
FALL 2011

Teenage and  
living with HIV
An MCC-supported effort 
provides a safe space for 
Ugandan teens as they face 
a life-threatening disease.
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Raising resilient 
children
By Arli Klassen 
MCC Executive Director

Our Western societies place high value on a 
carefree childhood and long adolescence. Where 

have we picked up the idea that an idyllic childhood is one free of 
worry and care? Does freedom from fear best prepare our children 
and youth to be strong adults? Does any child actually grow up that 
way?

When my children were small, we debated what challenges or 
issues we would expose them to. Now that they are young adults, 
I find myself sometimes trying to “protect” them from life’s chal-
lenges, sometimes walking alongside and at still other times pushing 
them into adult challenges.

The stories in this issue tell us about children and youth whose 
situations force them to confront immense, adult challenges. And 
they are doing so with courage, hope and an astounding resilience. 
It is our privilege in MCC to walk alongside them, providing assis-
tance that helps to nurture and strengthen that resilience.

While much research is being done these days on psychological 
resilience, questions remain as to why some people face challenges 
with strength while others crumple more easily.

What is clear is that an environment of love, encouragement and 
support can make other challenges more bearable.

We can’t change the situations of the Ugandan teens and children 
living with HIV. However, MCC can fund gatherings where they 
can meet with peers in the same situation. MCC helps caregivers 
find support and information about raising children with HIV. 
As we build an environment of support for these families, we help 
provide a space where resilience can grow.

Thank you for your participation in MCC that makes it possible 
to strengthen resilience. In 1 Corinthians 13:13, we read that, “And 
now these three remain: faith, hope and love. But the greatest of 
these is love.” May we each find numerous ways to share our faith, 
our hope and our love. It is in sharing that we build resilience in 
others and in ourselves.

Arli Klassen’s e-mail address is arlik@mcc.org

ON THE COVER:
Samuel Baguma, 19, 
part of an MCC-support-
ed club for teens living 
with HIV, stands in the 
waiting area at Mengo 
clinic in Uganda. In the 
foreground are Kodili 
Betty and her mother, 
Nansamba Annet. Kodili 
came to the clinic for an 
HIV test, which was 
negative. Photo by Silas 
Crews.
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In Kampala, Uganda, Dr. Margaret Mbabazi, 
left, meets with Tracy Kiconco, 13, and her 
mother Christine Rukundo so Tracy can get 
medication for HIV before returning to school. 
In the same consultation room, Dr. Vincent 
Kayina meets with Joyce Tugume and her 
1-month-old daughter, who was born with HIV. 

Teenage and living with HIV
As antiretroviral drugs keep HIV-positive children and youth 
healthier, the first generation of teenagers born with HIV 
faces the likelihood of growing into adulthood. Through an 
MCC-funded effort, these teenagers gather monthly, sharing 
stories, hopes and challenges.

Cover story
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By Linda Espenshade 
Photographs by Silas Crews

Seventeen-year-old Esther carries a secret wherever 
she goes. At home in Kampala, Uganda’s capital, the 
secret blows like a smokescreen between her and her 

older brother. With her closest friends at boarding school, 
two hours away, she holds it tight, fearing it might slip out.

If so, it might filter to other classmates who would 
point fingers and talk about her. Some, she says, would 
think she is cursed.

Esther, 17, who asked that her last name 
and recognizable photos of her not be 
used, is living with HIV, but hides her 
status from friends, schoolmates and 
even some family members.

Uganda

The secret, and the judgment she fears it could bring, 
might overwhelm her, derailing her plans to become a 
doctor, which would be far worse than her self-imposed 
silence and the distance she keeps from others.

Esther, who asked that only her first name be used, was 
born with HIV.

In many ways, she has already defied the odds. There 
was a time when infants such as Esther would not live 

into childhood, much less beyond it.
Worldwide, as recently as 2008, half of infants infected 

with HIV by their mothers during pregnancy, birth or 
breastfeeding were not expected to live past their sec-
ond birthday, according to the Joint United Nations 
Programme on HIV and AIDS.

Today, as antiretroviral drugs keep HIV-positive chil-
dren and youth healthier and extend lifespans throughout 

Africa, the first generation of teenagers born with HIV is 
looking at the likelihood of growing into adulthood.

Adolescence is a tumultuous time for any young per-
son. But these youth also face the reality of living with a 
lifelong disease, the judgment and stigma that HIV still 
brings in Uganda, the pain of losing one or both parents 
and the realities of surviving as orphans.

MCC supports the work of a Ugandan partner, Mengo 
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clinic,  to bring together these youth to talk about their 
struggles and joys and to get advice from doctors and 
counselors.

Mengo clinic is the only place Esther knows of where 
she is free to talk about her status and where she can meet 
with other teenagers who have HIV.

One Saturday a month, more than 30 teenagers and 
young adults gather at the clinic, known formally as the 
Mengo Hospital Home Care and Counselling Clinic, to 
socialize, to discuss problems and to learn about HIV. 
MCC sponsors the gathering, as well as clubs at the same 
time for primary-school children with HIV and the 
children’s caregivers.

