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Water and hope in 
northern Iraq
MCC-supported work brings hope to 
farmers in a drought-stricken region.
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Responding in joy
By J Ron Byler  
MCC U.S. Executive Director

For I was hungry and you gave me food, I was 
thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I 
was a stranger and you welcomed me.  
 (Matt. 25:35)

One Sunday morning earlier this year, one of my pastors at Eighth 
Street Mennonite Church in Goshen, Ind., used these words of Jesus 
to talk about his sabbatical experience in a Catholic Worker house 
in San Antonio, Texas. He said serving is not an obligation but our 
invitation to joy.

The stories in this issue of A Common Place are about people 
who understand serving as an invitation to joy.

Joy describes Ron Muse’s work with prisoners in Philadelphia. As 
a juvenile, Ron was in and out of prison. He told me that he knows 
his work today is about sharing the Good News of Jesus with him-
self as much as with others.

You can hear joy in the voice of Dana Hassan, Iraqi leader of an 
MCC partner organization, as he notes how water brings renewed 
hope in an area suffering from years of drought. He is committed 
not only to innovative water and agriculture projects, but also to 
building peace in a nation torn by years of war.

You’ll also see how serving and reaching out with love and hope 
remain a priority for Iraq’s ancient Christian church, despite ongo-
ing threats of violence. MCC helps to train future leaders and sup-
ports the church’s ministries.

Learn how Wendy Martin of Brussels, Ont., finds joy in her work 
as an MCC program administrator in Laos, and how MCC Great 
Lakes’ Sharing With Appalachian People (SWAP) program gave 
Emily Kendall of Bowie, Md., a way to share her joy of service with 
her children.

MCC’s workers and partners share God’s love in many different 
ways, but all of them have an enthusiasm and hope for the future 
that is contagious.

Matthew 25 is Jesus’ invitation to us to experience the joy of the 
resurrection. Thank you for responding joyfully to the presence of 
Jesus in your community and through your support of MCC.

J Ron Byler’s e-mail address is jrb@mcc.org
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Mlko Phatieh and his 
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In the village of Zanan Bejok, in the Suleimaniya 
governorate, Wahid Phatieh is among residents who 
have benefited from a retention pond. By harvesting 
and storing rainwater, this pond is recharging the 
water table, providing water for irrigation and enabling 
families to start greenhouses, fruit orchards and 
vegetable gardens.

Water and hope 
in northern Iraq
In a region stricken by years of drought, MCC-
supported water projects, greenhouses and kitchen 
gardens bring new opportunity.

Cover story



a Common Place 76 Summer 2011

By Gladys Terichow 
Photographs by Silas Crews

On a stony hill outside the northern Iraqi village 
of Zhalay Darband, 56-year-old Hama Sharief 
Ghafoor spends his days in the ancient rhythms of 

herding sheep.
For centuries Kurdish herders and farmers have called 

this region home. Unlike the deserts of western and 
southern Iraq, this is a land of fertile soil and plentiful 
water. But it also is a land of hardship, where thousands 
of Kurdish villages were destroyed in the 1980s by Iraqi 
forces, where Ghafoor calculates the dates of his chil-
dren’s births not by year but by conflict or violence raging 
at the time.

And it has become a land of drought.
Rainfall totals began dropping several years ago. Then, 

in the winter of 2007–2008, precipitation plunged 70 
percent below normal; the water level of rivers flowing to 
Iraq from Turkey and Iran dropped dramatically.

Drought has continued to haunt the area, affecting the 
level of groundwater, eradicating water sources farm-
ers depended on for their families and crops and causing 
many to fear the drier climate may be permanent. Villages 
shrank as farmers left for the cities and towns of northern 
Iraq, areas already crowded with other newcomers seek-
ing refuge from violence.

In response, MCC, in collaboration with the Canadian 
Foodgrains Bank, supported a $750,000 drought 
response to help farmers in 76 drought-affected villages 
in the governorates of Erbil and Suleimaniya find ways to 
remain at home and earn a living from their land.

Hama Sharief Ghafoor speaks of how 
his village of Zhalay Darband has 
benefited from an MCC-supported 
water project.

The effort, implemented by Iraqi MCC partner organi-
zation Rehabilitation, Education and Community Health 
(REACH) and administered by MCC Iraq, helps communi-
ties combat the effects of drought by combining tech-
niques to harvest water, store it and use it more efficiently 
to grow food.

“Water is life,” says Dana Hassan, director of REACH. 
“Water helps keep farmers on their land and increases 
food production capacity for future years.”

Efforts are many-pronged. Newly built water retention 
ponds are paired with drip or sprinkler irrigation tech-
niques. Existing wells have been cleaned or deepened and 
new wells built. Farmers benefiting from water efforts 
are trained in new, sustainable ways of producing food, 
including using greenhouses, increasing crop variety, 
starting kitchen gardens and tending beehives.

Communities come together through these activities, 
learning skills alongside neighbors and dreaming together 
about what they can do.

