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Bridges. I’m sure you’ve seen a bridge or two this year. Maybe a rickety one across a ravine — a bridge that 
required you to take your courage in both hands in order to step onto it. Or a great feat of engineering that 
has proudly stood for a century or more. This year has been about building bridges. Within these pages you 
will read many stories of connection, and of finding commonalities across striking differences. 

You are not the same person who left a year ago — well, of course you are on one level. You probably have 
the same name and hair color, but things, and people, and you yourself have changed. You have matured, and 
been affected by your experiences. For some of you, events in your home community or home country have 
also changed life to the extent that it is hard to recognize the place you are returning to. Some of you will find 
your changed viewpoints open up new opportunities or relationships you had never seen before. 

On your return there is a mighty need for bridge builders — people who can span different understandings of 
life, find the common ground of our human experience and notice where the spirit of God is present. There 
will also be a need for the internal work of bridge building as you reflect on your year. Be sure to give yourself 
time and space for the spirit of God to be present there.

As you read the stories within the yearbook, I invite you to identify where bridges were built. And as you 
step into the next stage of your life, I invite you to continue the work of building bridges. As you spend time 
with your friends and family, or speak at gatherings, or return to work and studies, I invite you to hold those 
conversations that lead to greater understanding. Like Jesus, be a channel through which God’s unconditional, 
reconciling love is expressed.

All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ, and has given us the ministry of 
reconciliation; that is, in Christ God was reconciling the world to himself, … and entrusting the message  
of reconciliation to us. (2 Corinthians 5:18-19)

Helen Yocum  
GSL Administrative Assistant

An IVEP group picture during an outing at their mid-year conference in British Columbia in February
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mcc global Service learning Department Staff

Smiling through the glare of Manitoba sunshine bouncing off a frozen lake, from left to right, Wade Snowdon**,  
Kathryn Deckert***, Chris Landes*, Helen Yocum*, Danilo Sanchez*, Andrea Geiser*, Katie Froese** and  
Kendelle Fawcett** 

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 Toronto, Ontario  
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Isabel Asumwishe (Zambia)
Program assistant, Camp Crossroads
Torrance, Ontario, Canada

First Impression: My first impression about Canada 
was that most people in the community are friendly, 
especially in the stores. The bus drivers are friendly too. 
Also, people talk about the weather a lot, and most of 
the streets are clean. People love to drink coffee, even 
when they walk on the streets. 

Differences: There are so many differences between 
Canada and Zambia. In Canada there are four seasons, 
in Zambia there are only three. Zambia has no snow in 
the winter. The transportation systems are more reliable 
in Canada than in Zambia. The security systems are 
more advanced in Canada. The Canadian education 
system is more advanced in terms of technology. In 
Canada, parents are very protective of their young kids; 
they don’t let them walk to school by themselves. 

memorable or Funny Experience: The first time I saw 
snow I stopped working and ran outside. I picked 
up some snow and tasted it. My friend said I should 
eat snow instead of ice cream. Another memorable 
experience was when I was out for a bike ride and I saw 
a bear cub in the woods. I was so scared and I biked 
home really fast. I really enjoyed horseback riding for the 
first time. I went in the forest on a trail ride. 

relationship with god: I have learned how to trust in 
God’s promises and he has been so faithful to me. I have 
also learned to seek the Lord first in my life and give 
away all the worldly desires. He has shown me how 
amazing he is; he provided in times of need, and he has 
given me peace. 

New Perspectives: This program has taught me to view 
the world in a different and more positive way. The 
stereotypes I had about other people, countries, and 
cultures have been broken. I have learned to respect 
other cultures and appreciate my culture too. I have 
also learned to see people from different cultures and 
backgrounds as people who are loved by God and 
created in his image.

Future Plans: When I go back home I am planning on 
going to Bible school.

Ermias Tessema Beyene (Ethiopia)
Architectural intern, aodbt architecture & interior design
Saskatoon, Saskatchewan, Canada

First Impression: The country is so big country that 
it is very inefficient to move around and live. I was 
so overwhelmed by the number of choices you have 
and jealous of how lucky people here are in having 

everything they need in such organized ways, even 
though they are living in rural areas.

Differences: In Ethiopia people in general like to be 
involved in your life, giving suggestions, showing a 
gesture to help, or just talking to you, even though they 
are strangers. In Canada people try to respect your 
boundaries and expect you to ask if you need anything.

memorable or Funny Experience: That orange-shaped 
chocolate I got from my hosts, which was their 
Christmas tradition to their children. Made me feel 
special and at home. Those worship times at Felipe’s 
(another IVEPer from Brazil) house with his hosts 
in Calgary. I got energized, refreshed and felt more 
connected with the Holy Spirit. And of course the 
priceless smile of their baby Malachi. That time when me 
and Simon are singing loudly at the Broadway Bridge in 
Saskatoon while filming ourselves. My birthday surprise 
at my workplace; it was thoughtful and epic.

relationship with god: Back home my spiritual life was 
highly dependent on the encouragement and involvement 
of my church brothers and sisters in different ways. They 
have actually made it easier for me to follow Christ. 
Here I have to take care of my spiritual growth. With 
God’s help I was able to find a way to find God and 
the Holy Spirit even in such calm and cold worship 
practices.

New Perspectives: I have learned where the church’s 
position should be in this world. Instead of seeking the 
dominant position in this world’s social or political 
structure, the church should influence this world from 
bottom up by being the light into this darkness. Because 
Jesus didn’t come as an earthly king nor did he pursue 
any dominant positions of the time, rather he came in a 
lowly manger and he won by his humility. 

Future Plans: I’d like to be involved more in community-
related works and go back to my University for more 
research and teaching.

Shraddha Bux (India)
Retail assistant, MCC Thrift Store
Lethbridge, Alberta, Canada

First Impression: My first impression about Canada is 
“CANADA IS SO PEACEFUL.” Being a part of Canada 
is really good and I’m so blessed because this year 
Canada is celebrating its 150th anniversary. I went to 
many national parks  and there I saw God creation’s that 
he made by his own words and it was really good; 2016-
2017 was a blessed year of my life.

Differences: The difference between Canada and India 
is, of course, food, as well as culture, climate, church 
service and much more. 
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memorable or Funny Experience: On Thanksgiving Day 
we had snow and for me it was my first experience in 
snow and I fell four times in one day ... It was so funny, 
but it hurt seriously.

relationship with god: I’m improving now as I compare 
to my previous life and I’m doing good. God protected 
me from every bad thing here in Canada. Sometimes it 
was difficult because I had to face many people here who 
were non-Christian, but it was a good experience too.

New Perspectives: I’m improving day by day and now 
I’m not judging people and I will definitely want to tell 
my church, family and friends whatever I learn here in 
Canada.

Future Plans: MCC works for peace, development and 
relief; I will try to do all these in my country, India. 

Souda Chirdchung (Laos)
Life Enrichment and Business Assistant, Living Branches 
and Dock Woods
Lansdale, Pennsylvania, U.S.

First Impression: The U.S. is a beautiful country, 
especially the seasons. When fall season is coming, the 
leaves start to change color and fall down. When winter 
is coming the weather is cold and it starts to snow and 
I look around and every tree starts to turn white. When 
spring is coming the leaves and flowers start to bloom, 
and everything is green, the birds start to sing, and 
everything is so very pretty.

Differences: Lifestyle in the U.S. is very different from 
my country as Americans like to wear clothes that 
follow the first day of the season or follow a day that 
has special meaning (red on February 14). Americans 
have different festivals like Mother’s Day, Father’s Day, 
July Fourth, Halloween, and Thanksgiving. They like 
to prepare everything in the beginning of the month in 
December for Christmas and April for Easter. Schools 
in the U.S. have buses come to pick up kids and 
students every Monday to Friday and the schools have 
many sports, games and activities for students. After 
high school, students can borrow government money 
for education, and then they will pay it back to the 
government. Many Americans can work three shifts 
during the day (24 hours), but it depends on the work 
place, situations and positions. Houses in the U.S. have 
basements. Children do not sleep in the same room 
with their parents. People like to drink coffee and tea, 
and they do not like to eat spicy food but they like to 
eat something sweet after lunch or dinner. Americans 
eat cheese and many kinds of food that are made from 
flour. Americans have entrance cards for the hospital, 
car, house and life. There are so many places for older 
people to live, like they own a house but not free. The 
government takes care of the children whose parents 
cannot take care of them, or if they do not have enough 

money to support them. There are a lot of Christmas, 
Birthday, Easter or thank you cards in the store and 
Americans send almost anything by mail. They pay for 
things by credit card more than cash. Every store in the 
U.S. is very clean and sells very nice things.

memorable or Funny Experience: One day in January 
I went to ski with my host dad’s brother and his wife. 
That was my first time in my life so I went to the class 
first. A man taught me how to ski for 30 minutes. The 
ski boots on my feet were very heavy. I did not know 
how to walk, but I tried, and I could so after that I put 
skies on the bottom of my ski boots. Then I fell down 
many times. However, I never stopped; I tried to stand 
up by myself and it was very hard and I needed help just 
to stand up. I tried to walk and tried to ski. I could walk 
and I could ski by myself but I still fell down sometimes, 
but I was not scared when I fell down. This experience 
teaches me what I have to do in my life. If I stopped I 
would not know how to ski, but I did not stop, so right 
now I know how to ski! While here in the U.S. (at home 
or at work) I try to eat what they eat, I do what they do, 
I help when I can help, I learn what I can learn, I ask 
what I do not understand, and I try to speak louder, and 
not be shy about asking for help.

relationship with god: I learn many things from many 
situation in my work place (community for older people 
to live). I work in the business office, and it was the first 
time that I saw machines do almost everything with the 
mail. I know many system work together like in Living 
Branches have many departments; human research, 
nursing, child center, café, swimming pool, dining room, 
marketing, business office, cleaning, cooking, gym, gift 
shop, thrift shop, traveling, servicing in the chapel on 
Sundays and activities. Wow, it was a great experience 
to me. It is difficult in my work place when I talk to 
the residents but they do not understand me or cannot 
hear me; I have had to talk very loud (I never did that 
before) again and again and talk many different ways. I 
was not happy when I had to stay other places, like in 
Canada for mid-year conference, I lived with a family 
that had two cats and the cat came to sleep with me the 
first night. It made me suffer very much and I was sick 
and I could not sleep for four nights at my host house in 
Canada. (That was my mistake because before we went 
to Canada MCC told me about the host family and I 
said yes). The last one is a day I went to work and one 
resident (a man, 75-years-old) did something impolite to 
me – he asked me for a kiss – I left him as fast as I could! 
At the time I was very angry and I did not talk to him 
for three months, but now I have forgiven him already.

New Perspectives: I had to learn many things that I 
never knew before at my work, with the systems. I 
went to many place that I have seen on TV when I was 
kid, and it changed my mind (I need to learn as much 
as I can) It is difficult for me to understand because 
everything is more modern more than what I thought 
and so many things are more beautiful than what I saw. 
I met so many difference people and friends from around 
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the world, they told me so much about what they do the 
difference between knowledge, behavior, mind, culture, 
lifestyle, relationship in the family and friends. Especially, 
in American relationships between children and parents are 
very good, and husband and wife show their love by a hug 
and kiss to each other and their children in the morning 
before they go to work and when they get back home.

Future Plans: When I am back to my home country, the 
first thing I will do is help youth in my church and I will 
be looking for a job for one year or two year. Then I 
would like to continue to study for a master’s abroad, or 
I will start my own business.

Jonas Da (Burkina Faso)
Pastoral Care and Life Enrichment Intern, Garden Spot 
Village
New Holland, Pennsylvania, U.S.

First Impression: The first time I arrived in the U.S., and 
specifically in my community, I had a cultural shock. I 
saw many cars and nice houses, but I did not see people 
outside. I started asking myself, where are the owners of 
those cars and houses? Everything was quiet, no music 
and I started questioning myself if I could live in that 
community. The few people that I saw outside were 
riding their big cars with their big dogs looking through 
the windows in the back seats to contemplate the beauty 
of nature.

Differences: There are many differences between my 
home country and my host country. The first difference 
is life in community. In my country, you see more people 
outside on the streets, in the market places; you hear 
music everywhere and it is noisy. But here in the U.S., it 
is quieter and people do almost everything inside. I think 
maybe the weather plays a big role in that difference. 
In my country, it is hot and dry, but in the U.S. it is 
sometimes cold and snowing. Maybe that explains the 
reason why people stay inside. In the U.S. animals have 
special treatment: it is a duty to go for a little walk with 
your dog, to get him a $20 haircut and allow him to 
sit in the front seat of your car. I was shocked by those 
special treatments to pets. In my home country, our dogs 
are guard and hunting dogs. We feed them well, but do 
not treat them almost like human beings.

memorable or Funny Experience: During my time in the 
U.S., I have learnt about that famous Santa Claus who 
comes to give gifts at Christmas only to people to who 
have behaved well at the end of the year. I was so much 
interested to know more about that fictional character 
that I was chosen to be him at Christmas and to go give 
gifts to the residents in their apartments. It was really 
fun. It is something that I will not forget about my time 
in the U.S.

relationship with god: Being away from my family and 
friends was hard sometimes, but this year I feel like I 

have grown in faith and in many areas. During our Bible 
studies, I have learnt many things that make me happy. I 
would say that I have achieved a new level of faith.

New Perspectives: After this cross cultural service, I have 
new perspectives of how I see myself and others. I feel 
like I am an unfinished man who needs to learn every 
day from others. People also in my home country have 
to understand that only education and hard work will 
make you free. I have also learnt that we live in a big 
world with different cultures, but in fact created by the 
same almighty God. So, we have to forgive those who 
hurt us sometimes and move forward. We do not have to 
judge somebody else’s culture. I see the world differently 
now.

Future Plans: When I get back home, I will share my 
experience and what I have learnt in the U.S. with 
people in my country. At the same time I will go back to 
school, because I have one year of university studies left. 
After that, I will think about what I will be doing in the 
future, if I live longer.

Abhijit Das (India)
Aide with seniors and others with physical disabilities, 
L’Arche Greater Vancouver
Burnaby, British Columbia, Canada

First Impression: It was really challenging for me when 
I interacted the first time with the people at L’Arche 
community. I was thinking how can I manage to work 
with the residents with love and affection because all 
were new to me and I did not have any idea about 
anything related to this field, but after one or two weeks 
I started gathering knowledge and ideas about the 
residents of the L’Arche community. I found myself more 
comfortable and very flexible. The most important thing 
I found here is the faith and the trust among each other, 
which made me really happy and excited to work here. 
There is lots of positive energy and potential to work 
together in gardening, snow removal, garbage dump, 
recycling, electrical work and volunteering with Meals 
on Wheels (door to door delivery of food to the senior 
people once a week).

Differences: Both of my families are excellent. It feels 
very nice when I think about both families, my own 
family, and my host family. My host family made me 
strong and made me understand about life and apart my 
own family taught me about caring, love and affection 
as well as to give tribute to others. The funniest thing is 
I get confused when anyone asks me about my family 
and I think about my two families and I have to ask 
them again, “Excuse me, please, could you please tell 
me about which family are you asking me about?” The 
most important thing I have learned about is self-help 
care, which is very much important and it made my self-
confident and strong to do any kind of work without 
hesitation or shyness. I need to be smart enough to 
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perform anything by myself, but also I learned to take 
the self-decision about myself without asking anyone.

memorable or Funny Experience: There are lots of funny 
and memorable things, but I would like to share about 
two: 1) One day I forgot to bring my lunch accidently, 
but I had one apple with me so at lunch time I was 
eating the apple. Suddenly one resident shared his lunch 
with me. 2) One day I felt sick so I did not want to go to 
work that one day. The residents missed me and they felt 
very sad, but on the next day when I went to work, one 
of the resident came to me and hugged me and asked me 
if I was fine and she gave me a get well soon greeting 
card she made by herself. It touched my heart and I was 
so happy; the residents of L’Arche love me a lot.  

relationship with god: I must say that since coming here 
my faith has become more strong in times of loneliness. 
I would like to share one story: It was afternoon and 
I went out very far to help our senior customers and I 
was feeling hungry. I was praying to Jesus Christ that I 
wished I could get something to eat because I was feeling 
very hungry and suddenly my coworker/supervisor saw 
an apple tree and we ate an apple. Then I gave thanks to 
Jesus Christ and told everyone how great he is.

New Perspectives: Before coming here I did not have any 
kind of view except that I made myself strong because 
I do know that this one year journey might be hard 
for me; but the thing is it’s by the grace of God that 
everything is going nicely and I have gathered lots of 
new ideas and skills after staying here in Canada.

Future Plans: I will share all the ideas and information 
that I have learned here and try to bring a new thought 
through one year experience by the support from MCC 
India if it is possible and try to connect with other 
societies to give them the view of Canadian society and 
its formation. I will also discuss the good as well as bad 
parts of the society because as for my point of view I like 
to talk about both the positive as well as the negative, or 
in other terms, advantages and disadvantages.

Barbara Franzen (Brazil)
Assistant teacher, Central Christian School
Kidron, Ohio, U.S. 

First Impression: Definitely, my first impression was 
really good about the nature and people in Kidron. I 
just loved the beauty of the nature around me and the 
peace that I felt when I met my host family and people 
in my work place. Truly, Kidron is a unique place with 
the Amish and their buggies, with friendly people and 
beautiful old buildings. Kidron is like “Narnia” for me, 
a beautiful and singular place in the world. 

Differences: I could say there are three big differences 
between the city where I live in Brazil and the city I’m 
living in during this year. The first one is that my home 

city is bigger than my host city. Because of that, I was 
afraid that I wouldn’t enjoy living in Kidron. However, 
I really like the quiet neighborhood here, the simplicity 
of people around me and the fresh air blowing in my 
face when I am outside on the front porch. The second 
difference is the winter. Here in U.S., the winter is really, 
really, cold. But there is something I really like about 
winter here, and that is the snow. It is so beautiful and 
bright! Finally, the third difference is the Amish people. 
Ohio is also called the Amish Country, because a lot 
of Amish families live here. These friendly and unique 
people make Kidron even more special to me.

memorable or Funny Experience: I had a lot of good 
and funny experiences during this year. But I believe 
that my first day with my host family was a really 
special moment. I was afraid that they couldn’t like me 
and I was scared about my IVEP year. My coordinator 
drove me to my host family’s house and then I met my 
lovely host family. After I had a “tour” of the house 
guided by the little lady of the family (Veena, 6) my 
host mom asked if I would like to go with her and her 
three daughters to get some blackberries in one of our 
neighbor’s backyard. I answered Yes, even though I was 
not so sure what blackberries were (not a common fruit 
in Brazil). I was in the street walking with them, when 
suddenly Veena held my hand. I looked and I saw a 
big and beautiful smile on her face. Then I smiled back 
and we keep walking together. In that moment I felt so 
comfortable and happy. I saw Jesus here, reminding me 
that He is in the control of everything, and that I was 
not alone. It was a beautiful day, with a bright sun, a 
blue sky and blackberries in the baskets.

relationship with god: For me, sometimes it was hard to 
be connected with God and I was feeling sad about it. 
Then I started to take more time alone, in a quiet place, 
just me and Jesus. I took time to worship God in my first 
language, read the Bible and other Christian books, and 
also, I took time to pray for all the strange feelings I was 
having. On the other hand, I saw Jesus taking care of me 
in every situation and through my difficulties I can see 
my faith growing too. I believe our lives in Christ are a 
continuous and infinite progress until He returns. 