“I have learned self-confidence,” says 17-year-old 
Ramathan Ondoga. “I can speak without fear. I have 
learned that I am not the only sick one; there are many 
people. It has also helped me to realize this is not the end 
of the world. You can marry. You can be with a family. 
Being with HIV does not mean you are useless.”

Mengo clinic’s medical staff, as well as MCC-supported 
counselors who specialize in HIV, spend all morning and 
part of the afternoon with youth, preparing them for the 
decisions that accompany living with HIV.

At the clubs, young people can get answers to ques-
tions like these: Why should I keep taking medicine all the 
time? When do I tell a boyfriend or girlfriend that I have 
HIV and how? What do I do when my guardians treat me 
meanly because I am an orphan?

The biggest issue facing adolescents with HIV is the 
fear of rejection, says counselor Nicholas Asiimwe, echo-
ing sentiments expressed by other staff members.

At a meeting of an MCC-supported 
club for young people living with 
HIV, Amos Migadde, right, speaks 
to fellow youth including Nawajji 
Assumpta, standing, and Teddy 
Nakaweesi, sitting.

Commonly orphans, the adolescents often feel rejected 
by their parents’ deaths and by the relatives who, in many 
cases, pass them from place to place and treat them as less 
significant than their own children. In the worst situa-
tions, children with HIV are deprived of education or job 
skills because their guardians think they will die any day, 
says Dr. Edith Namulema, founder and director of the 
clinic.

So when it comes time to disclose their HIV status to a 
friend, let alone a boyfriend or girlfriend, adolescents are 
understandably afraid of being rejected. Some will try to 
hide their status, even if in doing so, they risk their health.

Esther, for instance, weary of classmates questioning 
her about her medicine, quit taking it for six months — a 
situation common for teenagers, Mengo clinic staff say.

Antiretroviral drugs must be taken twice a day, exactly 
12 hours apart, says Dr. Namulema. If the teens are 
playing soccer, at a party or in class, they have to interrupt 
their activities to go take a pill. In Uganda, it is unusual 
for anyone to take medicine, so it attracts attention.

In addition, Esther, put on antiretroviral medications as 
a very young child, didn’t remember being sick with HIV 

Dr. Edith Namulema, right, supervises 
HIV and tuberculosis care at Mengo 
clinic, an MCC partner organization in 
Kampala, Uganda.

MCC supports Mengo clinic’s work in a 
number of ways, including providing funding 
for medications to treat opportunistic 
infections common in people living with HIV 
and supporting home-based care efforts. 
Staff members, from left, Dorothy Baboola, 
Deborah Nabakooza and Lillian Namattaka 
work together in the pharmacy.

Ramathan Ondoga
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or related illnesses. “I thought, there is no headache, no 
nothing. Why am I swallowing this? So I just stopped . . .”

Unfortunately, the hiatus brought Esther from Stage 1 
of the disease, where she lived with no symptoms, to Stage 
2, making her more susceptible to minor infection. She 
developed resistance to her medicine, so she is now on a 
second-line medication, the last course of treatment avail-
able to her in Uganda.

Young people in the club want the same things that 
their friends hope for: boyfriends and girlfriends, mar-
riage and healthy children. Yet, because they have HIV, 
these youth face issues others don’t have to.

Dr. Margaret Mbabazi, who specializes in children and 
adolescents with HIV, stresses that having young people 
think through the consequences of their actions before 
they are sexually active helps prevent the spread of the 
disease. This, she says, is one of the few places where 
teenagers can get accurate information about sex, because 
the topic is seldom discussed at home.

Topics such as abstinence and self-control are stressed, 
as well as birth control and protection from sexually 
transmitted diseases. The club provides a space to talk 
about marriage for someone who is HIV-positive and 
methods available to prevent an HIV-positive mother 
from transmitting HIV to her child.

After examining Isaac Kialusimbi, 9, 
Dr. Margaret Mbabazi talks to his 
mother Janet Babirye and 
13-year-old sister Betty Kialusimbi. 
The two children and their mother 
are living with HIV.

the senior members of the club and has done some post-
high school training to become an HIV counselor. He 
dreams of somehow continuing his education.

“I think I can live more than 50 years,” he says. “When 
you are taking medicine well and you are not missing 
your appointments, you can live.” 

Linda Espenshade is MCC’s news coordinator. Silas 
Crews is MCC’s photographer and multimedia producer.

Counselors advise young adults to think about how 
they will share their status when they are considering 
marriage or a serious relationship. They tell the teens how 
Mengo works with couples, testing both people and help-
ing them talk together about the results.

Mengo staff encourage teens to be open about their 
status in general, but to do that teens need the support of 
a group that, for some, has become like family.

They need to see their peers’ experiences and hear their 
stories. And they need to hear the message that their 
actions — taking medicine regularly, having regular blood 
counts to monitor the virus, eating healthy food and 
controlling opportunistic infections — really can maintain 
their health and hope for a long life.

For many, this is a far cry from how they felt when they 
first learned of the diagnosis.

