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Giving our hearts to each other
J  R O N  B Y L E R 

M C C  U . S .  E X E C U T I V E  D I R E C T O R

Love the Lord your God with all your heart . . . 
and your neighbor as yourself.  
(Luke 10:25-27)
I am a Christian, a follower of Jesus. I believe that 
Jesus is the way to everlasting life.

As I write this, it is early morning in Iran and I 
am hearing the Muslim call to prayer waft across 
the city of Qom.

An MCC delegation is being hosted here by the 
International Institute of Islamic Studies. Since 
coming to Iran in 1990 to respond to an earth-

quake, MCC has enabled a number of student exchanges and academic 
dialogues between Christians and Muslims.

Jesus calls us to reconciliation and peace. Christians in my country, 
because of the challenges between the nations of the United States and Iran, 
are called to work toward friendship, understanding and peace with our 
Muslim brothers and sisters in Iran.

In this issue, you’ll read about MCC-supported peace workshops in Chad 
that are bringing together Muslims and Christians to build relationships 
that will help communities resist division and violence.

Pastor Abel Djekourboua says God is blessing these relationships. 
Leaders are no longer afraid of each other, and they have learned to find 
community solutions together and to give their hearts to each other.

In the Gaza Strip, there is conflict between Israeli Jews and Palestinian 
Christians and Muslims. An MCC-supported agricultural project highlight-
ed in this issue helps Palestinian farmers know there is a larger community 
that cares about them.

As Christians, our desire for reconciliation is rooted in our commitment 
to the Prince of Peace. As we love God with our whole heart, we are able to 
help others open their hearts to their neighbors, breaking down divisions.

I am grateful for your support of MCC that helps make this work pos-
sible around the world.

J  R O N  B Y L E R ’ S  E M A I L  A D D R E S S  I S  

R O N B Y L E R @ M C C . O R G
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Philippines
Typhoon Haiyan response
The week’s worth of food that Marisel 
Fedrosa and her family received as part 
of MCC’s response to Typhoon Haiyan 
did more than fill empty stomachs. It 
gave the family time to salvage mate-
rials for a shelter rather than standing 
in distribution lines, says Fedrosa, who 
is pictured with her young neighbor, 
Jonahlyn Degatari. MCC has funded 
$200,000 for emergency food and 
household supplies and is supporting a 
more than $1-million effort to provide 
disaster-resistant shelters and basic 
kitchen utensils through partner orga-
nization Church World Service. MCC 
also is partnering with Peacebuilders 
Community, a ministry of Mennonite 
Church Canada Witness, to train 50 
pastors in Leyte province on trauma 
healing and disaster response.

Syria
Learning amid chaos
As the Syrian conflict moves into its 
fourth year, MCC continues to part-

ner with the Syrian Orthodox Church 
to help meet the growing needs of stu-
dents in locations such as Hassake, 
Aleppo, Damascus and other areas. 
Across Syria, families are relying 
on fast-depleting savings and fall-
ing deeper into poverty. “Without the 
aid of MCC in covering the tuition of 
the poorer students, it would be dif-
ficult to have this school stay open at 
this present time,” says Father Gabriel 
Khago, a priest who oversees a school 
in Hassake supported through MCC’s 
Global Family education program. 
“Here, the Mennonite name is known 
as a name of ‘making mercy to others, 
who are desperate and in need.’”

Bosnia and Herzegovina 
Remembering for peace
Damaged buildings and scarred side-
walks remain as evidence of the past 
wars in Bosnia and Herzegovina. 
But according to Tamara Šmidling 
of MCC partner organization Peace 
Academy Foundation in Sarajevo, the 
most enduring impact is the ethnic 
divisions. “We have a lot of discus-
sion about our own victims,” Šmidling 
says. “But we need to recognize there 
were victims on all sides.” MCC sup-
ports an effort of the foundation to 
bring together people from three com-
munities to discuss how sharing mem-
ories can contribute to lasting peace. 

Eventually, the goal is to locate and 
publicize memorial sites to encourage 
public discussion.

