity: rich in song, 
liturgy, and incense. Without wanting to oversimplify, 
I might characterize nonetheless the Christianity I have 
encountered here as more tradition-oriented whereas my 
Christianity practiced is more value-oriented. 

new Perspectives: I think that any occasion we have to 
meaningfully encounter others we judge different from 
ourselves in some way also offers us the opportunity 
to try and liberate ourselves from the prejudices and 
simplified assumptions we project based on nationality, 
status, etc. and value them more as the individual they 
are. Having witnessed many times people being initially 
judged and reduced to a nationality on the one hand, 
and currently working amongst a small group in which 
referring to one another by one’s name is stressed, this 
regard and appreciation for others is something I’m 
certainly more conscious of and trying to cultivate. 

Future Plans: The desire to live and learn abroad is 
certainly still very much alive within me. It has been a 
great privilege to spend this year in Egypt and whether 
life leads me back to the region or elsewhere, pursuing 
experiential learning and service abroad is certainly my 
hope… starting a small farm community a few years 
down the road with some friends is a dream to be realized.

Katie Geluso (Seattle, Washington, U.S.)
Communications assistant, Centro de Estudios Ecumenicos
Mexico City, Mexico

First impression: My first thought as the plane descended 
into Mexico City (home to 21 million) was “Whoa. 
Google Images does not do this justice. This city is 
HUGE.” On the way to the MCC office, I noted the 
smell of the city and my learning facilitator said, “They 
say when you arrive the city farts on you.” I can’t say 
that’s inaccurate. On the first day of work I was so 
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overwhelmed by the Spanish and the thought of being on 
my own that I cried. Yikes. Embarrassing. Thankfully, 
they let me go back to the MCC office to chill and I 
started work the next day much more mentally and 
emotionally prepared.

differences: Time is a huge difference. In all of Latin 
America, time moves slower and start times are always 
subject to change. Traffic-ridden Mexico City is no 
exception. Once I arrived 30 minutes early to an event, 
but no one (presenters or attendees) showed up until an 
hour after the start time. 

Memorable or Funny experience: Our second day in 
Mexico, my learning facilitator (Clementine), fellow 
YAMENer (Alex) and I were riding the metro back to 
the MCC office. A man got on the same car and we 
noticed that his arms and shoulders were covered in 
cuts and scars. Right in front of me he placed a cloth 
on the ground covered with shards of glass. Clementine 
mouthed to me “DON’T WATCH.” Right before we 
could see the “act” we arrived at our stop and rushed 
off the metro. She explained that these performers show 
their masculinity by slamming their bodies into glass. 
In her two-plus years in Mexico, she’s only seen them 
four times. What luck that we saw one on our second 
day! Welcome to Mexico!!! Since then, Alex and I have 
witnessed this three other times. Twice, we were on the 
metro together. The one time I saw one on my own, I 
texted Alex and he said he had seen one earlier that day!

Faith Journey: My host organization works with a group 
called Iglesias por la Paz (Churches for Peace). Together 
they host events on peace and justice and march in many 
protests. Witnessing their work encourages me that the 
body of Christ is alive and well, busy bringing about the 
Kingdom of God. One of the chants repeated at marches 
translates to “If Christ isn’t dead, then where is he? Christ 
is with the people, demanding freedom!” This has been a 
powerful reminder that God is not absent in instances of 
injustice. He walks alongside the broken and empowers 
those who are working toward justice and peace.

new Perspectives: This year I have learned so much 
about living simply. Do I really need to eat out as much 
as I do back home? Do I really need a new pair of shoes? 
Do I really need more than one suitcase full of clothes? 
Do I really need to drive my car as much as I do, or can 
I rely on public transportation and my bike? I hope that 
my simpler lifestyle carries over when I return home.

Future Plans: My top priority is consuming chips and 
salsa as much as possible. Tortilla chips and “restaurant 
salsa” don’t exist in Mexico. That was a tough reality 
check. Career-wise though, I’ll go back to being a middle 
school counselor at the Boys and Girls Club while 
looking for a job in communications with a faith-based 
and/or justice-oriented non-profit in Seattle. In my spare 
time I plan on teaming up with a friend to start a girls’ 
empowerment program. Maybe one day it’ll be a full 
time gig as an established non-profit!

Nicole Groff (Lancaster, Pennsylvania, U.S.)
AIDS Supportive care worker, Jayapura Support Group
Jayapura, Papua, Indonesia

First impression: Papua is beautiful and fun. But there 
is an evident poverty as well. A few people in my host 
community are nice, but I think I will have to find my 
own source of support, friends, and community outside 
of what is obvious. Lots of things are out of my control. 
This year is going to be hard. But the food is delicious. :)

differences: Direct vs. indirect communication and ways 
to address conflict. Jayapura is hot all year round and 
Pennsylvania is not. There is rarely such a thing as being 
late in Papua, whereas people get inpatient and upset in 
the U.S. if someone is late.

Memorable or Funny experience: After being in Indonesia 
for one or two weeks, Delaney and I went to a seminar 
with our Papuan dorm sisters and wanted to take a 
picture with all of them afterward. We wanted our 
friend who was taking the photo to also be in it, so we 
suggested that someone in the group of guys walking by 
take it. But because our language was probably wrong, 
our friend told the guys to join the photo and she kept 
being the one taking the photo. We said, “No, we want 
you in the photo.” So, she switched with another girl, 
which still missed the point of having all of our sisters 
in the photo. We were laughing so much and when she 
understood what we originally meant, she just said, 
“Oops, miscommunication!” and we all laughed a lot. 
The guys were probably a bit confused on what was 
so funny. It was an on-going joke. And now we have 
a photo with our host sisters, plus a random group of 
Papuan guys we never met.

Faith Journey: Church, a fellowship of Christian believers, 
is such a gift. Trusting God means having the peace and 
joy of his Spirit within you. I’ve learned that fears are 
real and your fears for the future may even come true. 
But trusting God means knowing He is with you when 
your fears come true and when they don’t. God is my 
redeemer; He leads me beside still waters, he restores my 
soul.

new Perspectives: This year has made me learn what 
I need to thrive – like to be active. It has surprisingly 
made me appreciate several things about American values 
and culture. At the same time I also appreciate the way 
they do certain things here more than in the U.S. This 
experience has pointed out that I was not as flexible of 
a person as I thought I was and I think I now have more 
grace for others.

Future Plans: I plan to live in Lancaster city with my 
wonderful parents, hang out with my friends, find 
a job as a nurse’s aide, and see what other ministry 
opportunities may arise there.
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Nikki Hamm (Morden, Manitoba, Canada)
Early Exit program coordinator, Lily of the Valley 
Children’s Village
Eston, South Africa

First impression: A couple of my first thoughts after 
initially arriving in Johannesburg: •I can’t believe how 
cold it is! (One of our first August nights in Joburg it 
went down to -3 C with a similar temperature indoors!) 
•The number of people, well everywhere, overwhelmed 
and surprised me a bit. My first impressions of Lily: •A 
naturally beautiful place, set right next to a private game 
reserve with beautiful scenery. •Friendly international 
community of volunteers.

differences: I think one of the biggest differences between 
mainstream Canadian culture and my setting within 
Zulu culture is the focus in Canada, and the Western 
world generally, on individualism, whereas within Zulu 
culture you are seen as someone within a family and 
community who is a person because of the collective 
community (Ubuntu). Living in a Zulu context, I was 
able to experience and challenge my individualistic views 
and begin to understand the value in a worldview based 
on Ubuntu.

Memorable or Funny experience: Interestingly, I think 
most of my most memorable experiences happened 
when using various forms of transportation. The most 
memorable of these experiences happened when, in 
my initial placement, my host mother had secured 
our transport home from an event. We were being 
driven home by another community member. My host 
mother got in the passenger seat of a truck. Before 
getting into the covered truck box, I noticed a couple 
of other ladies were already climbing in with their bags 
and leftover food from the event. After sitting down 
on a makeshift wooden bench in the truck box for a 
short while, I wondered why we weren’t leaving yet. 
Then another lady climbed in... and then another and 
another, until the truck box was packed full with me, 
and eight, as Alexander McCall Smith would describe, 
“traditionally built” ladies, their bags, and pails of 
leftovers. I sat squished between the ladies who were 
shouting incomprehensible Zulu to each other in order 
to carry on a conversation over the truck’s engine. I 
sat uncomfortably, but with a slight smile, as I silently 
chuckled at this authentic cultural experience. 

Faith Journey: I have been blessed to learn to experience 
God through different forms of worship this past year. 
I have really appreciated and enjoyed participating in 
dancing in church and have been blessed by the incredible 
gospel singing of believers here. I’ve also been in various, 
sometimes very difficult, situations in which I’ve been 
challenged to trust God with my whole being. I’ve 
learned about God’s faithfulness in a deeper way through 
this and have experienced peace by placing my trust more 
in God.

new Perspectives: I’ve realized how individualistic my 
worldview has been and how focused on individualism 
Western society is in general. While I still value aspects of 
individualism, I’ve also learned to appreciate aspects of a 
more communal worldview. I hope to be able to live out 
values I’ve learned through this experience by showing 
more concern, love, and hospitality to others.

Future Plans: My career aspiration is to work in 
community development. I plan to move back to 
Manitoba, near family and friends, and hope that MCC 
and I will see more of each other in that context!

Abigail Hartman (Oley, Pennsylvania, U.S.)
Orchestra/Choir director & Keyboard tutor, Music 
School of Santiago de Chiquitos
Santiago de Chiquitos, Bolivia

First impression: Upon my first arrival to Santiago, I 
was struck both by how small and how beautiful it 
is. I immediately fell in love with the landscape and 
architecture in the central plaza and the green and 
mountainous surrounding countryside. At the same 
time, I was almost overwhelmed by the smallness of 
it – a town of 1300 people, with no road names, where 
everything is in walking distance, and everyone literally 
knows everyone. But over time, I came to appreciate such 
familial closeness as another aspect of the town’s beauty.

differences: To me, the most noticeable differences have 
to do with the people and the way of life. In Santiago, 
life seems to move at a more relaxed pace – being a 
very rural community, most people don’t operate on a 
consistent “9 to 5” work schedule, which in many cases 
allows for time spent at home or entertaining visitors 
during what I would have considered to be “working 
hours.” In the same vein, relationships and interactions 
with people are almost always prioritized over efficiency 
and accomplishing tasks.

Memorable or Funny experience: A day or two after 
moving in with my host family, Sunday morning came 
around and I was wondering what they normally did in 
terms of church – and was still very much struggling with 
Spanish. I asked my mom, who said she didn’t normally 
go because she didn’t want to bring the baby and possibly 
disturb the service. But then she started talking with 
my dad and brother (a conversation of which I barely 
understood a word), and then my dad looks at me and 
just says, “Let’s go.” Assuming that meant we were going 
to church after all, I quickly changed into what I thought 
was appropriate clothing. The three of us got in the car 
(dad, brother, and I) and my dad starts driving – in the 
opposite direction of the church. After about 10 minutes, 
he drops the two of us off at the bottom of a mountain 
with a popular hiking trail and says, “Hike to the top 
with your brother so you can get to know the trail. 
Call me when you’re done and I’ll come pick you up.” 
So I hiked to the top with my little brother, in almost 
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complete silence, wearing my church clothes. It was a 
really gorgeous hike, and I’ve gone back there many 
times since. But now I get myself to church on Sunday 
mornings. 

Faith Journey: I think my biggest faith struggles this year 
had to do with loneliness, in terms of sometimes feeling 
disconnected from both God (or at least, disconnected 
from my previous conceptions of Him) and other people. 
But through those difficult periods, I was able to see 
God in new ways and places – in the enthusiasm of 
my students, the friendly greeting of a stranger, or an 
unexpected invitation that would help me feel less alone. 

new Perspectives: Myself – I feel I’ve come to understand 
and take hold of the true meaning of the phrase “fake 
it till you make it.” That being said, I think I’ve proven 
to myself that I’m much more capable, resilient, and 
independent than I had ever realized. Others – I’ve 
discovered that it’s not only possible but very important 
to develop relationships with people with whom I 
seemingly have absolutely nothing in common; even 
at the most basic levels, such as language. It’s opened 
my mind and my world in ways I couldn’t have before 
imagined. Home country – While there’s still so much 
that I wish was different about the U.S., this time has 
helped me become aware of and reflect on the things I do 
like and truly appreciate about my home and culture. 

Future Plans: I plan to start applying/auditioning for 
graduate school to get my post bacc in music education 
and/or Masters of Music.

Ryan Hartman (Delaware, Ohio, U.S.)
Childcare educational assistant, ANADES
Perquín, El Salvador 

First impression: My first impression of Perquín was 
that it was a beautiful, quaint little town, far off in the 
mountains away from civilization. I loved the idea that 
I was living in a small, friendly town where everybody 
knew everyone else and everyone was neighbors. I was 
amazed at how welcoming people were. I was also 
amazed at people’s living conditions and how poor they 
were, but that certainty didn’t stop them from being 
welcoming. 

differences: The biggest difference I noticed between 
this little town of Perquín and the U.S. is that of dreams 
and aspirations. I feel like in North America we have 
this mindset that we have to succeed, go forward, and 
do great things with our life. Here, however, if you ask 
someone what they want to do when they grow up, 
all you get are weird looks. Their role in life is more 
or less defined by what their parents do, and by what 
their parents did. They don’t have this burning desire to 
succeed in their jobs, education, or recreational activities. 
Instead, they are completely content with how things are. 
Their life consists of long, hard work hours during the 

day, and then relaxation in their houses in the evening. 
And they have little desire (or capability) to change the 
routine. 

Memorable or Funny experience: One of my favorite 
experiences was an annual festival Perquín held in 
January. They had lots of interesting activities and 
concerts and competitions. It was really fun to watch 
such a small town put on quite a grand show. It drew 
people from the country and other nearby towns to 
watch the festivities. My favorite activity, however, was 
what they call cerdo encebado (greased pig). Basically, 
they take a fat pig, smear butter and olive oil all over its 
body, and put it in the middle of town. Then, the first 
person that can pick it up and carry it out of town gets 
to keep it (eat it). It was an interesting experience to say 
the least. 

new Perspectives: I feel I have grown to appreciate so 
many things I used to take for granted. For example, the 
simple idea of having a full-time job has been redefined 
in my mind. I used to view the 8 to 5 office job as the 
typical, boring end that everyone comes to when they 
give up on their dreams. But people here would die for 
that kind of job. If they are able to find a job working 
long, hard hours under the sun, they view it as an 
incredible blessing. They don’t view work reluctantly as a 
means to an end, or as something that takes them away 
from living their life. Instead, they view it as a way of life 
and as a blessing to be able to provide for the ones they 
love. And their view has redefined mine. 