“I thought to myself, should I kill myself or what?” 
19-year-old Samuel Baguma remembers thinking when he 
learned at 16 that he had HIV.

No one else can tell how long he or she is going to live, 
regardless of HIV status, counselor Asiimwe tells the 
teens. He, himself, could be killed tomorrow in a motor-
cycle accident. “You take medications, you listen to your 
counselor, and you treat the infections that come along.”

Baguma has taken that message to heart. He is one of 

Samuel Baguma, a 19-year-old who is 
HIV positive, has found hope through 
Mengo clinic and its club for youth 
living with HIV.

GIVE A GIFT: HEALTH (HIV and AIDS)

Your gift of health supports people who are 
taking action to end AIDS and provides comfort 
to children and adults whose daily lives are 
affected by HIV.

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

TAKE ACTION TO END AIDS
“Be strong and courageous . . . for the Lord your God is with you wherever  
you go.” — Joshua 1:9

Around the world, churches — including 
Uganda’s Anglican Church, which is 
affiliated with Mengo clinic — are 
reaching out with compassion and 
courage to care for those living with HIV 
and AIDS and to prevent the spread of 
the disease. As MCC supports their 
efforts, we also invite you to explore how 
you can take action against AIDS and 

help build a brighter future for the next 
generation. MCC’s AIDS Action Toolkit, 
available at resources.mcc.org  
or by contacting your nearest MCC 
office (see page 2), offers suggestions 
for action and prayer, adult and youth 
curriculum for Sunday schools and 
church groups, children’s resources, a 
DVD and more.

http://mcc.org/christmas
http://resources.mcc.org
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First person

Milly Nakasujja
As told to Linda Espenshade

I never imagined that my son would die of HIV. When he 
died 10 years ago, I thought he had malaria. His wife 
had already died before that, and their son, my grand-

son Francis Kalanzi, was just 3 years old and sick too.
After my son died, no one else in my family was able 

to care for Francis — not my brothers and sisters, or my 
other children. So I took care of him. I was 65 then. I was 
very, very afraid that he would die too because he was so, 
so small, and he was coughing up blood.

ting on are from the organization; almost everything the 
boy has is from Mengo.

That has helped us a lot.
I get a little money for tending a stand in my neighbor-

hood. Just recently, we got a loan of 50,000 shillings, 
about $19, at Mengo clinic. I buy eggs, and Francis 
and I resell them to get a little profit. Sometimes I get 
some money, sometimes I don’t. Eggs are very delicate. 
Sometimes you go without profit when they are broken.

Sometimes the money we get from the eggs, instead of 
putting it toward food, goes to pay rent, and we go with-
out food. This is a problem because Francis must take his 
medicine with food. Sometimes, kind people see Francis 
and give him some money, and we find something to eat.

Most of our neighbors know now that Francis has HIV. 
When he was younger and had symptoms, like coughing 

or a skin rash, they would tease him about having AIDS 
and not let him play with them. I told him to stay away 
until he got better. Now they play and they are friends. 
They get upset when he is selling eggs and cannot play.

When I think about Francis and his future, I worry 
about secondary school. The stipend Mengo clinic gives 
is through primary school, which ends in seventh grade. I 
fear he will not be able to go to secondary school.

I advise my grandson to make good friends and study 
hard. If he makes good friends, maybe the good friends 
can help. I ask God for that.

Francis and I go to Mengo’s clubs for youth and care-
givers once a month on a Saturday.

I go because I learn many things. I learned how to feed 
my grandson, how to keep him healthy and how to keep 
him clean, which maintains his health.

If I have problems, I can ask a friend at club, “How can 
I get through it?”

The friend can tell you because we have the same prob-
lems in the club. We have sick children. The mothers are 
sick. There is no need to hide around.

I have hope for my future because I have brought this 
boy from a very bad condition.

Now the boy is better, so I hope that one day the boy 
will be of help to me. I am 75 now. The boy already helps 
me. He sells eggs. When he goes out for a party, he brings 
food home for me. I know he will continue to help me as I 
grow older. He loves me.

Milly Nakasujja and her grandson Francis Kalanzi, 13, 
live in Kampala, Uganda, and receive assistance from 
an MCC partner organization, Mengo clinic, which is 
formally known as the Mengo Hospital Home Care and 
Counselling Clinic. Linda Espenshade is MCC’s news 
coordinator. MCC funds Mengo’s clubs for children and 
adolescents living with HIV and pays for children’s school 
fees, supplies, uniforms and shoes. MCC funding also 
supports home-based care and stipends for staff.

I spent a lot of money taking him to doctors. Eventually, 
they discovered he had HIV, and he began getting medi-
cine.

Francis is now 13 and in grade 4. I never thought that 
he would get better, but he did. Now I realize that every-
thing is possible.

While he gets medication from a hospital near our 
home, Dr. Edith Namulema brought us to Mengo clinic so 
we could get more assistance for Francis, such as clothes 
and school fees. (Dr. Namulema, who treated Francis at 
another hospital in Kampala, now is administrator of 
Mengo clinic, an MCC partner organization. Read more 
about Mengo’s work on page 4.)