Bolivia
Planting possibilities
In the mountainous community of 
Tororani, Bolivia, an MCC-supported 
project is encouraging farmers such 
as German Perez Saènz and his sister 
Sofia Perez to grow maca. The plant 
thrives at high altitudes and can bring 
in eight times as much profit as pota-
toes, which farmers in the region tradi-
tionally grow. MCC is partnering with 
OBADES, the social development pro-
gram of the Bolivian Baptist church, 
in the project, which provides farmers 
with training and contracts with buy-
ers so they have guaranteed income 
after harvesting the crop.
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Relief kits
P R O V I D E  VA L U A B L E  S U P P L I E S  T O  FA M I L I E S  W H O S E  L I V E S  H AV E  B E E N 

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

(NEW items only, in original packaging)
4 large bars bath soap
1 plastic bottle shampoo 
(13–24 oz; place in 
resealable plastic bag)
4 large bars laundry soap 
(Some stores carry Fels 
Naptha®, Sunlight® or 
Zote® brands)
1 squeeze-tube tooth-
paste (minimum 6 oz)

4 adult-size toothbrushes
4 new bath towels 
(medium weight, dark or 
bright colors)
2 wide-tooth combs (6–8 
in)
1 fingernail clipper (good 
quality)
1 box adhesive bandages 
(minimum 40 count, 
assorted)

1 package sanitary pads 
(18–24 count thin maxi)

Place contents in a box 
or bag. For drop-off 
locations, contact your 
nearest MCC office (see 
page 2), or go to 
mcc.org/kits.
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Cover
story

Building relationships, 
preventing violence
With violence plaguing countries 
across central Africa, MCC is helping 
pastors, priests and imams work 
together for peace in Chad.
B Y  M A R L A  P I E R S O N  L E S T E R 

P H O T O G R A P H S  B Y  S I L A S  C R E W S

F
rom a quiet compound tucked into a side 
street of Chad’s capital city, N’Djamena, Imam 
Mahamat Hassan, president of the nation’s 
union of imams, has an urgent message.

The time to build peace in Chad is now.
It’s a call that stems not from what the 

Muslim religious leader sees in his own 
neighborhood, 
city or even coun-

try — but in the turmoil brewing 
outside Chad’s borders.

“We see Boko Haram in Nigeria. 
There are terrorists in Mali. There’s 
the war going on in Central African 
Republic,” he says.

The statistics are grim. In the 
Central African Republic alone, 

thousands have died and more than 900,000 people have fled 
home in violent clashes between Christian and Muslim militias.

In Nigeria, more than 1,200 deaths have been attributed 
to Boko Haram, an Islamist group terrorizing Christians 
and Muslims. It’s an extreme example of the violence that 
has become such a reality in cities like Jos, where MCC’s 
work is concentrated, that Christian churches have barriers 

to prevent someone from driving up with 
a bomb. Likewise, Islamic communities 
fear attacks by Christians.

The violence haunting central Africa 
already has a history of crossing from 
one country to another, and religious 
leaders sense the threat keenly.

“If a fire burns the house of your 
neighbor,” Hassan says, “you must take 
precautions to avoid it spreading.”

If a fire burns 
the house of your 
neighbor you must take 
precautions to avoid it 
spreading.”

C H A D

As increased 
violence in 
neighboring 
countries has 
placed Christians 
and Muslims in 
opposition to one 
another, 
interreligious 
dialogue and 
relationships 
become all the 
more urgent for 
Mahamat Hassan, 
an imam and 
president of 
Chad’s union of 
imams.
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In the workshops, pastors, priests and imams learn con-
flict resolution and mediation tools and talk together about 
stereotypes, beliefs, texts and customs. Perhaps as impor-
tantly, during the workshop they live as one group, sharing 
meals, conversation and a retreat facility.

“When we put religious leaders together for a minimum 
of five days, they come out different. They become brothers 
between themselves,” says Souina Potifar, secretary general 
of EEMET.

That was the experience of Oumar Djibrine, an imam in 
N’Djamena who had little contact with Christians before 
being part of a 2011 workshop.

“The result of that is that today, I can just pick up my cell 
phone and call certain Christian leaders and just ask about 
their families and what’s happening,” he says.

He receives greetings from Christians for important 
Muslim holidays such as Ramadan, and in turn extends his 
greetings for Christian celebrations.

He was moved by the willingness of the Catholic arch-
bishop to visit the Grand Mosque in N’Djamena, and he 

That’s exactly what MCC-supported peace workshops in 
Chad have been working toward the past six years. By 
bringing together Muslim imams, Catholic priests and 
Protestant pastors, organizers are hoping to build relation-
ships strong enough to dampen the sparks of whatever con-
flict or violence may spill over into Chad.

Today, the fruits of those encounters have spread — in 
growing friendships in the capital and beyond, in public 
events that draw thousands of people to the capital’s main 
square each year, in interfaith committees tackling commu-
nity problems together.

