
Threads of healing
Ten years ago, paramilitary troops 
forced an entire town to leave home. 
Today, displaced residents find 
healing through sharing their stories.
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Longing for home
By Arli Klassen 
MCC Executive Director

I love to come home after a long trip. This 
July and August, as I traveled for four weeks in 
Africa, I often thought of how upon returning 
home, I would wander through our house, look 

at mail, water my plants and happily sleep in my own bed. Home is 
a place that grounds us, nurtures us and sends us out into the world.

In these pages we hear the pain of families who have been forcibly 
displaced from their homes. Some have had to leave their homes 
because of armed conflicts, like in Colombia. Some fled because 
of natural disasters as in Haiti. All have experienced trauma along 
with personal loss and the destruction of their homes, livelihoods 
and communities.

On my trip, I visited with displaced families in Bukavu in the 
eastern part of the Democratic Republic of the Congo, families who 
were forced to leave their villages because of roving armed groups, 
similar to the situation in Colombia.

I was astonished to see the generosity and poverty of host families 
who have temporarily taken displaced families into their homes.

Yet the pain and fear of displaced families remains strong. One 
woman, when asked to share her story with us, concluded, “We are 
weeping many tears. The church will get tired of helping us. We only 
want to go back to our village.”

How do you go back when the village has been destroyed? Taking 
care of widows and orphans, of those who have been marginalized, 
is a strong call of God — to the Israelites, to the young church in 
Acts and to us today.

This is what MCC worker Glen D. Lapp, of Lancaster, Pa., was 
doing when he was killed in a shooting incident in August in rural 
Afghanistan. We at MCC share with Glen’s family and friends the 
deep sorrow over his death in Afghanistan. Glen served with com-
mitment and grace as well as with a love of the people there. He was 
grateful for the chance to share God’s love and compassion with 
people in need. We are grateful for his service, to God, the church, 
with the Afghan people. He will be missed. He will be remembered.

Let us remain strong in following Christ’s call to love and be at 
peace with our neighbors near and far, in honor of those who have 
lost their homes, and in honor of Glen and his life.

Let us not grow tired of helping.

arli Klassen’s e-mail address is arlik@mcc.org
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libardo lópez Vergara stands in the ruins of 
Mampuján Viejo. In the space of a decade, 
vegetation and decay have taken hold of 
buildings and homes such as this.

Threads of healing
Forced from their Colombian town 10 years ago, former 
residents of Mampuján are finding healing through story 
quilts and speaking out for justice and peace.

Cover story
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Argemiro Joaquin Maza Contreras walks through the ruins of the abandoned school in Mampuján Viejo.

Some 3.3 million people, including entire 
communities such as Mampuján, have been 
forced from home by the violence of Colombia’s 
long-running armed conflict. Each has a story.

Story by Marla Pierson lester 
Photos by Silas Crews

On the main street of Mampuján Viejo, one of scores 
of small towns sprinkled through the Montes de 
María, the María Mountains region of Colombia, 

vines crawl through the latticework of a concrete window 
frame. Trees and plants grow in roofless rooms where 
hammocks once hung.

The two rivers that mark the outskirts of town still run, 
a welcome respite from the tropical heat. But the spot 
where women gathered to wash clothes, the thread of 
their conversations and stories giving life to a community, 
is silent. No one sells fish in the plaza, no boys play base-
ball. Where once a community soup pot simmered, each 
family adding the yams and vegetables they had grown, 
today there are no cooking fires.

“It’s hard to imagine how beautiful the town was, full 
of people, full of life,” says 65-year-old Argemiro Joaquin 
Maza Contreras, walking among the shells of buildings.

Ten years ago, this community fell victim to Colombia’s 
decades-long armed conflict. For more than half a cent-
ury, Colombia’s government and paramilitary troops have 
battled against guerrilla forces throughout the Colombian 
countryside. Communities, particularly in remote moun-
tainous locations such as this, are often caught in the 
middle, accused of collaborating with one side or another 
and forced from home.

On March 11, 2000, the townspeople of Mampuján 
Viejo — accused by a paramilitary group of collaborating 
with guerrillas — fled for their lives.

No one has lived here since.
The cost of armed conflict cuts through every layer of 

Colombian society. In response, MCC works alongside orga-
nizations such as Sembrandopaz, a peace and development 
organization led by Colombian Mennonite and nationally 
recognized peace activist Ricardo Esquivia, supporting com-
munities’ efforts to bear witness to their own experiences as 
a building block of healing and of justice and peace.

And with MCC support, including funding and workers, 
the people of Mampuján are making the decision to speak 
out — documenting what has happened in story quilts, and 
engaging in a ground-breaking reparations process.

“It’s exemplary of the kinds of things we’re working 
toward doing with other displaced communities,” says 
MCC Colombia representative Bonnie Klassen, of Bogotá, 
Colombia.

Argemiro Joaquin 
Maza Contreras

It’s also a bold step — it’s one thing to speak up when 
the perpetrators are behind bars, another when most of 
them still live in the same region and while violence con-
tinues to plague the nation.

Unlike other countries where the reparations process 
comes years after a conflict has ended, “Colombia is 
working at truth and reparations while the war is still 
going on,” stresses Klassen, who has led MCC’s program 
in Colombia since 2002.

However bold the process is and however inspiring the 
forgiveness, the wounds of war run deep.

For the people of Mampuján Viejo, called Old 
Mampuján to distinguish it from the new settlement 8 
kilometers down the mountain where about half the 
community lives now, the events of the evening and night 
of March 10 and their flight from town on March 11 are 
etched into their lives.

Around the time that people had come in from working 
in the fields, residents looked up to see troops on every 

side. “They had the whole town encircled. We don’t know 
how many there were — 200 maybe, 300. They were just 
everywhere,” Maza Contreras remembers. “They told us 
we were helping the guerrillas. They knew it wasn’t true, 
but they said that.”