I am very grateful to Mengo, because otherwise I 
wouldn’t get any money for his education. The clinic pays 
for his primary school fees. All the clothes Francis is put-
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By Linda Espenshade 
Photographs by Silas Crews

Carrying knives and poles, parents advanced on 
Mancilla Open Community School in Lusaka, 
Zambia’s capital city, prepared to take vengeance on 

the school leader and to damage the school if they didn’t 
get answers.

They were angry because none of the school’s ninth-
grade students had gotten results from the national exams 
they were required to pass to go on to 10th grade.

The parents had done their part. Despite living in one of 
the poorest and most dangerous areas of Lusaka, they had 
managed to pay the fees for their children’s exams on top 
of the monthly school fees.

By this time, several months later, they concluded the 
fees had been misused. As the school supervisor continued 
to stall in providing answers, parents decided to take up 
arms.

When they got to the school, though, they were met by 
Moffat Mutebele, a leader of the school’s MCC-supported 
peace club, and he asked them to leave their weapons 
outside.

“Your metals, poles and knives you have come with will 
not give us a solution to the problem,” parent Kitete Kuza 
remembers Mutebele telling them. “Select a few people 
who can come in and talk. What is important is dialogue, 
communication.”

The words calmed the parents and immediately reso-
nated with Kuza, whose ninth-grade son, Amani Kuza, 
previously had questioned the long-term consequences 
and effectiveness of using violence to resolve the situation.

What Kuza didn’t realize was that when he did not 
act on his son’s concerns, Amani told peace club leader 
Mutebele the details of the parents’ plans, hoping that 
Mutebele could formulate a peaceful plan to thwart the 
violence. As members of peace club, Amani and other stu-
dents had learned that violence is never a good resolution 
to conflict.

That concept is central to the curriculum used in MCC-
sponsored peace clubs in 16 Zambian schools. Through 
the clubs, students learn to resolve conflicts without vio-
lence. As they use their skills, they and the teachers who 

A school club 
for peace

Zambia

train them influence families, 
schools and entire communi-
ties for peace.

Peace clubs, which MCC 
has supported since 2006, grew out of work that Issa 
Ebombolo, a refugee from the Democratic Republic of 
the Congo, and colleagues at an MCC partner organiza-
tion in Lusaka, Peace Center, were doing to address issues 
between a refugee camp and the local community.

In the process, they polled families and children in 
nearby schools and discovered it was not just the refugee 

At Kamulanga High School in Lusaka, 
Zambia, students, from left, Chilowa 
Chila, Mubila Chaila, Mirriam Chinyanta 
and Sydney Kahalu use a peace club 
curriculum prepared by MCC workers.

Parent Kitete Kuza, left, learned 
about peace clubs from his son 
Amani Kuza, right. 
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However, Buchinke’s parents realized, after 
thinking about it, that their expectations of her 
were negatively affecting her performance in 

school, which they were paying for.
The parents agreed to get up at 5 a.m., instead of 6 a.m., 

so they could do more of the work in the morning before 
they went to work. Buchinke’s job, they told her, was to 
get to school on time and complete her homework and 
evening chores.

Her grades improved, and her final exam qualified her 
to attend the university. Her brother’s behavior improved 
when he began attending peace club because he saw the 
positive effect on his sister, and Musau began to talk to 
other mothers about the problems of work demands on 
children.

“If someone is telling us something important to him, 
we parents need to listen,” says Buchinke’s father, Leonard 
Tshishiku Muntenemuine. “I know in the traditional pat-
tern it was not like this. It’s always top down, top down, 
but this time, we are getting something new now from the 
bottom up.”

children who were struggling. Young people needed an 
avenue to deal with conflicts as well as abuses by adults, 
including the threat of sexual abuse.

Ebombolo’s answer was peace clubs. He began training 
teachers, including Mutebele, in skills of conflict resolu-
tion and informal counseling.

The teachers in turn taught the skills to students in 
upper primary grades through grade 12. Ebombolo now 
is executive director of a new organization, called Peace 
Club, and MCC helps fund its work to form and support 
peace clubs. (Read more at acommonplace.mcc.org about 
Ebombolo, who received peace training and a college 
scholarship from MCC.)

During the past two years, MCC workers, under 
Ebombolo’s guidance, have written curriculum to help 
students resolve conflicts without violence and to stand 
up for themselves in case of abuse or sexual abuse, com-
mon problems that students report.

The curriculum is designed so that students will rec-
ognize conflicts in their own lives and relationships and 
learn how to address them.

When Maria Buchinke, 17, learned about demands 
on children to do chores they are not physically capable 
of doing or work that infringes on their education, she 
recognized her own situation.

Because her parents required her to clean, cook, bathe 
her younger brothers and take them to school before 
she could go to school, she was always late. At school, 
administrators would beat her or punish her with more 
chores. As a result, Maria’s grades were slipping and she 
sometimes didn’t go to school.

Her peace club leader advised her to explain the 
problem respectfully to her parents, even though it is not 
culturally acceptable for an unmarried child to question 
her parents.