For some participants, the workshops — organized by 
MCC partner Ethics, Peace and Justice, a branch of a coali-
tion of evangelical churches in Chad (Entente des Eglises et 
Missions Evangéliques au Tchad, or EEMET) — offer a for-
mal structure for interaction and collaboration they already 
desired. For others, in a country whose history is marked 
by conflict between the mostly Muslim north and mostly 
Christian south, they require reaching across years of divi-
sion.

For workshop participants 
like (from left) Adam 
Youssouf, Adoum 
Abdoulaye, Thamis Tassi 
and Mahamat Tassi, 
sharing meals and a 
retreat facility helps foster 
friendships despite 
differences in religion.

entered a church for the first time last year as one of the 
imams attending the funeral of the archbishop.

In one way, these are individual experiences. But they also 
are strands in a web of relationships — weaving ties that 
become stronger with each shared greeting or phone call, 
with each problem or conflict that leaders reach across reli-
gious lines to solve.

The idea is that the everyday connections become strong 
enough that, in a crisis, priests and pastors will naturally 
connect with imams – working together to speak out against 
violence, to dispel rumors and to show their followers that 
people can join across divides and choose peace.

Through the numerous interfaith committees that EEMET 
has formed, often after workshops, leaders already are col-
laborating on community issues.

So Pastor Abel Djekourboua — working in a part of 
N’Djamena where crime and violence are common and 
where many people don’t speak each other’s indigenous lan-
guages — can easily call the local imam if he encounters a 
neighborhood issue that affects a Muslim family. Likewise, 

Dogos Victor, left, and 
Tchingweubé Yassang Boniface 
lead a session at an EEMET 
workshop, teaching skills in 
conflict resolution and practical 
strategies for acting as community 
peacemakers. Read more about 
Victor on page 10.

As part of an interfaith committee, 
N’Djamena Pastor Abel 
Djekourboua can work with other 
religious leaders to address 
problems in his community. 
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the imam or Catholic priest contacts Djekourboua with 
news or concerns. Every three months, committee members 
meet.

“God has blessed this group,” Djekourboua says. “Before, 
we were afraid of one another. We would not give one 
another our hearts.”

Now, he says, “we found that if any of us has a problem, 
we will find a solution together.”

Some 350 miles to the southeast in Sarh, Chad’s third-
largest city, one interfaith committee formed after a training 
with EEMET is giving birth to others — one for women, and 
one for young people.

“So now we can have meetings in Protestant churches, 
Protestants can have meetings in mosques and Muslims can 
have meetings in our churches,” says Father Paul Homine 
Ndouba, priest of the Catholic Diocese of Sarh. “And that is 
something you never would have seen before.”

From the beginning, EEMET leaders worked to put a 
public face to these peace efforts — and they’ve succeeded.

Declarations from workshops and statements of harmony 
and peace by top Catholic, Muslim and Protestant leaders 
are often televised.

Prominent government leaders are invited to peace events 
held by the three religious groups in the capital, and in 2010 

An MCC-supported workshop in 2011 
brought Imam Oumar Djibrine into contact 
with Christians, sparking the beginning of 
lasting relationships. Today, he stresses 
the importance of peace. “The old, the 
young, women, children, everyone has to 
understand that peace is essential,” he 
says. “That’s why we religious leaders 
have to focus ourselves and our work on 
peace. I want to say it’s not only Muslims 
or Christians that make this work, but it’s 
both of us together that have to focus our 
efforts.”

Having lived through years of war 
and conflict in Chad, Kakesse 
Ezéchiel, pastor of Assemblee 
Chretienne Shalom, works across 
religious divides to foster peace in 
his community.

Give a gift — Pursuing peace
Help people gain the tools they need to resolve 
conflicts and work for lasting peace.

Give through the envelope in the MCC Giving 
2014 supplement, mailed with this issue of 
A Common Place. You may also give online at 
donate.mcc.org or by contacting your nearest 
MCC office (see page 2).

EEMET’s work led the president to declare that a day be set 
aside each year to mark prayers for peace and harmony among 
the three religious traditions.

When EEMET began workshops in 2008, MCC provided not 
only funding but a trained peace facilitator, MCC worker Gopar 
Tapkida. Tapkida then was based in his home community of Jos, 
Nigeria; today, he and his spouse Monica lead MCC programs 
in Zimbabwe.

For several years, Tapkida, a Christian, and one of his partners 
in peace work, Sani Suleiman, who is Muslim, used their experi-
ences to show the possibilities for interfaith dialogue and how 
these connections across communities can be mobilized quickly 
to defuse tensions and prevent violence.

Today, facilitators from EEMET, who also received support from 
MCC for formal peacebuilding training, pass on these lessons.

