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Moving stories
A N N  G R A B E R  H E R S H B E R G E R 
M C C  U . S .  E X E C U T I V E  D I R E C T O R

“Welcome one another, therefore, just as Christ has 
welcomed you, for the glory of God.” 

(Romans 15:7 NRSV)

One of the themes of the biblical story is of uprooted 
people following the call of God or searching for safety 
and refuge. From Abraham and Sarah to Mary and 
Joseph, to Paul relating to house churches made up of 
immigrants, the people of God are on the move.

With the exception of people whose ancestors inhabited 
the land before current national lines were drawn, those of 

us in the U.S. reading this issue are here because of migration.
Some people came from Europe due to war, economic need or religious persecu-

tion. Enslaved people were forced to migrate from Africa. Others came, for a variety of 
reasons, from all over the world.

This issue shares stories of people on the move and the creative and hope-building 
ways that they are received and hosted and work together to survive and thrive.

Read these stories slowly. You will likely be doing this in a warm place, with food and 
in safety.

Learn from Augustine Bidali’s story of becoming the caregiver for his brothers. 
Imagine your church responding, as the South Sudanese Episcopal church does, to 
manage hunger and to address trauma and broken relationships.

Consider how your community can learn from the mothers’ care groups that are 
improving children’s health among both newcomers and long-time residents.

These stories are repeated in our own communities. My husband Jim and I have vis-
ited or worked in camps for displaced people on three continents but have also hosted 
refugees in our home for weeks at a time.  Often, we have been hosted for meals by 
migrants who have been forced to leave their home communities or countries, and we 
are amazed at the human instinct to share as part of the resilience and determination to 
start anew.

May we echo Abdoul Nassir Sawadogo’s declaration as she and other mothers work 
for better health in Burkina Faso, “We are blessed to be together in this.”

 
A N N  G R A B E R  H E R S H B E R G E R ’ S  E M A I L  A D D R E S S  I S 
A N N H E R S H B E R G E R @ M C C . O R G
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Nepal
Emergency food
The devastating effects of lockdowns 
and hunger due to COVID-19 continued 
through months of 2021 in countries like 
Nepal, where case counts surged and 
vaccines were not yet widely available. 
In June 2021, MCC supported partner 
Shanti Nepal in funding a distribution of 
emergency food and medical supplies in 
Dhading district, Nepal.

Resources to explore
MCC podcast
Relief, Development and Podcast is a 
podcast from MCC. Every episode fea-
tures a story from the field and a conver-
sation with a special guest. Hear stories 
about how your support for MCC helps 

meet basic human needs and work for 
peace and justice. Find episodes at 
mcc.org/relief-development-pod-
cast or wherever you listen to podcasts.

Ukraine
Embracing new skills
In many places where MCC works, sew-
ing skills open doors to new possibilities. 
Here, Tatyana Scherbina sews at MCC 
partner New Life Charitable Fund in 
Nikopol, Ukraine. New Life started by 
providing housing, food and other ser-
vices for single parents, people with 
addictions and other vulnerable people. 
A few years ago, the organization began 
teaching women to sew and market their 
creations. After just one year, the wom-
en were receiving multiple orders.

Jordan
Kits and comforters
Over the past year, MCC relief kits and 
other items have made a difference for 
refugees in cities including Amman and 
Huson, Jordan (shown in the photo 
above). “Here the light of Christ shines 
through MCC with school kits, hygiene 
kits and relief kits,” Iraqi refugee Laith 
Bajaji shared during a distribution of 
MCC items in Ajloun last March. “What 
colorful comforters that bring joy to the 
heart and warmth to the bodies of my 
loved ones,” said Yagmorah Shlash, a 
Syrian refugee and mother of six. Want 
to help? Go to mcc.org/kits to see how 
you can provide warmth and comfort 
and to learn more about this ministry of 
caring.
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Lend a hand — Sewing kits
These kits are often given through MCC-supported programs that teach sewing or tailoring and provide the tools to make 
and mend clothing or to begin a business.
Contents (NEW items only)
3 spools white thread (all-purpose; 
cotton/poly or 100% polyester; min. 
250 yds.)
3 spools black thread (all-purpose; 
cotton/poly or 100% polyester; min. 
250 yds.)
1 sewing tape measure (plastic or 
fiberglass; 150 cm; inch markings 
optional)
1 thimble (metal; medium size)
1 dressmaker shears (good quality)

1 package needles (min. 25; assorted 
sizes)
1 package straight pins (min. 80; round 
plastic heads preferred)
Shirt-style buttons  (12; black or white; 
size ½–1 inch; place loose buttons in a 
resealable plastic bag)
Sew-on snaps (min. 20; assorted sizes)
Safety pins (min. 10; assorted sizes)

Sewing kits are distributed in a useful, 
double-drawstring cloth bag (11¾ in x 
16¾ in). You may sew the bag yourself, 
request bags from an MCC material 
resources center or donate contents 
that we will place in a bag. For bag 
instructions or drop-off locations, 
contact your nearest MCC office (see 
page 2) or go to mcc.org/kits.
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T he earth is cracked and dusty beneath the 
dry season’s scorching sun. Few leaves 
remain on the lonely trees that dot the arid 
landscape. Even in normal times, farmers 
in this region of Burkina Faso must build 
shaded spaces for their livestock to sur-
vive the heat. They need to carefully plan 
and store food to make it through the long 
months of this lean time.