“When she brought the news, we felt very bad because 
we thought this girl wants to bring revolution in this 
home,” says Esperance Musau, Buchinke’s mother. 

Issa Ebombolo was active 
in forming peace clubs in 
schools in Zambia. Read 
more about his life and 
work for peace online at 
acommonplace.mcc.org.

Before the conflict began, Amani remembers he did not 
think peace club was that important — just another club. 
Now he understands its far-reaching value.

“If we can all be able to join,” he says, “it can change 
the whole family, the whole society and even the whole 
world.” 

Linda Espenshade is MCC’s news coordinator. Silas 
Crews is MCC’s photographer and multimedia producer.

GIVE A GIFT — PEACE

Your gift of peace helps build understanding and harmony 
and enables people to become peacemakers where they 
live.

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

Not everyone has as much courage to speak up as 
Buchinke did, says Ebombolo. That is why the coordinat-
ing committee of Peace Club will arrange meetings for 
all parents to address a problem that students identify 
during peace club. Parent meetings about children’s work 
and sexual mistreatment of orphan children have led to 
marked changes in families and the community.

“If you just go and see a peace club meeting,” says 
Kitete Kuza, the Mancilla parent involved in planning 
violence at the school, “you can’t believe the bigger things 
that are coming out of it.”

The involvement of his son and other students in peace 
club and the work of their peace club teacher brought 
a potentially deadly, destructive situation to a peaceful 
solution. Parents, Kuza says, learned “that dialogue is the 
strongest tool to resolve violence.”

They saw it happen. Through the dialogue that 
Mutebele facilitated that night at the school, parents and 
administrators came to an agreement. Students would be 
allowed to repeat ninth grade free of charge and would 
retake the exam for no cost.

Kuza was so impressed by the peaceful process that 
he asked Amani to teach him more about what he was 
learning in peace club. “I learned how young people can 
be empowered to bring peace and prevent violence which 
can affect adults,” he says.

Maria Buchinke, right, her mother 
Esperance Musau and her father 
Leonard Tshishiku Muntenemuine 
talk about how peace club helped 
their family.

Andrew Membwe, left, and Richard Tande 
talk about a peace club exercise with Maria 
Krause of Langley, B.C. As a participant in 
MCC’s Serving and Learning (SALT) 
program in 2010-2011, Krause helped to 
write curriculum for peace clubs.

During a peace club meeting at Mancilla Open 
Community School, Chanda Thrasa, left, and 
Miti Phillip act out a greeting in an activity to 
help students bridge differences. 

http://acommonplace.mcc.org
acommonplace.mcc.org
http://mcc.org/christmas
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Books within reach
By Marla Pierson Lester 

Photographs by Christa Marshall

In the new library of an Anabaptist school in Nicaragua’s 
capital city, Managua, students hover over brightly 
colored illustrations of elephants and clowns, dogs and 

dolls, then line up with the book they plan to take home.
It can seem like magic — walking into a library, looking 

at books, then, for the first time, checking one out.
MCC’s Global Family education sponsorship program 

is bringing this experience within reach for students in 
four Anabaptist-supported schools in western Nicaragua.

“I am very happy that we have a library in our school,” 
says Edwin Potoy Guido Francisco, 9, who checked out 
his first library book ever at the new library at his school, 
Rayito del Sol.

A third-grader, Edwin already loved to read, but did not 
have storybooks at home. Now he browses through the 
library’s books, especially the ones about animals, decid-
ing which of them he’ll take to read in his living room or 
as he relaxes in bed.

It’s a scene that plays out at all four new libraries, 
delighting educators such as Reyna Lumbí, administrator 
of Colegio Jesús El Buen Pastor, also in Managua.

Having a library, Lumbí says, has been a dream of the 
school for many years. In addition to providing textbooks 
and research material, libraries introduce children to sto-
rybooks, encouraging an early love of reading that Lumbí 
hopes to see in students.

However, her school didn’t have enough funding for 
new textbooks for teaching. Stocking a school library was 
completely out of reach, Lumbí says.

But, she stresses, the families the school serves don’t 
have money for books either. Many can afford to buy 
only the most necessary schoolbooks, but not books their 
children can read for fun.

That’s the situation that a former MCC worker, 

Elizabeth Claassen Thrush of Upland, Calif., found when 
she began lending books out of her Managua home in 
2007.

Children loved to read but had little access to lending 
libraries or reading material. Claassen Thrush started 
sharing books with children who came to her door asking 
for food or treats, then gradually built up a collection 
of several hundred books that she checked out to neigh-
borhood youth. (Read more at acommonplace.mcc.org 
about how Claassen Thrush began lending books.)

Through her work with MCC as a connecting peoples 
coordinator, she heard from Anabaptist schools about 
their need for storybooks and school libraries. Claassen 
Thrush passed on her books, coordinated meetings and 
the MCC-supported program, Biblioteca Móvil Jehová 
Jireh, which translates as “Mobile Library The Lord Will 
Provide,” was born.

Today, through this program, four new school librar-
ies have opened, three in traditional schools and one in a 
preschool and tutoring center.