Future Plans: I still have no idea what I want to do with 
my life, but as of now, the plan is to move to Nashville, 
Tenn., with a college friend, find any odd job, and just 
start living. I have worked and volunteered in many 
different areas, but I realized I have never lived the so 
called “American Dream” of working a full-time job and 
paying all living expenses. And since so many people 
here think that that life is all the rage, I decided I’ll have 
to check it out for myself. That’s where I intend to start. 
And after that I’ll go where the Lord leads.

Alan Heise (Pottstown, Pennsylvania, U.S.)
Service worker, Eglise Protestant Evangelique
Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso

First impression: The heat. Wow. Even coming from a 
Pennsylvania August, stepping off of that plane was a 
different level of heat. Less humid though. The landscape 
was so flat and dry and dusty: a complete contrast to the 
people I was to meet. Everyone was incredibly warm and 
welcoming, happy to invite me into their church or home 
and teach me about life in Burkina Faso.

differences: The biggest difference for me was in the style 
of worship. It took a while to get used to the spontaneity 
and energy behind it, but I adjusted to always being ready 
to accompany a spur of the moment singer. Another 
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difference was the flow of city life in Ouagadougou. 
Biking with the traffic; sitting out on the street side of 
restaurants; conversing with the students – even though 
there was a busyness to my time here, it felt somehow 
more at ease. Maybe it was the three hour repose for 
lunch and rest. That’s something I’d like to see catch on 
in the U.S.

Memorable or Funny experience: The Revolution. 
October 30, 2014, will be a date I always remember. And 
it’s not even my date to remember. I just happened to be 
here for the popular uprising that ran President Blaise 
Compaore out of power. There were a lot of uncertainties 
that day and while I was concerned for the safety of 
the demonstrators and stability of the country, my only 
concern for myself was being unable to continue with my 
assignment. Thank God for a largely peaceful transition, 
and a stable environment for ongoing teaching and 
learning.

Faith Journey: I reached a point where I looked at the 
way I was living out my faith, and saw in myself the 
qualities I saw and despised in so many televangelists. I 
had to ask, “Is any of this real?” And while I didn’t have 
a revelation to bring me back on track, that weekend I 
felt closer to God than I ever had and I just felt washed 
anew by God’s love and grace. It let me discover what it 
means to be a child of God and want to share the love I 
experienced with everyone I encountered. It was like, “So 
this is what evangelization is really about – spreading the 
love of Jesus that we personally encounter.” 

new Perspectives: Well, I’ll be getting rid of most of 
my material possessions when I get back. Even in my 
room in Ouagadougou I felt like I had too many things. 
I saw people living with little in the way of material 
means, but they had so much to give. I began to see 
for the first time how much Americans run after things 
and take comfort and security in having and knowing. 
I’m okay with not having and I’m becoming more okay 
with not knowing. I love knowledge and learning, but 
it’s a question of control really. Do I have to have all 
the information, right at this minute that I think I need? 
Probably not.

Future Plans: Find a long term job! Or continue on the 
path to teaching. I immensely enjoyed the interactions 
with my students and seeing them learn and grow.

Lydia Hogewoning (Frankford, Ontario, Canada)
Community worker (social work), Refugee Social Services
Durban, South Africa

First impression: I was nervous. Like really nervous. It 
was 5 p.m., sunny, and frigid in Johannesburg. The city 
was brown with winter. My first meal was a salad from 
Spur. When I met my host family, I was mostly deer-in-
the-headlights, and anxious about the fact that I couldn’t 
pronounce their names. Even though I was back in the 

country of my birth, everything was unfamiliar. 

differences: So many! Life and decisions are based 
around communal values and lifestyle. When it’s time 
to eat, the one who cooked always dishes onto all the 
plates to ensure there is enough food to go around. If 
you’re short, the cook will go without to ensure everyone 
else has enough. There is no such thing as talking back 
to your elder – respect is huge. You don’t wash your 
underwear with the rest of your laundry. Yesterday’s 
underwear is washed by hand every day. In Durban, 
things happen in the morning. 5 a.m. is my new 7 a.m. 
South Africa is complex in that you are very much aware 
of the first world and third world living directly side 
by side. People who live on $2/day live 2 km from very 
wealthy upper middle class people. 

Memorable or Funny experience: After a big family event, 
waking up next to a very naked distant host relative, 
on a bed shared by five of us. Proximity standards are 
culturally relative. Another one includes going with my 
two Indian colleagues for delicious authentic Indian food 
in the Durban market – Durban is diverse and beautiful 
and full of flavour and spice. 

Faith Journey: This year, I have really felt the Spirit 
speak to me very directly. It’s been beautiful, challenging, 
convicting, and it’s only fueled my hunger to know God, 
live by the Spirit, and walk the path of Jesus through 
God’s call on my life. It’s making life radical, exciting, a 
little dangerous. And from the fruits I see, it’s amazing. 

new Perspectives: I have learned patience in a new way. 
Also, I’ve moved from living very individualistically, for 
my own ambition and interests, to shifting toward a more 
collective lens. It’s refreshing, and actually so much more 
fulfilling. 

Future Plans: Currently I’m deciding what continent I am 
going to live on for the next two years. By the time you 
are reading this, I hopefully will have discerned where 
God is calling me next, so come find out . 

Yui Iwase (Plano, Texas, U.S.)
Organization to Develop Our Villages 
Mesang, Cambodia

First impression: Crazy traffic.

differences: No winter.

Memorable or Funny experience: Bus rides to the country 
side.

Faith Journey: Solitude and contemplative practices.

new Perspectives: What do we do with our privilege? 

Future Plans: Eat pizza and ice cream as often as I can. 
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Rachel Kelley (Archbold, Ohio, U.S.)
Hospital assistant, Dhamtari Christian Hospital
Dhamtari, India

First impression: My first experience in India was a cab 
ride from the airport to the MCC office in Kolkata and 
I was sure I would be hit by a bus and killed before 
even beginning my assignment. My first time exploring 
Kolkata gave me the impression that India was culturally 
rich and colorful, but also a dirty, chaotic place.

differences: Throughout my assignment I have described 
India to others back home as the exact opposite of the 
U.S. Many things are different but it’s such a beautiful 
country to live and learn. The culture in India is very 
family-oriented, the history is very rich and the foods are 
amazing and unique. 

Memorable or Funny experience: After seven months in 
India I thought I had adjusted to seeing cows wandering 
everywhere, but while eating in a restaurant I was jostled 
by a cow that was meandering from the kitchen to the road 
outside. Culture shock can hit you when you least expect it!

Faith Journey: One joy of my SALT experience was 
learning to be completely dependent on God. As a person 
who likes to be in control, this was the most difficult 
quality to develop and the most rewarding growth in my 
relationship with God. When it seemed like there was no 
one to turn to or depend on, God was always present.

new Perspectives: Spending a year in a foreign country 
has expanded my world view and changed my attitude 
toward the traditions of other cultures. Initially, parts 
of the Indian culture seemed oppressive and confusing, 
but I’ve learned that it takes time to understand certain 
traditions in the context of a culture. First impressions 
never tell the whole story. 

Future Plans: My future plans are not definite, but I hope 
to find a job in my field and make enough money to 
move out of my parents’ house.

Christopher Klassen (Winnipeg, Manitoba, 
Canada)
Science teaching assistant/IT assistant, KEDHAP (Kenyan 
Economic Development Human Advancement Project)
Songhor, Kenya

First impression: The soil is red, my new home is VERY 
rural, SO much excitement, SO much anxiety, WHAT 
THE HECK MAN.

differences: I wave at more people here, and more people 
wave at me.

Memorable or Funny experience: One day there was 
a strange sound under my bed. Assuming the worst 

I grabbed a knife and mentally prepared to fight an 
anaconda to the death! I dropped my shoe on the 
ground to draw it out... nothing happened. I raised 
the stakes and dropped a cracker on the ground... a 
chicken came sprinting from the shadows. “What the 
heck are a chicken and an anaconda doing under my 
bed?” I thought. Having never picked up a live chicken 
I spastically grabbed it by a leg and threw it out the 
window (not to worry, my room was on ground level). I 
once again turned my attention to the anaconda. Knife in 
hand, I gathered all my courage and poked one eyeball 
under the bed... the anaconda was gone.

Faith Journey: Changes are happening, man. This life 
is just too nuts to navigate without God’s guidance. I 
struggle most with pride, and all the funny ways it turns 
up.

new Perspectives: When I left Canada, I think I was 
driving in high gear, a high westerny gear, driving really 
fast! Maybe it’s the influence of “Kenyan Time”, or 
maybe it’s a side effect of feeling like an alien on a 
new world and regaining that child-like view of things. 
Whatever the reason, I think I have been gradually down 
shifting. Focusing less on how many times I can spin 
around in a minute, and more on how much goes into 
each spin.

Future Plans: I gotta go see about a girl.

Sara Klassen (Goshen, Indiana, U.S.)
Writer/Editor, Interfaith Cooperation Forum
Phnom Penh, Cambodia

First impression: Hot, bright, noise. 

differences: In Cambodia the barriers between inside 
and outside blur. Drivers relax in their tuk tuks on the 
side of the street, families sit outside their houses in 
the evening, little food shops often have open walls, 
countryside houses are built so people can sit in the shade 
underneath them. Similarly to the U.S., Cambodia hosts 
grand contrasts between wealth and poverty; however, in 
Cambodia they are not hidden from view for the comfort 
of the well-off. It’s common to see a mansion next to 
a shack, a mall next to land where a community was 
evicted for “development,” a high rise next to a rice field. 
And it is common to ask how much everything costs. 

Memorable or Funny experience: When I came home 
from travels with work my host mother hugged me (an 
uncommon occurrence in this not so “touchy” culture) 
and I found that my host father had fixed the showerhead 
to fit my height. Both were symbols of love that made me 
feel welcomed home. On the same day, I found out that 
our cat learned to use the toilet. 

Faith Journey: This year I had to practice letting go. I 
cannot ever know what is next or even why I am where 
I am, doing what I am doing, but I can trust that I will 
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learn from every choice I make, every patch of sunshine 
and shadow I walk through, every person I meet. This 
year I cherished relationships with my host family and 
friends and was held afloat by many beloveds far away. 
This year strengthened my faith in friendship, family, and 
community and my commitment to each. 

new Perspectives: I am seriously questioning the role 
of “foreigners” in “international development.” I am 
encouraged by the work of local, grassroots movements 
that confront injustice in their home contexts and work 
for Justpeace. I am inspired to go home and work for 
relief, development, and peace in contexts where my 
voice and presence will be more relevant and effective.

Future Plans: This fall I will teach Khmer language at 
Goshen College for the group of students who will travel 
to Cambodia for Study Service Term in the spring. After 
that, who knows? I gotta go see about a boy. And I want 
a dog. 

Katrina Labun (Kelowna, British, Columbia, Canada)
Communications & storytelling assistant, MCC Nepal
Kathmandu, Nepal

First impression: I was overwhelmed by the humidity, the 
crazy traffic, the cows, and the monkeys. I particularly 
remember being shocked by the sight of two women 
picking flowers from a bush in the highway median right 
outside the airport. Now I remember those women as 
a powerful image of a lesson I’ve learned here, about 
how you can find beauty in the midst of life’s chaos. But 
at the time, I thought they were crazy! My prevailing 
thought was, “I’ll never be able to feel at home here; even 
if I were to live here 50 years I would always feel like a 
foreigner.”

differences: Too many to count! The food, the weather, 
the traffic, the fashion, the religion… A few things I can 
think of right off the top of my head: Nepalis sometimes 
put popcorn in tea the way we put marshmallows in hot 
chocolate. Stray dogs sleep on the sidewalks. During the 
winter, it’s much colder inside than outside. There’s no 
such thing as a meal without rice. Animals are butchered 
on the street and slabs of meat are set out on the counters 
of the butcher shops under the hot sun. People feel totally 
free to get involved in other people’s business. Nepalis 
call each other (and foreigners) dhai/bhai/didi/bahini 
(older brother/younger brother/older sister/younger sister) 
which makes it feel like you’re all part of one enormous 
Nepali family.

Memorable or Funny experience: Recently we had a few 
days of steady rain. After the rain stopped, my host mum 
and I went to a neighbour’s house and climbed many 
flights of stairs up to a little tower on the roof. The 
storm clouds were breaking up and the setting sun was 
shining out over the steep jungled hills around the valley. 
For once the pollution and smog had settled, and I was 

amazed at the clarity and colour with which I could see 
the world. My host mum, the neighbour girl, and I stood 
there on the rooftop and felt our souls being refreshed 
by the sight and the clean fresh air. It was a memorable 
moment not only because of the physical beauty around 
us, but also because we all knew, without needing (or 
being able) to say it, that the others were having the same 
almost spiritual experience. We couldn’t fully express 
our feelings in each other’s languages, but our hearts 
understood each other perfectly.

Faith Journey: Being exposed to other perspectives 
(within Christianity and in other religions) has made 
me appreciate that reality is more nuanced and complex 
than I had previously allowed, and I am more willing to 
concede that I may be wrong about things. Sometimes, 
without the familiar trappings of religion, and my 
familiar spiritual community back home, I’ve found it 
difficult to approach God. But, in part because of the 
new environment, I’ve also come to a deeper appreciation 
of the beauty of God’s love and grace. In hard times, I’ve 
learned more fully the meaning of the peace of Christ 
that passes understanding. 

new Perspectives: I’ve become much more grateful for 
all that I have in my life in Canada. I’ve learned what 
it means to take care of my own needs and attend to 
my feelings – not a lesson I expected to learn when 
undertaking a year of service! I’ve learned what it means 
to be truly angry at injustice. And I’ve learned what it 
feels like to be an outsider, to have no idea what’s going 
on, to feel totally overwhelmed by and uncomfortable 
with everything around me. Living cross-culturally has 
taught me hard lessons in humility and given me more 
compassion for immigrants in my own country. 