Troops, part of a paramilitary group known as Los 
Heroes de los Montes de María, or The Heroes of the 
María Mountains, went from house to house, ordering 
people to go to the plaza. They kicked and hit people. 
They told them they would die.

Three weeks before, one of the most infamous mas-
sacres in the armed conflict had happened less than 60 
kilometers away in El Salado. There, paramilitary troops, 
many probably from the same group, rounded townspeo-
ple onto the soccer field, accused them of collaborating 
with guerrillas, then tortured and killed more than 100 
people, even playing soccer with their heads.

In Mampuján Viejo, on this March evening, people did 
not believe they would be spared. In what townspeople 
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call a miracle, no one died that night in Mampuján Viejo. 
But soldiers told them to leave the next day — or what 
happened in El Salado would happen again.

“Nobody slept that night. We knew we had to leave our 
land the next day,” Maza Contreras says. “In the morning 
the path down was really full of people, crying, carrying 
everything they could.” One person with a truck hauled 
heavy loads away. Others strapped mattresses to donkeys.

People fled to the town of María la Baja, down and out 
of the mountains and a few kilometers along a main road.

There, the terror of the moment gave way to a different 
sort of pain, fear and distrust. People had nowhere to live 
and slept in the plaza. The government of the city helped 
by putting people in homes, but five or six families had to 
share a single dwelling. In some cases, more than a dozen 
families lived together in places such as schools or a cul-
tural center. Fear ran high. Health suffered.

And the suspicion — or as one person called it, the 
“stain” of being accused of being guerrillas — remained. 
Often, when people are displaced in Colombia, they are 
also stigmatized, Esquivia says. Despite the millions of 
people who have been forced from home, residents of 
a host community may fear getting involved and often 
“assume that if people were forced to flee, it must be 
because of something they have done,” Esquivia notes.

Maza Contreras’ wife, Edilma Alcala Cervantes, recalls 
that the people of Mampuján were loathe to share the 
stories of what had happened to them. “We didn’t talk 
about that kind of thing with anyone because we didn’t 
know who was an enemy and who wasn’t an enemy,” she 
remembers.

Indeed, in 2007 when MCC workers Charles and 
Teresa Geiser, now of Elkhart, Ind., began to work with 
the community on trauma healing, some women had 
never voiced what happened seven years earlier.

By then, some 160 families, about half the commu-
nity, lived on land a local priest had gotten donations to 
purchase. The new settlement, often called Mampuján 
Nuevo, is some 8 kilometers from the site of Mampuján 
Viejo, but it is along a main road and close to María la 
Baja. Many who had land in Mampuján Viejo figured 
out ways to eke out a living traveling back to grow 
crops — some spending hours a day on bicycle or donkey 
going to their land.

The farmers without bicycles or animals spent a quarter 
of what they earned each day on transportation back and 
forth to their fields. The workday began late and ended 

early. Houses and yards were about half the size as in the 
old town; there was no longer room for the pigs, ducks, 
chickens or even cattle that used to provide families with 
nutrition and money.

And the pain of being forced from home remained so 
fresh that women remember their qualms when Teresa 
Geiser began talking to them about making a story quilt 
to tell others about their displacement. The technique, 
appliqué and quilting, seemed complicated. The topic 
seemed horrific.

“I thought, ‘Why are we doing this? Why are we going 
to be remembering so many things that hurt us?’ ” says 
Julia Ramirez, a member of the sewing group.

But gradually, she and others found healing and hope 
through the process of stitching their story — of soldiers 
with weapons, of men, women and children leaving the 

town carrying everything they could.
“At the beginning it was really difficult because we 

had to remember what had happened. These were things 
where one preferred to forget them, just leave them,” says 
Gledis López Maza, another member of the sewing group. 
“But then we started working on this. We took the lid off. 
We uncovered these things that had happened . . .”

“Before, when we started doing this, we were all weep-
ing. Today, we don’t. We can remember but that’s all. It 
has really worked for us,” López Maza says.

Teresa Geiser held workshops through Iglesia Puertas 
Abiertas de Mampuján, Church of the Open Doors, and 
as women in the church came to sew and talk, men some-
times accompanied them, listening or playing drums as 
they worked.

Through a story quilt project 
begun by an MCC worker, the 
women of Mampuján have 
detailed both the trauma of 
violence and also their 
connection to the town they lost.

Gledis lópez Maza walks through 
Iglesia Puertas Abiertas de 
Mampuján, Church of the Open 
Doors, where many of the quilts 
created by the community are 
displayed when visitors come.
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“Telling a story gives you peace,” says Libardo López 
Vergara, who serves as pastor with his wife Alexandra 
Valdez Tijera. “When someone tells their story they have 
peace in their heart. By telling you can rest. You can rest 
in what happened. It allows you to feel peace.”

The women who lead the quilting group now — Juana 
Alicia Ruíz Hernandez, Valdez Tijera and Tatiana Maza 
Alcala — also travel to other communities to lead work-
shops, some supported by Sembrandopaz, that teach 
displaced people how to document their stories in fabric.

They tell the women who come that Colombians must 
know about the violence that has happened. “The ability 
to talk about it helps other people, so these acts don’t 
happen again,” Ruíz Hernandez says. “If you share your 
story, fewer people will experience the same thing.”

And earlier this year, community representatives took a 

Learn more about the reparations process in Colombia at 
acommonplace.mcc.org.)

During the proceeding, held in Bogotá, Colombia’s 
capital, the United Nations Development Programme 
provided video projectors, set up in a 400-person pavilion 
tent on a soccer field in Mampuján Nuevo, so that resi-
dents could watch the proceedings live via satellite.