“People are now planning for the future,” says Hassan. 
“New things are happening. People are now thinking of 
expanding their land, making better use of their land. We 
have given them back hope. Water gives them hope.”

Before this project, Ghafoor, a father of nine, spent four 
hours a day gathering water from a river and hauling it by 
mule the five kilometers to his home.

Iraq
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Today, the village’s water flows naturally from an arte-
sian well into a concrete cistern built through this project. 
A new pipe brings the water 2.2 kilometers downhill, 
then branches into a network of pipes that connects the 
local school grounds and 29 homes to a central water 
system. Wastewater from household activities flows by 
gravity through an open channel to a garden area, provid-
ing villagers with enough water to grow a wider variety of 
fresh produce.

It’s a long-needed improvement.
“For seven years, we carried water from the river or 

other sources,” says Mansour Nasir Khallaf, a member of 
the community-based organization that formed to partici-
pate in the REACH project.

A well that had supplied the village with water dried up 
in 2003. The government dug the artesian well in 2008, 
but the village did not have funds to build a new cistern 
or replace the old metal pipes.

Khallaf says most families depend on farming for 
income but have less than one hectare of land to grow 
wheat for their families and enough barley to feed their 
livestock.

It’s barely enough in good years. The problems with 
water, Khallaf says, pushed families to seek their fortunes 
elsewhere. “Our village became empty as people started 
to leave,” says Khallaf, noting the population dipped as 
low as 15 families.

Today, 29 families call Zhalay Darband home. And the 
success of the water project has given the community-
based organization impetus to start new efforts — a sew-
age system, electrical services and a secondary school are 
top priorities, says Khallaf.

In the village of Zanan Bejok, in the Suleimaniya gov-
ernorate, a retention pond, built by REACH and residents 
working together, is recharging the water table, providing 
water for irrigation and enabling families to start green-
houses, fruit orchards and vegetable gardens.

Last year, in a new 200-square meter greenhouse, Mlko 
Phatieh was able to nurture a thriving crop of tomatoes, 
watermelon, eggplant, peppers, cucumbers and other veg-
etables. The bounty was shared among extended family 
and with other families in the village.

“Growing tomatoes is a miracle for us. Before we had 
this water project, we didn’t grow any green vegetables. 
Now we can grow everything ourselves,” he says.

Phatieh has also planted an orchard of 100 grapevines, 
100 mulberry bushes, 150 pomegranate trees and 500 
almond trees. He has plans for fig and olive groves.

Phatieh’s younger brother Kochar, the seventh of nine 
children, left the village of Zanan Bejok in 2001 to study 
in England. At that time, Kochar Phatieh recalls, “We 
had nothing — now we have a greenhouse, fruit trees and 
water.”

Chnoor Tahir Ali and her husband 
Mlko Phatieh, shown with their 
daughter Bahar Phatieh, harvest 
tomatoes in a new greenhouse.

Ramayr Khallaf, 4, drinks from a tap 
that brings water to his home.

Gravity pushes water 
through this pipe to the 
village of Zhalay Darband.
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Now 24, Kochar moved back to the village in late 2010, 
got married in early 2011 and plans to remain in Iraq. 
“If we didn’t have this water project, I would have stayed 
in England,” he says. “This gives us a lot of hope for our 
future, especially for the kids’ future.”

REACH leader Dana Hassan celebrates the tangible 
changes the drought response project has made in fami-
lies’ lives, but he’s also pushing for a bigger dream — that 
this work can build peace in an area once torn by vio-
lence.

Although the Kurdish region in northern Iraq is rela-
tively stable now, in the 1980s, the Iraqi government, 
under the leadership of Saddam Hussein, developed a 
systematic campaign to destroy 4,500 Kurdish villages. 
Some 200,000 Kurds died and hundreds of thousands 

one day be a habit — the value of nonviolence.”
The projects don’t erase years of hardship for farm-

ers such as Ghafoor, who still tends sheep that belong to 
other people. He owns no land and lives in a house that 
belongs to his brother.

But life has changed. His family is healthier. The new 
water and the rice cooked in it taste better. Now that 
there is enough water for cooking, laundry and bathing, 
family disputes have eased. And, Ghafoor says, “We can 
receive guests with pride” — an important aspect in a 
culture where hospitality is prized.

“Thank God we now have plenty of water,” Ghafoor 
says. “In terms of water, I am rich.” 

Gladys Terichow is an MCC writer. Silas Crews is MCC’s 
photographer and multimedia producer.

GIVE A GIFT – IRAQ FOOD

Help MCC respond to drought and support families’ efforts 
to raise more food in northern Iraq.

$30 helps provide a variety of vegetable seeds for a 
family kitchen garden.Send contributions in the enclosed 
envelope, donate online at donate.mcc.org or contact 
your nearest MCC office. (See page 2.)