Future Plans: I am going to have a beautiful, peaceful 
summer at home, really enjoying everything I used to take 
for granted (and probably discovering what good things 
I took for granted in Nepal, too!). Then in the fall I’m 
starting law school at Dalhousie University in Halifax, 
Nova Scotia. 

Alicia Loewen (Mitchell, Manitoba, Canada)
Community worker, église évangélique mennonite de 
Ouagadougou (EEMO)
Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso

First impression: The light brown/red/colour of the 
ground and buildings were a beautiful first impression 
from the plane; the seemingly crazy traffic was 
frightening at first, and at my assignment/church, 
everyone was super friendly and there was more hand 
shaking and holding than I’m used to!

differences: Of course the weather is different between 
Burkina and Canada, but it didn’t occur to me that the 
seasons would be different. There is the same hot, cooler, 
cool, warmer, hot cycle, but in Burkina, notably Ouaga, 
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it looks quite different. The trees have leaves year round, 
there is intense precipitation in July and August, with the 
dry season lasting seven months with zero precipitation. 
And the temperature never dips below zero degrees – 
never mind minus 40 degrees!

Memorable or Funny experience: One day I was cycling 
home after work at the Mennonite Church and I was a 
block from my home. I noticed the neighbours sitting 
outside their businesses on the street were laughing and 
pointing, saying “Nasara a un amie!” (which means “The 
white person has a friend!”) Confused and also amused, 
I looked around me and behold, there was a donkey 
trotting directly behind me! I laughed out loud and joked 
with the neighbours about my new friend. I’m glad it 
brought amusement to everyone on my street until I got 
home!

Faith Journey: Learning about Christianity from another 
culture and within the same context as Islam and 
animism was a very interesting journey and challenged 
me in my journey with Christ, in a good way. Also, being 
away from my main support group, my family, led me 
to depend more on God. I was able to listen to English 
sermons online when I felt like the language barrier was 
affecting my spiritual health.

new Perspectives: It has been enforced that I can do all 
things through Christ who strengthens me. I have been 
reminded that there is no limit to the opportunities of 
service wherever I am. From sharing information and 
memories about Canada, I miss my country more than 
ever!

Future Plans: I don’t have future plans except to continue 
following the plans God has made for me, and I’m 
excited to discover where He leads me next! It seems 
like it might be in community work, social service, or 
overseas missions again. 

Grace MacEwan (Winnipeg, Manitoba, Canada)
Conservation agriculture promoter, Conselho Cristão de 
Moçambique
Tete, Mozambique 

First impression: Jolting along on bumpy roads, my 
thoughts are thrown sideways, backwards, forwards. 
Everything is new, exciting. Different smells. People, 
people everywhere going about their daily business. My 
host family is very welcoming. With them, I learn the 
difference between speaking and communication. We have 
no shared language, but communicate through smiles, 
charades, pictures drawn in the dust. This is a place of 
welcome and joy. It’s a place of struggle and injustice, but 
it’s also a place of big dreams and belonging. 

differences: One of the differences that jumped out 
at me when I first got here was the difference in body 
language and hand gestures. Because I didn’t speak 

Portuguese, people would try to gesture to communicate 
with me. Unfortunately the hand gestures, and sometimes 
even the body language, are different so I couldn’t even 
understand them! 

Memorable or Funny experience: During work one day, 
my colleague and I wanted to cross a river to see the sand 
dam where we were working. On the way across, my 
colleague sank in the mud up to his knee. I followed a 
different path, and made it almost all the way across the 
river. Apparently I looked pretty pleased with myself as 
I took my last step to reach the safety of the river bank 
– and sank in the mud up to my knees! We laughed and 
laughed. When we got back to the house where we all 
live during the week, we discovered some of our other 
colleagues were visiting. One of them had sunk up to 
his waist in mud! We chatted and laughed over a shared 
meal, resting after a hard day’s work. 

Faith Journey: Mozambique has a culture of young adult 
church choirs. Here in Tete I practice every week with the 
choir at my church. We always stand in a circle holding 
hands to pray at the beginning and end of practice. I love 
those moments of connecting with God through prayer 
with other believers, and through musical worship.

new Perspectives: I’ve learned to value time. In economic 
theory, when something is in short supply, its value 
increases. At home, time was always in short supply. 
I flew from activity to activity, and guarded my spare 
minutes ferociously. I thought I valued time. Here, I have 
learned a different way to value time. I enjoy resting 
after work with my colleagues knowing there’s nothing 
we need to do, taking a lazy Saturday morning to read 
whatever I would like. At home I controlled my time with 
a tight fist and it lost its value, but here I am learning to 
respect time and to value it with an open hand. 

Future Plans: The world is a wide and wonderful place. 
I’ve got no idea what I’ll be doing next, but I know it will 
be an adventure!

David Seth Malone (Amarillo, Texas, U.S.)
Volunteer at Holy Land Institute for the Deaf & Caritas 
Jordan
Amman, Jordan

First impression: The herd of goats right by the IKEA and 
how there were no lanes painted on the highway from the 
airport (and people drove accordingly). 

differences: I eat way more lamb here and not nearly as 
much pork (basically none at all) than I did in the U.S. 
In all my years in the U.S. never have I seen so much 
limestone than I have here in Jordan. Even though people 
in the U.S. practice hospitality, it’s nothing compared 
to here. Jordanians are in a completely different league 
when it comes to welcoming guests. 

Memorable or Funny experience: One time I went with a 
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deaf teenage boy in the ambulance to the hospital because 
he suffered a head injury. I had to translate his medical 
history from another person who was deaf to both 
the ambulance paramedic and the doctor into Arabic. 
Needless to say, that was the toughest translation work I 
have ever done and probably will do in my life. 

Faith Journey: Doing the Lord’s Prayer in Jordanian Sign 
Language helped me better visualize the coming of the 
Kingdom of God. Sometimes it’s hard to see how God 
is working when people are suffering, though. This is 
something I will struggle with for a long time. 

new Perspectives: I have learned how to be patient, 
which is strange because I thought I was a patient person 
before coming. Likewise, I thought I was hospitable 
before my term, but I have since learned radical 
hospitality from the people here. My time in Jordan 
has taught me deep appreciation for culture, language, 
and religion while simultaneously giving me a deeper 
appreciation for my own culture, languages, and religion. 

Future Plans: I plan on descrambling everything that I’ve 
learned and experienced here and then maybe working 
for a year before going to grad school. Strangely, my 
direction in life has been both directed and confused, if 
that makes sense. I’m sure I’ll make sense of it all sooner 
or later and then move forward from there.

Erik Mann (Winnipeg, Manitoba, Canada)
Document editor, The Gioi Publishing House
Hanoi, Vietnam

First impression: I found my host community to be very 
welcoming. The second thing I noticed was that there 
were a larger number than I had expected, and they all 
talk a lot. My host family is very large, and it seems to 
get bigger every time I turn around. differences: One of 
the most distinct differences is that we eat our meals at a 
coffee table, and watch TV while doing so. This makes 
my previous practice of fellowship around the table a lot 
harder, even accounting for the language barrier.

Memorable or Funny experience: On the 14th of January, 
I had a conversation with two of my coworkers. 
Somehow we got on the subject of Russian black bread. 
I hadn’t heard of it, and wanted to try it. So, we walked 
to Intimex, a store on Huan Kiem Lake that sold it. Or 
so I thought. We were more than halfway there when my 
coworker led me down an alleyway. It was very narrow, 
and wound around several corners before he brought 
me to a tiny temple in the middle of the block. After we 
had gone to Intimex, my coworker suggested we stop 
at a cafe for tea. It was cold, and a mint tea sounded 
wonderful. So we set off. Once he had found the correct 
location, we walked through a tiny t-shirt store, down 
a dark hallway, and came out in a small courtyard. We 
ordered our drinks, and then climbed up to the fourth 
floor, which poked out onto the other side of the block, 

with an excellent view of the lake. On our way back to 
The Gioi, we stopped at a bench. He then proceeded to 
tell me a bunch of the stories associated with the lake and 
the structures built on it. I think he spend half an hour 
telling me their stories, it was fantastic. Then he took 
me to a beautiful temple dedicated to one of the learned 
scholars who studied at what is now the temple on Huan 
Kiem Lake. I took a few really nice photos. By the time 
we returned to the office, it was almost 3:00.

Faith Journey: In adjusting to the Vietnamese way of life, 
I have found it very difficult to bring God into the rest of 
my week. Sundays are easy enough, but it seems as soon 
as the day is done I forget about him. It has been very 
frustrating, how easily I get swept up in the day to day. 

new Perspectives: At this point, I feel that it is too early 
to say. Cross cultural service has been a large part of my 
upbringing, being a third generation MCCer, so I don’t 
feel that my views have changed all that much. 

Future Plans: I plan to go back to school, to pick up a 
Library Tech certification. Then I might go for a Master’s 
in Library Science.

Laura Marcus (Ada, Michigan, U.S.)
Orphan care project assistant, AJOSMO
N’Djamena, Chad

First impression: Upon arrival my first thought was 
“it’s really hot here.” That thought has been pretty 
consistently accurate. I also noticed how aware I was of 
myself, being white in an African country. Whether or 
not anyone else noticed me, it felt as though everyone 
was watching my every move through. 

differences: So much is different that it’s hard to put 
into a small space. Traffic was probably one of the most 
different things. Traffic laws are essentially non-existent, 
so the rule of thumb is “go if you can and hope for the 
best.” Conservative dress is standard here, so it was a 
change going from seeing women in short-shorts and 
tank tops to long skirts and hijabs. The divide of gender 
roles was also notable, given the reigning patriarchal way 
of life in Chad. 

Memorable or Funny experience: There are so many, but 
one of my favorites was Halloween. In an effort to share 
a piece of American culture with my host family, I taught 
them about our admittedly strange Halloween traditions. 
We decorated masks and I gave them little sacks of candy 
when they knocked on my bedroom door to “trick-or-
treat.” I even taught them about making jack-o-lanterns, 
but I couldn’t find a pumpkin here so we carved a 
watermelon! We all had some good laughs, and enjoyed 
some melon and candies together!

Faith Journey: One of my most significant faith moments 
came on New Year’s Day as I watched the family 
slaughter a lamb for a celebratory meal. I’d never really 
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had to think about how my ground beef got from the 
cow to the conveniently cellophane-wrapped packages I 
buy at the grocery store. But as I watched my two host 
brothers hold the lambs legs while a third cut its neck, 
I was overwhelmed by the sacrifice this animal was 
making. Not that it had any choice in the matter, but it 
made me realize two significant things. 1) Because Jesus 
was the ultimate sacrifice for us, we no longer need to 
make ritual sacrifices to atone for our sins. Watching how 
much work went into slaughtering this lamb really made 
me appreciate this. 2) I felt almost guilty that this lamb 
was dying so I could enjoy a good lunch with my family. 
How much more overwhelmed should I be by the death 
of Jesus! This lamb did not choose his fate; Jesus did. The 
lamb was not faultless; Jesus was. The lamb did not save 
me from my sins and give me the eternal life that I am so 
unworthy of; Jesus did. What incredible love!

new Perspectives: Perhaps the greatest lesson I’ve learned 
from this experience is that we are not invisible as 
Christians. Here is Chad, people notice me for my white 
skin, and I find myself being extra aware of the things I’m 
doing, lest someone might be watching and assume that 
the way I behave is representative of all white people, or 
all Americans. The same is true at home though. As soon 
as people know that I am a Christian, they are watching 
to see how I act and if my behavior aligns with what they 
know Christianity to be. It’s a huge responsibility, really, 
and one that I should not take for granted. 

Future Plans: I have submitted an application to graduate 
school to pursue a Master’s in Social Work. 

Talina Matthies (Kitchener, Ontario, Canada)
Emergency response support, MCC Lebanon/Syria
Beirut, Lebanon

First impression: It was difficult to see the city, despite 
the lights, in the 3 a.m. darkness, but in spite of my sheer 
exhaustion, I was still excited to see the dark flatness that 
was the Mediterranean Sea out the car window. Mostly 
I was just relieved to be there and to be going to bed. 
Because of my visa situation, I had spent two weeks in 
Cairo learning Arabic, and then a week in Switzerland for 
my country retreat before actually arriving in Lebanon. 
They were both amazing experiences, but after moving 
my stuff around to so many countries, I was so ready just 
to be in my country and settle in. 

differences: On a surface level, Lebanon is very much 
Westernized, especially the area of Beirut where I live. 
The main difference is the lack of organization. Cars 
don’t always follow road rules, and motorcycles really 
just do their own thing. Sidewalks aren’t quite as well 
maintained as one would hope, although it’s better than 
other places I’ve been. The other main difference is that 
the beggars you see on the street are usually women and 
children. Back home, you see a lot of men panhandling. 
Occasionally you’ll see women, but never children. It’s 

not a sight I think I’ll ever fully get used to. Another 
difference is that in the dorm where I stayed, the cleaning 
staff was responsible for washing our floors twice a week. 
Lebanon has a culture of hiring cleaning staff, even for 
private homes, so having people clean everything for you 
is fairly common, but coming from a situation where I 
was living on my own and doing all my own cleaning, 
this felt quite strange, and I never did fully get used to it. 

Memorable or Funny experience: This wasn’t in Lebanon, 
but I was in Egypt over Christmas to visit some of the 
other SALTers there, and we were coming back from the 
midnight mass for Christmas Eve. Traffic was terrible, 
and so I, along with two of the other SALTers decided to 
be obnoxious and belt out Christmas carols as loudly as 
we could in the back of the car. I’m not sure if the other 
people in the car appreciated our talents at the time, but 
we had fun. 