Workshops began by training high-ranking imams, priests and 
pastors, all of whom were men. Now, EEMET has worked with 
religious leaders to incorporate women into some workshops, 
has held workshops for groups of women from all three religious 
traditions and is planning more training for women and for 
youth in the future.

Yet even as the work spreads, so does the urgency.
Spurred by news from the surrounding countries, religious 

leaders are working hard to make sure everyday tensions between 
Christians and Muslims are settled quickly, in hopes they will not 
flare into something more. “If you start 
fighting,” N’Djamena Pastor Kakesse 
Ezéchiel remembers telling two youth, 
“you will light a fire.”

That fire, in a way, is Chad’s story — a 
series of wars, uprisings and unrest 
since a few short years after the coun-
try’s independence in 1958, often tied 
to tensions between the Muslim north 
and Christian south.

The son of a pastor who built a shed 
on his land for the Muslim sheepherders 
in his southern Chad ian village, Ezéchiel 
may be particularly poised to reach 
across boundaries for peace.

But when he talks about this desire, 
it’s rooted in another part of his history.

“I was born the year the first war 
events began in Chad,” says Ezéchiel. 
“Since 1965 — look, I’m 40-something 
years old — I’ve lived through war.”

He’s had enough of conflict, enough 
of those who would use religion to pit 
the people of Chad against each other.

“Muslims are my brothers. Catholics 
are my brothers,” he says with urgency. 
“And we cannot use our differences to 
divide us.”

Marla Pierson Lester is managing 
editor for A Common Place magazine. 
Silas Crews is photographer and multi-
media producer for MCC U.S.

EEMET is incorporating more women into the 
MCC-supported trainings. Gisele Guidimta, a 
Catholic representative from the city of Sarh, 
attended a workshop in Doba, Chad, and plans to 
share what she’s learned with her community. 

http://donate.mcc.org
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Cover
story

First person

Dogos Victor
A pastor and leader in an MCC 
partner organization talks about 
his life and his work to build 
peace throughout Chad.
A S  T O L D  T O  M A R L A  P I E R S O N  L E S T E R

I 
was born in January 1965 in the 
village of Bokoyo in the Guéra 
region of central Chad.

My father died when I was 
very young, and I was raised by 
his parents, who lived in Bokoyo, 
and by my mother, who lived in 
a village a couple of kilometers 
away.

When I was growing up, students 
who attended a Christian boarding 
school would come home for holidays 
and sing Christian songs in our lan-
guages, Arabic and Kenga. I learned 
these songs, and later I gave my life 
to the Lord. I did that without under-
standing everything, but I understood 
that Jesus was in my life.

I was in high school in N’Djamena, 
Chad’s capital, when war came to 
the city. That was in 1980, when 
Hissène Habré’s forces were fighting 

against the military of the former presi-
dent.

There were three options then. You 
could take up arms and fight. You 
could go into the villages and work in 
the fields, because the war was really in 
the city. Or you could leave Chad.

I went to Ivory Coast in June 1982. It 
was there that I decided I would not do 
anything else but to serve God.

I was very young, but I began study-
ing theology in Ivory Coast in 1983 

and continued until 
1986, when I came 
back home.

By that time, Habré had seized con-
trol of Chad, and many educated 
people were being arrested and killed 
by the government. It was not safe. 
Through my connections with MCC 
workers, MCC helped me go back to 
Ivory Coast from July to September 
1987 to study Christian communica-
tions.

Later, I got a master’s degree in com-
munications in Ivory Coast and one 
in missiology, or missions, in Nigeria, 
returning to Chad and working with my 
denomination, Evangelical Assembly of 
Chad, in between programs.

Over a three-year period, from 2008 
to 2010, I spent breaks from my uni-
versity studies traveling throughout 
the different regions of Chad. I left my 

family in Nigeria, and I took 50 days to 
meet pastors and visit most of the vil-
lages in Chad.

In March 2012, I was named coor-
dinator of Ethics, Peace and Justice, 
one of three branches of a coalition of 
evangelical churches in Chad.

Because I speak Arabic, because of 
my background in Guéra, which is 99 
percent Muslim, and because of my 
education in communications, it puts 
me in a good position to do this work. 

When I was traveling around the 
country, I didn’t know I’d be in this job. 
But it put me in contact with Christians 
throughout Chad.

In my life, I want to follow the will 
of God and put into practice the things 
I’ve learned. 

This work is an opportunity to do 
what God has asked us to do.

Peace is the foundation. It’s the base. 
We have to understand that we can-

not do any other work without peace.
With all the history Chad has known, 

everybody’s been touched by war. 
Everyone has lost someone at some 
point to war. People here are tired of 
war, and we want to live in peace.