Today the pressures of conflict and migration are making the 
situation more dire.

“These have been hard years for our communities,” says 
Naaba Tissé, a traditional chief in Boussouma, Burkina Faso. 
Tissé looks over the parched farms and mud brick homesteads 
scattered across the sunbaked plateau below his home. “The 
violence from the north has made many people flee, and we 
have welcomed them into our homes and communities.”

Many farmers were leery of experimenting with a new way of 
growing rice, a traditional crop in India. The success of people like 
Hopna Murmu inspired others to try the system. (ABSK photo/
Narayan Ghosh) 

Cover 
story

Saving babies’ lives, 
mending relationships
Local communities and displaced people 
in Burkina Faso come together to reduce 
infant mortality.
S T O RY  A N D  P H O T O S  B Y  PA U L  S H E T L E R  FA S T

In many villages, he says, displaced people now outnumber 
locals. 

“We had challenges before, but now all things … food, water, 
schools, health care and land, are being divided among more 
people. It is getting harder for families to get by and even hard-
er to keep peace.”

A civil war in neighboring Mali and armed group activity 
has spilled into the north and east of Burkina Faso and dis-
placed more than a million people within Burkina Faso.

In 2020, the official number of internally displaced people 
in Burkina Faso nearly doubled, leading the United Nations to 
identify this as one of the fastest growing displacement crises 
in the world. 

Kaya and Boussouma communes (similar to counties) host 
some of the highest numbers of displaced people within the 
country in proportion to their population.

Here, MCC has been supporting local interfaith partner 

Soumaila Ouedraogo, a 
local community health 
worker, left, and Bibata 
Ouedraogo, a volunteer 
in the MCC-supported 
health project, walk 
past the health center 
in the village of 
Niniongo, Burkina Faso. 
As displaced families 
expand the population, 
the struggle to survive 
the long lean seasons 
in this region has 
become more dire.
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 Our children rarely get sick 
or malnourished anymore as 
they did in the past, and child 
deaths are very rare now.”

Action Citoyenne et Communautaire 
pour la Résilience et le Développement 
(ACCORD, a French acronym mean-
ing Citizen and Community Action for 
Resilience and Development) to improve 
maternal and child health. 

“The lean seasons have gotten lon-
ger and harder for us,” says Fatoumata 
Ouedraogo, a mother in the program, 
as her son Youba sleeps contentedly on 
her lap. “Before the displacement, we 
had enough to get through the lean sea-
sons. But here everything was so expen-
sive, and it was hard to survive. Many 
children were left with only corn flour 
and dried leaves during the lean months. 
Many children were getting sick, and 
some were dying.”

ACCORD was founded in 2010 by 
three university classmates from Kaya 
who wanted to find solutions to commu-
nity problems that could bring people of 
different religions and ethnicities togeth-
er. Their first MCC-supported projects 
were in peace education. However, as the 
conflict accelerated and the health and 
nutrition in the area deteriorated, they 
felt that these urgent needs could not go 
unaddressed.

The community maternal and child 
health program began in 2018, adapting 
a care group model of women’s support 
groups that MCC had started using in 
Kenya, Tanzania and Somalia.

The project grew rapidly. It now covers 
37 villages and reaches 17,003 partici-
pants in Burkina Faso, primarily through 
twice-monthly meetings of 330 mothers’ 
care groups.

“Many efforts that try to help people 
end up tearing people apart by creating 
resentment between host communities 
and displaced people,” notes Aminate 
Ouedraogo, a community health work-
er and volunteer leader in the MCC-
supported program. “This project has 
been different. It brought people togeth-
er to save lives. Our children rarely get 

The MCC-supported health project is 
improving the health of mothers and 
babies. Shown are, top row from left, 
Fatoumata Ouedraogo and her child Youba 
Ouedraogo; Bibata Sawadogo; Rasmata 
Sawadogo and her child Balkissa 
Ouedraogo; and Tiffado Ouedraogo. In the 
middle row from left are Zalissa Sawadogo 
and her child Raheem Abdoul; Bassiro 
Sawadogo and her child Habibou 
Ouedraogo; and Adama Sawadogo and her 
child Adjara Zabre. Bottom row from left 
shows Abdoul Nassir Sawadogo with her 
child Zounogo Sawadogo and Marie Louise 
Sawadogo.

sick or malnourished anymore as they 
did in the past, and child deaths are very 
rare now.” 