Faith Journey: Up until this year, I hadn’t met a group 
of Christians as committed to peacebuilding as the 
Mennonite church. Coming here, and hearing from so 
many people, many of whom are either from Syria or 
Armenia, how committed they were to their faith, and 
that commitment included active non-violence; that 
was really inspiring to hear. On the flip-side, this year 
was also really tough spiritually because of how many 
hardships many of my friends were going through. There 
were many times I wanted to comfort them, especially 
when they were hurting and feeling overwhelmed by all 
the awful things happening in the region. But every time 
I tried to think of something to do or say to comfort 
them, I would always feel like anything I said or wanted 
to say had an emptiness to it, due to my living in a 
peaceful country where my family and I are all safe 
from persecution. It definitely gave me a much deeper 
understanding of how difficult Christ’s message of “love 
your enemies” really is – important and worthwhile, but 
difficult. 

new Perspectives: I think the main change in my views is 
the realization of how complex situations are, especially 
in the Middle East, and new awareness of how much 
depth is hidden underneath the situation in the Middle 
East (I’ve glimpsed that before, but living it is a very 
different thing). The other big change is a newfound 
awareness of how much the world needs radical grace. 
That is to say: having seen the profound hurt and 
suffering so many people have gone through, it seems 
the key to finding a solution involves extending an 
unprecedented amount of grace toward those who have 
committed such wrongs. It’s hard, unbelievably hard, but 
after speaking to so many people here, both Christian 
and Muslim, the only way for the region to heal seems 
to be through a willingness to extend some kind of grace 
to those who have been wronged. The encouraging thing 
is that there are those who have participated in some 
rather atrocious events who have since repented and now 
are looking for ways to reconcile with those they have 
wronged. 
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Future Plans: Right now, my future plans are somewhat 
boring: find a new job, look for a new apartment… 
Possibly take some courses… Start saving up for my next 
big trip… That sort of thing.

Breezy Mehringer (Denville, New Jersey, U.S.)
Child Care Worker, Pobitra
Mymensingh, Bangladesh

First impression: My first few weeks were very hazy. 
I remember being sweaty and tired all the time. I was 
surprised by how much my brain struggled to process 
Bengali, a language I had never really heard before. I 
enjoyed the new experience of eating meals with my 
hands, but I was very aware of how awkward and 
sloppy I looked. I was much more sensitive to all the new 
city sounds – bells, horns, mewing animals, the street 
cries of hawkers, the call to prayer. I found non-verbal 
communications peculiar and difficult to interpret.

differences: In Bangladesh my day starts with the azan 
– the Islamic call to prayer – at 5a.m. Soon after, the 
neighborhood goats, chickens, birds, and bats add to the 
morning soundtrack. My breakfast often includes a heap 
of rice, as does my lunch and dinner, and I eat all my 
food with my hands. I wear the same outfit every day – a 
shalwar kameez (long, baggy pants and a long tunic shirt) 
with a scarf. I spend most of my day speaking (*read: 
awkwardly fumbling through) Bengali. My commute to 
and from work is riddled with questions from curious 
strangers. I barter for anything I buy. And I have at least 
three cups of milky, sweet tea every day.

Memorable or Funny experience: I had the great 
opportunity to visit Kolkata, India, with the staff 
members from my project placement. It was a memorable 
experience all in itself, but one of the funniest moments 
was sharing one large dorm-style room with everyone. 
It felt like a big sleepover; we shared food, laughter, and 
stories. It was really fun to see these women I had come 
to know in a work setting interact with one another in 
such an intimate and laid back environment. 

Faith Journey: I have a deeper desire to discover the God 
that relates to my experience as a woman. 

new Perspectives: Living in a different culture and 
country has been a good reminder of the beauty and 
complexity of all human beings. There is so much to 
learn about the human experience and my own personal 
experience just by seeing and appreciating and sharing 
in people’s everyday lives. I hope to return to my home 
country with an eagerness and openness to learn from 
people, and I think those interactions will also be great 
opportunities to learn more about myself – about the 
things that have made me, me.

Future Plans: When I go home the first thing I will do is 
spend time with my family over some delicious food: a 

big salad with as many fresh veggies as possible, smoked 
meats from the German butcher, cheeses of all kinds, 
chocolate, and frozen yogurt. I plan to snuggle my niece, 
fly fish with my dad, cook with my mom, explore with 
my sister, and catch up with friends. I also feel a strong 
desire to spend time outdoors and get my hands dirty 
(perhaps work on a farm for a short while?).

Samantha Moldovan (Montmartre, Saskatchewan, 
Canada)
Teaching assistant & Resource staff, Korean Anabaptist 
Center
Chuncheon City, Republic of Korea (South Korea)

First impression: Korea is very similar to Canada. There 
are many little differences, but it feels very similar. The 
work and community are very busy. It feels like they were 
always on the go. 

differences: The language is very different. Although 
many people understood my English speak, it has taken 
a long time to begin understanding their native tongue, 
Korean. The landscape is also very different. I was raised 
in the flat prairies of Saskatchewan and went to school 
in mountainous British Columbia. Korea is in between 
these two extremes. It has many mountains, yet they are 
small compared to British Columbia. They have some flat 
land, but only small sections and usually in layers down 
the side of a mountain. Work and personal life blended 
together making everything holistic, while I was used to 
my compartmentalized life.

Memorable or Funny experience: I have been blessed 
with many fun and great moments at my placement. 
One of these memorable moments was being Santa 
for my church event. Another fun Christmas moment 
was at work. I had a bit of a break, so I was colouring 
Christmas cards for family back home, when a coworker 
inquired what I was doing. I explained and upon seeing 
my rosy cheeks and nose on Santa she stated “Drunken.” 
I was shocked and explained his rosiness was from the 
cold. She looked at me seriously and said, “No, drunken. 
Always drunken.” I will never look at Santa’s jolly face 
the same way. Another funny moment was when I was 
playing Pictionary at the orphanage with my high school-
aged children and one student got the word teacher. 
I started the timer and within a second of the student 
drawing another boy raised his hand and said “teacher.” I 
was surprised and convinced cheating had occurred, until 
I realized many of the students would say teacher to get 
my attention before answering the question. This boy was 
simply trying to get my attention, yet in doing so got the 
correct answer. This made me laugh a lot, once I stopped 
laughing I explained what I found funny to the boy. He 
simply replied, “I lucky guy.”

Faith Journey: It is always difficult to feel recharged 
and glean new insight when you don’t understand the 
language that the sermons are spoken in. It has been a 
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great difficulty to feel fully charged from the local church 
service and I have had to find other ways to fill that 
aspect of my life. The church family is very loving and 
supportive, and has involved me in any way they can 
think. I have been invited to lead children’s story, work 
with the teens and even be Santa for a night. One insight 
has been the glory of God in all situations and places. He 
is the same God no matter our location or current walk 
of life. It has been a real blessing to be reminded of the 
character of God and His consistency. 

new Perspectives: I know I will return to Canada and 
have changed in many unimaginable ways. I have more 
grace for myself than I did before, yet I also have more 
drive to change and improve myself for Christ and the 
kingdom. I am starting to truly understand what it means 
to be a new creation, and let the old die away. 

Future Plans: I plan to return to Canada to finish my final 
year of my B.A. in Intercultural Studies at Columbia Bible 
College. Once I am finished my B.A. I hope there will be 
an opportunity to return to Korea. 

Allison Montgomery (Langley, British Columbia, 
Canada)
Program assistant, Precious Women
Phnom Penh, Cambodia

First impression: When I was looking out of the window 
of the plane, preparing to arrive, all I could see was land 
covered in water with houses and buildings peeking out 
here and there. We were welcomed into rainy season. 
Then we landed and the humidity was all I could think 
about, as sweat poured down my body nonstop: sitting, 
standing, sleeping. The rain and sweat all just melted 
together.

differences: Relationships are based on time spent 
together. I sat with my host family for hours every 
night watching Korean soap operas on TV. Sometimes 
we would laugh together, sometimes discuss what was 
happening, but often we would sit in silence. I need one-
on-one time with people to get to know them and feel 
close to them, so this was an adjustment. The collective 
culture where everyone spends time together in a group 
made me wonder how I would ever see my host sisters as 
sisters and feel a part of the family. Then I realized that 
all our time together, whether we were talking or not, 
was solidifying my place in the family and connecting 
us all. People comment on physical appearance all the 
time. It isn’t considered offensive to be told you look 
too fat or too skinny, beautiful or not beautiful, it is 
just their own thoughts on your appearance. One day I 
walked into work and at the same time one girl told me 
I looked fat another girl told me I looked skinny. The 
most challenging difference? Rice. Every meal is rice, even 
desserts are made with rice. During language class we 
would get a culture lesson from our teacher, and he asked 
us what we eat back home if we don’t eat rice. We gave 

him a long list of our variety of foods, and then he asked, 
“Why don’t you just eat rice?”

Memorable or Funny experience: My house is in a low 
area of the city, so during rainy season it was quite 
flooded. One time the water came up to my mid-thigh 
as I walked down the street, but I was determined to get 
to work. The road was closed as nothing could move 
through the water, so I walked, kicking and tripping on 
things under the water as I went. As I walked along, I 
almost bumped into a dead rat floating past me. That 
night as I was walking home, a live rat swam past me, 
looking at me with frantic eyes. I don’t know which 
encounter I preferred.

Faith Journey: I experienced love and faithfulness through 
the community that I had. I felt God’s love through 
the spirits of the people around me. I have been so 
overwhelmed by joy that others have given, that I can sit 
reveling in thankfulness for the provision of community 
and the constant embrace of love.

new Perspectives: At my work we received a lot of 
short-term volunteers throughout the year. I was put in 
a strange role as the volunteers assumed I was in the 
same position as them with the same views, and yet I felt 
closer to my Khmer coworkers. It was difficult to see the 
cycle of volunteers that would come and go. They came 
in and felt awkward, then left with tears in their eyes as 
they hugged all the girls and made promises to continue 
to pray and see them again soon. Then they would be 
gone and everything would carry on until the next group 
came to get their own experience. It leaves me wondering 
who benefits from these interactions, what the impact is, 
and what more we can do with our own ‘experience’ this 
year.

Future Plans: I would like to be able to invest longer 
term in whatever community I find myself in next. My 
heart feels tugged to a million corners of the world where 
there are people I love, and I want to spend time in the 
goodness of those relationships, rather than creating 
relationships that I have to leave. We will see where this 
takes me. First stop is home with my own family, back on 
my beloved coast.

Stephanie Pauls (La Riviere, Manitoba, Canada)
English language assistant & Community worker
Salatiga, Indonesia

First impression: Food and people were two things that I 
could not avoid for long if I tried. But they both have one 
thing in common: they are sweet! Food on the island of 
Java in Indonesia is generally sweet and my first several 
meals consisted of fish slathered in a sugary sauce and 
then chicken on a stick covered in some sweet peanut 
sauce. Drinking a cup of tea with at least three spoonfuls 
of sugar is the norm but a little too sweet first thing in 
the morning. Although sometimes feeling overwhelmed 
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by the people that wanted to talk with me at first, it was 
fun to get to know friends, children, and neighbours. 
Always friendly, willing to be patient, and very inviting! I 
was so encouraged to know that I would be living in an 
environment and community like this.

differences: I have found that major differences include 
communication. Not just language but the way in which 
things are communicated. It took me much getting used 
to the round-about or subtle way that people wanted to 
speak to me and especially confrontation. Eating rice for 
three meals a day is also a big difference but one I have 
grown to LOVE!

Memorable or Funny experience: I figured honesty was 
the best policy when my host mother asked if there were 
any foods I was not enjoying. Answering with only one, 
I said, tofu. She seemed alright by my answer and very 
understanding despite how many Indonesians love the 
food. Later I was hearing rumours around my home and 
with some of my closer friends. If tofu was served they 
would comment about how “in the West” it is pig food, 
which was the alleged reason I was not eating it. I felt so 
embarrassed and almost angry at the misunderstanding! 
And it lasted for much too long before I found a way to 
explain that there ARE Canadians that LIKE tofu but 
it is just not my favorite. The situation is pretty much 
resolved although there are a few people still holding 
onto this idea. I still don’t like tofu and it’s still not pig 
food in Canada. Now it’s kind of a joke…

Faith Journey: After finishing language study I had a 
very low experience. A sense of fear came over me as 
I realized that I was in this place for a year. I think it 
scared me because of the discontent and loneliness I was 
experiencing at the time. I felt the Holy Spirit showing 
me through this that I would need to rely on Him much 
more than I currently was. I was reminded of how 
God’s Spirit is with me in every situation. Meeting new 
people, feeling overwhelmed with work, navigating 
cultural unknowns were all things that I could do with 
the strength of the Spirit and this definitely made my 
relationship with God stronger and my time in Indonesia 
more and more enjoyable.

new Perspectives: During my assignment I kept a list of 
strengths and weaknesses that I found in myself through 
my experiences, which has helped me to understand 
a bit more of myself and helped to give perspective. 
I work better when I have time to prepare (but I can 
whip something up pretty quickly too). I do not have 
all the answers and it is a good thing to admit that. 
I have trouble articulating myself (especially trying 
to use body-language instead of words). But through 
these experiences, I understand more of the world or 
perhaps a portion of the diversity of people who make 
up the world. Many times I felt like a representative of 
my country, which made me look at Canada through 
a different lens and challenged me to create an image 
of myself and of this far-off-foreign-land that could be 
upheld in truth.

Future Plans: During the SALT year, I was accepted into 
a four-year TESOL program. Having finished one general 
year, I have three left at Briercrest College in Saskatchewan. 
After this year many doors will be open to teaching English 
but I’m still not sure of the direction to take.

Michaela Pries-Klassen (St. Catharines, Ontario, 
Canada)
Community & Human development assistant, ANADESA
Santiago Atitlan, Solola, Guatemala

First impression: I remember feeling very grateful for the 
slow-down. Even though I was struggling with language 
barriers and culture shock, my move to Guatemala 
brought a much needed change of pace. Of course I 
was also in awe of the beautiful Lake Atitlan, which is 
now my home and the three volcanos that surround it. 
Santiago is truly beautiful.

differences: Everything is different, right down to 
the littlest things. How do you summarize that? One 
interesting thing about Guatemala is that almost 50 
percent of its people are indigenous and I am living in one 
of its indigenous communities, which makes for a very 
unique experience. Even the differences between Santiago 
and the Capital are huge! Traditions are long-held here 
and they even speak their own Mayan Language. 

Memorable or Funny experience: My host sister and I 
often like to go out walking in the centre of town. One 
night, she dressed me up in traje (traditional clothing from 
her wardrobe). It caused quite a sensation around town!

Faith Journey: Amidst the new faith expressions, and the 
clashes I felt in belief and practice, I found a renewed love 
for my faith and church back home. At the same time, I 
grew to appreciate certain aspects of church in Santiago. 
I remember sitting in mass one day, feeling frustrated 
and craving some form of escape. But as the procession 
walked in and Jesus on the cross was being carried in, I 
remember thinking, this man had a perfect and simple 
message. And if he so willingly died for that message to 
be shared, what can I do to honour that sacrifice? 

new Perspectives: This is another difficult one to 
summarize in a few sentences. I have been saying for a 
while now that this experience is softening me, making 
me more gracious and more giving. At the same time, 
it is propelling me forward into the possibilities of the 
future, giving me insights into where I might fit in the 
fabric of whatever community I find myself in. As for my 
country, there are moments when I romanticize it and its 
culture, and there are moments when I am grateful to be 
away from its stresses, in a community where people are 
prepared to be content with exactly how things are in the 
present.