A few months after I started in this 
position, MCC provided funds for me 
to study conflict resolution and media-
tion at the West Africa Peacebuilding 
Institute in Accra, Ghana. 

It was a rich experience. We stud-
ied conflict analysis, mediation and 
the qualities of a good mediator and 
the causes and consequences of con-

flict. I built many good relationships 
with participants from other countries 
across the continent.

Since then, I have been leading peace 
trainings — for religious leaders but 
also for women and youth.

There is much to do in this area.
And I do it with joy. I’m often the 

last one to leave the office. I come very 
early. I’m someone who, when I love 
something, I love it a lot and give it my 
everything.

Dogos Victor is coordinator of MCC 
partner Ethics, Peace and Justice, a 
branch of a coalition of evangelical 
churches of Chad (Entente des Eglises 
et Missions Evangéliques au Tchad, or 
EEMET). 

There were 
three options then. 
You could take up 
arms . . . work in the 
fields . . . . Or you could 
leave Chad.”

Through MCC-supported 
workshops, Dogos Victor shares 
his passion for religious leaders 
to work together for peace.
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Feature
story

Raising healthier livestock in Chad
In rural villages that traditionally rely on 
rainy season harvests, MCC-supported 
agricultural projects offer new ideas and 
techniques.
B Y  M A R L A  P I E R S O N  L E S T E R 

P H O T O G R A P H S  B Y  S I L A S  C R E W S

D
enenadji 
Josephine vividly 
remembers her 
surprise when 
staff of an MCC 
partner organiza-
tion suggested she 
set aside some of 
her household’s 

staple crops for her goats.
“I thought it was a waste,” she says 

emphatically.
Before, Josephine, like others in her 

village of Badei in southern Chad, pro-
vided little for the goats. “I just opened 
the gate for them and left them to go 
outside and look for food,” she remem-
bers.

Today, though, some of the sor-
ghum drying on tarps in the sun in 
Josephine’s family compound will go 
to the goats. She and other families set 
aside grasses, typically saved only for 
larger animals such as cattle or horses, 
for the goats, and provide salt to them.

“Now I’m convinced it’s something 
good for me and my animals,” she says 

of the new feeding techniques. “It’s 
not only the fact that they’re becom-
ing bigger and they grow faster.” They 
reproduce more often, she says, and 
are more likely to give birth to mul-
tiple kids.

Healthier goats mean more income 
for families — and one more step 
toward alleviating the cycles of pover-
ty and hunger for farmers who strug-
gle to grow enough during the rainy 

season to sustain themselves and their 
families through the coming year.

In rural areas in southern Chad, 
MCC supports the work of a Chadian 
partner organization, Baobab, which 
provides agricultural training, help-
ing farmers to raise healthier live-
stock and find new opportunities to 
earn an income from their land. MCC 
has worked with Baobab, whose 
name stands for Bureau d’Appui aux 
Organisations de Base and references 
the tree common in Africa, since 2007.

“We work around their interests,” 
explains Baobab project manager 
Djimrabaye Konayal. “We help pro-
vide them with advice and materials to 
do what they want to do.”

Baobab began working in Josephine’s 
village, Badei, in 2010 at the request 
of the community’s women, who had 
organized themselves into a group and 
asked for training and resources.

“Our problems pushed us to decide 
to do something,” says Josephine, 
explaining how families were not able 
to grow enough to support themselves.

Denenadji Josephine says she and other 
women in her village are seeing the benefits 
of offering their goats additional nutrients.

We help provide 
them with advice and 
materials to do what 
they want to do.”

Sorghum, a staple cereal crop, 
can be used for more than human 
consumption.
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Hunger, Konayal says, hits hardest during the late months 
of the rainy season, from July to September — a time when 
rain-fed crops such as groundnuts, sorghum and maize are 
still ripening in the fields and many families have exhausted 
their harvests.

To help combat that shortage, Baobab began by working 
with women on growing vegetables during the dry season.

In this region, Konayal says, land typically is not culti-
vated during the dry season. Badei, however, has a pond 
that holds water year-round.

MCC purchased a pump and hoses to provide irrigation 
from the pond, as well as a wheelbarrow, watering cans, 
shovels and other gardening tools. Baobab staff trained 
women in planting and tending vegetables, including irri-
gating the new crops.

Now each dry season, women gather to work the 
land — their hoes transforming a rough spread of brush into 
soft beds of soil where they will plant onion sets, as well as 
tomato, cabbage and okra seeds.