Sakar Hussain tends plants in a 
nursery greenhouse that she has 
been running since 2010 with the 
help of MCC partner organization 
REACH.

more were displaced.
For the past 15 years, MCC has 

sponsored a dozen or so interna-
tional partners to attend in-depth 
peace trainings at Eastern Mennonite 
University’s Summer Peacebuilding 
Institute (SPI). Hassan, who attended 
in 2004, found the experience life-
changing.

“Before I knew about MCC, I was 
part of the kill or be killed way of 
thinking,” says Hassan. “That is the 
philosophy of life here. Most people 
have been through trauma — they 
don’t hesitate to use violence. When I 
was at SPI, I learned there is another 
way of thinking — live and let live.”

REACH now works to incorporate 
peacebuilding and conflict resolution 
concepts into all its activities, wheth-
er focused on water, kitchen gardens 
or bees.

In a way, simply helping people 
have what they need contributes to 
long-term peace. “If you have a full 
basket of food, you have peace at 
home,” he says.

In addition, though, REACH staff 
work with communities to separate 
water problems from other issues so 
they can move beyond disagreements.

“We don’t make judgements; we 
just talk about the issues,” he says. 
“When we help them this way, we 
help them break the cycle of violence. 
We are planting new values that will 

Mansour Nasir Khallaf 
reuses barbed wire for 
fencing the village 
vegetable plot.

Dana Hassan

donate.mcc.org
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First person

Sarwar Ibrahim Arif
As told to Gladys Terichow

If you look at the history of Iraq from 1959 until now, it 
has been all fighting, killing and war.

Everybody in Iraq knows people who have been 
killed. The fighting and killing has destroyed our country. 
I ask myself: What is the difference between humans? We 
are the same — we all have flesh and blood. Why can’t we 
live together in peace?

I was born in 1967 in Suleimaniya in northern Iraq. I 
was studying electronics in the Kirkuk Technical Institute 
when Saddam Hussein’s government ordered all students 
in Iraq to participate in the Iraq-Iran war. It was the sum-
mer of 1984. I had just finished the first year of a two-
year course and was planning to work for one of the big 
hydropower stations when I graduated.

I asked myself: Why should I go to war just because I 
am a student? Why should I kill these people just because 
there is a border between us? Still, to this day, we don’t 
know why this war started and why it is finished. I 
decided to run away to the mountains and stay with my 
relatives instead of joining the army.

In 1986, the government gave permission for students 
who ran away to come back and finish their education. 
But two years later, all students in higher education were 
again ordered to join the army. I did not join, but this time 
a spy agency came to our house and took my younger 
brother. The agency sent a message to me that if I would 
not join the army, they would put my brother in jail for-
ever. My brother was 14 years old. I was afraid for him, 
so I joined the army and they released him.

I was part of the army when the fighting started with 
Kuwait in 1991. It was my first week in Kuwait when I 
saw a child crying. The mother said the child was afraid 
because Saddam’s special guard had killed their neigh-
bors. I said to them, “No, I won’t kill you. When I joined 
the army I didn’t have any choice.” I decided again to run 
away. It is not my job to go inside another country and do 
these things. I escaped and hid with relatives in the moun-
tains of northern Iraq.

Since 1997, I have worked for REACH (Rehabilitation, 
Education and Community Health, which is an MCC 
partner organization). We work with community-based 
organizations. Our staff don’t travel in armed vehicles 

and don’t carry guns. We give members of these organizations 
the tools and training they need to solve conflicts. The goal is to 
solve problems through negotiations. I like that because I don’t 
like solving problems through fighting and killing.

In Iraq, we need trainers and courses on how to make peace 
because there have been so many wars here. My hope is that 
nongovernmental organizations will offer more training on 
peace. I would like to see our colleges offer peace programs.

MCC offers training for our staff at the Summer 
Peacebuilding Institute (at Eastern Mennonite University, 
Harrisonburg, Va.). When they come back, they share their 
ideas. We help people change their way of thinking — this is 
how we build the capacity for peace.

It is not only REACH that is promoting peace; many agencies 
in Iraq are promoting peace. The change is very slow, but there 
are changes taking place. It is much better now than it was five 
years ago. People like the peace and are ready to live in peace. 
We see changes in the villages. Before, we saw villagers carry 
guns everywhere. It is a shame now when you carry a gun. They 
now keep their guns inside the house.

Young people say, “I hate the gun — I like the Internet.” They 
run away from guns. I saw a banner recently that said, “We 
don’t need fighting. We need Facebook.” Young people want to 
stay in Iraq and establish businesses here. If there isn’t peace, 
they can’t establish businesses.

My son, who is 6, hates guns. He likes bicycles and comput-
ers. I am very happy for the changes because he is now living in 
a place where there is peace. 

I wish for peace all over the country, and that all young chil-
dren will grow up without war. 