The program’s collection of books — including those 
from Claassen Thrush, a number of other donations and 
some purchases — is split among the four libraries. Books 
are rotated every few months, ensuring that each school 
will have a fresh selection for students without making 
new purchases. The program also funded the purchase 
of textbooks for libraries, a much-needed resource for 
students and teachers.

An MCC worker, Marisa Clymer Shank of 
Harrisonburg, Va., serves as a literacy promoter and coor-
dinates the library program.

Over the past year, she has worked with schools and 
teachers to explore how they can use picture books in 
classrooms and how crafts and drama can help make 

reading and stories come alive. She describes with excite-
ment how teachers are having preschoolers act out the 
story of the three little pigs — in the school library’s 
version of this story, the wolf at the end uses his big, bad 
breath to blow up balloons for the children.

But even outside of special lessons, students are relish-
ing the chance to go to the library, browse and take out 
books.

As they do, Shank notes, they are overturning the idea 
of what a library can be.

“The idea of a lending library is something that’s totally 
new here,” she says. “Nicaragua’s view of libraries is basi-
cally a place you go to do research or investigations.”

Typically, people would use library books onsite. Books 
would be stored in nonpublic areas instead of on open 
shelves; patrons would need to request a specific title that 
library staff would retrieve.

The MCC effort, Shank notes, is part of a movement in 
Nicaragua to establish new, more user-friendly and child-
friendly libraries.

“We have the textbooks, but we 
have a lot of storybooks too,” Shank 
says. “It’s been really exciting to see 
children start to read for fun.”

And in homes of students such as 
Edwin, that excitement is contagious.

At Colegio Jesús El Buen Pastor, a 
school in Managua, third-grader 
Jeshua Rodriguez checks out a 
book from school administrator 
Reyna Lumbí as second-grader 
Angélica Mena watches.

His parents applaud his interest, Edwin says, telling 
him that “it’s good for me to read so I can learn things 
like how many planets there are.” But it’s his 4-year-old 
brother who is keeping the closest eye on the books 
Edwin brings home.

“My little brother constantly begs me to read to him,” 
Edwin says. “He goes to my book bag and says, ‘Read to 
me, read to me!’” 

Marla Pierson Lester is managing editor of A Common 
Place magazine. Christa Marshall served in Nicaragua 
though MCC’s 2010-2011 Serving and Learning Together 
(SALT) program.

MCC worker Marisa Clymer Shank 
of Harrisonburg, Va., who serves 
as a literacy promoter, reads a 
story at an opening celebration of 
the library at Colegio Jesús El 
Buen Pastor.

Students Ashley Sarria, Estefani 
Buzano and Yahaira Quezada read 
together at Rayito del Sol, a school 
in Managua. Learn more about the 
library program or about becoming 
a Global Family sponsor at 
globalfamily.mcc.org.
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LEBANON

A composting effort
Faced with rising costs of fresh fruit 
and vegetables in local markets, 
many Palestinian refugee families in 
Lebanon are rediscovering the ben-
efits of using compost to enrich their 
soil. Through an MCC partner orga-
nization, Popular Aid for Relief and 
Development (PARD), MCC is sup-
porting composting efforts in eight 
Palestinian communities, training 
women such as Jamileh Ruheimah, 
pictured above with her grandson 
Jamel Ibrahim Basiouni. Now, says 
participant Fareza Mousa, her family 
has less garbage and an abundant 
supply of food and yard waste to 
produce organic, nutrient-rich com-
post for her garden and olive trees. 
“Instead of buying chemicals we are 
making natural fertilizer,” she says. “It 
is free, it is saving us money and we 
can make it at home.” As the project 
progresses, ideally compost that is not 
needed for household gardens can be 
sold, creating a source of income for 
women in the communities.

UNITED STATES

Fear not
Drawing on Isaiah’s exhortation, 
“Do not fear, for I am with you,” a 

STORY UPDATE

Preventing flooding
In Fall 2010, A Common Place magazine featured 
MCC’s work with Colombian communities 
displaced by the nation’s long-running armed 
conflict. Today, MCC is helping communities to 
face a different threat — repeated flooding.

Vast areas of Colombia are awash in a fifth year of 
unprecedented rainfall as two rainy seasons seem 
to be merging into year-round precipitation. At the 
end of 2010, more than 1 million acres of cropland 
were under water — water that did not subside 
before this year’s rains began in April.

MCC, through a partner organization, 
Sembrandopaz, provided emergency food aid and 
is now working with communities to address the 
increases in sedimentation in rivers that contribute 
to the flooding.

An unusual source of help may come comes 
through native wetland creatures such as capyba-
ras, a knee-high hamster look-alike, and river 
turtles.

Capybaras and river turtles typically live in 
wetlands, which naturally prevent sedimentation 
from flowing into the rivers. The wetlands also 
prevent flooding by absorbing overflow from the 
river. 

However, over the years farmers and ranchers 
have been filling in wetlands so they have more 
land to grow rice or raise cattle. The project 
encourages local committees to convert land back 
to wetlands. As an incentive, communities can 
raise capybaras and river turtles, selling half the 
animals for food and leaving half to procreate.