MCC workers Torin Thomas Schaafsma, of Sequim, 
Wash., and Jes Stoltzfus Buller, of Goshen, Ind., both 
of whom are in MCC’s Seed program for young adults, 
worked with a local coordinating committee to plan 
logistics for local cooks to prepare some 800 lunches and 
1,600 snacks a day for the people of Mampuján and rep-
resentatives of other organizations who came to be part 
of the local audience for the hearing.

An initial ruling, which was announced in late June, 
included some monetary reparations for each person 
who lived in Mampuján Viejo, maximum prison terms 
of eight years for the two paramilitary leaders and also a 
call for various community improvements. Attorneys for 
the community immediately appealed, asking for greater 
compensation for residents.

Whatever the outcome, this could be a boost in helping 
the community return to its land in the mountains. But 
re-establishing a town in Mampuján Viejo will be a long, 
complex and costly process.

Through Sembrandopaz, Schaafsma, who lives in 
Mampuján Nuevo, has spent the last several months sur-
veying hundreds of community members, documenting 
what property and land they own in Mampuján Viejo and 
what services they say they need in order to return.

Each house requires major work. Most need to be torn 
down altogether. The only sign of the town’s primary 
school is a worn blackboard and the five vowels painted 
onto a wall. Electric poles stand without wires.

An MCC worker, Teresa Geiser, now of Elkhart, 
Ind., drew on her experiences in El Salvador to 
teach women to make story quilts to document 
the details of their displacement (top right) as a 
trauma healing effort. Soon, the women began 
stitching the history of their Afro-Colombian 
commun ity — from the pain of being taken as 
slaves from Africa (middle right) to traditions of 
community they kept alive, such as the 
communal soup pot and dancing (bottom 
right). A quilt made by the women of Mampuján 
to document the horrors of displacement is 
available to travel to MCC relief sales in 2011. 
learn more and see additional images at 
acommonplace.mcc.org.

Ricardo Esquivia, left, Colombian 
Mennonite and nationally recognized 
peace activist who leads the peace and 
development organization, 
Sembrandopaz, talks with MCC worker 
Torin Thomas Schaafsma, right, as 
people gather in Mampuján Nuevo to 
listen to a reparations hearing. 
Schaafsma, of Sequim, Wash., serves 
through MCC’s Seed program for young 
adults. learn more at seed.mcc.org

Mampuján community leader 
Juana Alicia Ruíz Hernandez 
displays a partially completed 
quilt that recreates the layout of 
Mampuján Viejo. 

far bolder step — choosing to take part in the first repara-
tions hearing in Colombia.

In these legal proceedings, led by the Justice and Peace 
Court of the Superior Tribunal of Bogotá, communities 
tell how they were damaged by armed conflict and ask for 
financial compensation from the assets of paramilitary 
groups that harmed them.

“It’s not just economic reparations but moral, political 
and emotional reparations,” Klassen says. The proceed-
ings help set precedent for “all the places where there 
were massacres.”

Over 11 days in late April and early May, community 
representatives from Mampuján and two nearby commu-
nities came face-to-face in court with two leaders of the 
paramilitary group that displaced them. (Read about one 
man’s experience in the “First person” article on page 14. 

http://acommonplace.mcc.org
http://acommonplace.mcc.org
http://seed.mcc.org
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Security is another question. Officially, paramilitaries 
have demobilized under a 2005 law known as the Justice 
and Peace law, the same law that made the reparations 
process possible. But Klassen points to concerns that a 
significant number of paramilitary groups have rearmed 
and are functioning again in the same regions. During 
court proceedings, in fact, leaders of the group that 
attacked Mampuján testified that the majority of former 
troops have rearmed.

The former paramilitary leader’s public acknowledge-
ment that attacking Mampuján was wrong provides one 
measure of safety, Klassen says. But she notes that in May, 
less than 25 kilometers from Mampuján Nuevo, a man 
leading 52 displaced families in reclaiming rights to their 
land was assassinated. These families had been forced out 
by the same paramilitary group that displaced the com-
munity of Mampuján.

Security is not the only issue. Young people such as 
Wilber López Colina are not keen to move farther away 
from María la Baja, where there is more to do. “Going to 
Mampuján Viejo is the parents’ vision. If it was the young 
people’s choice, we would stay,” López Colina says.

But, as for generations of campesinos, or farmers, in 
this land, the place of the family and community holds 

Learn more

Go to acommonplace.mcc.org to learn more and see 
photos of the quilts and community of Mampuján. Find 
more on Colombia’s reparations process and “Voices of 
Mampuján,” a group activity sharing more stories from this 
community. Also find links to an MCC video of Seed worker 
Jes Stoltzfus Buller building peace in Colombian communi-
ties through Sembrandopaz-sponsored workshops.

Give a GiFT: peaCe

Your gift helps MCC address conflict and works to bring 
justice and harmony to communities around the world.

$35 helps people heal from trauma through art, 
drama and story telling.

$130 supports peace education with children and 
youth.

Give through the envelope in the Christmas Giving supple-
ment, mailed with this issue of A Common Place, or give 
online at mcc.org/christmas.

The safeTy of a sTor y
Documenting the horrors that have hap-
pened to Colombian communities and telling 
these stories to an international audience is 
key to MCC’s work in Colombia. And 
Menno nite leaders such as Ricardo Esquivia, 
MCC partners and Colombian Mennonite 
and Menno nite Brethren congregations urge 
MCC to take an active role in sharing these 
stories with churches around the world.

It’s part of building peace — but in Colombia 
this documentation also can become part of 
providing safety for people who are risking 
their lives to speak up for truth and justice, 
says Bonnie Klassen, of Bogotá, Colombia, 
who has served as MCC Colombia represen-
tative since 2002.

“Beyond economic support, communities 
need a presence of people who are with 
them — an international community able and 
willing to respond and to say, ‘These are our 
brothers and sisters, and we will not allow 
them to be killed,’” Klassen says.