Infant mortality in the participating 
communities has plunged by 83% since 
the project started in 2018, even as the 
security and economic situation deterio-
rated. This translates to 26 fewer child 
deaths per year across these communi-
ties. 

This decline in child deaths was so 
significant that the participating health 
clinics won an award from the Ministry 
of Health for some of the biggest sus-
tained improvements in infant mortality 
seen in the country in recent years.

These gains were not made by build-
ing new clinics or expensive new medical 
services. Instead, the project focused on 
supporting mothers, families and com-
munities in maximizing their resources 
to improve the nutrition and health of 
mothers and children.

“The impact has been so clear and pow-
erful that it brought the whole commu-
nity together,” says Gregoui Sawadogo, 
a Catholic priest who participated in the 
program. “Locals and displaced people, 
Catholics and Protestants, Muslims and 
Christians, health workers and tradition-
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al healers. Everyone. When we could all see that work-
ing together was saving children’s lives, how could we 
not come together for this?” 

The project uses a model called care groups. 
These groups of around 10 neighbor women meet 

twice a month to support and learn from each other 
and receive training. Lessons focus on practical ways to 
keep themselves and their children healthy and how to 
know when medical care is needed. 

Mothers chosen by each group facilitate the sessions 
and receive more advanced training from local commu-
nity health workers and midwives who volunteer in the 
program.

Mothers learn how to make affordable enriched por-
ridge with local millet, peanuts and beans to get their 
children through the dry season when nutritious fresh 
foods are scarce. The porridge uses locally available 
ingredients that can be grown by families to store up 
for the lean season. 

Fathers were also brought into the project to ensure 
that they prioritized growing and storing ingredients 
for the porridge and other high-nutrition foods. 

Care groups urged mothers to rely on solely breast-
feeding for infants under 6 months old. Now, 70% more 
mothers are giving these infants breastmilk only instead 
of following traditional practices of supplementing 
with water, a danger in an area where water is often 
not clean.

The care groups also promoted the use of improved 
water sources and better sanitation and hygiene prac-
tices. Mothers were urged to prioritize cleaner water 
for drinking, even if they had to walk farther for it, 
while close water can be used for washing dishes and 
hands. This led to a stunning 84% reduction in diarrhea 
among children involved with the program. 

Care groups also connected with government com-
munity health workers and clinics to build trust and 

 When we could all see 
that working together 
was saving children’s 
lives, how could we not 
come together for this?”

open access to existing community health services for 
prenatal, delivery and postnatal care. 

Project volunteers work alongside faith leaders, 
community health workers and community leaders to 
promote new health behaviors. This includes encour-
aging men in the community to support mothers in 
making changes 
and ensuring that 
scarce household 
resources are set 
aside for the medi-
cal and nutritional 
needs of mothers 
and children. 

And, in a region 
where conflict and hunger are still threats, the groups 
bring people together. 

“There was no division among us in this work to help 
our children,” says Abdoul Nassir Sawadogo, as she 
fed her daughter, Zounogo, the enriched porridge she 
learned to make in the program. “There was no ethnic 
or religious separation, and no difference between dis-
placed and settled people. Every child’s life is treated as 
equal, and every mother has a place in our group. We 
are blessed to be together in this.”

This model of community-led maternal and child 
health is also being used by MCC partners in Somalia, 

Give a gift – Where needed most
When you give today, you are helping those who have fled from home or are facing disaster or conflict. You are 
improving the health of mothers and babies like these in Burkina Faso and bringing new opportunities. Donate in the 
enclosed envelope, give online at donate.mcc.org or contact your nearest MCC office (see page 2).

83%
reduction in infant 

mortality

 
70%

increase in mothers 
breastfeeding only 

during child’s first six 
months

 
84%

reduction in cases 
of diarrhea among 
children under five

Kenya, Burundi and Nigeria. And the 
Anabaptist Meserete Kristos Church in 
Ethiopia will start incorporating this model 
into its MCC-supported maternal and child 
health work in 2022.  

“The path to peace starts by including 
everyone in working together to make a 
community better,” says Chief Tissé. “This 
project does not solve the insecurity in the 
north. It cannot. But this work brings peo-
ple together with respect. 

“We all eat from the same plate, and there 
are many more of us at the plate now. When 
the food is gone, we are hungry together. So 
if we want peace, we must work together 
and share our table.” 

Paul Shetler Fast, health coordinator for 
MCC’s work around the world, visited 
Burkina Faso to help evaluate ACCORD’s 
maternal and child health program in May 
and June 2021. Figures cited in this story 
were accurate at time of  writing in fall 2021.