In addition to addressing flooding, the project is 
heartening to local youth who are concerned 
about environmental degradation and now see an 
opportunity to act for change. “They’re encour-
aged to know they’re not alone in their concern 
and commitment,” says Ricardo Esquivia, director 
of Sembrandopaz. 

Read more about this project at mcc.org/news.

new MCC U.S. campaign encour-
ages people to explore ways to seek 
peace. The campaign, “Fear not: 
Seek peace in our homes, com-
munities and world,” includes 
educational materials and worship 
and advocacy resources focused 
on domestic violence, gun violence 
and U.S. militarism. Learn more at 
us.mcc.org/fearnot.

INDONESIA

Fruit into fuel
In Solo, Indonesia, an MCC partner 
organization is using rotten fruit to 
improve lives and lay the ground-
work for peace. Through Forum for 
Peace Across Religions and Groups 
(FPLAG), people are learning to 
grind and press rotten fruit, available 
free from a local market, into juice 
and then to distill it into a 70-percent 
ethanol cooking fuel. This experi-
mental process is part of a search 
for affordable and environmentally 
friendly alternatives to kerosene or 
liquid petroleum gas cooking fuels. 
Through the project, people from 
Indonesia’s diverse groups, including 
Indonesian Mennonites and other 
Christians, Muslims, Buddhists, 
Hindus and Confucianists, are com-

to help lessen the effects of future 
droughts.” Read more online at 
mcc.org/eastafricadrought.

CANADA

Quilting for MCC
By tradition, MCC relief sales and 
quilting are community efforts. And 
the top-selling quilt at this year’s 
New Hamburg (Ont.) Mennonite 
Relief Sale is no exception. “Plain and 
Fancy,” an intricate, appliquéd quilt 
that brought in $9,000 for MCC’s 
work around the world, is the work 
of more than 100 quilters from the 
Waterloo County Quilters Guild. It 
is the sixth group quilt that Renske 
Helmuth of Moorefield, Ont., has 
coordinated for the relief sale since 
1999, raising about $100,000 in all. 
Through the guild, Helmuth teaches 
workshops, prepares participants 
to create blocks for the quilt and 
brings together volunteers to fin-
ish the piece. Helmuth creates the 
designs, gathers fabric and works 
alongside experienced and less-
experienced quilters. “As long as I 
have so much help, it makes it very 
rewarding,” she says. See this quilt 
online at the New Hamburg sale 
website, nhmrs.com, or learn more 
about quilting for MCC relief sales at 
reliefsales.mcc.org/quilters 
newsletters.

SOUTH SUDAN

A new nation
With South Sudan becoming the 
world’s newest nation in July, MCC 
continues its work to help rebuild 
after decades of civil war. In addition 
to creating development opportu-
nities for people returning to their 
home communities in South Sudan, 
MCC supports peace and reconcilia-
tion efforts, including peace mobiliz-
ers, to help resolve conflicts between 
rival groups. MCC also provided 
$50,000 to meet immediate needs 
for households displaced from Abyei, 
a contested oil-rich area between 
Sudan and South Sudan. 

LEND A HAND

Sewing kits
MCC sewing kits give people the 
basic tools they need to make or 
mend clothing. These tools will be 
used often and must be new and of 
good quality. In Chad, kits are given 
alongside sewing instruction, to 
widows, people with HIV and AIDS 
and young adults who come to a 
family educational center and medical 
clinic in the city of N’djamena.

CONTENTS (NEW ITEMS ONLY)

1 metric tape measure

2 spools dual use white 
thread (cotton/polyester, minimum 
273 m / 300 yards each)

2 spools dual use black 
thread (cotton/polyester, minimum 
273 m / 300 yards each)

1 thimble (medium size)

1 dressmaker’s scissors (good 
quality)

1 pkg. needles (approx. 25)

1 pkg. straight pins (approx. 100)

1 pkg. hooks and eyes (approx. 
12)

1 pkg. sew-on snaps (approx. 
20-25)

10 assorted safety pins

Sewing kits are distributed in a useful 
double drawstring cloth bag (28cm x 
40.6 cm/11 in x 16 in). You may sew 
the bag yourself, request bags from 
an MCC collection center or donate 
contents that we will place in a bag. 
For bag instructions or drop-off 
locations, contact your nearest MCC 
office (page 2) or go to mcc.org/kits.

ing together to learn new skills. MCC 
supports the forum’s work to encour-
age trust and respect among members 
of different groups and build peace in 
the city of Solo.