Future Plans: I have ideas. And until they are more than 
ideas, they are better shared in conversation over coffee.  
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Rebekah Puddington (Castorland, New York, 
U.S.)
English language teacher & Intentional community 
participant, Dandelion Community
Republic of Korea (South Korea)

First impression: This place is beautiful.

differences: Here, people sit and sleep directly on the 
floor, use chopsticks, remove shoes before entering 
buildings, have distinct “politer language” linguistic 
forms used for addressing older people in Korean, eat 
loads of rice and kimchi and more fish, a light soup at 
every meal, and bow instead of wave in greeting.

Memorable or Funny experience: Hiking Jirisan (Jiri Mt.) 
with some students and other teachers.

new Perspectives: I see America more positively (or 
perhaps more well-roundedly). I see myself as both 
smaller and having more freedom to choose what I 
want to do in life. I’m more convinced that individuals 
matter, that small things done well matter, that neighbors 
matter, and of the truth of 1 Cor. 13 (love matters most, 
ultimately).

Future Plans: Summer camp work, seeing friends and 
family, a bit of travel in my own country, employment 
and “ordinary” life for a bit somewhere in the New 
England region of the U.S., scheming and dreaming and 
saving up for “what’s next.”

Paulina Reimer (Vauxhall, Alberta, Canada)
Assistant teacher 
Husn, Jordan 

First impression: My first impression of Jordan was that 
it’s beautiful. Did definitely notice that there wasn’t much 
green anywhere, but you get used to it very fast. My 
community that I live in is great; the people are extremely 
friendly and helpful in every way. Teachers made sure I 
always try their food when they bring something. Love 
the Jordanian food. 

differences: One of the big differences is that they may 
have garbage’s and dumpsters but it doesn’t mean that 
people use them. There is garbage wherever you look. 
People don’t stick to a schedule very much, take it as it 
comes and can change at a minute’s notice. Definitely 
hard to get use to at first and soon you realize you are 
doing the same thing. No town has public parks where 
you can go and relax and enjoy the outdoors. 

Memorable or Funny experience: Two of the greatest 
blessings that I have been able to be a part of have been 
Scouts and helping teach Syrian kids. Scouts has almost 
been like my family here, meeting with kids once a week 
and having activities for them to take part in and seeing 

how much they enjoy it and look forward to it every 
week. The leaders have become my good friends, whom I 
will greatly miss. The Syrian kids that I help teach usually 
brighten up my days. Be it them wanting me to help them 
with writing a letter or just the smile on their faces. They 
have been a blessing to me.

Faith Journey: My relationship with God has grown 
stronger over this past year. I have learned the importance 
of spending time with Him, be it reading His Word, 
praising Him by singing, listening to Him speak to me in 
different ways and praying throughout the day. Another 
thing has been to praise and thank God for what He is 
doing in my life, no matter if I’m on a mountaintop or in 
a valley. 

new Perspectives: I haven’t always given myself enough 
credit for things that I am capable of doing. I am learning 
more about who I am as a person (I feel like I have found 
more of me.) Living in the Middle East and a community 
that has both Christians and Muslims, has opened my 
eyes more to seeing people more as God sees them. As 
people who need a friend, love and most importantly a 
Savior. No matter the color of skin, where they live or 
which church they go to. 

Future Plans: Spending time with my precious family. As 
well as find a job where I can continue to serve God. I 
trust that God will guide and direct my path wherever He 
needs me to be. 

Elisabeth Reitman (Springfield, Virginia, U.S.)
Peace intern, Citizens Fund Panonija
Novi Sad, Serbia

First impression: I love learning the language, the 
convenience of finding everything I need within walking 
distance and the open markets. Often times I feel like an 
awkward spectator. Arguably the best part is meeting 
someone for the first time. All I have to do it crank out a 
few sentences or colloquialisms and I am rewarded with 
astonished looks of approval. Not unlike the moment 
when a small child demonstrates that they can tie their 
shoes and the entire family breaks out into enormous 
applause. The psychological consequences of the previous 
wars are still present here. My colleagues carry a sense of 
urgency. Despite the fear that the next generation could 
issue another call to arms, I see beauty around me most 
days.

Faith Journey: The frustrations and challenges of a new 
role are multiplied when we strive to be enough. In spite 
of striving to manage my expectations, I dwell on my 
shortcomings. I am incapable of finding solace until I 
remember that there is no greater gift than the gift of 
myself. As a volunteer what I have most to offer are my 
scars, bruises and fears. These are visible reminders of 
hope that we all carry. I may not have survived the wars 
of past decades personally, but I am a survivor of the 
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wars within myself. And those are equally valid.

new Perspectives: My work involves connecting people 
to ideas, more specifically the way we look at conflict. 
As it happens, our perspectives on conflict and identity 
are directly intertwined. Whether or not we choose to 
acknowledge this, people tend to volunteer for a number 
of reasons. Some well-intentioned and some we would 
prefer not to disclose, myself included. As the months 
pass, our good intentions tend to fade. In its place parts 
about ourselves tend to emerge. Often times these are 
characteristics or deeply held beliefs that we rarely 
acknowledge. On November 14th my closest friend 
died from heart failure. She was twenty-three years old. 
In a single year, I have lost two lifelong friends. Both 
died young after battling a chronic disorder. These two 
individuals drastically shaped my identity as a volunteer. 
Rather than disguise myself as a shell, I allow all of the 
parts of myself, those in fragments and those in wholes, 
to mingle with what I am observing on the streets and in 
the classroom.

Future Plans: “Don’t ask what the world needs. Ask 
what makes you come alive, and go do it. Because what 
the world needs is people who have come alive.” — 
Howard Thurman. I will work toward transforming 
education through creative practices. Eventually I hope 
to pursue a Master of Arts in Expressive Arts Conflict 
Transformation and Peacebuilding. 

Ellen Roth (Wauseon, Ohio, U.S.)
Multimedia developer, MCC 
Vientiane, Laos

First impression: Coming into this experience I was 
expecting “the different.” So actually, I think my first 
impression was that I could identify things that were 
familiar. A city is still made up of streets, houses, and 
people who eat food, work, and play. 

differences: It doesn’t snow here! I was happy to take 
a break from a snowy winter this year. Although, I 
can’t say I’m too thrilled about the heat either. There 
are also so many different tastes in food that I’ve never 
experienced before. Having this experience I also have 
come to realize that culture isn’t just in the fun things like 
how we celebrate, it motivates actions of everyday life 
and being. 

Memorable or Funny experience: I can’t remember any 
faux pas I committed or funny language mistakes. I do 
remember many small things that together make a good 
lesson. My Lao friends have taught me that a person’s 
“comfort zone” (that somehow protects you from doing 
silly things) does not exist here. Doing the chicken dance 
and stuffing a teammate’s face with a banana while 
blindfolded (backwards) aren’t activities to make a fool 
out of you, you do these things to bring joy to others by 
making them laugh. 

Faith Journey: This year, I’ve truly come to the point 
where I don’t have the answers and have had to give 
my anxieties to God. When I’m struggling I can only be 
sad for so long before I know something has to change 
if I want it to end. It’s a continual process, because 
there seem to be new (or old) anxieties every day. My 
relationship with God is also a story of hope. I know 
now that I’m actually quite capable of failure, but 
believing that God is capable of more than I can fathom 
really is comforting.

new Perspectives: My understanding of the lives of 
others and even more deeply felt, my own if you could 
give it an image would be that of a newly turned chunk 
of soil. Cut into, and flipped upside down. It will let the 
air in though allowing for more nutrients to get in to 
grow things. 

Future Plans: I want to find work with a group of 
people that are trying to make a positive impact in their 
community. I want my skills to be a part of a functioning 
body of Christ. After five years of temporary living, I’d 
also like to explore the option of staying in one place 
for a while. I want my experience here to shape healthy 
relationships with friends and family. My life is mine to 
live, but God’s to give.

Madeleine Ruth (Harleysville, Pennsylvania, U.S.)
English language instructor, Village Altonodji
Moundou, Chad

First impression: I remember thinking, “Wow, it’s not 
so very hot here!” It turns out that it’s not until March 
and April that temperatures peak at 110-120 degrees 
Fahrenheit. I also remember the surreal bus trip from the 
capital city to my host city of Moundou. I was shivering 
even while wrapped in a scarf due to the overhead vent. 
I was charmed to pass grassy villages with little thatched 
roofs barely poking out through the tall greenery. And 
there were puddles everywhere. When I finally arrived in 
Moundou and was taken in my host parents’ car to our 
home, it was like an obstacle course to steer around large 
pools of water. For the first month we were fully in rainy 
season, and everything was buried in deep rain puddles.

differences: Even when living with an affluent host 
family in my context, I’m struck by how many 
conveniences simply cannot be taken for granted here. We 
typically have electricity less than four hours a day, water 
comes out of the tap a few times a week, which we have 
to store up, internet is impossibly slow, my school doesn’t 
often have a working printer, there have been times that 
gasoline is tripled in price and is very difficult to come by, 
and the list goes on. Because of this, productivity looks 
different here than in the U.S. where so little time, energy, 
and thought has to be given to such things. The disparity 
in available resources changes a lot about how the culture 
operates and what kinds of ambitions people have. Also, 
here children are very much helpers and resources for 
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their families whereas in the U.S. people are often slaves 
to their children! I’m amazed by how hard many children 
around me work, how well they look after others, how 
willingly they offer to lend a hand, and how shrewd they 
are with money and business. 

Memorable or Funny experience: The night in November 
when I had my first overnight stay at my school, and I 
was invited to a dance party in the yard with dozens of 
kids and 10 full-grown women who are all having a total 
blast dancing, singing, and laughing at me!

Faith Journey: Last year I was still attending a Mennonite 
college in northern Indiana where I never doubted 
that other people were sharing my same questions, 
conclusions, and concerns about religion. Here, attending 
a different kind of church and having missionary 
acquaintances from a slew of different denominations, it 
is easy to only notice the differences in how we approach 
faith and scripture. Whenever I’m in a religious setting 
I feel more like an anthropologist than a Christian, 
trying to learn as much as I can with an open mind and 
respectful curiosity.

new Perspectives: I think there is so much to be said 
about the importance of community. I consider myself 
an independent person and I often shrug off a need for 
others. And yet the times I am overcome with joy and 
peace, which is often here at Village Altonodji, is when I 
am either enjoying time with others or simply watching 
other people take joy in one another. Knowing this about 
myself makes the world a less scary place, because it 
seems that the locations that are ravaged with the most 
hardships are also places where people accept their 
need for and importance to others for support, laughter, 
counsel, and company. This year has also confirmed for 
me that we in the U.S. need a better dance culture. Why 
do I have to fly across the world to see elderly women 
and 10-year-olds busting moves together?! 

Future Plans: I am interested in pursuing school 
psychology or doing more humanitarian work both in the 
U.S. and abroad.

Elizabeth (Betty) Sawatzky (Purple Springs, 
Alberta, Canada)
Teacher’s assistant
Irbid, Jordan

First impression: When I first arrived in Jordan, I 
remember thinking how will I survive a year in this heat! 
I got in to an air-conditioned car, and thought I can 
do this! Jordan is beautiful! Lots of garbage, but still 
beautiful! 

differences: Some of the bigger differences I’ve noticed 
are the lines between genders and saving face. Nobody 
will talk about their family problems as everything is 
kept within the family. There are very few cross-gender 

friendships and they are very closely monitored. Women 
must be modestly dressed before leaving the house and 
still receive a lot of harassment from the men out on the 
street. 

Memorable or Funny experience: Within two weeks of 
being in Jordan I had my phone set up and I happened to 
have the same number as last year’s SALTer. Within a few 
days, I received a phone call welcoming me to Jordan. 
This person knew my name, which was so strange to 
me. They also knew that I was with MCC and would be 
working in Irbid close to their house they told me. After 
a week at my assignment, I got another call from this 
person and they wanted to pick me up from school and 
take me to their home for lunch. I have come to know 
this person and we have become good friends!

Faith Journey: I have drawn a lot closer to God through 
prayer. I have found the call of prayer a great reminder 
for myself to communicate with God throughout the day, 
not just during my devotion time.

new Perspectives: I have always enjoyed traveling and 
getting to know other cultures. I usually spent more time 
visiting my friends than I did my family. The Jordanian 
people have taught me a lot about valuing family and 
spending quality time together. Most of the families get 
together once a week or more even though most of them 
live within a few minutes of each other and see each 
other every day. I have learned to really appreciate my 
family and know that I will always have them to lean on. 

Future Plans: Currently I’m excited to see my family and 
reconnect with my friends! I am excited to see where I 
fit into the community of Taber, Alberta, and hopefully 
return back to work after a few weeks of being at home!

Alyssa Schrag (Moundridge, Kansas, U.S.)
Teacher’s assistant, Noah’s Ark Kindergarten
Belgrade, Serbia

First impression: They sure like to eat a lot of meat, but 
they also really know how to cook it :)

differences: They maintain a lot of superstitions when it 
comes to health, like not sitting on cold floors (it could 
harm your ovaries), not having two windows open (the 
draft could make you sick), and they have an aversion 
to a lot of “standard” medicines, whereas it seems in 
the U.S. often pills seem to be the answer to everything. 
Sometimes it was annoying, and sometimes I found it 
refreshing.

Memorable or Funny experience: On our fall retreat we 
went to Konjic, Herzegovina, and took a day trip to 
Blagaj and Mostar. Near Blagaj a river cut through the 
mountain and we visited the site where the water flows 
out. The water was the most beautiful blue green that 
I’ve ever seen and at the mouth were beautiful waterfalls. 
The water was so clear and clean that we were able to 
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go down to the bank and drink straight from the river. It 
was a beautiful and peaceful area and I certainly hope to 
return someday.

Faith Journey: It was a challenge to find a congregation 
where I felt I fit in, but I was fortunate to find an 
Anglican church that had a similar community feel 
to that which I experience in the Mennonite church. 
That being said, I’ve struggled this year finding ways to 
worship and connect with God. I think because of the 
constant unfamiliarity to the styles of worship.

new Perspectives: I realize there are certain aspects of 
my life in the U.S. that I have taken for granted (the 
easy ability to travel, easy access to technology, diverse 
populations) and I know that when I return I’ll better be 
able to appreciate my privilege. I think that this year has 
stretched me and given me a little more realistic aspect of 
the world.