New Perspectives: I have learned a lot during this year. I 
learned a lot about myself, which is a really good thing. 
Also I have a different opinion about how I should 
see people around me, how I should care more and 
act more for peace and equality. My reality in Brazil 
is a little different than the reality I had in the U.S. 
Sometimes I just wish we could have more possibilities 
and opportunities in Brazil. However, everything that I 
learned and experienced here just inspires me to return 
to my country and to keep working in favor of relief and 
reconciliation between people, for love and peace and, 
the most important thing, to keep talking about the true 
life in Christ. 

Future Plans: Usually, I have a plan, but this time I’m not 
so sure about a plan for when I return home. Definitely, 
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I will return to my college and finish my degree. Also, I 
will return to my activities in my church. But I really want 
to be involved in a social project. I want to share with 
people all that I learned and experienced here. I want to 
bring peace and love for people around me. I know that 
God will keep directing my life and the big part of my 
plan is to follow His plans and dreams for me.

Michael Ghaly (Egypt)
Refugee Employment Services Coordinator, Della Lamb 
Community Services 
Kansas City, Missouri, U.S. 

First Impression: I noticed that people are very kind and 
they always try to help you deal with challenges because 
you are in a different country with a different culture 

Differences: In the U.S., summer is hot like Egypt but 
winter here is colder and we do not have snow in Egypt. 
Food is different here compared with Egypt. Here there 
are rules in traffic. In Egypt traffic is very bad. Here 
people respect time; in Egypt most people do not.

memorable or Funny Experience: I saw snow here for the 
first time in my life. My friend told me to walk carefully 
and I did not listen to him. Then I fell down and he 
laughed at me.

relationship with god: It was not easy to travel away 
from home to another country so I felt alone and 
confused at the beginning, but I really felt God at my 
side always, giving me power to move on in my life here. 
So, I am thankful for everything he is doing to me.

New Perspectives: Now I think I gained many new 
things like learning about a new culture, improving my 
English, having a great experience from my work place, 
the new experience of living in community house.

Future Plans: I do not have certain plans yet, but I will 
try to use what I learned here and I will try to be useful 
in my country.

Felipe Gonçalves da Silva (Brazil)
Assistant, MCC Restorative Justice Programs &  
Sales associate, Ten Thousand Villages
Calgary, Alberta, Canada

First Impression: When I arrived in Canada I marveled at 
the airport structure and beauty of the city. Everything is 
very clean and organized; the houses are so beautiful and 
the people are very polite and welcoming. After a week 
I went to Calgary, the city that I’m living in, and again I 
found myself shocked by the beauty of the city and my 
neighborhood.

Differences: In terms of structuring, in Canada I find 
it totally different from Brazil, starting with the look of 
the houses. In Canada the houses are very beautiful and 
similar (at least in the neighborhoods I visited). In Brazil 
inequality is more visible. In relation to people, I realized 
that in Brazil we are more warm, friendly, and like to 
party. I noticed that in Canada the neighbors do not relate 
much. For example, in my country it is common for me to 
get food or anything else borrowed from my neighbor.

memorable or Funny Experience: I will never forget my 
winter experience. When I arrived in Canada I had a 
vision that winter was fun, because in movies people 
had so much fun in the snow, and they dress so well, 
the coats are beautiful and they all look so elegant. 
Well, after two days of snow I realized that it was not 
as nice as I thought. The cold is very intense, it hurts my 
face, the ground becomes slippery, and worst of all, it 
increases the appetite. However, there are some benefits. 
There are fun activities in the snow, the lakes are frozen, 
which allows us to skate. Hills covered in snow make for 
good tobogganing. The winter garments make us more 
beautiful and hide the extra pounds acquired from eating 
all the hot comfort food.

relationship with god: I have always had an intimate 
relationship with God, and I have learned from my life 
experiences that it is crucial to my happiness. I confess that 
it was difficult as soon as I got here to go to church and 
keep my worship routine, because I could not understand 
the services. The pastor spoke very fast, but over time I got 
used to it and now I can worship God in English.

New Perspectives: When I came here, I worried about 
everything because I had never been far away from my 
home country or my family. My English wasn’t good, 
but God always has a plan and provides everything 
that is best for me; such as my host family, amazing 
people who I’ll love forever and be thankful for. I have 
wonderful work friends, and many people who I know 
now. Everything here for me comes from the love of 
God. So, I believe everything that happens to me is a 
useful experience that helps me learn and grow up more in 
my faith. I know God more and more now. It also showed 
me now that if I have a little faith, the mountain can move 
and change bad things to be good things because God 
never leaves me alone and stays with me always.

Future Plans: Before coming to Canada I had just 
graduated from law school. When I return to Brazil, I 
want to work as a lawyer, continue studying English and 
serve with love in my local church.

Nataša Gudalo (Bosnia and Herzegovina)
Processing agent, Park View Federal Credit Union
Harrisonburg, Virginia, U.S.

First Impression: Before I came here I did research on the 
internet about the place where I will stay. I was looking 
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at pictures of downtown and I wondered how I will feel 
when I get there. It was incredible to see this cute city 
in reality! I was walking around and remembered the 
pictures that I saw earlier. I can’t describe how wonderful 
it was to see that in reality. I felt excited and extremely 
happy!

Differences: In my country, we do not wear shoes inside 
the house, like most people do in the U.S. That is the 
first different thing I have experienced here. Also, we 
are much closer to our neighbors; we talk to each other 
more often and we are very connected. And I have to say 
that public transportation is so much better than here. 
Here people tend to eat healthy food and have supper 
every day at the same time. And older people here look 
younger in comparison to people of similar age in my 
country.

memorable or Funny Experience: All people around 
me are more than wonderful to me, starting with my 
host family. But I can mention one story: I had to go 
to the doctor one day, which was a little bit far, so I 
needed transportation. One lovely lady from my work 
offered me a ride there. She was very sick that day, but 
she waited for me around two hours while I had my 
appointment. And she repeated all the time that I don’t 
have to worry about anything. I was deeply touched by 
that act. I still am.

relationship with god: This has been a wonderful 
experience, but also a big challenge. Sometimes is very 
hard to stay positive and I have learned to breathe deep 
and to be patient. I have had a few situations where I 
really got proof that faith can solve everything. It is very 
important to keep yourself in balance and keep in mind 
that you are not alone in this.

New Perspectives: Going far away from my family and 
everything I love has helped me to discover that I have 
confirmed what and who I am. Sometimes things that 
you normally wouldn’t do or wouldn’t see show you 
what you really want. From this distance I was able to 
see how many wonderful things my country has. I have 
also opened myself to new possibilities and I became 
braver. One more important thing is that I have had a 
chance to meet so many people from different countries 
and learn something about them.

Future Plans: I have so many goals that I want to 
accomplish, I am full of ideas! But first I am planning 
to start with job where I will feel fulfilled and satisfied. 
That is not easy in my country, but I am sure I will 
find it. This experience will also contribute to it. I am 
also open to sharing my experience somewhere else in 
Europe, depending on where I can express myself in the 
best possible way. For example, I love photography, so 
hopefully I will start educating myself in this field as 
well.

Abenezer Habtemariam (Ethiopia) 
Construction worker, Mennonite Disaster Service
Lititz, Pennsylvania, U.S.

First Impression: Starting from my flight up to 
orientation, it has been amazing – and a little bit scary as 
well. Trying a lot of new things was the main feature of 
my trip. After I spent some time getting my feet on the 
ground, I totally opened myself to training and getting 
experience. I have been so excited. I would say this past 
year has been one of my best years ever. Thankfully 
it wasn’t difficult to adapt, instead I developed more 
flexibility. When I came here the weather was pretty 
warm, which I really enjoyed. My assignment places, my 
host families, different people from all over the world 
– have been my priceless blessings. I’ve never expected 
such a broad experience. I’m so blessed for having and 
knowing you all IVEPers especially. 

Differences: We have a number of differences that I 
noticed in this year. It begins with the weather, and 
continues through culture and different levels of 
technologies. It’s good sometimes to observe these 
differences and become aware of them. That has made 
me think globally and provides a bunch of lessons to my 
life.

memorable or Funny Experience: We had such amazing 
times, especially when we had gathering time with other 
IVEPers and SALTers. Our devotion time in different 
languages, discussions, exploring new locations, hiking, 
playing in snow and sharing pictures are some of my 
memorable moments. When we gather, we had sharing 
time about what’s a new or slang word that most 
Americans use, such as “yo,” “does that make sense?” 
“whatever,” “ I don’t care” and “got ya.”

relationship with god: Different churches according 
to their beliefs and culture they have own ways of 
worshiping, which are common things for all. Here 
is the thing that I have been challenged with through 
this program: I was involved at church often and 
participating at church was one way that I grow deeper 
in my faith. Some of these activities were not the same 
here, which was hard for me. But this has not been 
only a struggle for me; through this challenge I also 
discovered a lot of personal time with God, having more 
relationship with God.

New Perspectives: I’ve seen abundantly God’s provision 
in my life through these programs. As a result of this I 
developed this heart for serving and living for others, 
which has a thousand blessings for our lives. I’d like to 
proclaim into my future and to my people that God is 
SO faithful regardless of our circumstance. In fact I was 
too far from my family and friends, but God was here. 
He’s never let me alone, instead He has revealed His love 
and care through my working place, host family, new 
friends, and so on.
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Future Plans: I want to live out my purpose. I want 
to reach people’s hearts through my profession. I am 
going back to my country to establish a non-profit 
construction company, which will build up people and 
hope and not just homes.

Judith Hege (Germany)
Group host guide, Winnipeg Harvest
Winnipeg, Manitoba, Canada

First Impression: Canada is huge! It is a very flat land 
(at least in the prairies) with straight streets and big 
rectangular fields (saw them from the plane). When 
comparing the two countries I found out that Germany 
is only about half the size of my assignment province 
Manitoba but instead of a little more than one million 
inhabitants (Manitoba) Germany has more than 82 
million inhabitants. The people in Winnipeg are mostly 
friendly and volunteering is a big value.

Differences: Mobility. Germany is so small and 
high populated compared to Canada. Our public 
transportation system gives us more options and makes 
it easier to travel. Also it is more usual in Germany 
to walk or bike and spend time outside in the city. 
Cups and fast food are bigger in Canada. You can 
buy everything in large quantities. German houses are 
usually built of stone. And there are more old buildings 
like churches and castles. There are no back lanes in 
Germany. And you can drive faster on the Autobahn, of 
course.

memorable or Funny Experience: My coworkers and 
I had lots of fun learning a few German words and 
English sayings like “to put one’s foot in one’s mouth” 
or “to be ahead of the game.” I guess my host siblings 
will never forget the “schwarzer Hase.” They got a game 
for Christmas and the instructions were in German. So 
I had to explain the rules. We also had lots of fun with 
our kitten. What are the sights you can see in Manitoba? 
One day we drove to two little towns to see the world’s 
largest can of coke and the world’s largest smoking pipe. 
Going to Vancouver and Abbotsford in B.C. and seeing 
the city and the mountains. Mid-year conference and 
meeting all the other IVEPers from so many different 
countries and cultures.

relationship with god: I experienced God in a new 
environment and how he cares for us. When we are 
lonely or struggling he is still there. He can calm our 
mind and heart so that we are able to sleep. He is 
with us in difficult times and he is the provider of 
the good. During my service in Canada I enjoyed 
attending a young adults group. I like the Bible study 
and discussions. But the church I go to is also very big 
and I find it hard to build personal relationships with 
Canadians.

New Perspectives: I think I learned a lot about life and 

about cultures. About myself I learned for example that 
I have to improve in self-care. I am usually thinking too 
much about the work that has to be done and about 
others. For Germans it’s mostly hard to be proud of their 
country. It’s interesting to learn about other people’s 
pictures of Germany. Maybe I learned to love our 
culture, nature and country more. I am very thankful 
for meeting all the other IVEPers and learning about 
different countries and cultures.

Future Plans: Before coming to Canada I was studying 
physics and finished with a bachelor’s degree. When I am 
back I want to study my master’s degree in a different 
city. Besides that I want to volunteer with refugees or 
homeless people or help at a food bank. And then I 
dream of traveling and visiting some of the IVEPers I 
made friends with during the year.

Irene Irawati (Indonesia)
Pre-K / Library aide, Hinkletown Mennonite School
Ephrata, Pennsylvania, U.S.

First Impression: I love my placement! I love my host 
family, my workplace and place where I live in the U.S.! 
I thought that everywhere in the U.S. there would be 
a lot of people, traffic, and crowds. But, I didn’t find 
that tiring thing here! At least it wasn’t as bad as what I 
thought. I live in the countryside, surrounded by farms 
and fields, not many high or huge buildings. And I love 
the houses here! I wish I could have an American house 
someday! They are so good looking. I felt strange with 
the way people say hello here. They always ask how you 
are, even if you just met them the night before. But it 
was the first week’s view, now it’s normal for me.

Differences: I found a lot of differences between the 
U.S. and Indonesia, of course! People here give more 
compliments to each other, instead of criticizing. I 
learned hard to do that. Here, we are free to be our self, 
people just doing what they want to do. But in the other 
side, the way to show respect is different from Indonesia. 
How young people relate to the older, or kids to parent 
is different. And of course different food! I do love dairy 
products, but I miss the strong taste of our seasonings, 
and also our seafood! I don’t really like sweet, but sweet 
is everywhere here.

memorable or Funny Experience: When we celebrated my 
grandpa’s birthday we were doing a progressive dinner 
together, so we started at our grandparent’s house and 
ate salad and grandma’s homemade bread. Then we 
moved to our house to eat appetizers. Then we moved 
again to an uncle’s house, where we enjoyed soup. 
And then we got ice cream at an ice cream shop as our 
dessert. We ended up at an aunt’s house to entertain 
grandpa and grandma. That was really neat! I love those 
families so much! At school there were a couple days 
each week when we had devotions in the morning for 
the faculty. I love how they pray for everybody and I 
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love when we sing together. The most beautiful prayer 
was when one of the students had a problem with his 
immigration paperwork and he had to go back to his 
home country. At that time, all the faculty and staff took 
time and pray for him. And finally our student got to 
pass it. It was a wonderful Christmas gift for all of us!

relationship with god: I have a lots of friends back 
home in Indonesia. So I could do anything and go 
anywhere I wanted with them or by myself since I have 
my motorbike or car. But here, I thought there was 
nobody here my age. But then I find out that, most 
people my age were married already! So I couldn’t ask 
them to hang out with me anytime, because they have 
to watch their kids, clean up their houses, or prepare 
meals for their families. And I couldn’t go anywhere 
by myself, since I wasn’t allowed to drive and I lived in 
the countryside with minimum public transportation. It 
was hard for me, for the first three months. But then, 
my when I told my mom in Indonesia about that, she 
told me that I should not be worry about that. She said 
that I should spend more time with God, seek Him and 
built a deeper relationship with Him. It wasn’t easy, but 
finally I made it! I felt so grateful that I had a lot of free 
time so I could have more time for my devotion, read my 
Bible, and pray. I found so many things that encouraged 
my faith! Honestly, my biggest struggle is going home! I 
think about what I should do after I get back home, and 
how people will have a big expectation about me after 
I come back. It just overwhelmed me. But since I spent 
more time seeking God, I feel like He opens door after 
door for me. I found peace and joy in Him. And I know, 
if He has brought me this far in my life, He won’t just 
leave me alone; He will be with me till the end.

New Perspectives: I had to share about Indonesia at 
school, for everybody! For students from pre-K to 8th 
grade, and for teachers too. I did some more sharing in 
other places too. When I prepared my lesson plans about 
Indonesia, I had to re-learn to prepare myself. Those 
preparations made me feel so grateful for Indonesia 
and I know how blessed I am to be Indonesian. I loved 
sharing with other IVEPers from other countries. I am so 
glad to know so much cultures from around the world. 
It is so beautiful when you can see a lot of things from 
different perspective; even sometimes it might feel weird, 
but I learned to appreciate them.

Future Plans: Before I came here, I had a dream to have 
a daycare. Here, I had a lot of chances to learn, and to 
prepare myself for that. My days were always about 
kids! At home and at school, and at some other chance 
too! Not only did I get a lot experience with kids, but I 
also got a lot of support from people around me here. I 
think I’m ready to start my daycare as soon as possible 
when I go back home! I can’t wait to serve kids through 
my daycare! I love kids! My other plan is getting 
married!

Memory Kamoto (Malawi)
Relationship facilitator, Central Haven Special Care 
Home & Sherbrooke Community Centre
Saskatoon, Saskatchewan, Canada

First Impression: Canada is a beautiful and developed 
nation. All the buildings are of high quality standards. 
My first day in Canada, I was amazed to see how 
beautiful all the houses and buildings were, and it has 
good road networks, electricity all day all year, no black 
outs. I was amazed to hear and see how the population 
of cars is more than people. People in Canada are 
friendly, loving and caring. I love the way people treat 
and care about me, my host family, workplace and 
church. They have a lot of interest learning about me 
and my culture.