Above, enriched porridge 
for children uses local 
ingredients such as, from 
left, soybeans, peanuts 
and millet. The small 
black balls are local 
beans partially cooked so 
they integrate better into 
the texture of the 
porridge. Right, properly 
drying food like this corn 
is essential for both 
children and adults.

Catholic priest Gregoui Sawadogo

Zenabou Ouedraogo, a local community volunteer in Forgui, Burkina Faso, cooks 
enriched porridge.
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W ar was escalating 
again in South Sudan 
in 2016, so 20-year-
old Augustine Bidali 
hopped on a motorcycle 
taxi to quickly cover 
the  22 miles to his 
younger brothers’ 
boarding school.

He was planning to bring his brothers, ages 13, 11 and 
7, home to join their parents, another brother and two 
sisters. His mother and father, a successful business-
man, would figure out how to protect them from there.

But when Bidali neared the school in Central Equatoria 
State, he was accosted by soldiers, who delayed his jour-
ney by three days. By the time Bidali reached Emmanuel 
Christian Academy, fighting had blocked the road back 
home. 

“The only option was to join the rest of the people in 
the school to flee in the opposite direction,” Bidali says, 
recounting his story in August 2021.

Opposing armed groups had been fighting for control 
of the government of South Sudan since 2013, two years 
after the new country established its independence from 
Sudan in 2011. Already hundreds of thousands of peo-
ple had fled to neighboring countries or to safer areas in 
South Sudan.

Bidali and his family had managed to stay safe for the 
past three years, but no longer. Bidali had time only to 
grab two changes of clothes and a sheet from the board-
ing school. Then the brothers fled with a teacher from 
Uganda. 

They traveled first to a refugee camp in the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo, where they 
couldn’t get help. So they continued, walking to 
the teacher’s home in Uganda.

“Throughout the nine days of walking, I and 
my siblings did not taste any food,” Bidali says. 
“We survived on water from streams and rivers 
that we crossed on our way, regardless of whether 
it was clean or not.”

Bidali recalls that most people ran through 
the forest, hoping not to run into any soldiers 
because they would accuse the civilians of sup-
porting the other side. Many people witnessed 
brutal murders, rape and 
looting of their property.

The brothers eventually 
settled in a United Nations 
(UN) camp in Uganda, 
where they received basic 
shelter and food vouchers. 
In fall 2021, they remained 
there, still not knowing where their parents or 
other family were or what had happened to them.

Bidali and his brothers were like droplets in 
another wave of South Sudanese refugees seek-
ing safety. As of 2021, the UN reported more than 
2.3 million refugees, most living in neighboring 
countries, and 1.7 million people displaced with-
in South Sudan.

They need food, trauma care and job train-
ing. So for the past several years, MCC has been 
supporting its partner organizations in Uganda, 

Augustine Bidali, second from left, and his 
younger brothers Emmanuel Michael (red 
and yellow shirt), Severio Ngoma (blue 
sweater) and Anthony Ngoma (T-shirt) live in 
the Imvepi settlement in northwestern 
Uganda. (Photo courtesy of Rural Initiative 
for Community Empowerment West Nile)

Democratic Republic 
of the Congo

Uganda

South Sudan

Feature
story

New life after leaving home
Within South Sudan and in 
neighboring countries like 
Uganda, MCC is helping those 
who have fled from violence.
B Y  L I N D A  E S P E N S H A D E

Ethiopia and South Sudan to help meet those needs. 
At the same time, a fragile hope is growing that a 2018 

peace agreement in South Sudan will hold and refugees 
will be able to come home. Violence has ceased between 
the primary warring parties. 

Yet of the estimated 360,000 refugees who had 
returned to South Sudan by 2021, most could not go 
all the way to their home villages. Some smaller rebel 
groups that did not sign the peace agreement continue 
to fight. Bandits, cattle raids and revenge attacks make 
farming unsafe.

So returnees come as close to home as possible, gath-
ering in informal camps. Yet food and jobs are hard to 
get, especially as South Sudan’s economy struggles. 

 Throughout the 
nine days of walking, 
I and my siblings did 
not taste any food.”

Ethiopia
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South Sudan is almost entirely dependent on imports, 
and its currency is losing value while prices increase. 
Close to 90% of government revenue had been coming 
from oil, and decreases in global oil prices cut deeply, 
says Amos Okello, MCC representative in South Sudan. 

To address the needs of the most vulnerable return-
ing refugees and displaced people, South Sudanese 
Development and Relief Agency (SSUDRA), a minis-
try of the Episcopal Church of South Sudan, provides 
monthly food rations for 800 households in the county 
of Rubkona in Unity State.  

Nyalok Dieng Gai, a mother of six children, returned 
to Rubkona in 2020, after she heard about the improve-
ments in South Sudan. Her husband went to their 
hometown of Koch but concluded it was not safe for 
the family to come.