“That’s a deterrent for the forces here. We’ve 
seen this time and time again. If there’s a 
sense the international community is 
watching, that’s a powerful way of protecting 
people’s lives.”

MCC invites you to explore “A Prophetic 
Call: Colombian Protestant Churches 
Document Their Suffering and Hope.” The 
yearly report tells stories of horror and hope 
in Colombia. It can be viewed online at 
washington.mcc.org/colombia. A printed 
copy can be ordered by going to store.mcc.
org. 

The MCC U.S. Washington Office Colombia 
page includes more opportunities for 
advocacy for U.S. residents. Canadian 
citizens can find advocacy suggestions 
about a free trade agreement at ottawa.
mcc.org/colombiafta.

sway over many of Mampuján’s unmarried sons and 
daughters. “If my parents go,” López Colina says, “I’m 
going too. It’s an obligation.”

For others, there is little they want more.
Maza Contreras was 55 when he was displaced, mov-

ing for the first time from the house where he was born. 
He’s not worried about the dozens of bats that now roost 
in the rafters or the leaky roof that ruined a batch of fer-
tilizer stored below. He’s not deterred by the disintegra-
tion of walls and foundation. The wood, he says, is still 
good. He will dismantle it carefully, saving it to rebuild.

“This is where my family was,” he says. “All of my 
brothers and sisters were born here and all of my chil-
dren.”

No matter the condition, “this is the only site I’ve ever 
wanted to live on,” the 65-year-old says. “If I could die 
wherever I want, I would die here.” 

Marla Pierson Lester is managing editor of A Common 
Place. Silas Crews is MCC’s photographer and multi
media producer.

A motorcycle sits outside a house in Mampuján 
Nuevo, where some young people are less willing 
to return to the more remote Mampuján Viejo.

Argemiro Joaquin Maza 
Contreras, standing in the heavily 
decayed house he grew up in, 
remains hopeful that he will be 
able to return home.

http://acommonplace.mcc.org
http://mcc.org/christmas
http://washington.mcc.org/colombia
http://store.mcc.org
http://store.mcc.org
http://ottawa.mcc.org/colombiafta
http://ottawa.mcc.org/colombiafta
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In a judicial hearing in late April and early May 2010 in 
Bogotá, Colombia’s capital, eight people from Mampuján 
and nine people from Las Brisas, a community on the 
outskirts of town, came face-to-face with paramilitary 
leaders responsible for forcing more than 1,400 people 
from the two communities from their homes and killing 
12 people in Las Brisas in March 2000. One community 
member from Mampuján talks about testifying.

First person:

Alexander Villarreal Pulido
As told to Marla Pierson lester

I felt a little nervous about being part of the group going 
to the hearing. Until the very last day, I didn’t want to 
go. I wasn’t sure it would be worth it to miss the days 

of work. I wasn’t sure I wanted to face the people who 
displaced my town. I feared that they would know me 
then, and that they might do something to those of us 
who went to the hearing. People in the community said it 
would be dangerous. Even though these men are in jail, 
maybe they still have power.

But when I entered the courtroom, I felt strengthened.
I found a great satisfaction in facing those responsible 

for the displacement. For so many years, I had wanted to 
ask them questions. I couldn’t understand how someone 
could do so much evil. I wanted to ask how they could be 
capable of causing so much harm to a human being who’s 
a person just like them.

I looked them in the eyes when I entered. In that 
moment, I had conflicting feelings. I felt angry. I felt impo-
tent.

I teared up a little bit when I began speaking. It’s impos-
sible to not cry when we think of the realities that are so 
sad like those in Mampuján. I felt grief for all the towns 
of people who have suffered, for everyone who is affected 
by the war. The problem is not just in Mampuján, but all 
throughout Colombia.

They looked me in the eyes and said they were ashamed 
and that it never should have happened, that they 
shouldn’t have done what they did. They recognized 
they’d caused a lot of pain in Mampuján, Las Brisas and 
all throughout the María Mountains.

I started to feel a little bit of peace hearing them recog-
nize that they had been wrong when they said the people 
in our community were collaborating with guerrilla 
groups.

In some ways, this dignifies people.
To be thought to be part of an illegal armed group is a 

stain that causes a lot of harm. I think society puts a label 
on you, sees you as being less. Society sees you as being a 

delinquent.
For campesinos (farmers) that don’t 

know war, it hurts to see news reports 
saying your community was accused 
of collaborating with the guerrillas 
and was displaced because of this.

That kind of offense destroys 
campesinos. It consumes them from 
the inside out. It makes them feel like 
they’re nothing, that society doesn’t 
value them.

When these men said that they 
didn’t displace guerrillas but an inno-
cent community, you feel that your 
name has started to be clean again.

In the proceedings, I said to one of 
the defendants that after hearing him 
speak, I realized he was intelligent. 
I said, How could someone as intel-
ligent as you be used to cause so much harm to families 
here in Colombia? He said that people who have a good 
mind wouldn’t let themselves be used to do what he did. 
He said that he wasn’t better than us. He said we were 
better than him.

He also said he recognized now that he took advan-
tage of people who hadn’t been educated, to become 
his soldiers — that campesinos joined the group for lack 
of employment, lack of money, because they wanted 
something better for their families. He admitted he took 
advantage of that.

When I heard all of this, I felt a little more peace.
For me, speaking at the hearing was a momentous 

experience. It was an opportunity to speak for all of the 
pueblos (small towns) that have suffered in the María 
Mountains region.

But also, for me, it was something special because I’m 
one of those people who believes that war just brings 
about more war.

This was an opportunity to send a message of peace, 
not just for Mampuján, but for all the communities of this 
region and all of Colombia.

When the group of us testifying met before the hearing, 
we decided to give the defendants Bibles. As I thought 
about this, I said to the group that I wanted to offer my 
forgiveness to these men as well. Some people didn’t like 
this idea of forgiving. I explained about how I see forgive-
ness in the Bible, that forgiveness both heals the for-
giver’s heart and gives an opportunity to those who have 
wronged you.