Differences: There is a big difference between Canada 
and Malawi. My culture is different from here for 
example the way both family members participate in the 
kitchen while back home only females are involved with 
cooking and doing dishes. The weather is also different; 
it is cold here in Canada while back home is warm. It 
snows here while back home it rains. And Canada is 
flat, back home is hilly. Canadians also like foods with 
lots of sugar while back home we enjoy salty foods. You 
can call anyone by his/her first name, while back home 
calling adults by their first name is a sign of disrespect. 
Canadians love pets more than people.

memorable or Funny Experience: I remember during 
Christmas season, I went to a certain boot camp 
with some of the students from university and we did 
different activities and one of them was ice skating. I 
tried to skate but I fell down hundreds of times. Another 
memorable moment was when the cat at my workplace 
died and I was amazed to see her picture frame on the 
wall saying “In loving memory of Bandi, the cat.” That 
was when I realized that people here in Canada love pets 
more.

relationship with god: The time I was doing my visa 
process, I was having hard times in my heart. I knew I 
was coming to a foreign land where no one knows me, 
I knew I was going to leave my parents, relatives and 
friends back home. I knew I was leaving my comfort 
zone. I had no idea of what life will be like for me here 
in Canada with different worshipping styles. The time 
I was saying goodbye to my family and friends, I cried 
in my heart knowing that the battle has started. Then I 
comforted and encouraged myself with the word of God 
when Jesus was talking to his disciples that everyone 
who wants to follow him must leave behind his parents, 
relatives and friends behind. The time when my flight 
was taking off, is when my faith in God grew stronger. 
I prayed to God to guide and lead me in everything. 
I prayed to open my mind with wisdom so that I can 
proclaim and share God’s love to his people. Being here 
in Canada, my faith and spiritual life has grown since 
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I am serving God far away from my family and friends 
and I adjusted myself to the way of worshipping here. 
Also I am involved in church activities like Sunday 
school, cares groups and many more, which is helping 
me to know the Bible better.

New Perspectives: Well, I have now seen that I am a 
stronger woman and that I can handle things by myself. 
I have self-confidence because working with people 
who are in long-term care is not simple. You need to 
be strong, caring, loving, patient and kind. And being 
involved in most of the church activities means that 
I am valuable. I also now know the importance of 
participating all family members in decision making, 
as well as in the kitchen. I have now corrected all the 
stereotypes that I had of Canadians and those they had 
of Malawians.

Future Plans: When I go back home, I am planning to 
work with elders since it is my calling. Most of the elders 
back home die fast due to loneliness, helplessness and 
boredom and hunger. If I am employed anywhere, I will 
use whatever resources I will be getting to help the elders.

Leticia Kasaka (Zambia)
Thrift store assistant, Rosthern Clothes Basket & 
Camp assistant, Shekinah Retreat Center & 
Sunday school teacher, Eigenheim Mennonite Church
Rosthern, Saskatchewan, Canada 

First Impression: I thought it was going to be hard for 
me to fit in with the people. My fears were being rejected 
or excluded because I am African and all.

Differences: Firstly the weather is different here; in my 
country, we never have snow and our winter season 
never gets below zero. The people are more to themselves 
here compared to back home where everyone loves being 
around each other and doing something together. It isn’t 
only family that comes around but friends too. Most of 
the people here prefer being with pets than being with 
people, which is the opposite of my country.

memorable or Funny Experience: One of my best 
experiences was the warm welcome that I received 
the first day I went to church. All the IVEPers were 
welcomed in an amazing and outstanding way.

relationship with god: I have learnt a lot about 
Christianity, not only the Mennonites but the world at 
large, I have learnt more and become a researcher when it 
comes to religion, and I feel this is one of the best things 
that one could ever learn. On the other hand, I didn’t get 
to pray as much as I could when I was back home with 
friends and family, but I was able to pray online with 
them, which was quite helpful. And with my second hosts, 
Bible or religious talks were not something that they were 
used to so that kept me from sharing more about faith, 
about what I’ve learnt here or from back home.

New Perspectives: I have always believed in myself 
and even after this, I am still coming out the same, but 
stronger than before, which is helpful.

Future Plans: First things first, once I get home I will 
be working with MCC’s peace club and also Christian 
International Life Missions, which is an organization 
that I am already part of. I would like to continue where 
I left off and share what I have learnt. From there, I will 
be waiting to get into university after being away from 
home for a long time.

HyeonJeong Kim (Republic of Korea (ROK/South 
Korea))
Church/Community worker & Pastoral assistant
Riverside, California, U.S.

First Impression: My main work is a teacher of 
‘You’re Invited’ preschool. The preschool is based on 
playground. We don’t teach children with book and 
pen, we let them learn from their own experience. 
And the teachers treat the children as individuals. In 
Korea, most people think that to be a part of group is 
more important than personality. So, “You’re Invited” 
programs were kind of a new thing to me. And I had 
never seen any wild cactus before I came to California. 
But there are many cactuses in Riverside. So, when I saw 
that the first time, I thought, “Really I am in California.”

Differences: We don’t have to push button for crosswalks 
in Korea. The lights are changed automatically. My first 
day at work in Riverside, I was going to walk by myself 
to work. And I needed to cross at street at a crosswalk, so 
I waited for the light to change. But it was not changing. 
I was waiting and waiting and I was getting kind of 
nervous. After 15 minutes, finally I called my host mom 
and she asked me, “Did you push the button?” and then I 
saw the button to change the light. I was embarrassed and 
that was my first difference in U.S. I was surprised that 
Americans don’t eat pizza with pickles. One day, my host 
mom and I made pizza at home and I asked her about 
pickles. My mom was kind of confused. And then I heard 
they don’t eat those together. In Korea, if we go to pizza 
restaurant, they serve pickles first as a side dish because 
we think pizza and pickles are the best couple! 

memorable or Funny Experience: My English name is Joy. 
One day, a girl told me “I know why your name is Joy. 
You always make me joyful! I like your name Joy!” That 
moment made me so happy and I remember that clearly 
still. 

relationship with god: When I came here, my English 
was not good enough to understand worship. Moreover, 
I am a Catholic and I grew up in Catholic background, 
so I didn’t know any of the songs in church. In the 
beginning, I was just sitting down and praying by 
myself. But, my first host mom helped me to understand 
worship as much as possible. And then the pastor, who is 
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my supervisor, started giving me his power points about 
the sermon before every Sunday. So, I could find some 
new words before worship and that helped me a lot. 
Also, that made my faith stronger. 

New Perspectives: Personally, I was changed to a more 
confident person. Before I came here, I didn’t think I 
would live very well in the U.S. because my English 
was bad and I always lived with my parents. But I was 
wrong; most people did understand my English and I 
am loved by new ‘family.’ I really enjoyed my life in the 
U.S. and I am thinking about my future, graduate school 
and getting a job. I wanted to make lots of money for 
my family and my future, also I wanted to do something 
for peace and serve people who need help. But I know if 
I want to work for peace as a job, then I will have hard 
time with money. So, I couldn’t decide so easily. But 
through this program I discovered that money is not the 
important thing in my whole life.

Future Plans: I have one more year before I graduate so I 
am going back to my school next spring. I would like to 
learn new other languages, especially Spanish first! And 
I hope I can travel to other countries before I graduate 
from university. 

Krystin Kotze (South Africa)
Thrive Community Support Services
Winnipeg, Manitoba, Canada

First Impression: This place is so different from home 
and is going to be such an adventure! Everything is 
so strange and even the way they say things is weird 
because of their accents and the words they use for some 
things such as traffic lights when in South Africa we say 
robots. It just made everything so new and it made me 
want to learn more about this new place where I will 
be spending a year of my life. My other first impression 
was shock after the wonder because there are no fences 
around the houses and even if there are, they aren’t that 
big and aren’t that scary looking like back home. Most 
areas don’t have fences at all. I was surprised and a little 
scared because there is nothing between the house and 
people and that’s not done back home.

Differences: The differences between home and Canada 
is that South Africa doesn’t have snow! I was so excited 
to see snow and find out how it feels, how to build a 
snow man and take part in a snow ball fight. I’m lucky 
enough to say that I have done all those things and it’s 
been such a great experience. The money is very hard 
to understand as there are so many pieces you have 
to learn and they all look the same, so it was hard to 
figure out what amount to give to pay for my items. The 
biggest thing that was different was the food and how 
everything is made and what spices are put in. It was 
hard trying new food and getting used to it because it all 
tastes so different and I couldn’t find any food that was 
familiar or looked like it was from South Africa. 

memorable or Funny Experience: I work at the daycare 
part of Thrive and looking after kids in general is hard, 
but you have those special moments with them because 
you build those bonds with them. I’ve worked hard at 
my job, trying to bond and to build that relationship 
with them and I have to say that the most memorable 
experiences that I have had happened in March. I got to 
work and as soon as some of the kids I’ve bonded with 
saw me, I got running hugs, big smiles and a full speech 
on what they have been doing and that I need to come 
play with them. It has made all my hard work worth it 
because those things show me that it has paid off.

relationship with god: My faith has been on a journey; 
it has had its ups where I was full of faith that I could 
do this and I wouldn’t miss home or my friends and 
family because I will keep in touch and so will they and 
everything is going to be awesome all the time. The down 
is that life goes on whether you are home or not and your 
friends and family are doing things but you aren’t with 
them and you feel like you are missing out or they are 
having more fun without you when that’s not how it is 
happening. You feel discouraged and how can these things 
be happening and so your faith starts to struggle and go 
downhill because you want to hide and retreat and that’s 
happened to me while I’ve been here. But you go back 
to Christ and He shows you why you are going through 
everything so it can make you stronger.

New Perspectives: My new perspective of myself is that 
I can now do this that I didn’t know I could, I’ve found 
myself and my confidence to speak up or do things that 
my very introverted self would have found hard to do a 
year ago.

Future Plans: Once I go home, I plan to start studying 
to be a teacher and to start getting my life on track after 
having almost three years off since high school.

Michelle F Kundishora (Zimbabwe)
Office assistant & Relief receptionist, MCC B.C.
Abbotsford, British Columbia, Canada

First Impression: People were so friendly, welcoming 
and curious to know about my country. It all confirmed 
what I had heard that Canadians were very nice people. 
I was fascinated by the crossing of roads, which was very 
organized. There are pedestrian traffic lights that one 
has to press to cross and motorists actually give way to 
pedestrians. In my country people generally jay walk all 
the time.

Differences: I have come across a lot of differences, 
both good and surprising. One of the surprises that 
highlighted the difference in culture was how at each 
and every household one had to remove their shoes at 
the door before entering the house. In our country, its 
optional to do so and most people prefer to keep their 
shoes on. Another difference is the transport system. In 
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Zimbabwe, there is always transport to take you where 
you are going. There is no transit that follows the clock 
and comes after certain time intervals, which makes it so 
easy to move from one place to another.

memorable or Funny Experience: It is so hard to actually 
pick out a specific memorable experience because every 
time I have gone out it has been worth holding onto 
the moment for a life time. So each new day brought 
something memorable, from having a first white 
Christmas with a turkey dinner, attending Michael W 
Smith’s Christmas concert, to going to the Capillano 
Suspension bridge, Harrison hot springs and lastly 
experiencing the city life of Vancouver, especially at night 
when the city lights go on and Vancouver comes alive. 
There is one more event I am looking forward to that 
has been a tradition, “The famous Easter Egg Hunt” 
that my host family has every year.

relationship with god: Traveling to Canada broadened 
my mindset. I’m constantly in awe because of God’s 
creation. Week after week I find something new that 
leaves me speechless. Yes, we may say its man-made, but 
the thought of how it all began only God knows. We 
are a big world with different people, different cultures 
and different languages. However when broken down, 
we all breath the same air, do things in similar ways 
and eat almost the same food stuffs no matter the time 
difference. This is all beyond what any human can do; 
it’s all God’s creation. I am just humbled by all this, 
grateful to God for this opportunity and I have even 
more reason to glorify him.

New Perspectives: I am now a more patient and open 
minded person. I take time to observe and understand a 
person’s situation, their culture and their life experience 
before making conclusions. It is so easy to judge before 
understanding a person’s story. More so, due to different 
cultures and backgrounds, I have learnt to be patient 
with people around me for both my benefit and theirs. It 
makes different situations easier. In addition, I appreciate 
my culture more now than I did before. I take pride in 
who I am, where I come from, because we are all unique 
and add diversity to life.

Future Plans: My experience in Canada has helped me 
narrow down my mind to exactly the career path I wish 
to take. I want to further my studies and continue in the 
insurance sector. Despite people’s opinion on it, I want to 
be the best I can be in this industry, give it my best and 
use humility to work hard in a God-glorifying manner. 

António Lembranca (Mozambique)
Donations processor, MCC Centre thrift shop
Abbotsford, British Columbia, Canada

First Impression: My first impression was good! I could 
meet many people; some weeks after, it was amazing, 
and I loved being part of a Canadian community.

Differences: I found many differences, the most 
important were culture and language!

memorable or Funny Experience: My first time working 
at MCC on the truck, doing delivery and pick up of 
furniture, usually there are two people working, a truck 
driver and a second person who makes all the phone 
calls to customers 10 minutes before we arrive to pick up 
or deliver. I was the person who would answer the phone 
or call. My work place customer service person called 
and the driver told me to answer the phone, so I did! She 
started talking and I was listening. After that she asked 
me, “did you understand what I am saying?” and I said 
yes. She said bye, but I said, “Can you repeat what you 
said?” and she said, “Oh, man!” She knew that I didn’t 
understand anything. Her accent was quite different.

relationship with god: We are sinners, but Jesus’s love 
is greater. I had some bad days, I invited Jesus in my life 
and he makes me strong.

New Perspectives: I am happy! Every single day things 
changed and my home country changed too; I want to 
make things to help people.

Future Plans: Finish my university, teach English at my 
church helping those who need to learn.

Valeria Martinez Castillo (Colombia)
Support worker, L’Arche Montréal 
Montréal, Québec, Canada 

First Impression: My first impression was really good; 
since the first time I arrived in Montreal, I loved it.

Differences: All is different. The security here is better 
and different than my country. 

memorable or Funny Experience: I will always remember 
when I saw a mouse three times walking in my kitchen. 
The first time I screamed and then I put my body up on 
the chair jajaj. It was really funny. The third time I just 
thought, “The mouse loves me.” I couldn’t do anything 
so I just smile.

relationship with god: I think that this point is one of 
the most difficult and important to live here, because you 
have to leave your church and you have to find another. 
In my case, it was hard because all my life I was in the 
same church, so it was difficult to find another one that 
was similar. I had to ask God for help and wisdom to 
find a church, finally I could do it but I needed patience.

New Perspectives: I was surprised about myself because I 
didn’t know that I can be an independent person. About 
my country, it is sad because I see violence all the time 
in Colombia, I see corruption all around in my country, 
and I realized that more being here.



INtErNatIoNal VoluNtEEr ExchaNgE Program 19

Future Plans: Well is hard think about that because I 
really don’t know… But I will return to my church, 
I have to get a job, and my boyfriend and I want to 
get married. A lot of things I have in my mind and 
sometimes it is difficult to know exactly.

Hisar (Sam) Mirino (Indonesia)
Teacher assistant, Lake Center Christian School
Hartville, Ohio, U.S.

First Impression: When I first came here, I had a lot 
of worries because this is another country, language, 
culture, foods, family and high technology. I thought 
I could not doing anything here. I also worried about 
my English and I was afraid that the people would not 
understand me. As I was learning about the new things, I 
always prayed to God because of my fear, and I realized 
that God helped me a lot. God knew everything about 
me, so He gave me happiness. I learnt how God is doing 
something in my life. After I am here for several months, 
I understand the culture, so I am happy to be with them, 
to be a part of their life. 

Differences: 1) Language – I had learned formal English, 
but here they are using a lot of slang, and those words 
made it hard to understand. But I asked about them so I 
know it too. 2) Culture – We have very different culture, 
like how we show respect. In my home country, I cannot 
call the people older than me by their name, but here I 
have to call them by their name. And I understand this 
culture, and that’s okay for me. 3) Foods – The foods 
in the U.S. are good for me, I love the foods here, and 
it made me add to my weight because I do love them. 
I also tried a lot of new foods and I do not know their 
name. 4) The Technology – U.S. technology is so good, 
it made me so surprised with all the stuff. Sometimes 
I am confused with technology because I have never 
seen anything like it. But I know how to use those 
technologies now.

memorable or Funny Experience: I had an experience 
when I first time came here, when I went to the store to 
buy shoes. My host dad and me we went to the store I 
walked to the shoes place. I was looking for shoes when 
a worker came to me and said, “May I help you, sir?” 
I said, “Yes I need help. I have to see shoes for work at 
a school.” And the worker said, “What is your size?” 
So I said, “My size is 48.” Suddenly the worker said, 
“What?? Are you serious?” I said, “Yes, I am serious, 
I am not kidding now.” While we were talking my 
host dad came to see what was happening The worker 
was talking to him and he looked to his phone and he 
said, “His size is 13!” Now I am also confused and 
the worker and my host dad are laughing at me, and 
my host dad explained to me after that the difference 
between U.S. size and Indonesia size. I was laughing at 
myself also. 

relationship with god: Because of the different culture. 

I’m thankful to work with a wonderful experience. 
The spirit of God always encourages me to be better in 
everything that I do. God spreads the blessings that I can 
feel. God gives me everything that I need. It transformed 
me to be more brave. I also got the chance to work with 
children in Sunday school at the first church with the 
first host family.

New Perspectives: Now I see myself, I am a person 
and I cannot do something without God and people at 
my side. I need them a lot. I also can understand the 
differences between other cultures and I try to put myself 
with the culture and that makes me feel good. 

Future Plans: Before I came here I was the English 
teacher at a Christian school in my city as a volunteer 
for about four years from 2013-2016. I also worked in 
a church office as a volunteer for three years until now. 
When I go back to my country I will make an English 
club for the youth and will share my experiences with 
them. I will give them motivation, especially for the poor 
people in my place. I will work to serve them. 

Olena (Helen) Mordovets (Ukraine)
Respite care support worker, Matthew’s House, 
Communitas Supportive Care Society
Abbotsford, British Columbia, Canada

First Impression: My first impression of Canada was 
that it is a place with beautiful nature, where kind and 
hospitable people live. And about my assignment place, 
Abbotsford, I realized that on its streets it is hard to 
meet people, mostly you will meet cars!