EAST AFRICA

Drought response
MCC has launched a major response 
to a drought and food crisis affect-
ing millions of people in East Africa. 
Two consecutive, poor rainy sea-
sons have caused drought in large 
sections of Kenya, Ethiopia and 
Somalia. In addition to crop failure 
and livestock deaths, the situation 
is exacerbated by high, local grain 
prices and areas of conflict. “MCC 
has years of experience working in 
East Africa, we have workers on the 
ground and a network of commit-
ted and proven partner organiza-

MCC news
mcc.org/news
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tions,” says Willie Reimer, director of 
MCC’s food and disaster program. 
“We are responding to the present 
disaster situation but at the same 
time we are continuing to work with 
our long-term partner organizations 

mcc.org/news
http://us.mcc.org/fearnot
http://mcc.org/eastafricadrought
http://nhmrs.com
http://reliefsales.mcc.org/quiltersnewsletters
http://reliefsales.mcc.org/quiltersnewsletters
http://mcc.org/christmas
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MAKING A DIFFERENCE

A company’s gift
By Marla Pierson Lester
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ON ASSIGNMENT

“I have met so many 

great people, local 

and otherwise, 

and really enjoy 

facilitating and 

being a part of new 

relationships.”

FIND YOUR PLACE

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

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.

Connecting peoples coordinator
Name: Adriana Koehn

Hometown: Greeley, Colo. (Greeley Mennonite Church)

Assignment: I plan and coordinate group visits to Guatemala and El 
Salvador, such as MCC Work and Learn Teams, Learning Tours and other 
exchanges. In addition to visitors from Canada and the U.S., we also have 
exchanges with other Central and South American countries. (Koehn is 
pictured with Marta Cobo Corio in Acul, Guatemala, an area she often visits 
with groups.)

Typical day: When groups are here, I travel with them, connecting them to 
the local communities and partners we work with and facilitating all aspects 
of their visit. I keep busy and play a lot of different roles: translator, mother, 
nurse, coach, tour guide, time keeper, money keeper, you name it! In between 
groups, I work out of the MCC office in Guatemala City, making plans and 
answering lots of questions for future visits.

Joys: So many! I love being able to continually learn and be challenged 
alongside the groups and to be part of their process of learning and changing. 
I enjoy helping visitors start to see the world from a different perspective and 
to explore how they can make changes in their lives at home. Traveling brings 
me joy, and my job allows for a lot of that! Plus, I get to visit other MCC 
workers in their placements, seeing the team in action and connecting to the 
great work they are doing.

Challenge: Maintaining my energy level, particularly during the busy 
periods. Keeping the information and experiences, which I have gone through 
many times, new and dynamic for each group can be difficult. Also, the vio-
lence and crime that is a reality in Central America is a constant challenge. 

whole lot worse off than we are,” Abdulla says.
Last year, the first that Wallenstein Feed and Supply 

offered this option, 42 farmers took part. Including 
matching grants from the Canadian International 
Development Agency, the 174 acres they planted gener-
ated more than half a million dollars.

It’s raising awareness as well as money. Driedger has 
spoken at Wallenstein banquets, telling sales representa-
tives, other company staff and customers about how sand 
dams, one of the projects supported through CFGB funds, 
are making a difference in communities in Kenya and 
Mozambique.

“For MCC,” says Driedger, “it’s a wonderful example 
of how businesses can leverage their role and their market 
to reach a lot more people than we would ever be able to.”

Marla Pierson Lester is managing editor of A Common 
Place magazine.

GET INVOLVED

How can you involve your co-workers, friends or family in 
the work of MCC? Learn more at mcc.org/getinvolved or 
contact an MCC Resource Generation representative at 
your nearest MCC office (see page 2). 

Through sales representatives, notices tucked into 
invoices and a message on its trucks, an Ontario feed 
company is inviting farmers to donate to MCC’s account 
at the Canadian Foodgrains Bank (CFGB).

It’s a unique initiative that gives Wallenstein Feed and 
Supply, a family business, a way to extend the amount 
that it gives to MCC — and a way to let customers know 
how they can make a difference in addressing hunger 
across the world.

Globally, “a huge percentage of the people who go 
hungry every year are farmers. Our aim with this effort is 
to give farmers a tangible way of helping farmers around 
the world,” says Shelley Abdulla, whose family has run 
the feed mill for more than half a century.

As business owners and long-time MCC donors, the 
family was drawn to explore how they could promote 
MCC within Ontario’s farming community, Abdulla says.

Working with MCC Ontario resource development 
director Dan Driedger, the company created Grains of 
Hope. Through this initiative, farmers tend and harvest a 
crop, donating the proceeds to MCC’s account at CFGB, 
which is used to support MCC food and water projects 
around the world. Wallenstein Feed and Supply gives 
farmers $100 for each acre of land they plant for this 
effort to help cover their costs.

Farmers already have a strong tradition of lending a 
hand to others in their community. “We just wanted to 
extend that sense of community to countries that are a 

Ina Drost, middle right, and her son Al, far left, of New 
Dundee, Ont., are among farmers participating in a 
Wallenstein Feed and Supply effort to raise money for 
MCC’s account at the Canadian Foodgrains Bank. 
Promoting the effort are Wallenstein staff including 
sales representative Barry Martin and Shelley Abdulla, 
who leads Wallenstein’s Grains of Hope initiative.

http://mcc.org/getinvolved
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mcc.org /christmas

Choose alternative gifts that support 
humanitarian causes. You can help one 
more child go to school, one more 
family have enough food or one more 
community find peace. 

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

 

Gifts that make a difference