In court, I told the defendants that I forgave them.
What I wanted to do was to send a message of peace 

to the people of Colombia and the victims of the armed 
conflict.

I believed that if I talked about peace that a lot of peo-
ple were going to believe in this message. We campesinos 
don’t know how to fight with weapons. We know how to 
plant crops, how to live in peace.

Our fathers taught us the value of life, the love for the 
land. They taught us how to work and believe that one 
works to live and everybody should live in peace. Later 
the Gospel prepared us to put into practice these prin-
ciples.

I started to go to church with my mother when the 
Gospel arrived to our town when I was 8 years old. I 
began reading the Bible. I began to see God as a God of 
love and forgiveness. Jesus gave his life to forgive my 
sins. I know he forgave me when I didn’t deserve to be 
forgiven.

So knowing this truth, I began to know what I should 
do with my life, and to know that the kingdom of God is 
a kingdom of love and forgiveness. Hate only generates 
more hate and brings us the consequences of the destruc-
tion of God’s creation, such as the earth and even the loss 
of human life.

In the Gospel we learn we shouldn’t let our hearts be 
filled with hate. That’s the reason I forgave them — to ful-
fill this passage from the Bible that I had studied and that 
I had preached to others. People shouldn’t do something 
different from what they say. 

Alexander Villarreal Pulido was 22 years old when he 
was displaced along with the rest of the community in 
Mampuján. Today, he is an active member of Iglesia 
Puerta Abiertas de Mampuján, a congregation of the 
Association of Evangelical Churches of the Caribbean, 
and frequently speaks there. MCC, through service work
ers and financial support, has been accompanying the 
Mampuján community in its search for justice and heal
ing since 2007. Go to acommonplace.mcc.org to learn 
more about the hearing and the legal process of repara
tions for Colombian communities.

Alexander Villarreal Pulido, a farmer before being 
forced from Mampuján Viejo, now works mainly 
as a motorcycle-taxi driver and a barber, often 
setting up shop beside a street in Mampuján 
Nuevo. His dream, he says, is to return to 
Mampuján Viejo, to be involved in community 
projects and to be well off enough that he can 
spend some time helping others and working for 
the community.

http://acommonplace.mcc.org
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“I don’t know how to thank those 
who send these beautiful blankets, 
but I can say that they have saved my 
children’s lives since the tent gets 
very cold at night,” says Gul Ghoti.

Gifts of warmth and hope
RemembeRing glen lapp

As this issue goes to press, 
the MCC community is 
mourning the death of Glen 
D. Lapp, an MCC worker 
from Lancaster, Pa., who 
was killed in a shooting 
incident in August while 
serving in Afghanistan. His 
term was scheduled to end 

in October and in an end-of-term report, he had 
written: “Where I was, (meaning Afghanistan), the 
main thing that expats can do is to be a presence 
in the country. Treating people with respect and 
with love and trying to be a little bit of Christ in this 
part of the world. MCC is very much involved in 
peacebuilding in Afghanistan and my hope is that 
MCC can continue along that vein and continue to 
help this country work towards peace on many 
different social, ethnic and economic levels.”

Ron Flaming, MCC’s director of international 
programs, called Lapp “a person of faith who put 
his faith into action by serving others.” 

“As he understood it, following Christ meant a 
commitment to nonviolence, and that commit-
ment brought him to Afghanistan where he sought 
to help Afghans who were seeking a better life 
from the poverty and violence,” Flaming said. 

“We continue to believe that this is important 
work. We believe that it’s important to find ways to 
resolve the world’s conflicts in nonviolent ways 
and sometimes that puts us at risk,” Flaming 
noted. “We try to do that in a reasonable way, but 
it is something which we feel compelled to do 
based on our faith and our commitment to follow 
Jesus, which asks us to provide food and water 
for those that are in need. And we seek to do 
that.” 

MCC invites people to continue to pray for Lapp’s 
family and friends, for staff of our partner organi-
zation in Afghanistan, for the people of 
Afghanistan and for the people who carried out 
this tragic act.

MCC in afghanisTan
Afghanistan is one of the least developed 
countries in the world. Afghans have suffered war, 
turmoil, poverty and instability now for decades. 
MCC remains committed to its work in 
Afghanistan, which includes supporting educa-
tion programs, health care and efforts to build 
peace and respond to urgent needs in this 
war-torn country.

As war continues throughout Afghanistan, shipments of MCC aid, 
including one for people in refugee camps on the outskirts of Kabul, 
bring warmth, hope and comfort. “This is a gift from God,” says Bib 

Mayina, a woman who escaped with her three children from Helmand 
Province, a site of fierce fighting.

Through an MCC partner, Help the Afghan Children, families in 
refugee camps received more than 3,000 comforters to help shield people 
from harsh Afghan winters, and much-needed supplies in some 5,400 
MCC school kits, 2,400 health kits and 500 relief kits. 

Some 5,400 MCC school kits were 
given to children in the refugee 
camps. While her mother was 
grateful for the blankets, one 
student, Fatima, noted that for her, 
the school kit was the best gift.

Ajmal Khan left Helmand Province 
with his grandson when he heard 
that troops were coming. “I already 
lost three of my family members 
and wanted to take my grandson to 
a safer place,” says Khan, who 
received blankets, a health kit and 
a school kit. He gave thanks for the 
blankets but also noted how happy 
he was to see his grandson smile 
after opening the school kit.
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As families who lost homes in the Jan. 12 earthquake 
look to the future, they’re making complex decisions 
about where they can best rebuild their lives.

Story by Sharon Thompsonowak and Ben Depp 

Photographs by Ben Depp

Three-year-old Ismael chases his puppy around 
the concrete courtyard as his mother, 25-year-old 
Marelyn Boutin, bends over her small charcoal fire. 