Differences: Here are some of differences between 
Ukraine and Canada which I found: – In my country we 
have more community transport. – I was surprised that 
in Canada compared to Ukraine people don’t really care 
to protect their property – no fences, no double doors 
and even no double door locks! Such a high level of 
trust! There are a lot of evergreen plants here. And my 
favorite difference about Canada is when you just walk 
and a lot of people who are unknown to you at all will 
greet you and smile to you! I love it here! 

memorable or Funny Experience: On the last day of the 
midyear IVEP conference we went to the White Rock 
in Vancouver, where I saw the Pacific Ocean. That was 
the first time I walked on the coast of the ocean!! I was 
really excited by the beauty of that place! And of course 
the midyear conference itself, where I met many amazing 
people from 28 different countries and from the very 
first day I had that incredible feeling that they were all 
my friends for a long time already!

relationship with god: In the beginning at Mathew’s 
House, my work place, it really did not seem positive for 
me. Honestly I was a bit disappointed, but I told myself 
if I’m here, that means God put me here for a purpose. 
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So I decided no matter what, I will do my best while 
working here, because God entrusted me to serve at this 
place. But after awhile, I realized that I was mistaken 
and I really liked and enjoyed the environment of my 
work place! But I was faced another challenge! I had 
expected that my responsibilities would mostly include 
interacting with children. But my duties seemed to 
include chores like cleaning, washing, sanitizing... and I 
asked myself, “Is that’s it?! Is this all the experience I’m 
getting here?!” But I decided to continue to be dedicated 
and diligent with my work and to keep trusting what 
the Bible says in the parable about servants: “You have 
been faithful with a few things; I will put you in charge 
of many things.” And I knew that God’s word works 
always!!! After some time my supervisor invited me for 
a conversation. She told that she can see that I’m doing 
quite well with my responsibilities and she wants to 
change something, in order to make this more useful 
and interesting for me. I was given a privilege to think 
about some ideas that I could bring and do at Mathew’s 
House! My supervisor also mentioned that previous 
IVEPers were mostly doing just the chores, but with me 
she wants to change that tradition! WOW! Now this 
is that time when God entrusts me with more, as He 
promised, and I can use my talents to do what I really 
have passion for!!!

New Perspectives: At some point I learned to change 
something in my character. I also learned many things and 
got new ideas that will help me to implement my plans 
and projects that will serve people in my community.

Future Plans: I have a boyfriend who lives in Africa, and 
we are planning to get married. I might go to his country 
(Ghana) or maybe he will come to Ukraine. And we also 
think about the option of going to Canada if God gives 
us such opportunity! We pray about God’s guidance 
for us! But wherever I go or stay I want to serve people 
in the name of the Lord Jesus! I’m planning to develop 
different projects in order to provide support for children 
and young adults who are orphans, or who are in 
boarding schools, including those who have physical 
disabilities, and also for teens who experience oppression 
in their environment to help them to recognise their 
value and dignity, their special gifts and also to foster 
their spiritual and personal growth.

Nkhatoheng Justina Mphi (Lesotho)
Greenhouse worker, Floating Gardens
Osler, Saskatchewan, Canada

First Impression: People are friendly and they make me 
feel at home. I never thought I would find such love in 
Canada.

Differences: Host country has few public transport 
options because everyone has a car. The driver sits on 
the left side; it took me a long time to get used to this. 
Even when I was walking I always forgot the side that 

I should use. In Lesotho not everyone has a car, but 
we have lots of public transport. The streets are full of 
people and cars; it is noisy everywhere with different 
kinds of music playing. You don’t know which one 
to listen. Canada is calm. You can’t even hear a car 
hooting. Canadians obey road regulations; the roads 
are always full of cars but you hardly hear about road 
accidents. You can’t even see the police standing there 
stopping the cars to see owner’s license and other 
things. In Lesotho we put on the seat belt when we 
see the police. Apart from that, animals are so friendly 
in Canada and I realized that this is because they are 
treated like people. When they see a person, they see a 
friend. In Lesotho they are not friendly at all; we treated 
them badly from the first so they see us as enemies.

memorable or Funny Experience: My body took time 
to get used to food here, I always had to push tight 
when I’m in the washroom, and sometimes I used 
the washroom once a week. I knew the reason, in my 
country we always eat food that has lot of roughage, so 
the food that I eat here does not have much. I cooked 
corn, and it really helped me. Now I go to the washroom 
every day.

relationship with god: My faith is becoming stronger, 
and I feel close to God. I see the wonderful things He 
does for me. Being away from home taught me that 
GOD loves and cares for me.

New Perspectives: I told myself that I have to accept 
Canadian life, this will make it easy for me to get used of 
it. I now think of myself as a Canadian.

Future Plans: When I return home my plan is to share 
my experience with people back home. Since I am a 
farmer I would like to make a small farming project, 
growing vegetables.

Elizabeth (Bethsy) Mulya (Indonesia)
Educational assistant, MEI Elementary School & MCC 
thrift store assistant
Abbotsford, British Columbia, Canada

First Impression: Well, Abbotsford, compared to Jakarta, 
is way different. There are no traffic jams, not many 
tall buildings, even mostly the malls close at 6pm, and 
the road will be quiet starting around 7pm. Jakarta is 
always busy, even in the middle of the night. So in the 
first month, I felt so bored because I didn’t have a lot 
of things to do. Usually back in Indonesia I’d still be 
outside or doing an activity or working until around 
8:30 or later. But it was also kind of refreshing for me 
being away from busy life.

Differences: At first I did not feel really comfortable to 
call someone older than me only by their name. Because 
in Indonesia you have to call someone older by a title 
to show respect. Indonesians are usually more group-
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oriented; sometimes we can just show up at someone’s 
house without any appointment. But here, some people 
are more individual, and you usually have to ask for 
everything, and most of them enjoy having time and 
space for themselves.

memorable or Funny Experience: I clearly remembered 
what happened during my birthday. It’s really nice that 
my host family threw me a birthday party and invited 
all the B.C. team (IVEPers & service workers) & Sophie 
(B.C. Coordinator) to our house. And unfortunately on 
that day, I slipped and fell on the stairs, and hit my spine 
again. What a birthday.

relationship with god: Beside those spine problems, I 
was struggling quite a lot with the weather. It seems like 
my body still was not accepting all those things. And it 
made me sick a couple times. I thought that everything 
would be fine here, lots of fun, experience many things, 
be able to try lots of new things, etc. I did, but I just 
couldn’t really do all things that I wanted to do because 
of my weaknesses. And I was thinking that I don’t want 
to be sick when I’m far away from home, and bother 
other people because of that. I complained a lot to God 
for all things that happened, but I know that God has 
a reason for me. I finally found out that God wants me 
to completely surrender to Him, not rely on my own 
strength or thoughts, and He wants to use me even in my 
weaknesses. So, when I surrender everything to Him, He 
shows me many things, and He gives me lots of chances 
to try more responsibilities and to be a blessing to others. 
I thank God that nothing is impossible with God.

New Perspectives: All the experiences that I’ve been 
through here taught me that not everything can happen 
as you wish and you can’t make people always agree 
with you. But, you have to humble yourself and open 
your mind to learn more about someone’s perspective 
and try to walk in their shoes too.

Future Plans: I want to be able to give more to people in 
need, even when I have nothing. I know that what I have 
belongs to God, not me. And I want to be a blessing to 
many people through lots of aspects, maybe through the 
radio and blog.

Eirene Mulyaningtyas (Indonesia)
Teacher assistant, Sarasota Christian School
Sarasota, Florida, U.S.

First Impression: I was surprised when I found out I 
was one of the first IVEPers in Florida. It made me little 
nervous, however, when I arrived I didn’t feel nervous 
at all. I was excited to be here. Sarasota is a beautiful 
place. It has many beaches with manatees and dolphins. 
Also, the people in Sarasota are very nice. They always 
want to know what my country looks like, how the 
food tastes, what the schools are like, along with a lot 
of other questions. The people here always greet me 

every single time. They always say good morning, good 
afternoon, good evening, have a good day, have fun and 
some other greetings. They also give me big hugs. At 
first I felt uncomfortable especially when hugging men. 
We don’t have a hugging culture. When we greet people, 
we just shake hands and say, “hi.” Sometimes when I 
meet new people, I wait for a clue. Either they will shake 
my hand or give me a hug. It was because I never gave 
my hand to my host mom’s son that he directly hugged 
me. I knew he didn’t mean to make it uncomfortable on 
purpose. It is just American culture. 

Differences: 1. Teaching aids: As a teacher, I would 
like to have something like a teaching kit. Here I notice 
that the teachers have a bunch of teaching kits for the 
students. They use cubes for addition and subtraction; 
they do exercises to train the students’ fingers; they have 
addition match eggs, and more. It gives me some new 
ideas for when I go back to my country and become a 
teacher again. 2. Food: The first time I came to U.S., I 
kept questioning what was that, what was the taste, and 
how to eat the food. Then, when I saw the food here, I 
thought the food was delicious, because it looked good. 
I was surprised when I ate the American food. It was so 
plain and didn’t have much taste. The people said the 
food was spicy, but for me it was tasteless. Sometimes I 
added more salt and pepper to make it a little bit tastier. 
3. Daily routine: The people in the U.S. are pretty busy. 
They have some stuff after work, such as going to Bible 
study, going to the sporting games, grocery shopping or 
other stuff. They also have limited time for breakfast and 
lunch because they have a lot of work. Though they do 
have a nice dinner time with all of the family members 
and talk about everything that happened during that day.

memorable or Funny Experience: It was when we had 
dinner for my birthday in the Asian restaurant. All the 
family members were already done with their food. Then 
I saw the lights go off. I just wondered what was going 
on. Would the restaurant close soon? Or did the light 
just go off? After that I heard the music. It was very 
loud. It was the waitress bringing my birthday cake and 
they were singing and playing ethnic instruments. One 
of the waiters asked my name. After that he announced 
to everyone in the restaurant that it was my birthday. 
Then he asked everyone to sing happy birthday to me. 
They sang and played the instruments loudly. I was so 
surprised and a little embarrassed because everybody in 
the room kept watching me. On the other hand, I saw 
the candle on my birthday cake bloom. I was so amazed. 
It was a flower and it kept moving around. I thought 
that the candle would pop out or something. After 
the waitress finished the song and left, I blew out the 
candle, but it kept lighting up. It was a magic candle. I 
tried to blow the candle but it kept lighting up. We were 
laughing very hard. I tried and tried until the light was 
gone. Then, another thing was that the flower candle 
had music on. It was the happy birthday song. I looked 
for the button, but I didn’t find any. After a while the 
music was making us crazy. Finally, my host dad brought 
the candle out to the car.
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relationship with god: It is difficult for me to listen 
to the sermons from the pastor. Somehow they talk 
too fast and it is difficult to follow. I barely knew any 
English speakers in my country. It is different to listen 
to somebody who speaks to me and especially the priest 
who gives the sermons. If I talk to somebody, I can ask 
them to repeat the word so I can understand. If I go 
to church I can’t ask the pastor to repeat the sermon. 
Although the church provides a guidance paper to fill 
in, sometimes I just get lost in the sermon. I was so 
confused during those moments because I got nothing 
from the church. I felt there was something missing 
in my life. After I attended many sermons in the same 
church to train my listening and understanding from 
the English speaker, I have come to understand that 
different pastors have their own style. Some of them talk 
very fast, and some of them talk smoothly, but I have 
learned how to follow the pastor’s sermons. I can say 
that now I can understand what the pastor is talking 
about. I can’t understand 100 percent, but I have a better 
understanding now.

New Perspectives: As a Christian, of course I trust in 
God, however, sometimes I still act on my own. Having 
this experience has taught me how to live with God. 
I have lived very far from my family and friends and 
have met lots of strangers. In this new country, God has 
taught me how to trust new people, how to love the 
people around me, and God has even shown his love 
through the people that I meet. For sure it is not easy. 
Sometimes I feel nervous, scared and untrusted, however, 
God made me believe that I can live in this new place 
with new family and new friends who love me no matter 
who I am. The good thing is we can share everything, 
even if it is a bad or good story that happened in our 
lives and then we pray to strengthen each other. 

Future Plans: After I return to my home country, I 
will be continue my job as a teacher. It will not be in 
the same school. I may look for a job in the Christian 
school. I will assign as a kindergarten teacher, which I’m 
interested in. Then, I hope that in five years, I could have 
my own school. Probably it is not a Christian school 
since Indonesia has 6 different religions. Or, it could be 
a Christian school but everyone with any religion can 
learn at the school. The reason is I want to make all kids 
love each other, no matter what their religion is. I want 
the children to have peace since there is a religion issue 
in my country. 

Johanna Muñoz (Colombia)
Spanish teacher’s assistant, Eastern Mennonite University
Harrisonburg, Virginia, U.S.

First Impression: My first impression about this country 
was in the airport with the immigration police and about 
my church denomination. I remember that I was very 
nervous because my English was not very good, so when 
I started to talk with the immigration police he asked me 

what I was going to do in the U.S. with MCC. When I 
told him about Mennonites he looked me up and down 
and said, “But the Mennonite women dress different; 
they wear long dresses and cover their hair.” Then I 
said yes, but not me, and he asked me why. I tried to 
say with my English that not all Mennonites women 
wear the same uniform; that this happens only in some 
places. After all that, I had to deal with the big airport in 
Atlanta and tried to figure out where to go. The airline 
had troubles so I had to spend time trying to speak 
English and ask for help. 

My other first impression was when I met my host 
mom. I communicated with her before I arrived in 
Harrisonburg and we expressed our emotions about this 
year, but I was afraid because when I talked with her I 
used my English, and when I write it’s better than when 
I talk, so I was nervous to meet her. When we got to the 
MCC office, the four IVEPers in this city got in at the 
same time. I tried to find my host family, and when I saw 
her, our greeting was a strong and long hug; I felt like I 
knew her many years ago. When she said hello, she had 
tears in her eyes, and was excited. I really felt like I met 
a mom here, and all year my relationship with her has 
been wonderful. 

Differences: One of my big differences are the seasons. 
When we got here summer was ending, so it was very 
warm and the nature was green and the days were 
longer than in Colombia. The night came around 
8:30pm. It was very weird for me, because in Colombia, 
sometimes the days are longer but no like here. And then 
started the autumn and it was wonderful to see how the 
trees change color, and the air is cooler. It’s amazing to 
enjoy nature and discover God’s creation. After that, the 
winter was coming and the trees lost their leaves and the 
landscape changed to some gray days and cold weather. 
But the strangest thing is the one hour time change, 
because the dark came faster, so it is weird that everyone 
changes their clocks one night and then the next day is 
normal with another time. This is one thing that you 
only understand when you are here; it is so hard to 
explain to other people why and how the time changes. 
And the winter came with snow and the coldest days, 
very different than my country, where we only have 
snow at the top of two mountains and it is very hard to 
get to them. So, the snow and the cold weather is a big 
difference, because where I live we only have sun and 
rain.

memorable or Funny Experience: One memorable 
experience for me was that I could support my country 
in a historic moment; in October 2016, Colombia 
had a significant peace process that attempted to 
finish 50 years of war. This process meant change and 
transformation in our society so being here I decided 
to organize one activity for Colombia, because it was 
a historic moment and it was not easy to be here and 
not participate in the process there. So, with a group at 
the university (LSA Latin student alliance) I organized 
one vigil for Colombia. They were very interested to 
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support and learn more about this process in Colombia. 
It was very special. We had a time of contextualization 
about the situation in Colombia that I did in English (it 
was big challenge); then we shared the experiences of 
the Colombian people that live here and why they leave 
Colombia for different situations, some related to the 
war. Then the people wished for hope by putting their 
handprint on a poster that said “Colombia en PAZ” 
and we ended by praying for peace in Colombia and the 
world. This initiative opened the opportunity to continue 
every month, organizing one vigil for different countries 
and peace in the world. This and other opportunities, 
like dance in different events, helped me and Ayda, other 
Colombian IVEPer, to share about our country, showing 
the other side of history and always bearing hope. 

relationship with god: My faith journey during this year 
has been very interesting because I have discovered God 
in situations every day and I have learned to see God in 
the people that I know. The process in the church is very 
different, because here the worship is different and I don’t 
have a leadership role in the church like in Colombia with 
the youth group and the children. I think it is a little hard 
to be involved in this process when you are here only for 
one year and because of the language. I am not very fluent 
so this doesn’t help me. But beyond that I have learned 
that spirituality and faith are built every day and during 
this year I have lived different processes in my personal life 
that have involved healing my heart for several situations 
in my personal story in relationship with myself and with 
others. So, my faith journey has gone through ups and 
downs, learning how God is present every day in my life 
and that he has control and a plan for everything, I have 
learned to trust in God all time; when I am sad or happy, 
when I have a triumph or a defeat. I learned to use the 
mandalas to express my emotions and like one way to 
focus my feelings and thoughts. 

New Perspectives: I think that leaving my country 
and seeing life from other perspectives has changed 
everything. When I started this experience, I did not 
imagine everything that was going to happen in my 
life, because now I feel that I improved many things 
in myself. I learned and discovered new things about 
my personality, dreams, beliefs and relationship with 
others. I have learned from silence and listen to others, 
the different perspectives and ways to see life, how each 
culture and person built their beliefs and views about 
others based on their own experiences. I have learned 
that I am introverted in this culture that is very different 
from mine, with this language the I have tried to speak 
and use to express my emotions and thoughts. I learned 
to miss simple but important things from my country, 
like to walk on the streets, listen to the people in the 
street, walk to the store and buy fresh fruit. I learned to 
see my culture with a more open mind, understanding 
that every country and place is different and has many 
beautiful things but also problems to solve. I learned that 
there is not a good or bad place or people; it depends on 
how you have your mind and heart open to learn, and 
recognize the value in everyone. 

Future Plans: It is difficult think about that when we are 
here, because I feel that it is so long before we return 
home, and sometimes I don’t want think about the 
long future. Some of my future plans when I return to 
Colombia are to find a good job, in a school or working 
with children, since it is what I love to do. And start 
to organize and plan for a master’s, which I want to 
do at least in a year. Also in my plans is to continue 
with a process in my church with the youth group and 
formation of others around the life with Jesus, always 
with a critical eye and open mind, to understand others 
and show how we can build a better world with the 
tools that everyone has. 

Wesley Bisset Ncube (Zimbabwe)
Volunteer officer, International Community Relations
Calgary, Alberta, Canada

First Impression: My first impression of my service 
country was very fascinating, far more than I 
had expected. Canadians are kind people and the 
environment that they create for themselves is just 
phenomenal. I was humbled with the way the locals 
take care of their surroundings; it is just awesome. In 
all honesty, everything seems double if not triple the size 
of what I’m used to back home; the cities are huge, the 
buildings also are enormous, and the airports are very 
big. As for the people, I thought most would be hostile 
toward me but on the contrary, they are so keen to make 
friends. The food is nice but if not properly managed one 
can gain a lot of weight. The business side of life is all 
about hitting targets, then relationships later.