Gai and the children initially had to rely on relatives 
and neighbors for food. They gathered water lilies to 
eat and collected firewood and reeds to sell. Then she 
learned about SSUDRA’s food program.

Beginning in February 2021, SSUDRA gave her fam-
ily a monthly supply of beans, oil, salt and sorghum, 
with a small amount of money to have the grain ground 
into flour. MCC’s account at Canadian Foodgrains 
Bank pays for this food.

“Now, with this big family, I can sleep,” Gai says. 
“We now have two meals on our table per day.”

The food assistance that SUDDRA provides not only 
manages hunger. It decreases malnutrition, reduces 
household friction and helps children focus better at 
school, Okello says. 

Augustine Bidali uses his training in tailoring to support his three younger brothers. “Back in South Sudan, our father used to be 
a businessman,” he recalls. “All the responsibilities of family upkeep rested on our parents, but now I have taken over all these 
responsibilities …” (Photo courtesy of Rural Initiative for Community Empowerment West Nile)

Gai said that the food also helps to increase her per-
sonal security because she can stop collecting firewood 
as often. Going into the forest to collect wood puts 
women at risk of being assaulted or harassed. 

Hunger is not the only need that MCC is addressing 
in South Sudan. 

“For you to go back to your ancestral home, where 
your father was killed, where your mother was killed is 
so sad and is really very, very traumatizing,” says Tadeo 
Santonino, MCC program officer in South Sudan.

In Pariang County, near Unity State, SSUDRA has 
been training people to listen to the stories of those who 
fled home and to refer those who need professional help 
to other organizations that can provide it. Counseling 
for couples and peer support clubs in school encourage 
communication instead of violence.

The community also needs to be healed, so SSUDRA 
has been bringing local leaders together to strategize 
about how to build a sense of community cohesion. 
In one situation, the leaders agreed to bring the youth 
together to play soccer and to do traditional dance. 
Leaders working together on these projects is a big step 
toward rebuilding the traditional fabric of the commu-
nity, Santonino says.  

When people feel connected, their psychological 
issues decrease, he says.

Back in Uganda, where Bidali was trying to support 
himself and his three younger brothers, a job was what 
he needed to cope with his situation. Initially he picked 
up manual labor jobs and then learned to construct 
energy-saving cook stoves. 

In 2019, he was 
accepted into a free 
tailoring course 
offered by MCC part-
ner Rural Initiative 
for Community 
Empowerment West 
Nile. From May 2019 
to March 2020, when 
the COVID-19 lock-
down began and the program ended 
a month early, Bidali learned his trade 
and started selling clothes he was 
learning to make. 

He continued to learn more by trad-
ing knowledge with his friend and by 
watching YouTube videos on his friend’s 
smartphone.

Life remains a struggle. 
Bidali is supporting himself and his 

brothers on the 
$20 a month he 
usually earns 
from his sew-
ing along with 
another $20 a 
month from the 
UN for food, 
and food prices 
have risen. 

Yet that $20 he earns from sewing 
is more than twice what he could earn 
before.

“If I had not been trained on tailor-
ing and provided with the startup kit 
(sewing supplies and sewing machine), 
I don’t know what could have happened 
to us by now. At least now I can get some 
money on a daily basis, as long as I’m 
not sick, to feed us.” 

Then, in 2021, he scored a contract 
with the UN to make 2,100 face masks. 
He finished them in 17 days, earning 
$550. 

Now he can purchase one or two more 
sewing machines, which he will use to 
train other people for a fee until he is 
convinced it’s safe to take his brothers 
home.

“I went through very difficult times 
before getting this opportunity,” Bidali 
says. 

Now he wants to share what he’s 
gained with others. “I enjoy training 
them so that they improve their way of 
life and that of their loved ones.” 

This story by Linda Espenshade, MCC 
U.S. news coordinator, includes report-
ing from Uganda (Herbert Anyama).

In South Sudan, sorghum and 
other food that MCC supplies 
through its account at 
Canadian Foodgrains Bank is 
helping to sustain returning 
refugees like Nyalok Dieng 
Gai, a mother of six children. 
(MCC photo/Tadeo Santonino)

 If I had not been 
trained on tailoring 
and provided with the 
startup kit … I don’t 
know what could 
have happened to us 
by now.”
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Emmanuel Zaid meets with a class 
at St. Raphael Center for Basic and 

Secondary Education. (Refuge 
Egypt photo/Monica Mehaffey)

Emmanuel Zaid
An educator who fled from 
Sudan reflects on his journey 
and his work to help Sudanese 
students in Egypt.
C O M P I L E D  B Y  L I N D A  E S P E N S H A D E

First
person

I grew up in the Nuba Mountains 
in Sudan. People lived in simple 
houses with their parents and 
extended family. I have 11 broth-
ers and sisters.