Ismael is laughing, the puppy hopping just out of his 
reach.

Boutin and her sister, 22-year-old Yanick Belcher, sell 
egg sandwiches and plates of spaghetti every evening 
in Desarmes, Haiti. They buy supplies in the market-
place several times a week, following muddy footpaths 
through the crowded square where vendors sell every-
thing from spices and vegetables to donkeys and hand-
woven baskets.

The sisters are among the more than half a million resi-
dents who fled Haiti’s capital, Port-au-Prince, in the days 
and weeks after the Jan. 12, 2010, earthquake.

And as they settle into life in a rural town of about 
15,000 people in Haiti’s Artibonite Valley, their story is 
one that MCC, MCC’s Haitian partners, Haiti’s govern-
ment and other international relief agencies hope can be 
repeated throughout the Caribbean nation.

Before the earthquake, one of every three Haitians lived 
in the capital city.

But Port-au-Prince’s infrastructure was never set up for 
the number of people who congregated there. Even before 
the earthquake, systems for water, electricity, roads and 
housing could not handle demand. People built houses in 
ravines and hillsides and on top of each other, resulting in 
a tragic earthquake death toll.

MCC’s earthquake response focuses not only on 
rebuilding the lives of those in the capital — but address-
ing the underlying causes that forced people into the city 
from the countryside and helping those who relocated or 
hope to relocate to rural areas.

While MCC’s earthquake response in Port-au-Prince, 
including housing and trauma healing, will continue, in 

the coming year MCC will also increase efforts to cre-
ate more opportunities and further develop the capacity 
of rural areas such as Desarmes, where MCC has had a 
successful reforestation and environmental education 
program since 1982.

The process is complex. For people to establish them-
selves in rural communities, they must be able to find the 
jobs, educational opportunities and social services they 
need to restart their lives.

Aside from the challenge of creating new, long-term 
opportunities, families in rural communities such as 
Desarmes are struggling to deal with the immediate needs 
that post-earthquake migration has caused, says Jean 
Remy Azor, who coordinates MCC’s reforestation work.

At one point, families were hosting sometimes more 
than a dozen people in their courtyards or small homes. 
Hospitality is a tenet of Haitian culture. Food will be 
shared. But in an area where hunger is often a danger, 
this can mean less for everyone. This year’s mango crop 
is 25 percent what it usually is, threatening nutrition and 
incomes further, Azor notes. Desarmes’ water system did 
not adequately serve the town before the earthquake. 
Now, many people spend hours walking or waiting in line 
for water.

For many city residents, the rural areas do not seem like 
havens. Even a devastated capital city appears to provide 
more opportunity. Indeed, many who came to Desarmes 
are returning to live in the capital or traveling there to 
work, Azor notes.

But conditions in Port-au-Prince are difficult too.
In the Pacot neighborhood of the capital city, Marie 

Bethie Chèry Brutus lives in a tent with her family, includ-
ing two young children, her sister and her sister’s son.

Her sister, a nurse, has not found work since the quake. 
Brutus’ husband’s work for a Haitian human rights 

A new start in Haiti

organization continues. Brutus, however, used to sell food 
from the home she lost in the quake and does not have the 
resources to restart her business.

Before MCC aid, they had little to eat. “MCC held us 
over. Without MCC we would have died,” says Brutus, 
who received rice, beans, oil, spaghetti, soap, towels and 
medical supplies from MCC. “They helped us a lot.”

But for Brutus, who came to Port-au-Prince for school 
when she was 14, returning to the south of Haiti where 
she grew up near the town of Les Cayes doesn’t feel like 
an option. “After the earthquake I stayed here because I 
no longer have any family in countryside,” she says.

For Boutin and Belcher, who have family ties to the 
countryside, Desarmes remains the best option.

They were able to lease a house owned by Boutin’s 
sister-in-law. A local shopkeeper let them use a courtyard 
to begin selling food. They started working immediately. 
Some days, Belcher says, are better than others.

Month by month, though, the sisters are putting down 
roots in the Artibonite Valley, hoping to find opportunity 
beyond what they had in the capital. “We wanted to move 
out of the city a long time ago,” Boutin says, “but we 
never had the chance before.” 

Sharon Thompsonowak is a writer in Philadelphia. Ben 
Depp is a photographer in PortauPrince, Haiti.

Learn more

MCC’s long-term earthquake response, projected to last 
five years, has been funded and includes work in economic 
development, food security, housing, education, health, 
peacebuilding and trauma healing. Learn more in the Winter 
2011 A Common Place or at mcc.org/haitiearthquake. 

For Marelyn Boutin and her 3-year-old 
son Ismael, the move to rural 
Desarmes after the earthquake has 
opened up new possibilities.

Haiti

For Marie Bethie Chèry Brutus, living in a tent in 
the Pacot neighborhood of the capital seems 
like the best option.

http://mcc.org/haitiearthquake
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Lend a hand

Health kits
Health kits provide needed hygiene 
supplies, often to people affected by 
war or disasters. Recent shipments 
have gone to countries including 
Afghanistan, Burkina Faso, 
Guatemala, Honduras, North Korea 
and Ukraine. (See page 16 for more on 
a shipment of health kits and other 
items to Afghanistan.)