Differences: Basically the environment is clean and 
everyone is keen on going green (recycle, reuse and 
reduce) whereas back home the environment is not as 
clean as one would want. People in Canada are generally 
individualistic and love their space whereas back home 
the culture is inclusive and it is all about the community. 
In Canada there are a lot of opportunities for life: 
recreation, academic, social, economic and personal. 
The environment is generally open to growth and 
flourishment for people. In my tenure working close to 
activities to do with the federal government (settlement 
and integration), I noticed the concern the government 
has with its people and the people in turn feel obliged to 
pay their taxes, which go a long way to the development 
of the country. Everyone has a responsibility and they 
own up, less pressured. 

memorable or Funny Experience: The one that takes the 
crown was when I went skiing with two of my friends 
at Banff National Park and as expected, skiing was great 
until I failed to stop on one of the “professional” hills 
and went straight into the woods. I fell on my back and 
started laughing at myself for being a “professional” on 
the very first day. No one saw me, YESSS.
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relationship with god: My tenure as an IVEPer taught 
me a lot about God and I won’t be ashamed to call it a 
real turn of my faith and walk with God. Truth is, most 
of the times I had a lot of time to myself to sit down 
“with God” in my closet room and lay out my heart to 
Him so earnestly. At a point He began to reveal Himself 
to me so greatly and I loved every moment of it. As a 
young person I struggled a lot with some things in the 
walk of faith but I’ve learnt to cherish being alone and 
prayer time. My roommate too, a man of great faith, 
played a role in my growth directly and indirectly as 
he helped me to know God and do according to what 
is expected of us to other people. Our friends (Marty, 
Danielle, Esther, Chantelle, Tyson and Christian) also 
helped in that regard as we sacrificed our Tuesday 
evenings for ministry and our Thursdays as our prayer 
day. The choice of a church was not an easy one but 
going to City Mosaic Church was the best choice I made 
for myself as they created an environment of growth 
especially for young people. I even found myself in the 
church choir. As for struggles, we all have them and 
saying ‘they are over’ will be far from the truth, but I 
am growing to rely on God. No matter how hard I fall, 
I crawl just back to be in His arms. I will trust in Him 
even when I’m messed up and till my last breath.

New Perspectives: One of the greatest things that I 
carry now is the servanthood attitude, the desire to 
serve other people before myself, regardless of their 
physical appearance and religious affiliations. Serving 
at a multi-cultural environment has opened my scope 
about the world and how other people go about their 
lives; and hence, of all things, I now esteem tolerance 
to the next person because I may not know their story. 
I have learnt that there are many worldviews to the 
same phenomenon, the difference maybe is the position 
in which other people view it and hence I’ve learnt to 
have an ear to listen, just to listen. Lastly, my perspective 
about my country and myself has indeed changed 
drastically; not to say I’ve seen the better or the worse 
but I’ve enlarged my ideas, thoughts, paradigms and my 
scope. I now view the world differently not only from a 
position of comfort and limitation (my home), but from 
a position of a spectator or a faraway stranger (Canada). 

Future Plans: All my life I’ve always wanted to make 
a difference in people’s lives and also in my life. My 
esteemed desire is to go back home and start active 
groups for young people with the objective of inspiring 
change in their lives regardless of their backgrounds and 
limitations, also incorporating life skills and the peace 
aspect: coming to terms with issues that happened in the 
past and how to maybe reconcile that with the present. 
Secondly, I want to go home and further my career as a 
development practitioner, using the vast experience that 
I gathered at the Calgary Centre for Newcomers. I also 
have a wish to further my studies and earn a master’s in 
International Development Studies, Social Work or Peace 
Studies. Above all I want to engage in ministry, helping 
ourselves as young people realize that our only hope is 
Christ, nothing else.

Joseph-Joel Nduku Atiyia Nsulunka  
(South Africa / The Democratic Republic of Congo)
Music assistant teacher, Lake Center Christian School
Hartville, Ohio, U.S.

First Impression: I was very well welcomed; more than I 
expected. Almost everyone was kind to me and smiling 
continuously. It took me six months to believe that they 
were not pretending by putting on their “game face.” 
It was a new experience for me to live in America, 
and I did face some cultural differences, but I had fun 
because of my attitude. The first three months most of 
my students were so reserved and kept their distance, 
observing me from far, checking if I knew my craft. Then 
I was given the opportunity to share the word of God in 
senior and junior classes and also after several concerts 
at the school with my Jazz combo; then many things 
changed. I got to connect and mentor some teenagers 
and meet their parents; it was awesome. I tried with 
the best of my ability to lead by example and represent 
Africa well since anything I do was accompanied with a 
question if that’s how it is done in Africa, not just South 
Africa where I’m from. 

Differences: Looking at the cultural diversity in the U.S., 
things are pretty similar with South Africa. I did not 
have major difficulty integrating, and I don’t remember 
having serious cultural shocks except some funny 
ignorant questions about Africa, which could have made 
me angry if I was not prepared. My preparation helped 
me anticipate some ignorant questions about Africa 
therefore I used those questions as an opportunity to 
educate people with love and make them understand 
that U.S. is not the only country in the world and we 
should not believe everything people tell us on media, 
and we should do our own research. I really had an 
amazing experience and I learned a lot from it. I enjoyed 
having my first white Christmas, and going through 
winter season with snow decorating my environment; 
something I had never experienced in life. Our four 
seasons in South Africa are different from in the U.S., 
and the biggest difference is the now.

memorable or Funny Experience: Seeing people sliding at 
the church parking. I was very scared and super careful 
yet local people themselves were careless, walking so 
fast on the snow that they fell. Taking Sam Hisar Mirino 
out during our lunch break to look for yellow snow 
and make him eat it. He didn’t know what it was made 
up off. Receiving an email from school confirming a 
snow day. I grew up with no animals in our apartment 
so I made sure my bedroom door was always closed. 
Having a dog in the house is okay, but a cat is in the 
house made me so uncomfortable. My first host family 
had a dog, cat, two pigs and chickens. One night I went 
to use to restroom and I forgot to close my bedroom 
door. Our cat got inside and was sleeping under the 
blanket. When I got back in, I didn’t know it and 
suddenly I felt something moving. I looked and I saw 
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a cat and I did not know if I should start by praying, 
chasing the evil spirit in the cat? Or scream so that my 
host parents could wake up and get their cat? Mostly I 
was wondering how he got in? I decided not to disturb 
people so I controlled myself and gently opened the door 
expecting the cat to get out but he did not care at all; 
then I just decided to leave the king size bed for the cat 
and slept on the floor until morning. 

relationship with god: Whatever I saw in the church or 
in the U.S. culture that was not spiritually healthy or 
things that contradict the word of God in the name of 
their culture, I’d decide to study about it more and ask 
many questions to those who were close to me to find 
out why they do what they do, because it is easier to 
judge than to learn from others. Coming to IVEP I did 
expect differences in everything and everywhere I would 
go so this helped me to grow a lot spiritually, asking 
questions to people and the Holy Spirit because it is clear 
God is not an American, and not even a man. I also 
spent my private time listening to different pastors on 
YouTube, reading books to grow spiritually and playing 
instruments for my own worship time at home. The 
biggest struggle was to have my own time as I would 
really like or used to do in my own country. There is 
always something going on most of the time, so if you 
don’t make time for God you will totally be disconnected 
and sink spiritually. 

New Perspectives: I have become purposely aware of 
cultural differences. I am now very open and flexible to 
anything different from what I am used to. I strongly feel 
that I now have a lot to teach people in life and to learn 
from people wherever I go. Through songs and writing 
several books my voice will be out there. 

Future Plans: To get my master’s degree and work part 
time for the next three years, then establish my Jazz & 
Leadership Academy.

Donald Nyakyema (Tanzania)
Special education teacher assistant, Quakertown 
Christian School 
Quakertown, Pennsylvania, U.S. 

First Impression: I had good care from my hosts, making 
sure I got what I needed. Experience of new food, which 
I liked.

Differences: In the U.S. there is access to different things 
especially technology and systems of infrastructure are 
well developed; roads, railways, water and air transport 
are well developed and accessible while in my country it 
is still in the developing stage. There is also availability 
to different social services everywhere while in my 
country social services are in towns and cities mostly 
and it is hard to find them in the countryside. A cultural 
difference is that people here are very conscious with 
time, better than in my country.

memorable or Funny Experience: Hunting deer in the 
snow in Bradford County was very fun. Having fun with 
the snow like making snow balls, snowman and sledding. 

relationship with god: Purpose in life through Christ 
Jesus, is all about who I want to be and not what I want 
to be. Getting to learn a lot in my spiritual life. 

New Perspectives: My view have changed a lot about 
myself and others. I don’t need to ignore other people’s 
culture instead I have to learn from their culture 
especially when I see things which are new. I have to 
ask why they are doing it like that. Doing this I have 
changed my perspective a lot on how I view things. 

Future Plans: My future plan is to serve my country and 
my church in different areas especially special education 
and spiritual work like discipleship and other programs 
that help those who are in need.

Wycliff Ochieng Otieno (Kenya)
Poultry farm assistant, Alderfer Poultry Farm
Telford, Pennsylvania, U.S.

First Impression: On my assignment when I looked at 
the number of chickens and the chicken houses I was 
surprised. How in the world do they manage all these 
chickens? In Kenya, the highest number I have heard 
of is 2,000 chickens and here they have about 80,000 
chickens. That was amazing then, but now I am used 
to the whole system. It took me time to understand the 
whole process since everything is automatic and I could 
spend some time just watching every stage.

Differences: Almost everything here is totally different 
from my home country. Things like culture, food, time 
(time difference) and also losing and gaining of an hour, 
the school system and school year; in Kenya the school 
year starts from January to December with almost a 
month break in between the three terms. The climate 
is different; since the equator runs by my town we 
experience equatorial climate; no summer no winter. In 
the U.S., they drive on the right-hand side of the road 
and in my country, we keep left. Generally many things 
differ between the countries.

memorable or Funny Experience: I will not forget about 
these because they are very funny. I was walking the 
chicken house in the morning since that’s part of my 
responsibility on a daily basis to check on the chickens. 
I care for the weak ones if we have any and also pick up 
the eggs laid on the floor since not every chicken thinks 
about laying eggs in the nest, though they are doing a 
very great job. Anyway I was trying to multi-task in 
that I had an egg in my hand and then found these two 
weak chickens on the floor. Since I only have two hands 
instead of putting the egg in the nest I decided to put the 
egg in my pocket, then carry the chickens with my two 
hand to the small caring pen. Guess what happened: I 
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put the egg in my back pocket and bent to pick up the 
chickens and the next thing I could feel is something 
wet, and I said, ‘what????!’ I tried to get rid of the egg 
as fast as I could but it was too late. Remember I said it 
was in the morning so I had to stay with the wet pocket 
until it dried up, which was not any time soon. Another 
memorable experience was when we had a trip to New 
York City. We were given a map of the city and they said 
everyone can go wherever they want to go so long as we 
get back at a specific time. My two friends and I decided 
to go to Time Square, but that’s not funny, right? Listen 
to what makes it funny: we thought Time Square was a 
tall beautiful building and we could tell where it was on 
the map. On our way there we crossed this place that 
looked so nice with a big screen, statues and nice stairs, 
so we took as many photos as we could with almost 
everything. Then I told my friends that it was getting 
late and we needed to get out of this place and find Time 
Square before we run out of time. When we looked at 
the map after leaving the place we could see that we are 
around the Square, but we didn’t see any building that 
resembled Time Square according to what we thought it 
was. Then someone passing by saw us looking confused, 
and he asked, “Are you looking for a place? I live here, 
and I can help you.” We told him we were looking for 
this building called Time Square, and he smiled and said, 
“It’s not a building, its right here!” 

relationship with god: My home church in Kenya is 
Mennonite and I thought I would attend the same 
church over here because I assumed MCC partners with 
Mennonite hosts. That’s not a problem and I am okay 
with attending a different church, but just once in a 
while. When I got to the U.S. it happened that my hosts 
are attending a different church and I was wondering 
whether I will cope up for the whole year. The Bible 
says that God has plans for everyone even before they 
are born and all are good plans. Why am I saying this? 
My host mum introduced me to this young adult group, 
and at first it was really boring. I almost left the group 
because it was like another church service on Tuesday 
night and because sometimes when I come back from 
work tired I couldn’t stay up for two hours. Thank God 
they decided to change the system to make it more of 
a one-to-one conversation and interaction. That has 
personally blessed me because I have learnt a lot, which 
I can apply back home and hopefully direct the young 
people in my home country on the right way to Christ, 
in a smart and friendly way.

New Perspectives: The only difference between people 
from different regions is the culture and the way of 
doing things. Our capabilities are the same once given 
the same opportunities and the opportunities only come 
for those who work toward it. It’s simply hard work, 
determination and hope.

Future Plans: Developing my poultry farm to fulfill my 
dream of being a job creator, support my church and 
give back to the community by supporting the poor 
children and orphans to have a better education to better 

their lives so that they can also better the community. 
So in the long run we have a better community, jointly 
developed together, and owned by everybody, not a 
single individual.

Moses Osiro (Kenya)
Intern, MCC United Nations Office
New York, New York, U.S. 

First Impression: Having been in the U.S. in 2015, I 
already had a glimpse of what to expect. However, one 
year is more than enough time for a lot of things to 
change. Coming back, the experience felt anew. There 
was always something to marvel at; the road network, 
buildings, subway grid, stores. Looking more specifically 
at New York City, it’s just a hub of activity. Its diversity 
permeates across all spheres of the community, be it 
entertainment, music, food, art amongst many other 
things. As one of the most renowned cities of the 
world, it definitely lives up to the expectation of being a 
metropolis, if not beyond. 

Differences: My country is a developing one so the 
infrastructure isn’t as well developed as it is here in the 
U.S. Also, life in the U.S. is fast paced and everything 
is scheduled whereas in my country, there’s a bit more 
flexibility and spontaneity as far as schedules are 
concerned. It goes without saying that the weather 
patterns in my home and host countries are distinctly 
different. The U.S. experiences four seasons namely 
summer, fall, winter and spring while Kenya experiences 
tropical weather for the better part of the year with only 
two rainy seasons. 

memorable or Funny Experience: My most memorable 
experience was the annual United Nations General 
Assembly held in September. This is when political 
leaders from all the UN member states come to New 
York to address the United Nations. The most notable 
figures included the then U.S. President Barack Obama, 
Canada’s Prime Minister Justin Trudeau, Israel’s PM 
Benjamin Netanyahu, Colombia’s premier Juan Manuel 
Santos, who announced the end of a 52 year war, and 
Palestine’s Head of State Mahmoud Abbas, amongst 
many others. 

relationship with god: As a Mennonite, my beliefs are 
strongly rooted in peace. In doing advocacy work in 
some of the politically charged humanitarian crises, 
it has been challenging trying to advocate for pacifist 
approaches of settling such conflicts. 

New Perspectives: This entire experience has been quite 
illuminating. As a person, I know more about myself; I 
know my strengths and areas I need to work on. Having 
also lived within a community setting at the Menno 
House, I’ve learned more about the culture of others and 
how to synchronize them with mine. As for my home 
country, I feel better equipped in working within a more 
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diverse working environment for the betterment of the 
community. 

Future Plans: As I’ve delved further into advocacy work, 
despite the many challenges, I’ve grown fond of the 
profession and so I would like to work for or with an 
organization that focuses on peace and humanitarianism. 

Melissa Oxla Roman (Guatemala)
Spanish teacher’s assistant, Eastern Mennonite University
Harrisonburg, Virginia, U.S.

First Impression: My first idea was that this place is 
REALLY different to my place in Guatemala City, 
because for me the traffic, the stress of the city, the 
buses, cars, a lot people living in the same place, the 
noisy markets – that’s all normal – and here I live on a 
farm, with no neighbors close, no buses, no noise!

Differences: Basically, I am a “city girl” and now I live 
in the country (ja!). We have a lot difference, to name 
a few: The food here is most all the time frozen, but in 
Guatemala everything is fresh. In my home in Guatemala 
we rarely eat baked food, but my host mom here is 
an amazing baker; she made everything! (bread, pizza, 
pie, cookies, granola, and more delicious food). The 
security here is amazing! I enjoy the details that make 
the life here special, like the peacefulness, or being able 
to walk in the street with no fear that someone is going 
to steal my things, sleeping outside when it is a beautiful 
night or even walking across the street and being sure 
the cars are going to stop! (That does not happen very 
often in Guatemala). I adapted here really quickly, even 
with all the differences, and I am really grateful for this 
experience.

memorable or Funny Experience: One of my memorable 
experience here was the snow. Guatemala is a tropical 
country, so we don’t have snow. I had a different 
experience with the snow my first time in Ohio; the 
snow was too dry and I couldn’t play with the snow 
:( and all the streets were frozen so I fell on the street 
(jajaja). It was very embarrassing. My second time was 
in Ottawa, Canada, we were leaving the parliament and 
it started snowing! I just could think how wonderful is 
God, and I ran laughing and I cried a little bit because 
it was amazing. And my last snow experience was when 
I made a snowman (or woman) in my host state in 
Virginia during this unusual snowfall in March. In my 
mind, I made it like in the movies (perfect circle, easy to 
roll…) but actually it is a hard work! An hour later of 
struggling, laughing, sliding, cold and wet clothes, we 
finally finished our snowwoman! 

relationship with god: I think all this travel happened 
just because God gave me the opportunity. I feel I am 
closer to God because a lot things here were a miracle. 
Before I came here I was really scared about not 
matching with my host family. I asked God to bring 

me to a place that was good for me, a place with good 
people whom I can call friends, a place where I could 
learn what he wants me to know and have the skills for 
use in the future. And everything has been like that! I am 
sure God has plans for me, I just need to let him he lead 
me in the correct way.

New Perspectives: Wow! This question is really deep. I 
think I am different from the girl who came here to the 
U.S. some months ago, but I don’t know how or how 
much. But I am sure now that I appreciate more my 
own culture. I wore a traditional Guatemalan suit for 
the first time in my life, I cooked a traditional meal for 
my friends and host and I feel proud about that. I met 
amazing people from different countries and I learned 
that even if we are from a “cold culture” or a “warm 
culture” we can be friends; we just need mutual respect. 
And one of the most important lessons I learned here is 
that everybody can help others in one way or another; 
everybody has something to share. 

Future Plans: This is a really good question but I don’t 
have a good answer yet… at least in my personal life…
But I want return to Guatemala and share my experience 
with people around me, promote this program with 
more people and encourage people to try this experience 
because I think it can change your life, and definitely 
more Guatemalan people need that.  And now I have 
friends from 28 different countries! I want to continue 
with the friendships and, who knows, maybe some of us 
can meet again. 

Koll Phann (Cambodia)
Thrift shop assistant, Re-Uzit Shop of New Holland 
New Holland, Pennsylvania, U.S.