Later in the dry season, plants are moved to a larger, one-
hectare field. Women tend the crops and then harvest them 
together — dividing the bounty among families and selling 
some to help cover the association’s costs for future harvests.

“This project changed the way we’re living,” Josephine 

says. “We’re able to vary our daily food with the different 
things we grow here. We sell and we eat.”

Koutou Melanie sees the difference in household spend-
ing. “Before I could grow these vegetables, I would buy 
them, and they were very expensive in the market. Now I 
can take the vegetables that I’m growing and eat them with 
my family,” she says. “It helps me to save my money and use 
it for other things.”

In 2013, Baobab trained women in ways to raise healthier 
goats and poultry. In addition to teaching better feeding 
techniques for goats, Baobab provided vaccines for goats, 
sheep and chickens, and taught women how to vaccinate 
their animals.

“Before, in the past, I had heard about vaccinations for 
chickens but we feared that if you vaccinate the chickens, 
they will die,” Melanie remembers.

Instead, she says, her vaccinated chickens “grew fat and 
big, with lots of meat.” The younger vaccinated ones soon 
looked larger than the full-grown chickens she had before.

But the fruits of this effort extend beyond differences vis-
ible in fields or flocks.

“We found as women, we can also do a lot of things 
working together,” Josephine says. “We feel we are able to 
do something and take charge and provide for ourselves.”

Women from Badei work together to prepare a nursery bed for planting.

With tools and an irrigation hose 
from MCC, Koutou Melanie and 
other women cultivate vegetables 
in the dry season, growing food 
and boosting income at a time 
when families would normally 
experience scarcity. 

As a result, they began collecting groundnuts that can be 
loaned to families in need of seeds to plant and then repaid 
at the next harvest. They have plans to build a storehouse 
for harvests and tools and are talking to Baobab about 
future projects such as fish farming.

On the December day the group planted vegetable seeds, 
Melanie left her own sorghum harvest waiting in the field, 
choosing instead to give her time to hoe and plant together 
with the group.

“If I can come here one day, the next I will be able to 
work in my own fields,” she says. “We’re determined to 
involve ourselves in this work. We’re sure this can bring a 
change to our lives in the future.”

Marla Pierson Lester is managing editor for A Common 
Place magazine. Silas Crews is photographer and multime-
dia producer for MCC U.S.

Give a gift — Providing food
Help families have enough to eat today and grow more food for tomorrow.

Give through the envelope in the MCC Giving 2014 supplement, mailed with this issue of A Common Place. You may also 
give online at donate.mcc.org or by contacting your nearest MCC office (see page 2).

Women also join together on new 
projects, including a system for 
loaning groundnuts to families who 
do not have enough to plant.
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ect. During cold winter temperatures, 
Al Najd helped Al Attar and others 
involved in the project to build warmer 
shelters to protect the rabbits.

When the food security project began 
in 2007, it included chickens as well. 
But according to Al Najd, rabbits were 
more successful — better at both repro-
ducing quickly and resisting disease.

According to Al Najd, female rab-
bits can give birth about once a month, 
with litters of up to 10 rabbits, though 
not all offspring always survive.

The benefits spread quickly. Al Attar, 
for example, has given rabbits to rela-

tives, neighbors and friends and offered 
them advice on how to raise them.

With income from rabbits, he was 
able to begin raising pigeons — creat-
ing another source of food and income 
for his family.

But no matter how successful these 
efforts are, Al Attar’s future depends 
on many factors outside his control.

Feed for rabbits and pigeons, for 
instance, must be imported from Israel, 
and prices have tripled since 2012, 
according to Al Najd.

The threats are not just economic. Al 
Attar’s home is in a part of the Gaza 
Strip particularly vulnerable to fight-
ing between Israelis and Palestinians 
and to attacks by the Israeli military.

Last December, a storm ripped into 
the simple concrete-block house where 
12 family members crowd into the two 
main 6-by-6-foot rooms to sleep. It 
soaked the family’s meager belongings 
and tore off the metal roof. Al Attar 
was able to put the roof back on, but 
daylight shows through part of the 

damaged metal.
Al Attar doesn’t think the area in 

which he lives is secure — but acknowl-
edges a reality that rings true for peo-
ple across Gaza.
“This is the only available option,” he 

says.
His father, standing nearby, speaks 

up as Al Attar reflects on the situation 
in Gaza, eager to add that those in the 
international community who are con-
scious of the situation, and who want 
to, can act to raise awareness about the 
challenges Gazans face.