The area was beautiful. We 
were surrounded by many moun-
tains. I had friends in school, and 
we looked after the cows together. 

I was exactly 12 years old when we 
heard people crying and people running. 
We just ran to the mountains, too, and 
were hiding in the mountains all day. 
After some time, we heard the voice of 
the Antonov helicopters. They were 
bombing us and the buildings.

 It was a tough time. It was unbeliev-
able. 

It was difficult to leave, to move from 
my place to Khartoum (Sudan’s capital 
city).

After some months, we rented a house. 
We started to attend Sunday school, and 
we began school. I attended primary 
school for eight years and then second-
ary school. 

It was very important for my parents 
to educate us. We were encouraged to 
study because we saw what our parents 
were doing for us. They were work-
ing very hard just to bring school fees 
because of our future.

My mother worked in people’s hous-
es, cleaning and other tasks. My father 

had experience with some machines. He 
was working in a factory. Our situation 
was good. He had money to send us to 
school. 

We were safe there, but we felt like we 
did not belong to that place because we 
came from another place. 

I graduated from Juba University in 
Khartoum in 
2010. I wanted 
to be a petro-
leum engi-
neer, but they 
required a 
whole year’s 
tuition, and I 
was not able to 
pay that much. 
Instead, I stud-
ied political 
science because I just wanted to know 
about the politics going on in Sudan. 

After I graduated, men from our tribe 
sent me to the Nuba Mountains to help 
our children because we had schools, 
but no teachers. I joined an initiative to 
help train teachers for three years. But 
after only one year and a few months, 
war came again. We suffered very tough 
things that time. 

So I moved to Juba (a city in southern 
Sudan) and then Uganda for two years of 
English study. 

War was still going on in Sudan, so I 

went to Egypt to live with my aunt.
I was thinking about going abroad, but 

a lot of parents discussed with me the 
need for people to learn here. I changed 
my mind and stayed. 

In 2015, I began working with St. 
Raphael Center for Basic and Secondary 
Education in Nasr City as a principal. 

Then the school 
had five classes. 
Every year, we 
just added one 
class. 

Right now, we 
have reached 11 
classes, which is 
full school, pri-
mary and second-
ary school. When 
students succeed 

in final examinations and graduate, they 
can apply to colleges and universities 
here.

I have 230 students, all from Sudan. 
Our teachers are central to the school. 
All of them, they have finished their 
courses, and they come from Sudan. 
They are very educated.

Most of our students and teachers 
are Christian but we have three Muslim 
teachers. Here I say we have a Sudanese 
community. We just live together, doing 
all things together. Religion is a relation-
ship between you and God.

We teach the Sudanese curriculum. 
Classes are in Sudanese Arabic (a dia-
lect which is more familiar to the refugee 
children than Egyptian Arabic).

Many students did not go to school 
when they were in Sudan and their 
ages are a problem for fitting into the 
Egyptian school system.

We can get someone who is like 15 
years old but would join grade two or 
three. 

We solve this problem by giving them 
the basics of education. We are pushing 
them in some classes. They take tests to 
see if they can move to the secondary 
level.

In our community, there are a lot of 
challenges. There are drugs and drinking 
and crime. Some families are just really 
struggling to live. The priority is to pay 
the rent and then feed the families. 

I had a student who was 16. I realized 
that she was not coming to school, and I 
called the parents and I asked them what 
was happening. They told me that they 
sent their daughter to work. They said we 
don’t have money or food in the home, 
so this way we take her from school, just 
to work. If our situation becomes better, 
she will be back, they told me. 

Some parents wait to educate their 
children until they are able to go over-
seas, but we warn them this is a bad idea. 
It will affect the children. They don’t 
learn and they don’t have work. 

Some parents struggle and struggle 
very much to educate their children and 
also to feed them. They are suffering. We 
ask for your prayers and also awareness 
and advice to just encourage them.

I also want to just give appreciation to 
partners and all who are helping the 
school for just encouraging us. It’s won-
derful. It’s a big, big, big help, and I am 
asking God also to bless you all. 

MCC supports St. Raphael Center and 
the work of Emmanuel Zaid through 
a partner organization, Refuge Egypt. 
Refuge Egypt staff member Monica 
Mehaffey conducted the interview for 
this article.

 It was very important 
for my parents to 
educate us. We were 
encouraged to study 
because we saw what 
our parents were doing 
for us.”
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T he decision to 
migrate and leave 
home can be excru-
ciating — but so 
can the sudden dis-
location of being 
turned back in the 
middle of a journey.

In Honduras and 
Guatemala, MCC partners are reaching 
out to people at various stages of migrat-
ing — caring for their needs and helping 
them to determine what they might do 
next.

Take Edwin Milan Mejía Cruz, who 
left Honduras and his rural home in the 
Department of Yoro because he saw no 
opportunity for himself.