First Impression: Honeymoon period and everything is 
good. I am amazed to see a lot of corn and hay fields, 
which are so green. I enjoy seeing this new place. One 
more thing, I never knew that they still have horse and 
buggy. U.S. citizens are very rich and I noticed that 
almost everyone eats like a giant and becomes giant. 
They drive very fast. I was so scared to cross the road. I 
was shock when I went to church for the first time and 
all I saw was old people and few little kids. 

Differences: Everything is different: food, culture, 
how people act, how people live their life, language, 
communication, technology, church and more. Taste it 
and you will know that it is a really big difference. If I 
write it down, it will be very long and you will be too 
lazy to read. 

memorable or Funny Experience: I remember one time 
I was invited by an Old Order Mennonite family to 
join them for supper. I got a chance to ride horse and 
buggy. The weather is so warm in the winter time and 
the food is delicious and we had a lot of fun. After 
supper, we went to sing songs with the youth group. 
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Their voices are so beautiful. Also when we were at Mid-
year conference in Canada, I made a big snowman and 
almost all the IVEPers took a picture with it. It was so 
fun. We had a great time. 

relationship with god: I feel my faith has not really 
grown this year, and is not as bold or passionate as in 
Cambodia. I am not from Mennonite background. The 
worship service here is different. Even though we believe 
in the one same God the culture of worship is different 
from denomination to denomination. Right here they 
like to worship in silence, so that is one factor that leads 
me to go slow in faith. Another factor is language. I’m 
not from the country where English is the first language 
so it is so hard to understand. Most of the time I just 
give up trying to translate because it makes me so tired 
and they speak so fast and when I go to church, I don’t 
understand at all. What I have to do to increase my faith 
is to have a personal relationship with Him. I read the 
Bible at home almost every day and pray to Him. I have 
to take the bus to go to work, so when I am on the bus 
I always read “Our Daily Bread” devotion so that I can 
find encouragement to finish my day. 

New Perspectives: Being in another country is an 
awesome experience and a privilege for me. It opens 
my eyes to see the world we live in. It corrects my 
stereotypes about other people. It makes me much 
stronger. Even though we have everything different, 
in Christ we are one family. Every single person that 
God created is so wonderful and so talented. Reflecting 
back to my country after this cross culture service, and 
I see there are a lot of areas and sectors that need to be 
change and improved. Talking about culture, my country 
has a very rich culture and very healthy food, much 
more than North America. 

Future Plans: I will find a job and just live my life to 
impact my community, serve my community and being 
a peacemaker by bringing the gospel to wherever I go as 
much as I can. 

Sarou Pheng (Cambodia)
Assistant teacher, Sarasota Christian School
Sarasota, Florida, U.S. 

First Impression: I can’t believe that I am in America. 
This country is the best place that I have ever been. It 
is very beautiful with its own strength, full of potential 
people and powerful history. I love how American 
people treat one another and are willing to help, love 
and respect each other, even strangers. It is the principal 
of God’s character in life as it is the way we should live. 
To me American people are so friendly, kind and willing 
to help one another. In my working community I feel so 
much love and care by people surrounding me. My host 
family and coworkers are great people; good examples, 
great impact; full with the spirit of welcoming, support 
and encouragement. Everything about the U.S. is great to 

me; direct conversations help me to learn that there is no 
hidden meanings. I love how people respect one another 
by being on time. People are time and task oriented 
in America. I know I am abundantly blessed to have 
participated in the IVEP program and learn something 
about American culture, and a little bit more of the 
world view. I love America. 

Differences: There are so many different things here 
compared to my country. First, it really surprised me 
how people in America love and treat their pets; they 
are willing to spend a lot of money for their pet, too. I 
can’t believe that the U.S. is full of diversity, I can see so 
many different people, from different countries, Asians, 
Europeans, Africans. Many things in the U.S. are clean 
and organized. The tall buildings and the streets are so 
different from my home country. The adults in the U.S. 
are much more individualistic than in my country. I can 
see everything here is easy and fast, so many fast food 
restaurants, drive thru restaurants, etc. A lot of people 
here obey the rules and are respectful to the instructions. 
Technology is fast and convenient. 

memorable or Funny Experience: I live close to the ocean 
in Florida. Three weeks after I moved to my assignment 
place there was a hurricane. One of the first memories 
that I had is when my host family took me to the beach 
to collect some beautiful shells. I keep those shells with 
me and I will bring them home after the IVEP year as a 
remembrance of Florida. Another great memory was on 
Christmas. Christmas in the U.S. is really interesting and 
brought me a lot of excitement. Christmas decorations in 
every place are so attractive and beautiful. When I was 
in New York City during the Christmas season I saw so 
many colorful lights and beautiful decorations. It was 
so amazing and overwhelming. During the Christmas 
holidays, I got to spent time with my host family in the 
cold weather; they are like my real family back home. 
The spirit of Christmas in the U.S. is full of rejoicing, 
beautiful and so special to me. It was my first Christmas 
ever that I received so many gifts from my coworkers 
and my host family. And I enjoyed the white Christmas.

relationship with god: The first few months here were so 
difficult for me. My faith and relationship with God was 
down as I found myself lonely and surrounded by things 
completely different from home. Things that I used to do 
and where I used to be and communication was tough. 
Worship environment is really different from my country, 
but I could find my own way to worship the Lord by 
myself at home. Even though it is a bit challenging to 
me, there’s nothing that can defeated the work of God in 
me. I can still find God in every moment of my life. God 
has taught me a lot of things and it helps me more to 
realize that he never leaves me or abandon me. God has 
been a great helper and teacher along my journey and 
he is so faithful and trustworthy. I become closer to God 
each day as I can see his love and his faithfulness to me. 
He has brought me to another level of faith and spiritual 
growth this year. This year is a refreshing year, fun, bold, 
active, self-accomplishment and strong to me. God has 
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been good to me over the year, and I have much for 
which to be grateful to him. I can’t wait to bring back 
and share with my people. God is full of surprises and 
love. I’m living with a thankful heart. All Glory to God. 

New Perspectives: This year is the best part of my life. I 
learnt a lot from different people. I have learned to be a 
peacemaker and to be an example of sharing God’s love 
to others with a serving heart. I have learnt to be a wide-
open minded person and appreciate things more and be 
positive minded. I traveled to many different places so I 
have more ideas of the world’s views. I thank God that, 
through IVEP, I have a lot of ideas and new perspectives; 
to love every single one of God’s people and his creation 
despite skin color, races or culture. I had a very tiny idea 
about the people from different countries before. But the 
IVEP program has brought the very wide view of the 
world and changed the way I see things. 

Future Plans: I’m praying to go back to school for a 
master’s degree. I have learnt a lot so far and I know I 
have something to contribute when I go back home. In 
the U.S. I lived in an environment full of inspiration, 
caring and loving. God has placed the burden in my 
heart to share those things to people: such as in my 
working community, my family and especially my 
church. God’s has put a burden in my heart with the 
youth and he gave me a lot courage from people in 
America and I want to carry on and pass it on with 
my people. Youth is in my vision and I want them to 
understand the purpose of God in their lives and the 
reason why they exist on earth. By God’s grace I want 
to go to seminary. I want to be a youth pastor, using my 
gift in singing, preaching the word of God and bring the 
youth in my country to God.

Mohau Phooko (Lesotho)
Technology assistant, Dock Mennonite Academy
Telford, Pennsylvania, U.S.

First Impression: I thought I will never get used to the 
beauty of this country.

Differences: Weather – seasons are opposite. 

memorable or Funny Experience: When JJ and I asked 
for tomato juice on the airplane thinking that it was 
something sweet because we felt we should have a taste 
of other flavors; we had others before and they were so 
sweet, but that one wasn’t. 

relationship with god: For the first few weeks I struggled 
with getting used to reading a Bible using English and 
understanding some of the pastors in church because 
of the accent, but after I got involved with some young 
adults and Bible studies, I found it easy.

New Perspectives: I have been sharing with people about 
my culture and my country and some have asked me 

interesting questions. I think most of the people know 
why we do things in a certain way now. And the more I 
am far from my country the more I realize the valuable 
things we have, which I couldn’t see when I was in it. 

Future Plans: Continue working with IT companies and 
sharing my experiences and improving more and more.

Chansocheata (Socheata) Poum (Cambodia)
Community animator, Kindred Credit Union Centre for 
Peace Advancement, Conrad Grebel University College
Waterloo, Ontario, Canada

First Impression: It is my very first time in North 
America. I came with the idea that Canada is going 
to be like the U.S. except colder, bigger and smaller 
population. When I landed in Toronto and got out of 
the airport, it was like over 30 degree outside. It was a 
surprise but nothing remarkable until Kathryn asked me 
to stay in a particular spot in the airport parking lots 
while she went to get the van. In the parking lots, a man 
saw me standing. He must have thought I was lost so 
he came and gave me directions. That was when I was 
shocked because I also came with the idea that people 
in North America are too busy and occupied with their 
own life to connect with others. Right at that moment, 
it was when I realized that I had no idea at all about this 
country. That was also when I decided to put aside all 
my knowledge and what I thought I knew to see Canada 
as one individual country and open my mind to learn 
along the way while I walk the journey. I am very glad 
that I realized about that very soon and the rest is like 
one amazing ride with many surprises along the way.

Differences: From domestic living routine to education 
system to community development to political structure 
in the government, Canada and Cambodia are like 
apples and oranges. I feel very blessed that my work 
assignment enables me to see things beyond the surface, 
which allows me to do a lot of thinking and reflecting on 
what I can do for my community and country at home.

memorable or Funny Experience: Countless. To name 
one would be when I went to see the Kitchener Rangers’ 
game twice during one weekend and they lost both 
times. And they are one strong team. At home people 
would say I have jinxed them. LOL

relationship with god: I was always a person who wants 
thing to be done my way and tries to take control over 
things and exhaust myself. I knew that this behavior was 
an obstacle for me and that I should let God be the one 
in charge of my life completely. This year was a journey 
of learning to trust in God completely and surrender, 
which was always hard for me to do back at home 
where I thought I could take control over everything. 
This journey is when I acknowledge God wholeheartedly 
in every situation and learn to let go. It is like when I feel 
like drowning, instead of fighting against it, I let myself 
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float. I am very happy with where I am right now in 
term of how I respond to difficult times.

New Perspectives: I see myself now as a part of 
something greater. I feel that I belong to something 
greater than just the culture or country that I am from, 
but a part of the global community. I’ve learned to 
acknowledge the value in each individual not just as a 
whole but to the personal level. Everyone has their own 
stories, ability and potential for God’s work to be done 
and everyone is equal as human being regardless of all 
the differences.

Future Plans: Being in Canada and working in the 
peacebuilding field, has given me the confirmation for 
my passion in speaking up against inequality. My plan 
is to go to graduate school in sustainable development 
and global study and work in advocacy for equality in 
underdeveloped countries.

Ram (Simon) Nath Raut (Nepal)
Educational assistant, Ranch Ehrlo Society
Regina, Saskatchewan, Canada

First Impression: I landed at Toronto airport September 
8, 2016, with lots of mixed emotions. I had no idea 
what was going to happen next, where everything was 
strange. But slowly my concerns turned down as I 
started to meet people because people were so friendly 
and polite. I found that Canadian communities are so 
helpful; especially Mennonite communities where people 
are so hospitable and different. Even though there are 
some variations among the lifestyles of Mennonite 
communities in Canada, the idea of simple living 
centralizing peace was amazing. Praying and helping 
people worldwide for the betterment of humans’ well-
being was another most impressive thing I saw here. 
Before coming to Canada, I only knew that Canada 
is the second largest country in the world. But when I 
came here, very soon I see Canada is one of the most 
beautiful countries in the world with lots of rivers, 
lakes, landscapes, forests, mountains, beautiful sky, etc. 
During spring, I felt like the whole nature is singing and 
welcoming me to enjoy its beauty. On the other hand, I 
was also so scared about the upcoming winter because 
every person I met talked about winter and said, “You 
will see the winter” in Canada. Taking photographs 
became a scary thing for me because I sensed people 
like more privacy here. Similarly, I had some mixed 
up feelings about my work place in the first few days 
because I was going to work in a completely new 
environment with challenging behavior students.

Differences: There are lots of differences between my 
home country and the host country, Canada, in terms 
of culture, infra-structures, educational system, and 
economic system to political ideologies. Nepal is a 
small landlocked, mountainous country. Canada is the 
second largest country in the world with sea-routes. 

People in Nepal live together in a family even though 
the children are grown up. Here, gender biasness is 
comparatively too low. Relationship is more important 
than time, but in Canada, people are more scheduled 
and planned. Here, it is more about ‘I’ rather than 
‘we.’ Infra-structures, science and technology are highly 
developed. Nepal is still practicing traditional ways 
of agriculture, but in Canada well developed modern 
agricultural system has narrowed down the primary 
sector of economy and secondary service sector has 
dominated the main-stream economy. Canada practices 
Federal Parliamentary Democracy and Constitutional 
Monarchy with a Queen being the head of the state, but 
Nepal has currently abolished the Monarchy system and 
has adopted Federal Democratic Republic system with 
President being head of the state. Economic welfare is 
one of the features of Canadian politics, but Nepal has 
not adopted it completely. In Canada, education is free 
up to high-school with the provision of educational loans 
for further study. In Nepal, government provides free 
education up to grade 10, but attending private schools 
is more popular. In Canada sometimes it seems like 
modern science and technology has prevailed real-world 
social interaction and even some of the important social 
norms and values. In Nepal drinking tea is quite popular 
among the people, but in Canada coffee is highly 
preferred. In Canada, during supper you ‘help yourself’ 
but in Nepal it’s ‘I want to help you.’ And of course, 
winter is another big difference.

memorable or Funny Experience: Sunday, January 14, 
2017, after church worship there was a meeting in the 
church and there were many people inside including 
my Saskatchewan IVEP coordinator, four other IVEP 
friends and my host family since we also had an IVEP 
get-together. After the service, we were eating lunch and 
suddenly my coordinator stood up and declared it was 
my birthday with birthday cake, with great surprise. It 
was really a great surprise birthday for me. As soon as 
she declared my birthday, everyone in the hall began 
to sing a birthday song for me. I enjoyed the song and 
when it was done, I stood up and said, ‘Thank you so 
much for this beautiful wish, but today is not my birthday. 
Big silence veiled the environment for a couple of seconds 
followed by a blast. Actually, my birth month is April but 
it was misprinted as January in my documents. Anyway, 
that was a memorable moment for me.

relationship with god: One thing I missed most here 
is the way of praise, worship and prayers. There were 
also almost no youth in the church. Even though there 
were many challenges, now I believe that God has given 
me a new insight to view the whole society and world 
in a different way. I believe that we’re to be involving 
ourselves in community development, helping and 
including people in our lives, and also be part of true 
worship like the Bible says, “Be like the light and salt 
among the people so that they will see your good deeds 
and the Father Almighty will be exalted in heaven.”

New Perspectives: It was the best year of my life. It’s 
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like in the zigzag journey of life; life has made a U-turn 
to view myself and the whole world vividly with a 
new lens of love, peace and humanity. Now it is no 
more me only with a certain identity within certain 
geographic boundaries. I am the same human being 
like the rest of the world. There are no differences 
between me and other people. I am a global citizen and 
I should be responsible for all parts of the world. No 
society can prosper and enjoy a peaceful life if there is 
conflict and wars. So peace-building should be part of 
my responsibility. Peace is an action and respect and 
inclusion are the major elements of the peace process. It 
is also true that people are living within different types 
of stereotypes, which can be removed by listening for 
the full story. Now I have also learnt how it is to live as 
a foreigner and stranger in a new place. This feeling has 
encouraged me about how I should treat any stranger 
or foreigner when they are in a new situation. It is a 
great revelation for me about why God says to love and 
respect strangers and foreigners in your land. And the 
main thing is we are only strangers until we try to know 
each other.

Future Plans: My future plan is to always work for peace 
on personal level or through local clubs, churches and 
organizations because the real satisfaction in life begins 
with peace. It also helps in the development process. I 
always want to meet and treat foreigners and strangers 
with great love, respect and care. And also I would like 
to teach and work with special needs children.

Proshongsita Rema (Bangladesh)
Retail assistant, Save and Serve Thrift Shop
Millersburg, Ohio, U.S.

First Impression: My first impression of my assignment 
country was good but I didn’t expect that I was going 
to stay in a valley or hill area. I just love the country 
roads in Ohio. I have to drive for 25 minutes from 
host home to workplace and I get a chance to travel 
that roller-coaster road. If we travel anywhere we 
have to go through lots of ups and down and curves. 
In my community, my first impression was a little bit 
surprising. Many Amish people live here and their 
living style is different than the rest of the world. My 
host community also are a little bit different than other 
American people. They have different clothing style, 
worship style and are not interested in studies after 10th 
or 12th grades, but they are interesting.

Differences: I realized that there is not such a difference 
between both countries; maybe because of Holmes 
County. They are more like us; living together with 
parents and until marriage, good family, relatives and 
community bond. But I see the most difference with the 
elderly people. They are not just sitting around because 
they got older; and children come to volunteer with 
their parents. In my country, we don’t have this type 
of volunteering activities for people and children. The 

other difference I see that young people are active and 
working, but after standard 10 or 12 grades, they are 
not bound to continue their studies anymore. In my 
country, if you have the opportunity you have to study, 
especially in my community. Both countries also have 
their own celebration style in holidays.

memorable or Funny Experience: My most memorable 
day would be my birthday. I didn’t expect my working 
place would be decorated (volunteer room) with balloons 
and birthday cards and of course we had cake and ice-
cream. Then at my host home, my host mom informed 
her sisters and they came to the store with flowers and 
chocolates. I didn’t expect that from the relatives and 
other volunteers and even people who learned about it 
later, so for the whole week they continued wishing me. 
It was kind of overwhelming for me. 

relationship with god: Normally I didn’t go to church in 
every Sunday. But after coming here I’m attending every 
Sunday and joining the youth group. They have a few 
mission activities and that influenced me to do mission 
work. The most important thing is while I was traveling 
alone from my country somehow I had the feeling or 
realization that I’m on the right path and God is going 
to be with me from the first to last.

New Perspectives: Living in Holmes County is little 
bit different. Here people and communities are totally 
different than what I thought. Most of the people have 
Amish background and they have those Amish influences. 
But they are good. I was little bit nervous before coming 
here. I thought living in Holmes County, I might have to 
face racism. But they made me wrong. They are really 
friendly, helping, hardworking and interesting. They are 
interested in new people and cultures. I had to work hard 
for few months on these people to introduce my country. 
Most of the Americans love to have fun and tease each 
other and are always smiling and working in thrift store. 
I also learned how to smile and have fun while working. 
This journey just changed my perception about U.S. that 
all the American community and people are not same as 
the rest of the world thinks.