ConTenTS (neW iTemS 
onLy)

1 toothbrush (adult size; leave in 
wrapper)

1 squeeze-tube toothpaste 
(minimum 130 ml / 6 oz; leave in box)

1 large bar of bath soap

1 fingernail clipper

1 hand towel (larger than fingertip, 
dark color) 

Health kits are distributed in a useful 
double drawstring cloth bag (28 cm x 
40.6 cm / 11 in x 16 in). Sew the bag 
yourself, request bags from an MCC 
collection center or donate contents 
that we will place in a bag. Take 
completed health kits to a drop-off 
location in Canada or the U.S. Find 
bag-sewing or drop-off information at 
mcc.org/kits or contact your nearest 
MCC office. (See page 2.)

help AIDS patients and their families. 
Sonja Miroupi, who cares for six 
family members, is HIV-positive and 
a widow. With her grant, Miroupi 
started a fish business and bought 
a pig. Selling fish will sustain her 
now. Later, she can rely on income 
from raising pigs for school fees 
and other family necessities. Go to 
acommonplace.mcc.org to see more 
images and learn about the women 
who benefited from these grants. Find 
material to help your congregation or 
your family mark World AIDS Day 
on Dec. 1 at aids.mcc.org.

Iraq

Baghdad peace school
Ala’a Hassan, a well-known artist in 
Iraq, works with students during an 
MCC-supported peace school at Al 
Hadi Youth Club. Violence and insta-
bility continue to mark life in Iraq 
and particularly in Baghdad, where 
an Iraqi MCC partner organization 
held peace school sessions reaching 
some 160 children. Mercy Hands for 
Humanitarian Aid brought Shia and 
Sunni Muslim children together at 
Al Hadi Youth Club to study peace 
and topics such as sports, music, 
language, drama and human rights. 
Students, mainly young people who 
had dropped out of school, came to 
classes three days a week for three 
months. In addition to helping make 
the peace schools possible for these 
students, the training provided for 
teachers at Al Hadi Youth Club will 
help them continue to carry themes 
of peace to youth in Baghdad.

CamBoDia

Teaching agriculture
An MCC-supported project in 
Mesang, Cambodia, gives a whole 
new meaning to homework. Through 
an MCC partner, Organization to 
Develop Our Villages (ODOV), the 

Story update

Take your place
Since 2002, the music of 
folk musicians Kim 
Thiessen, of Calgary, 
Alta., and Darryl 
Neustaedter Barg, of 
Winnipeg, Man., has 
raised more than 
$650,000 for MCC’s HIV 
and AIDS work around the world.

Now, the duo has released a fourth CD, Take Your 
Place, which features the two musicians collabo-
rating with choirs from Maasai communities in 
Kenya.

Like the duo’s other CDs — To Such as These, 
The Light Shines and Hope Is — proceeds from 
the sale of the $20 CD and DVD set benefit MCC’s 
Generations program, which supports people 
living with HIV and AIDS and also addresses 
issues related to the disease.

Thiessen coordinates MCC Alberta’s Generations 
program, and the project grew out of her work in 
2009 with Joseph Kiranto, a community AIDS edu-
cator from Najile, Kenya. Kiranto spent a year in 
Calgary through MCC’s International Volunteer 
Exchange Program (IVEP).

Last fall, shortly after Kiranto returned to Najile, a 
Canadian group traveled to Najile to live and work 
with Maasai families. Thiessen and Neustaedter 
Barg rehearsed and recorded songs, and their 
family members and friends were involved with 
peace clubs, schools and other projects.

The CD, which has been released by MCC Alberta 
in partnership with Foothills Mennonite Church, is 
accompanied by a DVD featuring footage of the 
group’s visit and MCC’s HIV and AIDS projects 
and other programs in Kenya. Learn more or hear 
samples from this or the musicians’ other CDs at 
takeyourplace.mcc.org. The CD can be 
purchased online or in most MCC offices (see 
page 2). It is also available in Ten Thousand 
Villages stores in Canada.

project provides technical assistance 
to high-school teachers seeking to 
develop hands-on lessons on agricul-
ture. In addition to classroom time, 
teachers also visit students’ homes 
to put lessons into practice. ODOV 
director Tes Sopheat interviewed 
parents whose daughter had learned 
a new technique for transplanting 
rice, a staple crop in this region. The 
girl’s father remembered that when 
she asked to grow rice her way, he 
laughed. But he gave her a plot, and 
her crop was so successful that he 
used her technique the next season. 
This time the neighbors laughed, but 
the crop was abundant, and the ideas 
the daughter learned are spreading 
through the community.

BoLivia

Care for children
For women living in poverty, work-
ing is a necessity, not a choice. But 
many struggle to afford care for 
their young children during the 
workday. In Santa Cruz, Bolivia, 
eight Mennonite congregations 
joined together to create Guardería 
Samuelito, an affordable day care 
center for low-income families. 
“Now I can start my day with happi-

ConGo

Tools to rebuild
Hoes, rakes, forks and machetes are 
more than gardening tools for 635 
families in the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo. They are keys to 
rebuilding the lives of refugees who 
were forced from their Kasika homes 
in eastern Congo in spring 2009 
because of conflict between mili-
tary groups. As the refugees started 
returning home last fall, many found 
their homes destroyed and their 
belongings gone. In May, the Church 
of Christ of Congo, a Protestant ecu-
menical organization and long-time 
MCC partner, distributed farming 
tools in Kasika, an area that has been 
plagued by war and displacement. A 
second stage of the program includes 
providing seeds and food to help 
people cope until harvest.

CanaDa/u.S.

Tree of peace
People across Canada and the U.S. 
will have a chance to add a bead to 
an MCC peace tree in the coming 
year. The tree is part of an MCC relief 
sale emphasis on peace and draws on 
MCC’s international experience. In 
Kenyan communities torn by vio-
lence after elections in 2007, elders 
from groups that had clashed trav-
eled together, carrying a small wire 
peace tree like an Olympic torch. 
Wherever they spoke, they invited 
listeners to add a bead to the tree 
to symbolize their commitment to 
rebuilding peace and unity in Kenya. 
Bringing a peace tree to Canada and 
the U.S. provides a tangible symbol 
to inspire people to work for peace 
and to remind them to think about 
and pray for places where violence 
is a daily reality, says Barb Schrag, 
MCC’s associate director of Resource 
Generation. The tree, constructed 
similarly to one used in Kenya, will 
be made available to the MCC relief 
sale network and for other MCC 
events as available. Learn more about 
this and a traveling Colombian peace 
quilt at reliefsales.mcc.org.

ness and joy because I know my chil-
dren are in a safe place,” said Yasara 
Yucra, who works in a restaurant and 
has two children in the day care. “If 
this day care wasn’t here, my children 
would be at home alone when I’m at 
work, or they would be on the street.” 
MCC supports this effort through the 
Global Family education sponsorship 
program and through the placement 
of an MCC worker at the center. 
Learn more at globalfamily.mcc.org.