Future Plans: My hope is to find a paying job in the 
nonprofit sector, preferably in San Francisco, and then to 
also explore options of returning to school for my master’s 
or exploring other passions (art, photography, etc.).

Megan Siebert (Topeka, Kansas, U.S.)
Classroom/health/administrative assistant, Guardería 
Samuelito (daycare)
Santa Cruz de la Sierra, Bolivia

First impression: Being in Santa Cruz is extremely 
confusing. It’s sprawling and diverse – the center’s fairly 
metropolitan, but in the 7th ring where I work, we have 
dirt roads and farm animals grazing on gutter trash. 
I was struck by the highlander vs. lowlander divide, 
the fact that every lunch included soup despite blazing 
temperatures, and the Santa Cruz accent that drops the 
ends of already foreign words. And I was initially worried 
about my daycare job, because it turned out I was going 
to be the nurse! I was unprepared/underqualified for 
so many reasons, but my coworkers were helpful with 
conversions and medications (and the adorable babies 
kept me from feeling overly dejected). Commuting on the 
public transit was scary because there aren’t permanent 
stops, you just yell “STOP” when you’re ready to get 
off. Luckily my sweet host dad took me to work for an 
entire week to orient me – one of many signs I was with 
a good family. I immediately knew that my community 
was going to be welcoming, and my host family was so 
excited to meet me that they spoke too fast for me to 
understand anything in our 7-person packed taxi home.

differences: So much. I missed being barefoot, having 
litter-less streets, cars following traffic rules, knowing 
when an event would actually begin, and people not 
telling you how fat they think you’ve become (which was 
frequent, since I went from vegetarian to near carnivore in 
diet). But I got used to it, and there were certainly positive 
differences: cheap public transit (~30 cents to anywhere), 

open air markets, and extreme neighborliness. My house is 
adjacent to the church, and if anyone comes to a meeting 
there, they’ll stop to talk to my mom, share máte, and 
often stay for hours. Sometimes the time flexibility’s 
frustrating (once I went to a wedding that began 2.5 hours 
late with dinner at midnight...), but actually I believe it 
makes everyone forgive people for tardiness and prioritize 
friendships over business, which I admire.

Memorable or Funny experience: Once I hastily agreed 
to walk to a nearby town with relatives of my host 
family for a festival celebrating the Virgin of Cotoca. 
Turns out, it was a 20k walk overnight on a work night, 
and I still don’t know the names of those relatives. 
We slept in a public park on benches in a drizzle and I 
contracted some weird hand disease (discoloration still 
visible three months and two clinic visits later), which 
my non-Catholic community joked was a curse for my 
attendance... I also had a memorable birthday in the 
countryside over Dia de los Muertos weekend and I’ll 
never forget the candlelit image of my grandma at her 
mother’s grave or riding home tucked in in the back of 
a truck talking about constellations with my parents 
while my siblings slept. And in all seriousness, spending 
a month with my scabies babies and chickenpox boys in 
quarantine was a definite highlight. 

Faith Journey: I live in a very evangelical setting here, 
which is different and challenging for me. I’m used to 
private faith, silent prayers, and only really displaying 
faith in actions instead of voice. So I’ve tried to sort out 
why vocal faith challenges me, and how my religion 
could benefit from it. Even though I still internalize my 
faith, I’m understanding and getting new faith perspective 
through participation.

new Perspectives: I’ve changed incredibly, but I’m not 
sure how the differences will manifest themselves. I want 
to keep living simply and actively, to welcome foreigners, 
and to do small acts of kindness. After working in the 
daycare, I’ll be a better teacher, having seen clearly the 
extremes that my students may have experienced. And 
I’m so lucky to have expanded my world view through 
SALT. I honestly care more, generally – for people that 
I’ve met, and for more people I haven’t met but whose 
ways of life I may understand better now.

Future Plans: If anyone has my answer to this question, 
please tell me. I’ll be in Kansas? Working with children? 
Never eating cow heart again?

Joanna Stauffer (Harleysville, Pennsylvania, U.S.)
Music therapist, Al-Malath Charitable Society & Music 
teacher, Peace Center for the Blind
Beit Sahour, West Bank, Palestine & East Jerusalem, 
Palestine

First impression: It’s difficult to talk about first 
impressions without admitting initial expectations. 
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However ignorant it was, I expected chaos. Of course, 
in many places in the West Bank and Jerusalem chaos 
is certainly there, but I began the year in Beit Sahour, a 
small town in the West Bank that is anything but chaotic 
– calm, quiet, with normal people going about their 
normal lives. I had heard about the notorious Palestinian 
hospitality and it hardly took half an hour with my host 
mother and sister to recognize that this was in fact very 
true. However small of a town Beit Sahour is, everyone 
had a story and as word circulated about my presence 
those wanting to tell me their stories actively sought me 
out. It took no time at all for me to feel as if I was part of 
the family. 

differences: It felt strange going to a place that my 
country has taught me to fear. Of course, so much is 
different; however, people are people. Just like Americans, 
Palestinians care for each other, look after each other, 
annoy each other, frustrate each other, worry about each 
other, and love each other. The biggest differences by far 
though are the unbelievable circumstances under which 
these people live. 

Memorable or Funny experience: During my second 
day on assignment I was presented with the incredibly 
generous invitation to a Palestinian wedding. It was my 
first glimpse at Palestinian culture – vast amounts of 
delicious food, dabke, dancing, etc. I had an amazing 
time and was really looking forward to the year to come. 
As I was leaving I was told that everyone at this wedding 
was from Aida Refugee Camp, one of the most difficult 
camps to live in. They laughed, danced, offered their food 
to me saying, “Eat! Eat!” Little did I know that this one 
experience would reflect everything that’s so beautiful, 
maddening, and inspiring about living in this place.

Faith Journey: At no other time in my life have I 
simultaneously been closer and further from my faith. 
During this year I have seen probably the unholiest things 
I’ll ever see in what’s supposed to be ‘The Holiest Place 
on Earth.’ Some of the most horrific acts of injustice 
I’ve seen here are being done in faith of the same God 
that I believe brought me here as a witness to peace. It’s 
difficult for me to live amongst this level of suffering and 
remain faithful. At the same time, however, I’ve spent the 
year trying to understand the resiliency and strength of 
these people. It is just tremendous. It has to be divine… it 
just has to be.

new Perspectives: This year has shown me how much 
we, as Americans, impact the rest of the world. I spent 
a lot of time working with children in one of the many 
Palestinian refugee camps. Israeli soldiers often raided 
this camp with tear gas. After a raid had quieted I picked 
up an empty tear gas canister and read, “Manufactured 
in Jamestown, Pennsylvania, USA.” We are never given 
all of the information. Learning the truth requires active, 
intentional work.

Future Plans: This is a difficult place to leave behind. 
I’d like to go home, recuperate, possibly work toward a 

master’s degree in the vein of Human Rights and return 
to Palestine in the future.

Henry Breneman Stewart (Lancaster, 
Pennsylvania, U.S.)
English teacher, University of Phnom Penh
Phnom Penh, Cambodia

First impression: My first impression of Cambodia was 
actually two years before I came here with MCC, during 
Goshen College’s Study-Service Term. My first thoughts 
were mostly wonder, being enthralled by a new language, 
different food, biking in really one-of-a-kind traffic 
patterns. Also it was hot. 

differences: Cambodia has a more connected society than 
the U.S. I suspect most countries do, actually. At home 
I talk to my neighbors every once in a while, but in the 
countryside in Cambodia, our neighbors are in our house 
every day. Even in the city, which is a little more western, 
we hang out with our neighbors from time to time. 
Families stay together when they can, and my students 
who are from the countryside, but studying in the city, 
return home every chance they get.

Memorable or Funny experience: I went on vacation with 
a big Cambodian family, including some Vietnamese 
friends, to some islands on the south-east coast of 
Vietnam. There were about 16 of us altogether, including 
children and parents and great uncles. One night we ate 
five dinners, and that was when I earned my reputation 
for eating a lot. 

Faith Journey: Attending churches here has been a 
struggle because in most cases, their beliefs are so 
radically different from mine. In addition, Cambodia has 
seen a lot of destructive evangelism, and I knew I didn’t 
want to be a part of that. At the same time, I have met 
Cambodian Christians for whom Christianity has been 
life-giving, so I have been holding that in tension with my 
conceptions of the church here. I’ve really had to work at 
reminding myself that nobody owns Christianity, and that 
I can construct my own faith. I’ve come to see my time 
teaching and working at the university, living with my 
family and interacting with my Cambodian and foreign 
friends as the ways which I express my faith. When 
people ask me, I say I’m a Christian, but I don’t think 
your religion is wrong.

new Perspectives: It’s difficult to do a retrospective while 
I’m still living the experience, but I’d say if anything I 
appreciate the sustainability of the Cambodian lifestyle. 
Most of the meat we eat was probably killed within a 
few days of consuming it, rice farming is all done small-
scale, family by family, and there aren’t factory farms like 
we have in the U.S. We don’t refrigerate our food after 
cooking it, which seems to call into question a lot of food 
hygiene “rules” I learned in my family and consumer 
science class in high school. For example, you’re not 
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supposed to leave meat out for more than two hours, but 
here we regularly make a dish and leave it out for two to 
five days, just reheating it every time. No problem. 

Future Plans: If I get admitted, I’ll be going to graduate 
school to pursue a Master’s of Music in composition. I 
did all the applications from Cambodia, so it involved 
quite a few emails and going to the MCC office at night 
to have Skype interviews with universities in Missouri 
and Colorado.

Audrey Thill (Paoli, Indiana, U.S.)
Advocacy program assistant, Building Community Voices
Phnom Penh, Cambodia

First impression: What first struck me on my first day 
at Building Community Voices (BCV) was the smell of 
drying fish and the clanging of jackhammers from the 
house next door. When I first met my supervisor, she 
asked my SALT coordinators what word she should 
use to talk about cat poop. She has proven herself to 
be a wonderful, spunky woman who resists hierarchy 
whenever possible. The longer I’ve been here the more I 
see how competent and dedicated all of the BCV staff are 
to improving their own country. 

differences: Cambodians and people in the U.S. both 
laugh and worry about many of the same things. As in 
the U.S., the younger generation is very tech-savvy and 
there are more cellphones in Cambodia than the entire 
population. I cherish the similarities I see on a daily basis 
because they disrupt the neat categories that I myself 
am tempted to use, categories that make other people 
seem exotic or un-relatable. And yes, there are many 
differences. People in the U.S. cherish independence, but 
in Cambodia it’s perfectly acceptable to live with one’s 
parents, even after marriage. The staple food here is rice 
and it’s eaten three times a day – nothing compares in the 
U.S., unless you count fast food. 

Memorable or Funny experience: I don’t have crazy stories 
to tell, but many smaller moments stick in my mind. 
For example, running a half marathon by rice paddies 
and cows, scrambling up a small jungle mountain to an 
abandoned U.S. anti-aircraft bunker from the 1970s; 
biking through flooded streets; my Aunt laughing at me 
for using fish sauce instead of oil to cook an egg; and 
visiting a friend’s host family in the countryside where we 
spent hours chatting with people in a little coffee shop.

Faith Journey: Christians are 1 percent of the 
population in Cambodia, so most of my relationships 
are with Buddhist Cambodians and some Muslims. 
I’ve experienced love and hospitality from people of 
all faiths, and I appreciate the richness that comes 
from sharing our perspectives and the religious (or 
nonreligious) values that undergird them. In this setting 
where I am in the minority, and where no one knows 
what a Mennonite is, I’ve been challenged to identify 

my values and how to honestly communicate them. At 
times I want to differentiate myself from certain Christian 
stereotypes, but I’ve tried to consider my motivation for 
doing so – whether it comes from pride or a genuine 
desire to explain myself. Also, in the past few years I’ve 
thought more about religion and how it reflects culture 
and worldview, and it’s been no less interesting and 
challenging to continue to do so in Cambodia.

new Perspectives: I’ve thought a lot about land and its 
value to different people. My work at BCV has given me 
insight into land disputes and the impact on Cambodians, 
thousands of whom have been evicted with no say in the 
decision. This has also led me to think about my own 
home in the U.S., the legacy of land-grabbing from its 
original inhabitants, and my own complicity in what’s 
happening here in Cambodia (i.e., eating sugar grown on 
snatched land). Finally, it has been a blessing to see ordinary 
Cambodians go to great lengths to protect their land and 
resources. While this issue is very complex and depressing, I 
realize it’s important not to lose sight of the people who are 
most acutely impacted. Many are already speaking up for 
themselves and want us to listen rather than assume they 
are helpless and defined by their misfortune.

Future Plans: I have a whirlwind month at home to catch 
up with friends, family, and animals. Then I’ll repack my 
bags and return to Cambodia as a service worker for one 
of MCC’s peace partners.

Mark Tymm (Chilliwack, British Columbia, Canada)
Peace & Justice Assistant, Ethics Peace & Justice
N’Djamena, Chad

First impression: Imagine an assortment of platforms 
supporting mounds of root vegetables; umbrellas shading 
toothless women seated on towels with piles of okra and 
habaneros; walkways crowded with moto-taxis, bicycles, 
children; the smell of freshly slaughtered and butchered 
lamb and beef; corn freshly roasted in wire baskets over 
charcoal fires; the brilliant colours of hundreds of scarves, 
dresses, skirts and other attire. The dusk and heat 
envelopes every crevice, draining sweat from every pore 
and sapping energy with every step you take. 

differences: Chadians are generally very friendly and 
welcoming people, and white skin gives them just 
another reason to notice and greet you in the street. 
The population is much younger than Canada, and 
carries with it a very different energy. There is a different 
boldness mixed with tones of youthful apathy that 
lead pedestrians to wander across the street, to hawk 
fake watches in your face, and to express themselves in 
some of the loudest and most boisterous clothing on the 
planet. Chadians are incredibly proud people, and go 
out of their way to make sure their shoes are cleaned, 
and their clothes neatly washed and ironed. Despite the 
odds stacked against them, this resilient society pulls itself 
through the obscene heat to make pennies of profit on 
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basic groceries, repairs vehicles by any means possible, 
and builds homes with crumbling mud bricks. They find 
a way to survive in one of the most challenging climates 
with violence surrounding them, and do all this with 
ongoing faith in God and deep-rooted joy.