Sarwar Ibrahim Arif is communications officer for 
Rehabilitation, Education and Community Health (REACH), 
an MCC partner organization. MCC and the Canadian 
Foodgrains Bank contributed some $750,000 to a REACH effort 
to help 76 villages combat the effects of drought. Peace efforts 
are woven into water and agriculture projects. (Read more in 
an article that begins on p. 4.) Gladys Terichow is an MCC 
writer.
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Threats to an ancient church

By Gladys Terichow 
Photographs by Silas Crews

When 22-year-old Hans Shamoaay was growing up 
in a Christian neighborhood in Baghdad, children 
spent hours outdoors, playing football, shooting 

marbles or racing remote control cars.
Today, fears of kidnappings, killings and explosions 

dominate everyday life for Christians in Baghdad and 
many other places in Iraq. Many families are fleeing or 
spending their days indoors. Violence is commonplace.

“When we hear that people have been killed, it is very 
normal,” says Shamoaay, whose congregation, Our Lady 
of Salvation Syrian Catholic Church in Baghdad, was the 
site of an Oct. 31, 2010, bombing that killed 58 people.

In the midst of threats, Iraq’s ancient Christian church, 
which MCC supports with workers and funding for edu-
cation and peace projects, plays a critical role in minister-
ing to fellow Christians and in serving all people affected 
by the unrest.

Violence in Baghdad forced 
St. Peter’s Seminary and Babel 
College to move to northern Iraq in 
2007.

Hans Shamoaay, who is 
studying to become a priest, 
talks about a bombing at his 
home church in Baghdad.

Bishop Bashar Warda

“The Middle East is the birthplace of the Christian 
faith, and the church has been present in the region for 
more than 2,000 years,” says Daryl Byler of Washington, 
D.C., MCC representative for Iraq, Iran, Jordan and 
Palestine and Israel.

“Although the number of Christians in Iraq has 
declined dramatically in recent years, the church contin-
ues to offer a faithful witness to the way of Christ,” Byler 
says. “By helping to train future leaders and supporting 
efforts to provide services, MCC aims to help the Iraqi 
church maintain a vibrant long-term presence despite cur-
rent threats and challenges.”

Since 2003, when security in places such as Baghdad 
deteriorated in the aftermath of the overthrow of Saddam 
Hussein, 66 churches have been bombed or attacked 
and more than 400 Christians killed, says Bishop Bashar 
Warda, Archbishop of the Chaldean Catholic Diocese of 

Erbil. Four priests and a bishop have been 
murdered and 17 priests and two bishops 
kidnapped.

Warda estimates that half a million Iraqi 
Christians have left the country since 2003, 
with the Christian population dropping from 
about 800,000 to 300,000. Two major insti-
tutions of the Chaldean church, St. Peter’s 
Seminary and Babel College for Philosophy 
and Theology, were forced to leave Baghdad 
in 2007, moving to Ankawa, a Christian sub-
urb of the northern Iraqi city of Erbil.

But the church’s resolve remains strong.
“We have a mission here — a mission 

toward this country, a mission toward the 
culture,” Warda stresses. “We have been here 
since the beginning of the second century.”
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In Ankawa, the church’s commitment is making a dif-
ference in the lives of children such as 5-year-old Amar 
Cesar.

Amar and his family — who are part of the Yazidi, 
a minority religious group being persecuted for its 
faith — moved from the city of Mosul to Ankawa three 
years ago.

Fears for safety in Mosul meant that Amar and his 
mother, Leena Kamal, could not go beyond their home. 
Amar’s parents believe it was because of this isolation 
that Amar had not begun speaking when they moved to 
Ankawa.

But Amar has thrived since enrolling in Kids House, a 
kindergarten supported by MCC’s Global Family edu-
cation sponsorship program and run by the Chaldean 
church’s Sisters of the Sacred Heart of Jesus.

His language skills flourished, he’s made friends and 
gained self-confidence. He’s learning songs in the Aramaic 
language, and teachers have noticed he’s particularly 
gifted in music.

“Amar is a smart boy; we want the best for him. He is 
our only child and we want him to develop in every way,” 
says Kamal. “We are very grateful that we found Kids 
House. If he didn’t have Kids House, we don’t know what 
would have happened to him.”

The kindergarten, which is open to 3- to 5-year-olds 
and draws students from all ethnicities and groups, is 
bursting at the seams. It moved to larger premises in 2007 
and has since added three large tents on the lawn to serve 
as additional classrooms.

MCC’s Global Family funding makes it possible for 
the Sisters to accept students who cannot afford to pay 
tuition fees. MCC also has supported the school through 
the work of Joanna Hoover, of Greencastle, Pa., a par-
ticipant in the Serving and Learning Together (SALT) 
program. From August 2010 through July 2011, Hoover 
taught English to teachers and supported teachers and 
students in classes.

“The strength of the people I’ve met here never ceases 
to amaze me,” says Hoover. “Nearly everyone has lost 
someone to violence and has fled from that violence. 
Their perseverance and faith is truly inspiring to me.”

A few blocks away at St. Peter’s Seminary and Babel 
College, where MCC has supported English teachers since 
2007, Shamoaay and other seminary students, most in 
their 20s, are adamant that Iraq’s tragedies have strength-
ened their commitment to show God’s love for all.