ZamBia

new hope

In Zambia, one of the countries 
hit hardest by HIV and AIDS, the 
Zambian Brethren in Christ Church’s 
Compassionate Ministries works 
through women’s fellowships in 
churches to give $100 grants and 
implement goat and pig projects to 

mCC news
mcc.org/news

Ph
ot

o 
by

 N
id

ha
m

 M
uh

si
n

http://acommonplace.mcc.org
http://aids.mcc.org
http://takeyourplace.mcc.org
http://reliefsales.mcc.org.
http://globalfamily.mcc.org


22 Fall 2010

maKinG a DiFFerenCe

a gift fair for the world
By Jennifer Steiner
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on aSSiGnmenT WiTH mCC

“It’s being a channel 

and being a voice 

for our brothers and 

sisters worldwide.”

FinD your pLaCe

MCC has service workers in 
Canada and the United States, as 
well as in Asia, Africa, Europe, 
Latin America and the Caribbean 
and the Middle East.

Go to mcc.org/serve for service 
opportunities.

MCC workers are expected to 
exhibit a commitment to Christian 
faith, active church membership 
and biblical peacemaking.

un program associate
name: Kayon Watson

Hometown: Yeadon, Pa. (New Testament Church of God, Philadelphia)

assignment: As a program associate for the MCC United Nations Liaison 
Office in New York City, I advocate on behalf of MCC’s partners abroad to 
the United Nations and its diplomats.

Typical day: I get into the office about 9:30 and leave around 6. I talk with 
MCC representatives in places like Haiti, Sudan or the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo about the needs or concerns they see in their work. I highlight 
these concerns to diplomats in meetings, by writing letters or through net-
working at receptions. Through working groups, I strategize with staff of 
other nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) on how to make U.N. officials 
more aware of the realities that MCC and other NGO staff see around the 
world. The first couple of weeks, I was in shock at all the people that I was in 
meetings with . . . that I was even breathing the same air as them . . . ambassa-
dors, former presidents, ministers of foreign affairs. It is an honor.

Joys: Sharing who MCC is and what we’re about. I’m helping people see the 
decisions made by the U.N. are not just about issues, they’re about people. I 
love meeting people, and I love living in New York. The whole city is like the 
United Nations — on the train, on the bus, everyone’s from somewhere else.

Challenges: Coming out of meetings with a heavy heart. Feeling the impact 
of injustice or lives lost overseas and seeing that the people who have power 
to do something about it are not taking action. It’s good taking it to God in 
prayer. When I feel the reality of deaths or tragedies, I know it hurts Jesus 
more. 

Sunday School classes, committees and other groups 
select a project and make a display for their booth at the 
fair. Participants are then invited to walk around the fair 
and make their purchases. “They get a Christmas card to 
use for Christmas gifts to family members and friends, 
instead of buying things that people don’t need,” says 
Homan.

And they have a lot of fun along the way. Homan hung 
a thermometer on the wall, showing the progress of how 
much money had been donated. “We started off with the 
strips representing $100 or $200,” she says. “But it got 
too high with the smaller amounts, so we had to change it 
to $500 per strip.”

And what would a Christmas gathering be without 
song? The congregation sings its own version of the 
“12 Days of Christmas,” with lines like “two wells for 
Bolivia” or “three latrines for Mexico.”

Jennifer Steiner is communications coordinator for MCC 
Great Lakes.

GeT invoLveD

Explore MCC Christmas Giving through the booklet mailed 
with this magazine or online at mcc.org/christmas. When 
donating, download or request gift cards. The Christmas 
Giving booklet can also be requested from any MCC office 
(see page 2).

Roelie Homan and Meredith Schroeer have a knack 
for helping their church family at Mennonite Church 
of Normal (Ill.) to think outside the box when buying 
Christmas gifts.

For two Sundays in November, they lead an alterna-
tive gift fair that gives people the opportunity to donate 
to MCC’s work as Christmas gifts for family and friends. 
Between the church service and Sunday School, after 
Sunday School and in conjunction with a fellowship meal, 
people can peruse through MCC projects and make dona-
tions.

“It makes the holidays more meaningful when you help 
poor people all over the world, donating to health issues, 
or education, or food, or clean water or AIDS projects,” 
says Homan. “You do two things: it’s a gift, and you help 
people in other countries.”

Schroeer brought the idea for the fair from her time 
as interim pastor at the St. Louis Mennonite Fellowship. 
Homan and Schroeer began in 2004 by using materi-
als from Alternative Gifts International, which included 
a handful of MCC projects. Today, the fair combines 
Alternative Gifts International materials and MCC proj-
ects. According to Homan, about two-thirds of the money 
now goes directly to MCC projects.

In 2009, the fair raised nearly $7,000 for MCC.
Homan distributes “shopping lists” of the projects in 

church mailboxes, so families and individuals can look 
through the many choices ahead of time. Some children’s 

mcc.org/christmas


shelter water education food friendship comfort care greenpeacehope

 share the joy

mcc.org /christmas

Choose a gift for family and friends 
that helps one more child go to school, 
one more family have enough food 
or one more community find peace. 
every gift makes a big difference.

And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host, praising God . . . (Luke 2:13 NRSV)

Mennonite Central Committee
21 South 12th Street, PO Box 500
Akron, PA 17501

®

10 gifts to give