Memorable or Funny experience: This one’s a confession. 
To get around N’Djamena, Laura and I used one of two 
options. The first were privately owned minibuses that 
will often be packed full of over 20 sweating bodies. 
Infants nurse from their mothers, teenagers talk noisily 
on their cell phones, and you’re likely to have a cage 
of live chickens or a goat pushed between your legs if 
you’re sitting in the last row. Our second option was to 
hop on the back of local clandoman (a motorcyclist). 
One day, I was running late for work and decided to 
catch a clandoman as they make the trip across the city 
in less than half the time. I flagged one down, hopped 
on and… 25 feet later regretted it. Passionately. Chad 
is a hot country, and N’Djamena holds annual average 
temperatures of 28.3C (83F). It’s not uncommon for 
temperatures to reach 45C (113F) in hot season, and this 
particular day was about four weeks into the oven-like 
heat. Chadians are not the most sanitary people, and my 
driver that day had apparently not bathed in far too long. 
Have you ever driven down a highway behind a manure 
spreader? Or perhaps past a mushroom farm? Most illicit 
drugs are completely unheard of in Chad, but you could 
have hallucinated off this young gentleman’s t-shirt. I 
couldn’t take it. Not 200 feet down the road, I feigned a 
ringing phone call in my pocket, and asked him to stop. I 
hopped off and “answered” my rep’s phone call. I quickly 
made arrangements to be “picked up” in a few minutes, 
apologized for the interruption to my clandoman, waited 
for him to get out of sight, and flagged another driver. 
So yes, I lied to him about my reps being on their way to 
pick me up. But really… he should have showered that 
month.

Faith Journey: Religion in all aspects is incredibly 
conservative in Chad, which proved to be very 
challenging. Nevertheless God spoke through the 
din of competing voices to affirm and encourage my 
seeking spirit to go deeper and think more critically and 
reflectively.

new Perspectives: I have realized just how deeply my 
worldview has been shaped by my previous experiences, 
but hope that my continued work in Chad will help me 
continue to adopt other paradigms as well. 

Future Plans: I’ll be returning to Chad to work as an 
MCC service worker for the next few years.

Katie Van Zanen (Grand Rapids, Michigan, U.S.)
Communications assistant, EpiscoCare
Cairo, Egypt

First impression: Hot. Dusty. Bright. I think I was too 

jet-lagged to immediately fear for my life on the Egyptian 
highway, but the population density was immediately 
apparent. Cairo is never quiet. 

differences: In Egypt, the power might go out in the 
middle of a project, internet is unreliable and traffic is 
always a nightmare. Ten a.m. meetings start at noon – 
and they might not happen at all, if you don’t call twice 
to confirm. Efficiency is not important, and sometimes 
it’s impossible. And sidewalks – sidewalks are not for 
pedestrians. They’re vegetable stands, cafés, bedrooms, 
bookstores, butcheries, parking lots, and tissue shops. 
Nothing happens on schedule, but life never stops. At 
home, my life is much more predictable and organized. 
As a white, middle class North American with college-
educated parents, I could assume safety, clean air, a good 
education, green spaces, and neat homes. In Egypt, the 
assumptions are necessarily different. But people are 
people everywhere – they laugh and cry and dream and 
pray and eat, and we all need family.

Memorable or Funny experience: For reasons unknown 
to anyone but God, I couldn’t take the GRE Subject Test 
in Cairo or Alexandria, but had to travel to Sohag, a city 
six hours south of Cairo. They don’t get many foreigners, 
so Brenna, fellow SALTer and travel buddy, and I had a 
police escort tailing us the whole day. They sat outside 
the testing centre and sipped tea. They drove behind us 
as we walked two blocks over for lunch. And when our 
train out of town was late, they sat in the station café 
with us for two hours. One of them asked to marry us 
for a visa to the U.S., but the other taught us how to 
write his kids’ names in Arabic. When the train finally 
arrived, they walked us to our seats and waved us on.

Faith Journey: I’ve recognized that living faith is 
contextual faith – faithfulness in Egypt looks very 
different than faithfulness at home. And sometimes that 
means it’s difficult to know what is faithful. You have 
to listen, and offer grace to yourself and others. I’ve 
also thought a lot about daily bread during my time 
here, particularly at the end of challenging days when I 
wondered if I had it in me to do it again tomorrow. Every 
day, I had enough, but every day, I spent all of it, and had 
to ask God for new grace the next morning.

new Perspectives: There are many, many permutations 
of the good life, and many, many ways to serve God. I’m 
not sure I’ll be able to say how my view of myself has 
changed until I’ve returned home, but I have come to 
recognize that the American way of life is not normal or 
neutral, and a church that spans countries and continents 
must consciously engage the cultures it encompasses.

Future Plans: After a few weeks in Michigan, most of 
which I plan to spend on the beach, I’ll be moving to 
Boston for graduate school in English. I’m not sure how 
my year in Egypt will affect my academic studies, but I 
know I’ll hunt down the best ful (bean paste) and tamaya 
(Egyptian falafel) shops in the city. 
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Hla Vang (Fresno, California, U.S.)
English teacher, ARDA Skills 
Vientiane, Laos 

First impression: This was my first impression when I 
saw Laos from the airplane, “Words can’t explain how 
excited I am to be here! I’ve always grown up hearing 
stories, tales of my parent’s life, the history of war and 
struggle and the significant Mekong River. I am thrilled 
to live, seek and discover this life in a new perspective.”

differences: The heat is definitely one! Besides that, I 
absolutely love the Lao shinhs. At first I was pessimistic 
about it but after I wore my first shinh, I loved it! Shinhs 
are made in all different types of ways, fabrics, designs, 
colors and styles. And you can never go wrong with 
wearing a shinh anywhere.

Memorable or Funny experience: Customers that come to 
the coffee shop ask me, “Why is your English so good?” 
Lol 

Faith Journey: “Be still, and know that I am God! I will 
be honored by every nation. I will be honored throughout 
the world” (Psalm 46:10). There are times when it feels 
like I’m not near God, but I am always reminded through 
surroundings of the people, community and work that 
God is always with me. God’s blessed me with such an 
amazing community and experience here in Laos. I am 
always amazed by this verse because the thought of it is 
absolutely incredible; we all come from different corners 
of the world and we all love one same God. It’s crazy to 
think that we all came from different parts of the world 
to under one roof!

new Perspectives: Every day is a new perspective. 

Future Plans: As of this moment, I don’t have any 
particular plans set in stone, but I really want to come 
back to Laos. I’ve learned over time that my plans are 
always changing, so therefore I’ve left it open to whatever 
God has in mind for me. As we say in Laos, “baw pen 
nyang (no problem!)”

Lauren Wade (Columbus, Ohio, U.S.)
Communications assistant, Christian Union for the 
Education and Development of the Underprivileged 
(UCEDD) 
Gitega, Burundi

First impression: Burundi is a beautiful country filled 
with wonderful people who know the importance of 
laughter and smiling despite incredible poverty. My 
host family experience has been incredible in that my 
host mom has taught me all the wonderful aspects of 
Burundian culture while also allowing me to hold on to 
my autonomy and home culture. At work, I have found a 
second family of people who not only care about me but 

care so deeply about the population they serve and are 
willing to do anything to see them succeed. 

differences: The biggest difference I’ve seen is outside 
the cities, where poverty and hardship are daily norms. 
Bringing home 1000 FBU or approximately $0.66 is a 
standard daily wage among the poorest communities in 
Burundi. 

Memorable or Funny experience: While at the Hope 
School where my organization works, I was able to learn 
traditional Burundian drumming! It’s normally something 
men do, but I decided to go for it and try to play with 
some of the students. It was a blast! 

Faith Journey: I never was able to find a spiritually 
fulfilling church, but my faith has still grown in the way 
I seek God on a daily basis on an individual level. I think 
this has made my faith stronger in many ways. It is also 
easier for me to hear God here where there aren’t so 
many distractions in daily life. 

new Perspectives: I don’t care as much about what 
people think about me. Living in Burundi has taught me 
that people actually don’t really care that much how fast 
I drink my Fanta or if I leave the room in the middle of 
a conversation in Kirundi. I’m much more at ease with 
myself now. 

Future Plans: I’m planning to go to graduate school to 
study clinical social work and health administration, but 
nothing is for sure yet!

Eryn Wahl (Gleichen, Alberta, Canada)
Office assistant & Childcare worker
Santa Cruz, Bolivia

First impression: I think my first impression was the heat 
and that I would never be able to get used to it, let alone 
be able to sleep. I also remember my first encounter with 
my host family and how welcoming they were and how 
they immediately welcomed me without question as a 
member of the family. 

differences: Traffic and transportation: nobody seems 
to follow traffic lights and things like medians simply 
become an obstacle course to a different route. Micros, 
local transportation, is something that continues to 
entertain me. At times they are so full that you think 
it is impossible to squish in another person and yet 
someone else always manages to climb on hanging half 
way out the door. I think the thing that I find so great 
about micros is that you get to see life played out right 
in front of you. People sleeping exhausted from a day 
of hard work. Kids playing, market produce, business 
people, students, women applying makeup. Diversity in 
clothing and background, every day is different. Another 
important aspect is how important people, family and 
relationships are. There are constantly people visiting 
and staying over; I have seen people completely rearrange 



Serving And LeArning TogeTher 33

their day to help out a friend or family member. 
Additionally, any sort of social interaction or meetings 
always involves food. And I have never drunk so much 
soda before in my life. 

Memorable or Funny experience: One of the challenges 
of cross cultural living is always communication, which 
is additionally magnified when you do not speak the 
same language. One day one of my little girls asked me, 
“Tia (aunty) do you know how to speak English?” I told 
her, “Yes I do because that what they speak in Canada.” 
“WOW, Tia, I thought you spoke Guarani (a local 
indigenous language).” In her mind nobody really speaks 
English. It’s just something you learn. And as it was 
obvious that I didn’t speak Spanish as a first language 
I have to speak something and that something must be 
Guarani!

Faith Journey: Galatians 6:9 has become very significant 
for me. It says, “Let us not become weary in doing 
good, for at the proper time we will reap a harvest if we 
do not give up.” Service work is wonderful, fulfilling 
and meaningful, but at the same time it is exhausting, 
draining and at times impossible. I have learned that the 
results are God’s business and that I don’t have to carry 
the burden of doing everything right or trying to control 
the outcome. God is calling me to daily obedience and he 
promises me that he will do the rest. 

new Perspectives: I have been constantly reminded of the 
value of spending time in another culture especially as it 
forces me to struggle against the issue of pride. In a new 
place in the context of a foreign culture I am continually 
making mistakes, doing things wrong and receiving 
correction. For me the salient point has been seeing 
how different history is when it is told from different 
perspectives and how important it is to include and seek 
out the other perspectives that are involved. 

Future Plans: This is a funny question for me because I 
was hoping that this year would clarify things for me… 
I still don’t know. I’m pretty sure it will involve Latin 
America in some capacity and I’m excited to see in what 
way.

Mallery Walk (Bonney Lake, Washington, U.S.)
English language teacher & Community worker
Surakarta (Solo), Indonesia

First impression: My first morning in Indonesia, I was 
woken up at 4:30 by the call of prayer speaker that was 
right outside the window. Indonesia was crowded and 
is not very clean. When I moved to my host family in 
Solo, my room was an office and I lived in the church 
hall with the rats. However, getting to know the people 
in my community and building the relationships has been 
amazing, as they have welcomed me into the community. 

differences: One of the big differences is the food, 

especially the lack of vegetables and everything being 
deep-fried. The people were curious about where I live 
and if I have a boyfriend. In addition, I have noticed the 
way people interact with each other is very different. 
People look out for each other here. 

Memorable or Funny experience: I was able to participate 
in trauma healing with the disaster relief organization I 
have been with here in Solo. We traveled to countryside 
around the volcano Sinabung that has erupted many 
times in the last few years. The villages we were serving 
had just returned to their homes after over a year. They 
had just returned and were trying to rebuild what the ash 
and mud from the evacuation had done to their homes 
and fields. This was an amazing experience to help with 
trauma healing and to hear their stories. Their stories 
about trusting in God were inspiring. 

Faith Journey: This has been a year of growth and 
dependence on his love. This year I have learned so 
much about God’s character and constant provision for 
his people. There were many situations where I had to 
depend on Him. 

new Perspectives: This year I have learned how much we 
need God’s grace and mercy in our lives. As Christians, 
we need to learn from each other. Indonesia has taught 
me a lot about what it means to love our neighbor and 
to reach out to others. My perspective of the U.S. has 
changed because I have seen how Indonesians view the 
U.S. and how the U.S. has affected their lives. I have 
learned a lot from looking at my home country through a 
different lens. 

Future Plans: When I go home, I plan to finish my final 
year at Columbia Bible College in British Columbia.

Delaney Wiebe (Sherwood Park, Alberta, Canada)
HIV/AIDS advocacy & education administration 
assistant
Jayapura Papua, Indonesia

First impression: Upon landing in Indonesia I had no 
idea what to expect with respect to Papua. Our language 
training took place in Java and everyone I met would 
tell me Papua is very different. However, no one would 
tell how or what about Papua was very different. This 
left me a bit fearful when considering what Papua might 
bring me after language school. Flying to Papua takes 
place overnight so my first view of it from the sky and 
subsequent trip home are a bit blurry from lack of sleep 
and the fear I experienced when no one was there to 
greet me or pick me up from the airport. When I finally 
got to my new home my Java supervisors were waking 
up and calling me to figure out what happened at the 
airport, and why no one picked me up. This happened 
simultaneously with my host mom greeting me by 
washing my face. It was also then that I found out that 
my oldest host sister was getting married in a few weeks 



34  Serving And LeArning TogeTher

and because of this I would have to share a room with 
my host mom as other family members would be coming 
to stay with us in preparation for the wedding. The initial 
four extra family members turned into about 20 the week 
before the wedding. There were people everywhere, there 
was rarely food left for me and we ran out of water. I 
was so overwhelmed; my language ability was very poor 
and all I wanted to do was sleep. Thankfully my language 
ability increased, I got to know some of the visiting 
family members (and even visited with them later on), 
and eventually got my own room to settle down in.

differences: The biggest difference between my culture 
and Papuan culture would be the concept of “rubber 
time.” In North America we like to make plans and when 
we make them we usually follow through on them or 
apologize when things don’t work out. This is not the 
case here. I learned you have to say yes to everything 
even if things are planned to happen simultaneously 
because chances are only one thing will actually turn out. 
I also learned that when church events start at 5 p.m. 
they actually start at 6 or 7 or even 8 p.m.