Shamoaay, who lost many close friends in the Oct. 31, 
2010, attack on his home church, acknowledges the pain 
and loss will follow him through his life. Yet the church 
strives to respond in love.

“We have celebrated many Masses, not only for the 
people who have been killed but for the terrorists that 
killed them,” he says. “What happened is difficult for 

Iraqi Christians to forget, but we have forgiven them.”
The English-language skills that MCC workers teach, 

say Shamoaay and other students, are desperately needed 
so that Iraqi Christians can share their stories of hope and 
perseverance. The dangers are real, they stress, but so is 
their commitment.

“As a priest, you have to be prepared to die,” says 
20-year-old Bhnam Saa Alhaser, a seminary student from 
the Church of the Holy Spirit in Mosul, a once-vibrant 
congregation where a priest was killed in 2007 and a 
bishop in 2008. Now, his parents are among the 15 to 20 
people still attending the church.

“Sometimes it is dangerous,” says Nashwan Younan 
Yousif, 23. “But if priests left the country, it would be like 
a shepherd leaving the sheep. Our message is to be a good 
example of Jesus’ life.” 

Gladys Terichow is an MCC writer. Silas Crews is MCC’s 
photographer and multimedia producer.

Bhnam Saa Alhaser, a seminary 
student, speaks of the risks and 
opportunities for priests remaining 
in Iraq.

Kids House, a kindergarten 
supported by MCC’s Global Family 
education sponsorship program, 
serves 3- to 5-year-olds. Sister 
Narjes, who uses one name, and 
MCC worker Joanna Hoover talk 
as children practice for their 
graduation ceremony.

Interested in supporting this effort? 
At press time, 36 of 63 Global 
Family sponsorships for this 
school remained available. Go to 
globalfamily.mcc.org to learn 
more about Kids House or to 
become a sponsor.

Cesar Muvael and Leena Kamal 
attribute the successful develop-
ment of their son, Amar Cesar, to 
the work of Kids House.

As families flee to northern Iraq, Kids 
House has grown. These tents serve 
as additional classrooms.

GIVE A GIFT – PEACE

Around the globe, MCC supports communities’ efforts to 
work for peace.

$70 helps provide meals for two participants at a 
weeklong peace camp in Northeast Asia.

Send contributions in the enclosed envelope, donate online 
at donate.mcc.org or contact your nearest MCC office. 
(See page 2.)

http://globalfamily.mcc.org
donate.mcc.org
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MCC to partner with a faith-based organization, 
Crossroads Community Center, to fund his work in 
prisons and outreach in his neighborhood.

“We seek close connections to local Anabaptist 
churches and want their gifts to be used in minis-
try,” says Fred Kauffman, program coordinator for 
MCC’s work in Philadelphia. “Ron engages men 
and women with directness and candor, inviting 
them to take responsibility for their lives and to seek 
personal transformation.”

Angel Correa, an inmate being held on charges 
of receiving stolen property, knows Muse, now 37, from 
childhood. “Everybody can relate to him,” Correa says of 
Muse. “The way he brings the Word out is more relatable 
because of his own background.”

Correa used to be Muse’s inseparable partner in crime 
in the 1990s. They lived in a neighborhood known as 
“The Badlands,” also the title of a documentary by for-
mer Nightline anchor Ted Koppel, showing how this area 
had deteriorated into a haven for drug users and sellers.

Angel dust, also known as PCP, was Muse’s drug of 
choice as a teenager. It made him violent and unpredict-
able. It also made him money.

Like many young 
people in the neigh-
borhood, Muse was 

Transformed to transform
By Linda Espenshade 
Photographs by Silas Crews

Nearly three dozen men in blue shirts listen intently to 
MCC worker Ron Muse, turning the worn pages of 
their Bibles to find passages he refers to and jotting 

notes on papers tucked inside. More than an hour into the 
study, their attention doesn’t waver.

But Muse is no droll Bible teacher either.
“I sought the Lord and he delivered me from some of 

my fears?” he baits the men to respond.
“No,” the men answer back.
“I sought the Lord and he delivered me from all my 

fears?”
“All my fears,” the men echo. From what? “All my 

fears,” they shout.
The men Muse is teaching are all prisoners at the 

Philadelphia Detention Center, a minimum- to medium-
security prison. The majority await hearings in lieu of bail 
for crimes such as driving under the influence or burglary. 
They fear their arrests mean they won’t be able to get a 
job, that they’ll lose relationships with their families.

Muse, an MCC East Coast peace worker, spends 
10 hours a week at the prison leading Bible studies, 
meeting with inmates individually and doing “foot 
patrol” — checking in with people as he hands out Bibles 
and Christian literature that prisoners have requested.

It’s not unusual for him to see people in prison 
who he met the day before on the streets of his North 
Philadelphia neighborhood; nor is it unusual for Muse 
to invite them to his house for Bible study when they are 
released.