Seemingly against all odds, both Al 
Attar and his father maintain hope for 
a peaceful resolution to the conflicts 
between Palestine and Israel — a hope 
that Al Attar says grows out of his faith.
“We believe in God,” he says, “and 

God will not leave us . . .”

Sheldon C. Good is a writer in 
Washington, D.C. Ryan Rodrick 
Beiler of Washington, D.C., is an 
MCC worker in Palestine and Israel.

Looking for opportunity 
in the Gaza Strip
An MCC-supported effort to 
raise rabbits helps increase 
income and improve diets.
B Y  S H E L D O N  C .  G O O D 

P H O T O G R A P H S  B Y  RYA N  R O D R I C K  B E I L E R

Feature
story

F
or more than 60 years, 
Hashem Manar Al 
Attar’s family has lived 
on the northern edge of 
the Gaza Strip, with gen-
erations eking out a liv-
ing from what they can 
grow or earn, weathering 
the violence and turmoil 

of this spit of land as best they can.
Over the past decade, the difficulties 

have multiplied.
Since 2006, Al Attar and other 

Gazans have not been permitted to 
cross into Israel for the jobs that 
helped sustain Palestinian families in 
the small city of Beit Lahia, near the 
border. Three years later, during fight-
ing between Israeli forces and armed 
Palestinian factions, the family’s home 
was destroyed by an Israeli tank, forc-
ing them to spend a year living in a tent.

To support himself and the 11 other 
family members who share his home, 
the 27-year-old has relied on selling 
strawberries, watermelons, cucumbers 

and corn he grows on rented land.
But whether Israel allows crops to be 

exported from Gaza can change from 
day to day, and Al Attar, to make a 
profit, needs for trade to be allowed at 
the time his crop is ready for harvest.

As his options narrow, one of Al 
Attar’s newest hopes is not in the fields 
he farms — but in the rabbits in simple 
wire cages outside his family’s small, 
concrete-block home.

Since 2007, MCC and a Palestinian 
partner organization, Al Najd 
Developmental Forum, have provided 
livestock and training in raising ani-
mals for families in Gaza, a densely 
populated region where the United 
Nations estimates some 80 percent of 
residents rely on outside assistance.

“In such a dire situation, the work of 
MCC partners like Al Najd becomes 
especially important, helping families 
to eat better and to have the dignity of 
better supporting themselves and their 
loved ones,” says Joanna Hiebert 
Bergen, MCC representative in 

Palestine and Israel with her spouse 
Dan Bergen. They are from Winnipeg, 
Man.

Al Attar began participating in the 
project last June, receiving three female 
rabbits and one male.

He began breeding them, and within 
a couple of months, the family was able 
to eat rabbit meat, a valuable source of 
protein, each week.

With income from selling rabbits, Al 
Attar began buying more vegetables 
and fruits in the market and purchas-
ing needed items such as school clothes 
for the family’s children.

Some 180 families have begun rais-
ing rabbits over the last three years 
through this effort, which MCC sup-
ports through its account at the U.S.-
based Foods Resource Bank.

In addition to providing animals, Al 
Najd trains farmers in how to properly 
feed the rabbits, give them medication 
and use their waste as organic fertil-
izer. A veterinarian regularly visits the 
homes of families involved in the proj-

Maram Al Attar, 6, looks at photos 
of the rubble of her family’s home, 
destroyed during fighting between 
Israeli forces and Palestinian 
factions.

For Hashem Manar Al 
Attar, raising rabbits 
and pigeons provides 
food and income in a 
time of uncertainty.

Take action
The U.S. government provides support for 
Israel’s siege of Gaza, which severely 
restricts the movement of people in and 
out of Gaza, as well as goods and 
supplies. Urge your members of Congress 
to end their support for the blockade of 
Gaza. Learn more at 
washington.mcc.org/gaza.

http://washington.mcc.org/gaza
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Development workers
Names: Leah and Luke Reesor-Keller

Hometown: Kitchener, Ontario (Erb 
Street Mennonite Church)

Assignment: Leah, as MCC Nepal’s 
food security advisor, consults with five 
partner organizations to design projects 
and assess their impact. Luke serves as 
a project officer, working with three 
MCC partners on project development, 
budgeting and reporting. Since two of 
Luke’s partners are involved in food 
security, our work sometimes overlaps.

Typical day: In Kathmandu, we cycle 
15 minutes to our offices for a 9–5 
workday. We travel about one week per 
month to visit projects. On visits, we’re 
normally awake by 6 to drink a quick 
cup of sweet and spicy Nepali tea before 
starting the day. The morning meal of 
dal bhat (rice, lentils and curried veg-
etables) comes at about 10. In a day, we 

might go to an office of a partner organi-
zation, meet with a self-help group, visit 
several people in their homes and stay 
with a family overnight. We’re busy talk-
ing to people until we fall into bed after 
the evening dal bhat at around 8:30 p.m.