Future Plans: I will find a good job and would love to 
work with my denomination if they offer me to work 
with them.

Qing Run Shi (China)
Manager’s assistant, Hartville Thrift Shoppe
Hartville, Ohio, U.S.

First Impression: Good weather.

Differences: Big family.

memorable or Funny Experience: Shooting practice with 
my host parents. MCC retreat and mid-year conference. 
Take my vacation with my host. Training in the thrift shop.
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relationship with god: WOJ (women of joy) in my 
church for seven month. 

New Perspectives: More faithful, I see more Christians; 
and people adopt many kids here.  

Future Plans: Work for my church, and open a thrift 
shop if we can.

Alfius (Alfa) Taime (Indonesia)
Management support worker, Elmira Thrift and Benefit 
Shop 
Elmira, Ontario, Canada

First Impression: People in Canada are very kind, fun, 
and helpful (my Canadian family, at church, at store, 
etc.) Before I came to Canada I thought my English was 
not so good so how can I speak with them? What will 
they think about me? They will ask me, where are you 
from? And I will say, I am from Indonesia. And they will 
think, Do they have a school or some place to learn to 
speak English well? So, these questions always haunted 
me, but when I came here they changed everything in my 
mind about that. I was wrong and I’m so happy about 
that.

Differences: Well, for me I found a few differences 
between Canada and Indonesia. Of course, the first is 
the weather, or seasons. At home, we have two seasons 
(dry and rainy season) but in Canada there are four 
(summer, autumn, winter, and spring). The time change 
by one hour as well, with Standard Time from end of 
October to early March and Daylight Saving Time in 
the spring, summer and early fall. People in Canada like 
to talk about weather and food. Well, for food, yes we 
have difference food because at home I always have rice 
for every meal (sometimes I eat cassava, fried banana, 
etc.) When I’m living here I often have rice for supper 
and lunch, and I’m okay with that, but Canadian foods 
are not spicy enough for me. So, my parent’s me bought 
Frank’s hot sauce, and other sauces for me. I also got 
gifts of hot sauce from some friends at my church and 
MCC Thrift store volunteers, but it didn’t seem hot for 
me until my Mom bought red chili peppers and I ate 
them raw. I was crying because it was hot and spicy: D 
Regarding other things like celebrations, Canada has lots 
of them like Thanksgiving, Halloween, St. Patrick’s Day, 
Maple Syrup Festival, etc.

memorable or Funny Experience: One was when we had 
a retreat at Hidden Acres Camp in February 2017 with 
our church, Zion Mennonite Fellowship, which was 
before mid-year conference in B.C. We had spent quality 
time together including learning about ‘Living Stones’, 
watched movies, and had free time. One strong moment 
for me was during Sunday worship when my host 
parents requested pray for me. Everybody came to me 
and put their hand on me and prayed. When they were 
praying, I teared up because during that time I felt so 

weak. I don’t know why, but those prayers touched my 
heart and made me strong again to stay here and serve 
because I know that what I do for people is serving God. 
That’s my memorable moment with my church family.

relationship with god: I grew up in a Christian family 
and I know Jesus is my Savior and I believe. Coming 
to Canada has been a blessing to me because it was 
the first time going abroad, except Papua New Guinea 
because I live close to international borderline. At 
church a few weeks ago we were talking about how 
to be a faithful church regarding the issue of same sex 
relationships, and about how the society and the church 
should respond to this issue. We talked about whether 
it is a stumbling block for us, or do we judge them? The 
Bible says homosexuals have no part in the kingdom 
of God (1Corinthians 6: 9-10), but on this occasion I 
learned a lot about how to respond to all these things, 
which is to love as Jesus taught. We also should love one 
another and not judge. What we have to do is teach and 
demonstrate the love of Christ to them because Jesus 
loves everyone. My faith is growing here and I believe 
God had a plan for me, when He sent me here. Amen.

New Perspectives: After I came here I’ve learned more 
than expected. The perspective of my life changed after 
coming to Canada, including how I treat myself and 
those around me. I’ve also learned more here how I 
should appreciate and manage my time. Back home I did 
not really care about time and scheduling everything in 
my daily life and I learned in Canada how to become a 
more mature person. How I see others through the love 
of the Lord Jesus Christ is similar to the way I viewed 
people in my home. Here the difference is how people 
show how they love one another, primarily through 
the family, and how to mutually reinforce one another. 
I learned about it in my church here and also I am 
learning how the church, community, the government 
work together to address many issues that exist. Many 
churches are open to discuss even sensitive issues such 
as transgender, homosexuals, lesbians, gays, LGBT, etc. 
This is in contrast to my home country where there is 
much resistance to this type of acceptance. My previous 
perspective as taught by my church elders was that 
scripture teaches that only straight people can enter 
heaven. My perspective now expanded and I know have 
a firm conviction that we need a renewal for the next 
generation. We must become more open and accepting in 
the future and through this program I was greatly helped 
in considering new perspectives, especially the Christian 
perspective.

Future Plans: When I get back home I will continue my 
schooling for my bachelor’s of Social Science, after which 
I will be looking for work. My target job is UNHCR 
staff. But the first thing when I’ve returned home is 
that I want to try things I learned here with the youth 
fellowship in my city. I want to start at my church things 
like Potluck, Java Junction, Sunday school, and many 
other things.
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Kaoxeeyeng Thao (Laos)
Retail assistant, Care and Thrift shop 
Stouffville, Ontario, Canada

First Impression: Ahaa! would like to say thank you 
MCC for supporting me and choosing me join this 
program. It’s my first time in Canada. I’m very excited to 
meet people, and speak English with a lot of people every 
day. I don’t feel shy when I speaking with them. I like 
cold weather more than hot weather. When snow came, 
I was very happy and made a snowman and snow angels 
with my host mom. I like the designs of houses, they 
are beautiful (my host family’s house is beautiful too). 
Canada is very beautiful country. I like Canada. I think 
when I go home, I will come back to visit Canada again.

Differences: When I stayed with my lovely host family, 
my heart was very excited and my heart was going very 
fast because I was feeling shy because in Laos my family 
is big. So, my host family is just the three of us in the 
house. They don’t have children staying with them. So, 
it’s very different for me. And we eating different things. 
Every day we have a good time together and a good 
relationship together because they talk with me and take 
care me the same they would their own child. 

memorable or Funny Experience: My host mom taught 
me to make snow angels and we shovel snow together 
in the morning. Special, I’m very happy my host mom 
she taught me to knit and quilt, I want to give my mom 
and dad the finished quilt when I go home – it’s a big 
thing to bring home). A haaaaa!!!! This is a good thing 
to learn here for free (my home if you want to learn 
knit and quilt you would pay a lot of money in school). 
However, I’m still making good memories and having a 
good time with my host family. We have fun together.

relationship with god: This year I think I am talking 
with God, praying and singing more than when staying 
home. When I worry about something I like to talk 
with God and call on God to help me. Sometimes I like 
to pray with God when I want something with him. 
I always forget to pray a thank you God :) !!! But it’s 
okay, God knows in my heart I love God every time. 

New Perspectives: Before I would call my older sister 
to help me all the time. I think this year I’m learning on 
my own more than when I stay at home. I’m learning 
how to decide for myself, love other people, be peaceful 
with people around me, understand another’s culture, 
manifest with friends and patience. I thinking this year I 
am doing things by myself more than at home.

Future Plans: When I’m return home I would like to 
say, Canada has very good weather and is very safe. 
People have freedom to believe JESUS or other beliefs. I 
want to have a good personality, good leadership with 
people, friends and church. And I want to talk about my 
experience in Canada.

KiengKham Thor (Laos)
Training farm program sssistant, Cultivate Kansas City 
Kansas City, Kansas, U.S.

First Impression: My first impression of the U.S. was 
much better than I had imagined. My first impression of 
the community was great. I feel very blessed to live in a 
house this nice. 

Differences: Food, weather, culture, transportation, 
environment.

memorable or Funny Experience: Funny experience that 
recently happened to me was the time change. I changed 
the time on my phone an hour ahead before going 
to bed, not knowing that it would’ve automatically 
changed. So, in the morning I woke up an extra hour 
earlier thinking that I was right, and I quickly got ready 
for church thinking that I was going to be late. When I 
arrived to church there was no one there, so I called my 
friend and asked her and told her that there was no one 
at church. She was laughing and said to me, that it was 
only 8:30 a.m. Hahahaha

relationship with god: I believe and trust that God is 
with me all the time. Wherever I may go, or whatever I 
may do. I believe that everything that has happened to 
me has been a blessing from God. What I learn is that 
God doesn’t just provide good things, but also difficult 
times so that I can learn to become a stronger person 
and make my faith stronger. 

New Perspectives: I get to know more about myself 
and I understand more about what God wants me to 
do and what my purpose in life is. My view of others 
is that everyone is really nice. I feel like my country is 
very underdeveloped compared to the U.S., but I am still 
proud of my country. 

Future Plans: My future plan when I return home is to 
find a job and earn money to help my family and try to 
make peace as much as I can. 

Shirley Vaca (Bolivia)
Children’s program coordinator, Indigenous Family 
Centre 
Winnipeg, Manitoba, Canada

First Impression: Big country, kind people always being 
polite with each other. 

Differences: The holidays are completely different, 
Christmas and New Year’s as well. I love how there 
are Christmas songs in all the churches, which doesn’t 
happen in Bolivia. 
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memorable or Funny Experience: I love the snow! It is so 
pretty in the countryside and so much fun! Especially in 
Manitoba there is more than other places. 

relationship with god: I knew this year wouldn’t be easy, 
but I know God has a plan for me to know more about 
him outside my culture, my family and everything that 
I know. He brought me here to be a father to me who 
gives me security, to be my friend when I feel lonely, to 
be my rock when I feel weak. He brought me here to 
love him in a different way. It’s been hard sometimes, but 
it is worth it. 

New Perspectives: I’m learning a lot about myself, good 
things, and also what I want to change in my life and 
also living in this culture makes me understand so much 
about people that I know and work back home. 

Future Plans: Keep studying and finish my college degree. 
I have two years left. 

Karen Marie Valladares Cano (Honduras)
Teacher assistant for Spanish Immersion Program, 
Locust Grove Campus, Lancaster Mennonite Schools
Lancaster, Pennsylvania, U.S.

First Impression: It’s 8:00 p.m. and the sun is still there?! 
Of course, I’m not a big fan of knowing about time 
zones, and the phrase “It has been a long day” was 
literally true. I noticed that people here have a different 
sense of humor, and many times when I (thought) said 
something funny, I was the only one laughing. Something 
that I liked to see were the flags on almost every house, 
in the streets, flapping flags in the fresh air of summer. I 
asked my host dad if there was a celebration going on; 
he answered that U.S people like their flag very much. 
I like my flag too. I will do the same when I go back to 
my house. Another thing that was very interesting for 
me was to see so many Mennonite churches in the same 
area. Having a weather app or simply looking for the 
weather before leaving the house was a daily routine, in 
other words, a must! I like that people take advantage 
of time making plans, keeping them really busy. I think 
that was one of the reasons I felt that time went fast. 
One of my thoughts was also: “I’m always eating!” In 
almost every meeting, at school, at church… there was 
food, snacks, desserts, etc. It was difficult not to try it. 
There was a huge variety of sweet treats! I am hoping to 
learn how to cook/bake some of them and share with my 
people in my country. Another impression is that here 
almost everything is done already, food just to warm up 
(some of them), teaching aids, among others, and that 
is why I think that some people really appreciate hand-
made things. I am glad to help at school with something 
that I love to do (drawing, crafts). At the beginning, I 
was wondering how and if I could help with that. This 
is a place full of opportunities; they value art and kids at 
school have a lot of facilities that I would like the kids in 
my country to have.

Differences: Let’s start with the seasons; I truly loved 
each of them. In Honduras we can appreciate just two 
seasons, but it seems to be summer almost all year. I feel 
blessed to be able to experience the four here; I have 
good memories and a bunch of pictures of each one. 
Sometimes it was kind of funny to listen to some people 
here complaining about the cold, but I was happy to 
be away from the heat of San Pedro Sula, which I did 
not miss one second. I just confirmed that I like cold 
weather! Another difference is transportation. In my 
country there are a lot of buses to ride inside of the city 
or outside, and for a low-price you can get to any place 
(mostly). About relationships, it’s difficult to have a 
relationship beyond talking about the weather and work. 
People are somehow scared of opening themselves to 
others in a deeper way. Fitting in other’s agenda, if you 
want to hang out with someone or visit a friend, first 
you have to book a date. Honestly this year my agenda 
was very full of activities and short trips that I have 
to look for a date that might work to hang out with a 
friend or do a certain activity. At the beginning, I felt bad 
for not having time, but that is something common here 
and people are used to it, I think. Another difference 
is that children take their time getting to know you. In 
my country children give you their heart at once. People 
here do not know how blessed they are. Sometimes I 
think they should realize that. People can sleep, leave 
their house letting their door unlocked, they always have 
food, power and water 24/7… living surrounded by 
comfort. 

memorable or Funny Experience: I remember that I was 
cooking for a potluck with IVEPers and host families. 
I was taking everything off the stove and I put the pan 
that was hot, on the kitchen floor. A little later my host 
mom picked it up and part of the floor, that was like 
fabric, came off with the pan. My eyes got huge and I 
think that my face was bright red. I wanted to fall off 
the face of the Earth! I was destroying my host house 
hahaha. I thought the floor was the same material as in 
my country, but apparently, it wasn’t! I will never forget 
how I loved to see each of the seasons, especially winter. 
Every time that it snowed I was happy, just like a child. 
Every time when it snowed I wanted to go outside and 
feel the snowflakes falling down. One day when it was 
snowing I went outside and it made me remember when 
I was little and my grandma had a snow globe that I 
loved to play with. I felt that I was inside of it. I was 
happy!

relationship with god: Even though I never thought 
about it… church in a new community in a different 
country is hard…It’s been a journey of ups and downs, 
but in the darkest times I’ve pulled myself back to 
become stronger. Actually, my faith is growing day by 
day, especially when I was having some hard times, and 
that made me closer to God. I feel how He loves me. 
When I looked to the gorgeous sunsets, the sky full of 
stars… simply the beauty of nature, I could feel God’s 
love, and sometimes I could feel God hugging me so 
tightly, and telling me, “Everything will be okay. I am 
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always with you, and I will never leave you alone.” 

New Perspectives: Sometimes you do not know until you 
are in others’ shoes. This time here let me understand my 
people who immigrate to another country, not because 
they do not like to live in their home country, but 
because of new opportunities, to feel safe, to continue 
growing in many aspects. We need more open minds to 
understand how people around the world have different 
perspectives. During this program I saw different ways 
to see God and serve him. That helped me realize how I 
want to spend my life. I also learned many things that I 
will share back home, and for my church and how I can 
support education in my community.

Future Plans: There are two kinds of people, the ones 
who make plans and the ones who do not. Well, I like 
to make plans and pray for them, because God is the 
only one who knows what is better for me. So, when I 
return home I want to spend time with my family, find 
a job, keep serving Jesus in my daily life, at church, 
everywhere, also I want to travel. In this year I got to 
know so many friends around the world, so I have a 
house where I can stay. I also want to be open to new 
opportunities. All of this is in God’s hands. 

Ayda María Villalobos (Colombia)
Assistant manager, Artisans Hope and Gift and Thrift, Inc.
Harrisonburg, Virginia, U.S.

First Impression: I recorded many personal impressions 
about my service here, but the important one is that 
there are dual standards. When I arrived in the U.S., 
at the Atlanta airport, my first impression was the 
big food loss. There was food everywhere in chairs, 
on the floor, on the tables, in every place. People ate 
only half the food they ordered. My impression about 
food was so strong that there were some string cheese 
snacks on the floor and I took two of them and I ate 
them. I thought that many families could be fed if they 
lived in that airport. Also there is a sense of security 
everywhere, people leave their cars outside, in the 
fences in the houses. Together with the BIG roads, it 
was pretty impressive to me. Everybody obeys the law, 
they do not consider doing anything else. They stand in 
line when they need to buy something. They obey road 
instructions (well, except speed limit), cross the street 
in the determined area, pay their taxes, and so on. In 
Harrisonburg, it was amazing how warm and lovely 
people are. Surrounded by Menonites I realized that 
“cold culture” is not like I had imaged. It was very nice 
to see how people work together to make a better world 
here. They started to call me huggy-smiling Ayda hehe <3

Differences: Living in two different countries is an 
experience that opens people’s minds to a new way of 
thinking. I’ll start with saying Colombia and the U.S. 
have differences in many ways. Differences in geography 
are reflected in the lifestyle of both countries. Visiting 

different places was pretty hard because everything is 
SO far apart. The U.S. is an incredibly diverse country, 
where you can find people from all parts of the world. 
My best friends in the U.S. were of Kurdish, Russian or 
Latino origin. Therefore, there is food from all parts of 
the world. While in Colombia, we are very traditional, 
we have different cultures within our country. Our food 
has a unique stamp, dance is our common language 
and we are very family focused. Here, people have strict 
hours to drink coffee. In my country, coffee does not 
seem to affect people. We can drink coffee any time and 
it is normal behavior. Colombia is smaller than the U.S. 
so we can go everywhere by buses. In the U.S., you have 
to have your own car. I am sure that when I return to 
Colombia I will be obsessed with the weather like here. 
Furthermore, I had to convert Fahrenheit into Celsius, 
miles into Km, pounds into Kg, feet and inches.

memorable or Funny Experience: Being Colombian in 
an environment where dancing is not very common, 
made me sort of famous. I had about eight invitations to 
present my country’s dances at colleges, church retreats, 
clubs. Curiously, my IVEP year markedly improved my 
dance skills. Dances such as salsa, cumbia, currulao 
stood out remarkably and made the Colombian culture 
appear in local newspapers. The funny thing was that 
many asked me if I was a professional dancer or a 
dancer when I was in college, but no. It’s just my culture. 
There is a world beyond here. Another thought I would 
like to point out is the phrase of a coworker and friend: 
“You always remind me that there is a world beyond 
here. I mean, you do so many things here, you know. But 
there is a thing that you do so well to me, and you don’t 
realize about that. Thank you!”

relationship with god: It’s so hard to keep faith going 
when I have such a comfortable life. It’s easy to have 
control of all the areas of your life. In the U.S., it’s 
possible to have everything you need and more, so much 
more. Everything I needed was right there; that situation 
opened my eyes to the abundance of blessings. When 
we have everything it’s harder to be passionate in faith 
and communion with God. It sounds ambiguous but it 
isn’t. It happens. But at the same time, in my voluntary 
condition I could not do more things with ease. I learned 
to ask for help and to depend totally on God; to listen 
clearly to the voice of the Lord, to understand his 
position in my life and I am amazed the way he works 
(sometimes He is funny). This year God healed, broke 
barriers in my life; I learned to stop complaining and 
to be able to share my own gifts with others. I learned 
about living my faith, an active faith, a faith of verbs: 
to question, explore, experiment, experience, walk, run, 
dance, play, eat, love, learn, dare, taste, touch, smell, 
listen, speak, write, read, draw, provoke, emote, scream, 
sin, repent, cry, kneel, pray, bow, rise, stand, look, laugh, 
create, confront, confound, walk back, walk forward, 
circle, hide and seek. 