“I’ve taken the migratory route three 
times now, but 
most recently 
I was turned 
back in Mexico 
and returned 
to Honduras in 
August,” says 
Cruz.

Now, though, 
new plans are tak-
ing root for him.

Last fall, Cruz was one of more than 
two dozen returned migrants who par-
ticipated in an agricultural development 
program supported by MCC and the 
Honduran Comisión de Acción Social 
Menonita (CASM; Mennonite Social 
Action Commission).

Through sessions held at a local agri-
cultural institute, he and other returned 
migrants gained training and knowl-
edge in agriculture. They received tools 
and fertilizer that they can use to culti-
vate crops now, along with training to 
eventually incorporate agroecological 
techniques that will reduce their use of 
chemicals.

Project leaders make home visits and 
work with returning migrants on plans 
for everything from planting and har-
vesting to installing irrigation systems 
and improving coffee farms, helping 
people find new ways to face the chal-
lenge of building a brighter future with-
out leaving home.

This is only one of the many ways 
that MCC partners, throughout Central 
America and Mexico, are making a dif-
ference for people on the move.

In the bustle of Guatemala 
City, for instance, MCC 
partner Casa del Migrante 
(Migrant House) serves as a 
place of refuge, shelter and 
legal assistance for migrants 
from all backgrounds.

Social workers and a psy-
chologist, as well as attorneys 
and other staff, help migrants 
connect to medical, legal and 
employment resources. Meals 
and clothing are provided to 
all, and shelter rooms provide 
a temporary living space, often 
for those seeking asylum in 
Guatemala or waiting to return to their 
home countries.

Especially for migrants buffeted by 
harsh turns in their 
migration journeys, 
Casa del Migrante 
provides a safe space 
of respite.

Take Oscar, a 
mechanic who fled 
from Honduras and 
whose real name isn’t 
used for security rea-

sons. Facing extortion from local gangs, 
his shop was burned down, and he was 
shot and injured as he made his way to 
the police to file a report. That was in 
February 2021. A month later, he left 
Honduras to seek safety in Mexico. 

But a migration journey has its own 
dangers.

After being detained in Mexico, Oscar 
was held for nearly three weeks and final-
ly released. Then, while staying at a shel-
ter as he sought asylum, he was robbed. 

Another Honduran responded to the 
robbery with violence, beating the man 
who had robbed Oscar. And that wasn’t 
the worst. Oscar then realized that the 
Honduran was involved in gangs like 
those that had threatened him back 
home. Frightened, he fled. 

Eventually caught by immigration 
authorities again, he was deported 
across the border to Guatemala. From 
there, he was homeless for about a month 
before coming to Casa del Migrante in 
Guatemala City.

“Here I am recovering, because I 
arrived beaten up, I was weak, my head 
hurt,” he recalls. He struggles with 
the terror of what he experienced in 

Honduras. He fears being sent back and 
being found by gang members.

Yet, he expresses gratitude for the 
quality of care at the shelter and the sup-
port he has received. He is requesting 
asylum, hoping to remain in Guatemala 
and rebuild his life there. Resources and 
staff from Casa del Migrante will help 
guide him through the process.

Like Oscar in Guatemala, Cruz, back 
home in Honduras, is looking forward to 
a new start.

In late October, at a graduation cer-
emony for the agricultural development 
program, he and others gathered in an 
outdoor auditorium, cheering for each 
other as diplomas were passed out. He 
talked of how useful the trainings had 
been and how he plans to apply these 
learnings when he plants corn.

“I hope to be able to have a good har-
vest this season,” Cruz says. But he’s also 
intending that the results of the training 
and the direction he’s starting on now 
will last far beyond a single harvest or 
year.

“I have been given an opportunity to 
succeed, and I hope that it will bring sta-
bility for me and my family,” he says. 

In Guatemala, Lynette Madrigal-
Granados of Fresno, California, serves 
with Casa del Migrante through MCC’s 
Serving and Learning Together (SALT) 
program. Nathan Spiecker of Tirana, 
Albania, is program evaluation and 
monitoring coordinator for MCC’s 
work in Honduras and Nicaragua.

This gathering in Yoro, Honduras, recognized graduates of an agricultural 
development program, including more than two dozen returned migrants 
whose studies were supported by MCC and the Honduran Comisión de 
Acción Social Menonita (CASM). (Photo courtesy of CASM)

Feature
story

Caring and hope for 
people on the move
In Honduras and Guatemala, MCC 
partners are helping returning migrants 
or those seeking asylum to figure out 
next steps.
R E P O R T I N G  B Y  LY N E T T E  M A D R I G A L - G R A N A D O S  A N D  N AT H A N  S P I E C K E R

Patty Flores, a psychologist for MCC 
partner Casa del Migrante in Guatemala 
City, leads a presentation for migrants 
returning to their home countries. (MCC 
photo/Lynette Madrigal-Granados)

 I have been given 
an opportunity to 
succeed, and I hope 
that it will bring 
stability for me and 
my family.”
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“Life on the border 
is continuously 

changing.”