Memorable or Funny experience: Language mistakes, too 
many to relay here.

Faith Journey: Learning to let go of plans and trust that 
what is meant to jadi will.

new Perspectives: The importance in learning about 
another culture and learning that culture’s language as a 
means of serving. Sometimes it’s not about what we can 
do, but simply being present and willing to listen and 
learn.

Future Plans: Too soon to say.

Clara Elizabeth Bontrager Woodworth 
(Goshen, Indiana, U.S.)
Teacher assistant, AIPED (Asociacion de Desarrollo 
Integral para personas con discapacidad) & Art teacher/
assistant, Glorioso Dia (Boys Home)
Barva Heredia, Costa Rica & San Jose de la Montaña, 
Costa Rica

First impression: My first impression of Central America 
was that most of the locals were very friendly and eager 
to help. Although the men were all a little too eager to 
help, this was an interesting shock at first. I also noticed 
that everything seemed to be very chaotic and slightly 
out of control, yet everyone acted as if there was clear 
order to everything and everyone. This took some getting 
used to for me. I noticed that the public buses were jam 
packed and that “personal bubble” did not translate well 
from English to Spanish. In my hometown in Indiana, 
we do not have public bus transportation, and so my 
first ride was one that I will never be able to forget! 
Then there were the traffic lights that might as well have 
only been for decoration, I remember only a few times 

coming to a complete stop at a red light. As I was always 
panicked about this, everyone else didn’t even seem to 
blink an eye. 

differences: I enjoy the fact that you can buy almost 
anything here in a small pulperia (like a gas station, but 
without gas) and you can find one on almost every street 
corner. They have anything and everything: food, illegal 
copies of DVDs, cosmetics, gift wrapping paper, toilets, 
and honestly, if you name it they probably will have it. 
In my hometown you would have to drive all the way 
to a Wal-Mart or some other big chain store to be able 
to find everything in one place. I will definitely miss the 
convenience of living close to a pulperia! 

Memorable or Funny experience: One day while I was 
working with the teenage boys at my work I was asked to 
pray before lunch for everyone. I was extremely nervous 
because of course I had to do it in Spanish. So as I 
panicked for a few seconds I came up with a basic prayer 
that I thought would please my boss. In MY head it went 
like this… “We pray for each boy here today, we pray 
for their health physically and mentally, we pray for their 
families, we pray for their school work because work is 
good, and we pray for the hands that have prepared this 
food for us today, in your name we pray Lord, Amen.” I 
was very nervous and it didn’t help that my students were 
all giggling during the entire time that I was praying. I 
was very confused as to why they were being so rude, 
until I saw that my boss and the rest of the staff were 
also trying to hold back laughter. Finally the littlest boy 
came up to me and whispered in my ear, “Teacher Clara, 
you mixed up your words while praying. You were 
saying Orinamos (we pee) and I think you meant to say 
Oramos (we pray). Of course my face went beet red, 
and immediately the entire kitchen filled with hysterical 
laughter, and I couldn’t help but laugh along. Needless to 
say I have not mixed those two words ever since then!

Faith Journey: My faith with God and with my 
Mennonite tradition has become much stronger while 
learning beside others in the Mennonite community 
here in Costa Rica. I’m proud to say that I have opened 
my mind to many new ways and beliefs here, while still 
keeping my own beliefs strong and secure. Many times I 
felt that my personal opinions and beliefs had to be put 
aside and this was a struggle for me. Although as the 
months have gone by I have realized that by “holding 
my tongue, and opening my ears” I have gained a great 
ability to be open to others’ opinions and faiths. This to 
me is a big part of the Mennonite faith, “working with 
others, and walking with others.” Through my new-
found openness, I have become much closer to God, to 
my Mennonite faith, and to the understanding of loving 
my neighbors.

new Perspectives: I have become extremely aware of my 
unneeded possessions. How is it that I have a closet that 
is as big as some bedrooms here? I have too many things 
that are completely unnecessary, but that is a major 
difference between my North American culture and the 
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Central American culture. For example, it is sad to me to 
think about how much food is wasted every day in the 
U.S., and how it could feed so many people in the world 
struggling with poverty. 

Future Plans: In the fall of 2015, I plan to return to 
Goshen College to finish my degree in Art and in Spanish 
Language. Also I will need to find a part-time job, 
because volunteering a whole year without being paid is 
not easy on the bank account.

Ruth Wright-Gedcke (Kitchener, Ontario, Canada)
English language instructor, CENTRAM
Moundou, Chad

First impression: I remember noticing the roads – red, 
very bumpy, with a lot of garbage scattered around. I 
arrived during the rainy season, so there were puddles 
and potholes from the water all over the roads. When we 
were driving we had to zigzag back and forth to avoid 
getting stuck in a puddle!

differences: There are many differences but some that 
stand out: 1) Weather: it is hot all the time, and the short 
cold season was the equivalent of a warm spring day. 
2) Food: Chadians love boule and sauce. 3) Clothing: 
there are so many colourful fabrics with a variety of 
unique designs on them including high heel shoes, love 
letters, presidents, and flowers. 4) Hospitality: when 
a guest arrives they must be served water and often 
they are invited to eat food with the host. 5) Extended 
family: many people live in one compound and include 
immediate family as well as cousins, grandmas, aunts etc. 

Memorable or Funny experience: I had the opportunity 
to participate in the dowry ceremony of my cousin. I 
will always remember carrying pieces of fabric (as gifts) 
on my head in joyful procession with the rest of my 
extended family. My favourite part of the day was after 
the ceremony when we all celebrated together with a 
dance party. I continue to attempt Chadian dance moves, 
but with little success. The result? Everyone laughs and 
wants to dance with the awkward Nasara (white person)!

Faith Journey: While the church services in Chad were 
very different (and much longer) from that of my home 
church, I found that music was a language that I could 
use to connect with God, and with Chadians even from 
different church backgrounds. Teaching and learning new 
songs has been a gift for me this year as I sing praises in 
many languages with many people. 

new Perspectives: Many of the everyday time-consuming 
tasks in Chad are simplified or even done by machines 
in North America. I have learned to appreciate things 
that before were taken for granted. For example we 
sometimes have running water and electricity, but often 
have to haul water from the well, or use lamps at night. 
Joys in life are found not in things but in people – in 

the relationships we have with one another. A hello to a 
child, a smile from the mango lady, a handshake from a 
neighbour – these are the everyday simple activities that 
have brought joy to my life this past year. When we build 
relationships with our neighbours we see the similarities 
and not the differences between us, and we have the great 
opportunity to learn from one another.

Future Plans: When I return home, I hope to find a job as 
a French teacher.

Maureen Zach (Oregon, Wisconsin, U.S.)
Assistant to the Directors of the Comedores de Niños of 
the San Jose Parish
Montero, Bolivia

First impression: My first impression of Bolivia was that 
society was a bit disorganized, but it’s really organized 
chaos – you just have to learn how it works! I was 
expecting a city atmosphere in Montero because it has 
130,000 residents, but it feels like a small town because 
everyone knows each other, there are more motorcycles 
than cars, and the growth is outside the concentrated 
center. 

differences: In Bolivia, there is a palpable focus on 
family. Lunch is a family meal and Sunday is a family 
day. Kids seldom leave the home before marriage, and 
often raise their family in the same town where they 
grew up. Bolivians are a very generous people and great 
hosts, happy to welcome friends into their home and 
offer them something to eat. They love to celebrate any 
occasion with a party, whether a birthday, baby shower, 
or national holiday. Bolivians also love to laugh and 
joke around. Where in the U.S., plans are made well in 
advance, here things often happen at the drop of a hat. 
Also, time is much more relaxed here and punctuality is 
not their greatest virtue. However, efficiency is sacrificed 
for putting time into relationships and listening to 
everyone. Santa Cruz is a blossoming city, but there is still 
a fair amount of challenges in terms of education, health, 
infrastructure, etc., and a large informal economy. 

Memorable or Funny experience: At the end of the year, 
the Comedores have a graduation ceremony for the 
women who complete career development classes. About 
two hours before the ceremony, my director asked one 
of the teenage volunteers, Fabiola, and I if we would 
sing at it. We had practiced “Let it Go” from Frozen 
in Spanish a couple of times months ago, but had not 
had time to continue practicing. Of course, I also had 
to go the other Comedor before the ceremony for their 
kid’s party, but we were able to practice for a half hour 
before I had to leave. Fabi was pretty nervous before 
we sang, but she got more confident with each note and 
everyone loved the performance. About two months later, 
we gave another surprise performance in the plaza for 
International Women’s Day to promote the Comedores. 
Luckily I still had the Spanish lyrics in my backpack!
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Faith Journey: God has taught me to trust Him in 
everything this year. There is a lot of unknown being in 
a new country with a new job, a new family and a new 
language, and the only way to get from one day to the 
next is by trusting Him and His plan. But God has shown 
His faithfulness in this little trust exercise, giving me 
peace about today, tomorrow, next month and next year. 

new Perspectives: First of all, I’ve realized how big God 
is; bigger than my church, my country and my language. 
God has humbled me this year, showing me that I need 
to approach each day ready to learn and put my ideas of 
what is right aside. I’ve learned that people will always 
surprise you, so it’s better not limit them in the first place. 

I’ve also learned about the U.S.’s influence on the rest of 
our world in products, entertainment, media, language, 
for good and bad. Finally, I’ve learned that we could all 
do better to sit down, have a coffee, and talk and listen 
to each other more often, without worrying about what’s 
next on our to do list. 

Future Plans: I will do a little traveling in the U.S. to visit 
friends when I get back and then soak up the rest of the 
summer with family in Wisconsin before deciding what is 
next – grad school, a job or another adventure. I’m still 
not sure what career direction I want to go, but I would 
love to work in the formation of adolescents in some way.
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Grace MacEwan (Mozambique) learning to pilar, making a common 
inhmabane treat made of roasted peanuts, cassava flour, and sugar. It’s 
delicious

Jessica Arnold (Kenya) dancing at the Kenya Mennonite Church Youth 
Conference in Migori with Chris Klassen’s host family and friends (from 
front to back) Faith, Ziper, Brenda and Cathy

Alan Heise (Burkina Faso) with the Kabore family, his hosts. L. to r. Papa 
Andre, Grace, Mama Marie, Joel, holding baby Elena

Laura Marcus (Chad) in the office with her MCC partner organization 
supervisor, Delphine (right), and Martine, a partner beneficiary

Lydia Hogewoning (South Africa) joined by some local children while 
visiting MCC partner Paballong Trust, amongst stunning scenery just 
outside of Maseru, Lesotho

Maddie Ruth (Chad) with Village Altonodji students, enjoying a garden 
they built on campus
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Breezy Mehringer (Bangladesh) with Rashida Khatun, house helper, and 
Panna Mukhuty, Breezy’s host mother, behind her host family’s house 
after an entire morning cooking together, making a favorite fish curry

Mark Tymm (Chad) with participants from a Pastors Seminar entitled A 
Vision of Peace for Nonviolent Coexistence

Katherine Crosby (Bangladesh) in MCC’s beautiful Mymensingh office 
garden. From left to right: Suborna Poli Drong, Executive Director of 
Shanti Mitra; Nipa Dutta and Bilon Ruga, both MCC Bangladesh staff

Audrey Thill (Cambodia) with host sisters Phaan and Nuon in their 
kitchen with the nom banchok they later ate with all of the family

Ellen Roth (Laos) talking with Mo and other peacebuilding volunteers on 
a picnic

Rebecca Davies (South Africa) and the kids from Hope Valley Farm 
School wearing pipe cleaner glasses
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Rebekah Puddington (Republic of Korea South) with l. to r. Kim JuWon, 
Yoon Sori, and Kim HaGyeong, from the Dandelion Community, at Jesus 
Abbey, another intentional Christian community in South Korea, set in the 
Taebaek Mountains

Betty Sawatzky (Jordan) with Ala’ from 2nd grade who is blind due to 
cancer

Katrina Labun (Nepal) adopts a hitch-hiking pose on a field visit with 
MCC Nepal’s Program Coordinator Binod Deshar and Bal Krishna 
Maharjan of partner agency Sanjal Nepal

Indonesia YALTers: Stephanie Pauls (SALT), Suzy Filly (YAMEN from 
Egypt), Freddy Banda (YAMEN from Peru), Subheksha Koirala (YAMEN 
from Nepal), Delaney Wiebe (SALT), Hemanta Pradhan (YAMEN from 
India), Mallery Walk (SALT), Nicole Groff (SALT)

Laura Bowman (Nepal) and KOSHISH coworkers, participating in a march 
on International Persons with Disabilities Day, representing those with 
mental disabilities

Joanna Stauffer (Palestine) and coworker, Neja from the Peace Center for 
the Blind, in Jericho, West Bank
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Maureen Zach (Bolivia) with singing partner 
Fabiola, volunteer at the Comedores (see Maureen’s 
memorable experience)

Abigail Hartman (Bolivia) with a group of her choir and orchestra 
students from the Music School of Santiago de Chiquitos

Rachel Kelley (India) at work in the ICU at DCH 
Hospital, Dhamtari

Michaela Pries-Klassen (Guatemala) roasting smores on Volcan de 
Pacaya while others were toasting tomatoes

l. to r. Michaela Pries-Klassen (Guatemala), Katie Geluso (Mexico) and 
Alex Gutierrez (YAMENer from Colombia to Mexico) enjoying the beauty of 
Lake Atitlan, Guatemala

Liz Reitman (Serbia) and a group workshop with students and teachers. 
In the first row, right and center is Liz’s colleague Melanija Kolosnjai-
Nenin
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Brenna Case (Egypt) during Anafora’s olive harvest

Samantha Moldovan (Republic of Korea South) with some Christian 
young adults who joined together to host a Christmas Market – making 
friendships that run deep

Chad SALTers Laura Marcus, Mark Tymm, Ruth Wright-Gedcke, and 
Maddie Ruth riding camels to celebrate the New Year

Seth Malone (Jordan) and Hazem Salkawi work 
together to prepare lunch