Across the U.S., MCC workers serve alongside local 
churches and church organizations, sharing God’s love 
as they carry out practical ministries of peace and justice. 
Muse, by building relationships in prison and on the 
streets, is laying a foundation for peace in an area where 
arrests and addiction are common.

This position grew out of MCC’s connection with 
the Kingdom Builders Anabaptist Network of Greater 
Philadelphia. Local church leaders saw Muse’s passion 
and commitment for working with prisoners and urged 

hungry, had nothing new to put on and was tired of living 
“like a bum.” He turned to the fastest way he knew to 
make money on the streets — selling drugs. Influenced by 
his churchgoing mother, Muse prayed the sinner’s prayer, 
but his lifestyle didn’t change. At 19, he was 125 pounds, 
with unkempt hair and skin mottled with purple blotches 
associated with drug use.

He says he knew, on some level, that freedom from 
addiction was based in the Bible. After getting high one 
day, he came home and started reading, “If any man be in 
Christ, he is a new creature.”

From that moment on, Muse says, he was transformed. 
“It was like Jesus stood up on the inside of me and said, 
‘You’re new.’ I felt I was new. I felt like I was on a differ-
ent plane.” He stopped using drugs. “The Word,” as Muse 
calls the Bible, became his passion.

Correa first noticed the change in Muse when he saw 
his old friend carrying his Bible on their block. “I see him 
changing and helping people after that. He gave a lot of 
us hope,” Correa says. “If he could change, we could.”

“Transformed people transform people,” Muse says 
repeatedly.

Muse’s intensity and candor, laced with humor, appeal 
to the men at the Bible study. He also gives time to indi-
vidual inmates, like John Doerr. Doerr is back in prison 
one month after being released, and he is kicking himself 
for getting drunk, which led to a long list of charges. 

Muse listens to his story, which includes repeated child-
hood abuse, trauma and abandonment.

“What God desires for you is to give you a future and a 
hope,” Muse tells him. “Why is this important? If you are 
looking forward and you know God has good things for 
you, it helps you with the present fight.”

Perhaps, Muse suggests, while Doerr’s in prison, God is 
providing him an opportunity to learn more about resist-
ing temptation and forgiving the people who hurt him.

Doerr promises to come to Bible study that afternoon 
but doesn’t show — a fact that doesn’t escape Muse. 
Not everyone he meets, whether at the prison or in his 
neighborhood, will take hold of the message he offers. 
Muse chooses not to get discouraged, reminding himself 
of Jesus’ words that some plant the seed, some water the 
seed and others harvest.

“When you are converted, you need to strengthen 
the brotherhood,” Muse says. “A lot of groups come to 
prisons and try to get people saved, but a lot of guys are 
saved. We just need to fertilize the seed. All I do is give 
them what God gave me. There’s no better job in the 
world.”  

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

Ron Muse talks with childhood 
friend Angel Correa, an inmate at 
Philadelphia Detention Center.

MCC East Coast peace 
worker Ron Muse leads a 
Bible study at the Philadelphia 
Detention Center. Muse also 
meets with individual inmates 
such as John Doerr, right.
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housing, reports MCC worker Albert 
Wright, of Garfield Heights, Ohio. In 
Mkonze, people have been building 
houses of cement brick instead of 
mud bricks because they don’t have 
to walk as far for water. The time 
required to make bricks for an entire 
house is about a month instead of 
three to four months.

BRAZIL

Addressing abuse
When a 30-year-old woman in 
Pernambuco, Brazil, told fellow 
churchgoers that her husband 
threatened to kill her, they told her a 
demon was behind it and to pray and 

GLOBAL FAMILY

A chance to learn
Around the world, MCC’s Global 
Family education sponsorship pro-
gram is bringing hope and joy to stu-
dents, including Estefani Maldonado 
in Aldea La Mealler, Honduras. As 
families in Canada and the U.S. get 
backpacks and notebooks ready for 
a new school year, we invite you to 
take a moment to reflect on the lives 
of students around the world. Go 
to acommonplace.mcc.org to find a 
photo gallery highlighting the lives of 
students at MCC-supported schools 
around the world.

Maldonado (shown above) is 
among students in preschools sup-
ported by Global Family through 
Proyecto Mujeres Amigas Millas 
Aparte (MAMA), which began 

STORY UPDATE

Disaster to development
Around the world, MCC strives to respond to 
disasters in ways that not only meet immediate 
needs, but also help communities become 
stronger and give them the tools for a brighter 
future.

In 2007, A Common Place highlighted how MCC’s 
work in western Guatemala in response to 
devastating mudslides caused by Tropical Storm 
Stan in 2005 led to development work, including 
new projects such as raising fish.

Today, MCC-supported efforts, including work 
with agricultural cooperatives and projects to 
grow fish, flowers and produce, continue to make 
a difference for farmers such as Florencio Ortiz.

“What I appreciate most about the MCC flower 
program,” says Ortiz, “is that it has helped me to 
see myself as land and business owner, rather 
than a day laborer.”