On assignment

Emily Miller stands outside her church, 
Iglesia Anabautista Menonita Nuevo Pacto 

(New Covenant Mennonite Anabaptist 
Church), in Ciudad Juárez, Mexico.

Name: Emily Miller

Hometown: Cleveland, Ohio (Forest Hill 
Presbyterian Church)

Assignment: As coordinator for proj-
ects and relationships in northern Mexico, 
I accompany MCC partners through the 
monitoring and evaluation process for 
projects related to migration. My posi-
tion, based in Ciudad Juárez, is new and 
part of my role is to identify needs and 
possible partner agencies in locations 
along Mexico’s northern border. I also 
work closely with MCC learning tours 
focused on migration.

Typical day: Begins with email, commu-
nicating with partners and MCC Mexico 
team members. I work from my home 
helping partners with funding applica-
tions or follow-up information and some-

times travel to visit partners. I also reach 
out to possible partners to learn more and 
stay current on migration issues, which 
change on a daily basis. Some days after 
work I visit with my neighbors, who have 
become my extended family.

Joys: Spending time with partners and 
understanding the context of their loca-
tion and work. Learning more about dif-
ferent chilis and how to use them in cook-
ing. Being part of the Mennonite Church, 
Iglesia Anabautista Menonita Nuevo 
Pacto.

Challenge: Life on the border is continu-
ously changing. U.S. policy changes and 
court rulings have an immediate effect on 
the flow of migration and challenge the 
limited resources of Mexican border com-
munities. Living in and learning a differ-
ent language is also a challenge. 

Reflecting on faith: Micah 6:8 has been 
an important verse for me in guiding my 
life. During this service assignment, the 
song that has resonated with me is, “Here 
I Am, Lord” by Dan Schutte. Often, in the 
midst of the confusion of a new position 
and service in a new place and space, I 
have to remind myself to step back and 
just be present and pray, “Here I am, Lord, 
now use me as you wish to use me.”

Go to the online version of this story 
at mcc.org/acommonplace for more 
information and recipes.

FIND YOUR PLACE
Go to mcc.org/serve or linkedin.com/
company/mccpeace or contact your 
nearest MCC office to learn about 
current MCC service opportunities.

Print more copies uu mcc.org/hello

for children

My name is Vera Khaled John.
Age: 11 
Lives: On the outskirts of Cairo, Egypt’s capital 
and largest city

I was born in Sudan’s capital city, Khartoum. I remember 
that it was hot, which I didn’t like, but I loved the rains 
there. I moved with my family to Egypt when I was 6 years 
old. I live with my mother, father, three brothers and a 
sister.

My parents had friends who sent their children to St. Raphael 
Center (an MCC-supported school for Sudanese refugees), so I 

started coming. Going to school is my favorite part of the week. 
I like to learn. I speak the language of my tribe, the Moro, and I 

speak Arabic. I’m learning English in school.

After school, I help my mom in the house. I wash the dishes, sweep the 
floor and do general cleaning. I also play with my siblings, especially my 

younger brother who is 6. I like to play basketball and sometimes we go to a local 
sports club to play there.

My favorite food: Eggplant salad (a dip with eggplant, oil, peanut butter and spices)
My favorite subject: Arabic  What I want to be: a pediatrician

EGYPT
How can you greet someone 
in Arabic?

keefakkeefak    (Say key-fak)
(Keefak is one of many greetings in Arabic, and it 
means, “How are you?”)

ways
to

Think of a time when 
you started a new 
class or visited a new 
town. What made you 
feel welcome there? 
Jesus invites us to 
welcome everyone. 
List five ideas for 
welcoming newcomers. 
Some ideas may 
take time, like baking 
cookies for a new 
neighbor, or they could 

be simple, like smiling 
at a classmate.

①______________________

②______________________

③______________________

④______________________

⑤ ______________________

https://twitter.com/%40servemcc
http://mcc.org/serve
http://linkedin.com/company/mccpeace
http://linkedin.com/company/mccpeace
http://hello.mcc.org


Mennonite Central Committee U.S.
21 South 12th Street, PO Box 500
Akron, PA 17501 U.S.A.

What would you take 
if you had 10 minutes 
to flee?
People around the world are suddenly uprooted from 
their homes because of violent conflict and disasters, 
often without time to take food and items they will need.

② ways to help
Make a financial gift. 
Visit mcc.org/donate 
or call 
888.563.4676 
to give today.

Make a relief kit. 
Find instructions 

and drop off 
locations at 

mcc.org/relief-kits.