Joys: Having the chance to work 
together on some projects, especially 
when it means we get to travel together. 
Also, Nepal is a naturally gorgeous and 
fascinating country, and we love explor-
ing its jungles, hills and mountains as 
part of project visits, and in our time off.

Challenge: When we travel to a new 
area, community members and some-
times project staff focus on Luke and 
see Leah only as the accompanying wife. 
It’s tough to be either suddenly in the 
spotlight or overlooked. We have to 
have a lot of grace for each other and 
be conscious of clarifying our respective 
roles within MCC to those around us.

Find your place
MCC has workers in Africa, Asia, 
Europe, Latin America and the Middle 
East, as well as in Canada and the 
U.S.

Go to serve.mcc.org, contact your 
nearest MCC office or follow 
@servemcc on Twitter to learn about 
current service opportunities.

MCC workers are expected to exhibit 
a commitment to Christian faith, 
active church membership and biblical 
peacemaking.
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“As many of our partners work in 
remote rural areas, visits typically 
involve quite a bit of travel; including 
by plane, jeep, bus and rickshaw; and 
often hiking to villages not accessible 
by road.”
LEAH REESOR-KELLER

On assignment 

Leah and Luke Reesor-Keller meet with a 
farmers’ group in Achham, Nepal, and, 
above, travel to the village of Kaski.

My name is Charité. 
(My whole name is Dondedieu Kaysel Charité.)

Age: 11

Hometown: Moundou

I came to live here at Village Altonodji, a school for 
orphans, when I was 4 years old. My father had died. 
Shortly after I came here, I lost my mother to sickness 
as well.

There are about 130 students in the school who have lost 
one or both parents. Some live with relatives. Some, like me, 

live in dormitories at school. Four students live in each room. 
(MCC’s Global Family education program helps support the 

school.)

This year, I became chief, or leader, of my room for the first time. It 
feels good. My role is to make sure we all take turns cleaning the 
room. If my roommates don’t clean well, I ask them to do it again.

Each morning, I ask God to look after our school, our teachers 
and the women who cook food for us to eat. I pray for my fellow 
students and ask God to give me cleverness to succeed.

Our classes are from 7:30 a.m. until noon. 
I study French grammar and vocabulary, 
as well as subjects like English, math 
and Bible. Every Wednesday, we go to 
chapel and sing and pray together.

In the afternoons, I like to jump rope 
with my friends. After dinner, I read 
until I feel sleepy. Then I pray alone, or if 
my roomates are here, we pray together.

My favorite subject: Can’t pick 
(I like them all!)

What I want to be: nurse

Charité lives with three 
roomates, Nemerci Chantal 
(front right), Neborno 
Béatrice (back left)  
and Kandela Ela.

How do you greet someone in French?

bonjour
(Say “bohn-zhoor”)

CHAD

 D A E L N B Q J

 R E A D A I S U

 N H U I E L N M

 E A T N L Y P P

 S C E N C D R R

 C I C E W U A O

 F H N R L T Y P

 K S A G K S P E

Charité’s day
Locate what Charité does at school 
in her story and then find the word 
in the word search below.

http://hello.mcc.org
https://twitter.com/%40servemcc
http://serve.mcc.org
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making a difference
togetherLooking for new ways 

your Sunday school 
class, youth group or 
church can help people 
around the world? 

Find giving projects in MCC Giving 2014, 
available from your nearest MCC office, 
or online at donate.mcc.org.

Go to mcc.org or contact MCC to find 
toolkits and other information related 
to the giving project you choose.

“Through Global Family, I feel like I 
can meet new people. Even if we’re 
not face to face, we can learn about 
people’s stories and their lives,” says 
Emma Johnson, a middle school 
student at Sarasota (Fla.) Christian 
School. Each class in the school, from 
kindergarten through 12th grade, 
supports a different MCC Global 
Family education program. Teachers 
incorporate lessons about countries 
where these programs are located 
into subjects across the curriculum. 

At Wildwood Mennonite Church in Saskatoon, 
Sask., a poster tracks the congregation’s progress 

toward a $300 donation for Global 
Family. “I think assisting children 
around the world who are struggling to 
get an education is an opportunity for 
us to serve God,” says junior Sunday 
school coordinator Hilda Voth, shown 
with student Mike Jahnke.