New Perspectives: It’s been a year of surprises. A lot of 
learning, a lot of fun. People, small things that give us 
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sense of our lives, great big experiences too, economic 
and cultural dynamics in the world, the way God does 
things, and above all learning about myself. 1) Supporting 
incapacity with faith and joy: I learned that sometimes it 
is impossible to solve the injustices of the world. Many 
have died trying to solve the problems that exist, but 
in spite of that, we must act day by day, in our space, 
trying to be fair, honest, good people, and have patience 
we can’t solve all the problems of the world. we have to 
be optimists and faithful and not throw ourselves to the 
sadness. 2) Breaking down borders and schemes: To think 
what is important in life, how to love others, giving them 
a hug, sharing a coffee, talking with them. You can think 
those actions don’t seem to affect much, but those are 
the things that make a difference in life. We never know 
the issues of others, how others may feel alone or sad. 
Being creative, breaking my own schemes and being a 
part of many stories, a background influenced by people, 
experiences, facts. To love and to let myself be loved by 
others. 3) Responding to crises: The constant fear of 
crisis is the constant uncertainty. Not knowing how we 
will respond and what we will find, is perhaps one of 
the greatest challenges in our daily life. And it does not 
apply only in the personal or in the social, it applies even 
in the politics and in the life of a country. Currently, we 
are feeling an atmosphere of tension, that is undeniable. 
We have seen how governments have become the image 
of nationalism while being targets of symbolic exercises 
by the Resistance. (World politics) Circumstances and 
people change, then, before a world both internal and 
external that screams for evolution, how can we give this 
opportunity to live fully what life has to offer? In our 
hands, how we respond to crises, opportunity or threat.

Que orgullosa de ser colombiana – I’m proud to be a 
Colombian! #GlobalHope #PeaceinColombia  It was 
very difficult to leave during such important moments 
in my country. Like the peace accords, after many years 
of war. Many of my coworkers learned the story in my 
country. I realized the great love I have for my beautiful 
country, my people, my land, my culture. Being here, I 
feel deeply in love with Colombia, but at the same time I 
love all that the world has offer, all the countries, here in 
the IVEP experience.

Future Plans: I’m really going to miss all the friends I 
have now in the U.S. and my IVEP friends too. I really 
do not know what the next step is, but God does. He 
knows it. I know for sure that I am going to work 
or study something that I am passionate about, like 
working for the people, for the kingdom of God and 
for leaving a better world. I think that I will start a 
project in my community in Colombia and I’ll connect 
through studying to master’s degree in economics and 
social justice, I will take advantage of my fair trade 
knowledge that I acquired in Artisans Hope and Ten 
Thousands Villages to help build peace in my country. I 
learned this year that I should take advantage of my time 
doing something that I like, so I will dedicate my life to 
teaching without bondage and without structures; how 
beautiful and generous life is. I will take values that build 

different societies with feelings of kindness and ambition 
for difference. I will dedicate my life to the people who 
have given me reasons to smile, to think, to create, to 
try, to live and to love.

Majaga Juma Wanjara (Tanzania)
Management support worker, Christian Benefit Thrift 
Store
St. Catharines, Ontario, Canada

First Impression: There are many impressive things in 
Canada: the presence of water bodies that gives fresh 
water, wells and canals, Niagara Falls, the geographical 
location of the city that has hills and rivers that give 
attractive scenery outside. Snow fall is very beautiful as it 
is another experience that I have through participating in 
ice skating, building snowman, and snowballs. The road 
infrastructure is impressive; they are wide with many 
lanes that allow fast and safe driving. I like the way 
Canada is protecting the environment; every Canadian 
is keeping the environment safe of hazard stuff through 
recycling used stuff, outdated and expired. I am working 
with mostly elders who have retired from their job and 
serve God through the shop. That gives me a challenge 
to think how should I serve after retirement!??? 
Volunteers are kind and helpful when you have inquiry. 
I am impressed with the meetings that are held every 
day before opening the shop. The provincial IVEP 
gatherings give enough time to meet other IVEPers and it 
is a good time for evaluation of oneself. These meetings 
also help to remind about the MCC vision, mission and 
philosophy. In my host family, I was impressed with how 
they made me feel part of the family.

Differences: Tanzania is tropical warm climate having 
two rain seasons; there are many tribes with their 
ethnicity connected by one national language (Swahili) 
and children are raised by community. Tanzania has a 
democratic government headed by the President within 
five years; many resident areas have not yet planned and 
many houses have no identification numbers and people 
live communally, the highway are the only reliable roads. 
Canada has cold weather, one rain season. Canada 
has a mixture of people from many nations connected 
with two languages (English and French) and children 
are raised by individuals. Canadian houses are well 
arranged, given identification numbers, and roads are 
reliable. Canada has a democratic government headed by 
Prime Minister and the country is headed by the United 
Kingdom Royal House (King/Queen).

memorable or Funny Experience: The first group is 
my host family (Steve & Diana Fulton) being together 
exposing me to the Canadian culture. Snow games 
(balling, hockey and skating). Pick ups and delivery of 
furniture gave me an opportunity to explore the country; 
The Tools program prepared me to be ready for the 
homeless and all people who are in need, it strengthened 
the spirit of love and kindness (they need love, food, 
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clothes, and shelter from us). My participation at The 
Bethany Community Church, having the devotions 
together. Bethlehem trek in Bala village at Muskoka, I 
arrived in Canada three months late, so I have by myself 
the IVEP orientation and the facilitator; I was fighting 
sleeping, coldness, and I had many things at a time plus 
everything was new!

relationship with god: I had no difficulties in my faith 
while in Canada instead I have become stronger. Having 
this IVEP year is an indicator that God hears and values 
me and He is there for me. Attending the church’s 
devotions and activities has helped me to be closer to 
God, being healthy the whole time, reading the Bible 
and prayers. I have gotten insight on participating with 
different groups in the best programs for making them 
close to Jesus Christ and participate in God’s work.

New Perspectives: Coming to Canada has given me great 
experience on to how to get involved in different situation 
that occur in different areas and different cultures. This 
interaction has changed my mind-set to a tool of peace 
and love. I have been exposed internationally to different 
cultures around the world, it has given me insight on how 
I view and understand others.

Future Plans: I have a secured job with all rights 
pertaining to employment policy of our country. I will 
go back to my former job, but as a new person with new 
mindset. I will be an ambassador of peace and love in 
my work place and in the church and beyond to all who 
I will be able to reach.

Vilasith Xayalath (Laos)
Generalist, Elkhart County Clubhouse
Goshen, Indiana, U.S.

First Impression: I was assigned to volunteer in Goshen, 
which is very peaceful and a nice place for me. The 
weather is so good and the community is so nice, 
including Holdeman Mennonite Church in Wakarusa 
where my host family and I usually attend every Sunday. 
I feel involved in the church community. Everyone I met 
was so nice to me.

Differences: There are some things that may be a little 
bit different from my home country such as higher 
technology, more choices of products, but the most 
impressive is there are many facilities for old people, so 
that many old people can get out of the house and be 
outside easily. 

memorable or Funny Experience: I enjoyed the longest 
car ride with my host family from Indiana to many states 
in the South. We had many interesting conversations 
during the journey, which made me feel so blessed; even 
though I had to be admitted to the hospital before riding 
back instead of flying, which I was supposed to.

relationship with god: I didn’t know about the 
Mennonite denomination at all because I grew up 
Evangelical, which is the only one approved by the 
government in Laos. Now I know much more about this 
denomination and it extends my Biblical knowledge.

New Perspectives: I don’t think I have been changed 
so much through the cross-cultural service, but I know 
that I have a wider perspective among the Christian 
community. I know how to react with people peacefully 
and nicely. Anyway, I can’t tell which ways I’ve been 
changed. Only my friends can tell, but I’m sure that I’ve 
been changed in a better way.

Future Plans: I will probably share about this exchange 
program and many things about Mennonite community 
with my friends in Laos. Many stories of mine would 
help them to understand more about living and sharing 
Christ’s love in peace.

Sovannara Yoeun (Cambodia)
Chaplain intern & Activity assistant, Menno Place 
Abbotsford, British Columbia, Canada

First Impression: On September 7, 2016, a dream came 
true. I had seen a tower and buildings in Toronto and 
I asked God, one day I want to see these beautiful 
buildings and tower. When I was young a team came 
from Canada to Cambodia and they gave me a picture 
of their team and behind them appeared a view of high 
building and a lovely tower. Twenty years later I arrived 
on the land of those buildings and tower and I sat down 
looking at those buildings and tower. And I say to God, 
“You are so faithful.” Coming to Canada was a dream 
that I had wanted since I was young. 

Differences: 1) Languages: Canada is a big country 
and the national languages are English and French. In 
Cambodia the national language is Khmer. 2) People: 
people here come from different part of the world and 
mix with multiple cultures and lifestyles; in Cambodia 
each origin of race lives in their own land. 3) Community: 
people here respect each other and help each other. 
They have freedom to live and they can do what they 
want to do, they give value to other people. 4) Weather: 
in Cambodia there are two seasons, dry season and 
rainy season; here there are four seasons, summer, fall, 
winter, and spring. The weather here surprised me, and 
we had a lot of snow!:) 5) Food: food in Canada is 
very good to me. I really like it and I have had many 
kinds of food that I have ever known before, and also 
I enjoy eating rice every day :) because my host mom is 
Cambodian; she has lived here almost 30 years. Thank 
you God for his grace to me. 6) Work: work here is 
very good; the more effort the more benefit, and life is 
getting better and better according to how much you try. 
7) Transportation: here it is modern and most people 
have their own cars and the government supports to the 
community to have buses, taxis, and sky trains. And also 
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if people want to visit another part of the country they 
flight by plane or drive their own cars or ride a train 
across the country and the traffic here is very good and 
people obey the rules. By the way, in Cambodia most 
of the people don’t have car and most of them ride a 
motorcycle and the traffic is very complicated :) Canada 
is a developed country; children have school to study 
and they can continue to study in college; people have 
nice houses to live in and good jobs. In Cambodia, we 
don’t have enough schools for children and most of them 
stop studying in high school and it is difficult to get to 
college. My life here in Canada is more than enough; 
when I look back to Cambodia I am compassionate to 
my nation. 

memorable or Funny Experience: My first month at 
Menno Place I got lost on my way there. I didn’t 
recognize or remember the way to my office. It made me 
stop and laugh at myself because I didn’t know north, 
east, south, or west. Because Menno home and Menno 
hospital are connected to each other in one way and also 
use the code number for every door to protect residents 
to be safe, and in the hall way they have four doors, I 
didn’t know which one I have to choose and where is 
the way to my office? My first month at Menno, I ate 
my lunch in my office because if I go to eat lunch at 
staff lounge I wouldn’t hope to find my way back to 
the office. And one more thing that I dreamed to see is 
snow; every day I always asked my host family when we 
would have snow. I decided to pray, to ask God, that I 
wanted to see the snow. I remember in the morning on 
December 5, when I was on the bus to my work place 
I saw the rain drop through the bus window become 
white like ash and I wondered why the rain drop became 
like this and then the bus stopped at the bus stop station 
and I went out and then the snow was falling down a lot 
and I knew that this is the snow and then I stood and 
smiled to the snow. Three weeks later, my host family 
took me to Grouse Mountain to see a beautiful snow 
there and the beauty of the Pacific Ocean. There I could 
see Vancouver from the top of the mountain. There was 
a lot of snow this year in British Columbia. I believe God 
heard all the IVEPers in B.C. praying to see snow. And 
He gave us a lot of snow. I really love the snow. 

relationship with god: My faith journey here in 
Canada was built through my difficult situations 

and circumstances with my work at Menno place 
with residents. Also I faced culture shock my first 
three months. It was really hard, and a struggle and 
challenging to me to work with seniors at the end of 
their lives. Every day I try to make seniors smile and 
encourage them through God’s love for them. My 
favorite scripture that I memorized and meditate on 
every day is Matthew 22:37-39: “You shall love the Lord 
your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, 
and with all your mind. You shall love your neighbor as 
yourself.” This verse always encourages me every day 
when I walk step by step to work with seniors. When I 
play guitar and sing for them I understand that this is 
how to share God’s love with the seniors because most 
of them have lost hope and struggle with the end of life. 
They need love, care, someone to talk with them, and 
someone who loves them to stay close to them before 
they die. I have found my faith when I was sitting and 
singing for the seniors to give them peace with God’s 
love before they say good-bye. 

New Perspectives: I have learned to know myself. “Who 
am I?” I always ask God and ask myself when I do not 
know where I am going. But God brought me here to 
learn and let me know “who am I?” I have learnt how 
to serve people, to share God’s love, to make peace with 
God, with myself and with others. And to learn that all 
people have value and need to be respected and know 
that real peace comes from God’s love. When they know 
how God loves them, they will know how to make 
peace in their lives and with one another. I know, I have 
made mistakes, I was wrong, and it’s not easy to share 
God’s love to others when I know I fail many times. But 
I thank God for His forgiveness, love, and grace. I want 
to share with others how much they are valued and that 
God loves them. I want to live in peace with God and 
love and build each other up. 

Future Plans: When I return to my home country, first I 
am going to visit my family and spend time with them. 
Second, I am going to my church and ask God how I can 
serve Him there. Third, reach out my dream ministry 
in Phnom Penh city and other provinces in Cambodia. 
Fourth, in God’s plan and in God’s will, reach out my 
dream ministry to other countries and all around the 
world.
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Mohau Phooko (Lesotho to PA) participating in the annual hoagie day. He 
helped to make 3,800 hoagies to raise funds for the school.

Abenezer Habtemariam (Ethiopia to PA) securing tar paper in Lawton, OK, 
as the Mennonite Disaster Service team puts a new roof on a house.

Irene Irawati (Indonesia to PA) sitting with her whole host family David, 
Janina, Samuel, Elijah, Jeremiah, Hadassah, Malachi, Isaiah and Hannah 
Knowles. She enjoys being a big sister to seven new siblings! 

Joseph-Joel Nduku Atiyia Nsulunka (DR Congo to OH) plays cards with 
his second host family, (L-R) Phil, Mary Beth, Nathaniel, Peter and Ben 
Stauffer.

Johanna Muñoz (Colombia to VA) works hard to make pedal-powered ice 
cream at the MCC Relief Sale in Virginia.

Jonas Da (Burkina Faso to PA) enjoys his first U.S. birthday party with 
friends.
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U.S. Orientation fun in Akron, PA.Nkhatoheng Justina Mphi (Lesotho to SK), Barbara Franzen (Brazil to OH), 
Karen Marie Valladares Cano (Honduras to PA) and Melissa Oxla Roman 
(Guatemala to VA) (L-R) wearing traditional clothing at mid-year conference.

BC IVEPers having fun in Vancouver, (R-L) Olena Mordovets (Ukraine), 
Elizabeth (Bethsy) Mulya (Indonesia), Abhijit Das (India), Antonio 
Lembranca (Mozambique) and Sovannara Yoeun (Cambodia).

Ermias Beyene (Ethiopia to SK), left, and Eric Olfert (his host), right, 
working on a puzzle at a friend’s place. 

Manitoba IVEPers (L-R) Krystin Kotze (South Africa), Shirley Vaca 
(Bolivia) and Judith Hege (Germany) with their snowman in front 
of the Canadian Museum of Human Rights in Winnipeg, MB.

Eirene Mulyaningtyas (Indonesia to FL) helps Grayson 
Miller to cast his ‘vote’ at the school, while learning 
about politics during the U.S. elections.
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Shraddha Bux (India to AB) with her roommates Martin Bergen, Deike 
Hesse, Ricarda Flaming, Sophia Schneider and Patricia Trinkans.

The Ontario IVEPers (L-R), Chansocheata (Socheata) Poum (Cambodia), 
Majaga Wanjara (Tanzania), TOOLs leader Pete Olsen, Isabel Asumwishe 
(Zambia), Valeria Martinez Castillo (Colombia to QC), Kaoxeeyeng Thao 
(Laos) and Alfius (Alfa) Taime (Indonesia) gather in Toronto for an urban 
poverty awareness weekend.

Nkhatoheng Mphi (Lesotho to SK) picking the lettuce at her workplace, 
Floating Gardens.

Majaga Wanjara (Tanzania to ON) in the Christian Benefit Thrift Shop in 
St. Catharines with the managers.

BC IVEPers (L-R) Michelle Kundishora (Zimbabwe), Sovannara Yoeun 
(Cambodia), Elizabeth (Bethsy) Mulya (Indonesia), Abhijit Das (India), 
António Lembranca (Mozambique) and Olena (Helen) Mordovets (Ukraine) 
together at Christmas.

Felipe Gonçalves da Silva (Brazil to AB) holding Malachi Storm Kitchen and 
standing beside Mike and Ashley Kitchen, his host parents.
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Valeria Martinez Castillo (Colombia to QC) enjoying Camp Crossover (ON) 
on a trip with the Ontario IVEPers.

Ram (Simon) Raut (Nepal to SK) ice fishing on Pasqua 
Lake in Qu’Appelle Valley, SK, during his Professional 
Development Day.

Barbara Franzen (Brazil to OH) enjoying the fall colors with her hosts, 
Tim, Jennifer, Harper, Sommer and Veena Shue.

Abhijit Kumar Das (India to BC) with his host family, Dave Chow and 
Charlene Cowes and their children.

Nataša Gudalo (Bosnia and Herzegovina to VA) celebrating her 30th 
birthday at work.

Leticia Kasaka (Zambia to SK) with Diana, manager of the Clothes 
Basket, while at work at the thrift store.