Froilan Ramos Bartolon used to travel to Mexico 
to work the coffee harvests and now serves as 
head administrator of a trout hatchery commis-
sion. “With the earnings I have made, I am able to 
improve the quality of life of my family,” he says. 
“The security of my kids’ education and diets has 
increased dramatically. I believe in what we are 
doing here through the cooperative and am 
looking forward to all the things we are going to 
accomplish.”

Sisters María Victoria Castro and Ana Castro used 
to go to market each week to buy the vegetables 
they need. Now, through a project to raise 
produce in irrigated terraces, “we do not need to 
go to the market very often,” María Victoria Castro 
says. “Instead more families are coming to our 
houses to buy the vegetables that they need for 
their consumption.”

Learn more in a photo gallery, “Guatemala: 
Finding strength in local co-ops,” online at 
mcc.org/stories/galleries.

in 1987 as an institution of the 
Honduran Evangelical Mennonite 
Church. Today Global Family 
helps Proyecto MAMA support six 
preschools, two centers for tutoring 
and support and 340 students with 
educational scholarships.

UNITED STATES

Behind the Camouflage
If a 17-year-old high school student 
in your congregation asked whether 
he or she could trust a promise 
made by a military recruiter, what 
would you say? What role should a 
church play in helping youth think 
through the questions that surround 
military enlistment? An MCC U.S. 
primer, “Behind the Camouflage,” 
helps youth pastors, mentors and 

fast. Accounts such as this led MCC 
Brazil to boost its efforts within evan-
gelical churches to combat violence 
against women by their partners. A 
book produced by MCC Brazil and 
a partner agency, Diaconia, uses this 
account and others like it to guide 
pastors and church leaders in their 
interactions with abused women and 
abusive men. “The book’s principal 
purpose is to sensitize church mem-
bers to the importance of looking 
at the problem from a Christian 
perspective and to create spaces and 
tools to protect victims,” said Oscar 
Benavides, coordinator of MCC 
Brazil’s peace program until March 
2011.

CANADA

Power of the sun
As MCC works with rural areas in 
Nicaragua to explore solar power 
and other energy alternatives, 
MCC Ontario is carrying out a 
similar mission close to home. MCC 
Ontario and Mennonite Initiative 
for Solar Energy, a program started 
by MCC to raise energy consump-
tion questions, reach out to local 
congregations with solar energy 
information nights. MCC Ontario 
has also produced a “Guide for 
Going Solar” brochure and Handle 
with Care, a four-part DVD study 
series designed to encourage and 
inspire churches to take greater care 
of God’s creation. Learn more at 
ontario.mcc.org/creationcare.

IVEP

60 years of service
For six decades, MCC’s International 
Volunteer Exchange Program 
(IVEP) has helped build connec-
tions throughout the global church. 
Through the program, begun in 
1950, 3,446 Christian men and 
women have traveled from their 
home countries to spend a year in 
Canada or the United States. Go to 
ivep.mcc.org to see a video celebrat-
ing IVEP’s 60th anniversary.

counselors explore questions such 
as these. The document, available 
in English and Spanish online at 
co.mcc.org/us/co, is designed to help 
address practical, moral and spiritual 
issues related to enlistment, including 
resources to help youth evaluate the 
promises of military recruitment.

TANZANIA

New harvests
In Dodoma, Tanzania, farmers such 
as 28-year-old Kennedy Sajiro are 
seeing the benefits of three new 
sand dams built with MCC sup-
port. Before the Mkonze sand dams 
were built in 2008, Sajiro, a father 
of four and a tomato grower, spent 
dry seasons working to break rocks 
into gravel to provide for his fam-
ily. Today, he is able to grow and sell 
tomatoes year-round. “Farming is 
much better,” he says as he relaxes 
with other farmers. Near one sand 
dam, a local schoolteacher reports 
that children now arrive for school 
on time, instead of coming late after 
hauling water, and their uniforms are 
clean, thanks to more available water 
for washing.

The changes are even visible in 

LEND A HAND

Health kits
From flooded regions of Burkina Faso 
to orphanages in the Democratic 
People’s Republic of Korea (North 
Korea), MCC health kits provide 
needed hygiene supplies and a gift of 
hope.

CONTENTS (NEW ITEMS ONLY)

1 toothbrush (adult size; leave in 
wrapper)

1 squeeze-tube toothpaste (mini-
mum 130ml / 6oz; 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). 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.

MCC news
mcc.org/news
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BECOME A SPONSOR 

For less than $1 a day, you can sponsor 
creative, community-based education 
around the world. Select from about 100 
programs in 40 countries. Go to 
globalfamily.mcc.org to learn more, or 
call toll-free, in Canada, (877) 684-1181, 
or in the U.S., (888) 563-4676.

Global 
Family

education sponsorship

http://mcc.org/stories/galleries
http://ontario.mcc.org/creationcare
http://ivep.mcc.org
http://co.mcc.org/us/co
http://mcc.org/kits
http://globalfamily.mcc.org
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MAKING A DIFFERENCE

A family effort
by Marla Pierson Lester

Ph
ot

o 
su

pp
lie

d 
by

 W
en

dy
 M

ar
tin

Ph
ot

o 
su

pp
lie

d 
by

 S
W

AP

ON ASSIGNMENT WITH MCC

“When I first arrived in Laos, I 
lived with a Lao family for sev-
eral months and their continued 
friendship and acceptance into 
their family continues to bring 
me much joy.”

FIND YOUR PLACE

MCC has 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 to see 
current service opportunities.

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

Program administrator
Name: Wendy Martin (above with Bounphan Phommachan, a mayor in 
northern Laos, and at right with Sisomphone Hinpaseuth from the Lao 
Disabled Women’s Development Center)

Hometown: Brussels, Ontario (Brussels Mennonite Fellowship)

Assignment: As program administrator for MCC Laos, I work from the 
MCC office in Vientiane, the capital city, to oversee MCC workers and our 
partnerships with district government and local nonprofit associations.

Typical day: Includes plenty of e-mail to connect with the MCC team and 
administrators. I also review project plans and reports, oversee budgets, 
negotiate travel for field visits and meet with team members. I often eat with 
colleagues at a little restaurant across the street from the office. We call it the 
“MCC restaurant,” as we are the main lunch customers. I sometimes travel to 
meet with project staff and district partners, seeing firsthand the work we do.

Joys: Living in an unfamiliar culture, with opportunity to learn and gain a 
deeper appreciation for diverse ways of understanding the world. In Laos, it 
seems that today’s plans will probably change at least five times before imple-
mentation, but I am continuously amazed at the ebb and flow of this process. 
Working in solidarity and with a focus on collaboration, it somehow just 
seems to work. Finding joy in this minimizes the frustration of the Western 
expectation that plans made two weeks or a month ago are carved in stone.

Challenge: Learning to speak Lao, which is a tonal language. If you use the 
incorrect tone you might refer to your friend as a pig, or order friend-fried rice 
rather than pork-fried rice.

Church in Bally, Pa. “We painted a ton,” says Olivia, who 
also names this as her favorite part.

But volunteers serving in SWAP also are encouraged to 
get to know the homeowners on the sites where they are 
working and to take time to listen to their stories. They 
came out to visit, Olivia says, and she was able to go in 
the house and meet family members, including a baby.

The family’s experience spread into their congregations. 
Grace Baptist in Bowie, Md., the Kendalls’ congregation, 
donated $500 for tools for SWAP. The Martins’ experi-
ence inspired fellow members at Hebron Mennonite 
Church in Hagerstown, Md., to sign up for SWAP this 
summer.

But the greatest treasure was seeing the children learn 
the lessons that come through serving.

“It was so important for them to see how people live 
and get by — and to be part of fixing things that people 
actually need to get by,” James Martin says.

Marla Pierson Lester is managing editor of A Common 
Place.

GET INVOLVED

Go to swap.mcc.org to learn more about MCC Great 
Lakes’ home repair work in Appalachia. Families should 
contact SWAP through the website or by calling 606-633-
5065, instead of applying online.

As Emily Kendall, of Bowie, Md., thought about her 
children’s tween years, she had a plan: To introduce them 
to what it means to serve others.

MCC Great Lakes’ home-repair program, Sharing With 
Appalachian People (SWAP), gave her a way to carry it 
out.

Last summer, Kendall, her two children and her parents 
volunteered together for a week in rural Kentucky, work-
ing alongside youth groups to paint, carry out repairs and 
construction tasks and worship and learn together.

“I wanted to get my kids’ hearts and minds wrapped 
around missions early,” Kendall says. “I sort of wanted to 
model to them, here’s how you do service and then to tell 
people why you do service.”

Most SWAP participants are from church or school 
groups, although individuals and families are welcome 
to take part and serve alongside other groups. Children 
under 15 must be supervised by an adult participant.

Kendall’s daughter, Olivia (above right), was 8 at the 
time, and her son, Jordan (above left), was 11. Kendall’s 
husband’s job kept him at home, so they traveled with 
Kendall’s parents, Ethel and James Martin, both in their 
70s.

“That was a really important part of it,” Kendall says. 
“They could see the legacy of what they had taught me 
being taught to my children.”

Olivia and Jordan painted with their mother, grand-
parents and with a youth group from Bally Mennonite 

http://swap.mcc.org


more than a spectator

This 
summer

  Pack some pencils. 

Give an MCC school kit to 

brighten the future of a 

student in another corner 

of the globe.

  Turn off the tap. Find 

ways to use less water. 

Pray for people in places 

such as Iraq and Tanzania, 

where MCC water projects 

help communities get 

clean drinking water and 

grow more food.

  Say hello in a new 

language. Each season 

enjoy stories and activities 

about a different country 

when you subscribe for 

free to Hello, MCC’s 

children’s publication. 

mcc.org

Mennonite Central Committee

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