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Homeowner Elma de la Cruz, right, and Kenneth Moyer, First Mennonite Church of Champaign - Urbana 
youth sponsor, laugh with Chloe Schrieber, left, as she tries to untangle an extension cord during a 
week volunteering at SWAP in Harlan, Ky. As the youth, including Daniel Nisly-Nagele and Nathaniel 
Bidner, left to right in the background, put a sloped roof over Cruz’s house, she befriended many of the 
volunteers. 

SWAP turns strangers into friends
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by Linda Espenshade

When lunch lady Billie Noe would 
give a huge plate of spaghetti and 
extra fries to Harlan (Ky.) Inde-
pendent High School basketball 
player Anne Corey Johnson, she 

never expected that a few years later Johnson 
would be climbing over the roof of her house to 
fix a few things.

Johnson, now a junior at Asbury University, 
spent four weeks last summer coordinating a 
crew of volunteers who repaired and improved 
Noe’s house so that her husband, Robert, who 
has diabetes and congestive heart failure, can 
maneuver in his electric wheelchair. 

The youth and adults, who were volunteering 
with Sharing with Appalachian People (SWAP), 
a home repair program of Mennonite Central 
Committee Great Lakes, added a carport and 
a roofed back porch and replaced the rotting 
kitchen floor. But just as important to Noe as the 
home improvements are the relationships built 
in the process.

As the crew worked, Noe fostered those con-
nections with food like fried chicken, cornbread, 
mac and cheese and applesauce cake, served 
with a heaping helping of conversation. 

“These groups have been my godsend,” Noe 
said in July. “When they leave on Friday, I feel 
like my kids are leaving. I got their addresses so 
I can send them Christmas cards. I robbed the 
bees yesterday so that I can give them honey. It’s 
amazing that they give up their time with what 
they could do at home, to come and help strang-
ers – but we’re not strangers when they leave.”

Volunteers, predominantly from churches in 
eastern U.S., have been coming to Appalachia ev-
ery summer since 1981 to work with SWAP. Last 
summer, 871 volunteers worked on 80 houses 
at SWAP’s four locations, also including Hind-
man and Eolia, Kentucky, and Elkhorn, West 
Virginia.

Each site is directed year-round by MCC work-
ers who live in the community and meet with 
potential homeowners to assess requests for re-
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Facebook
Make sure you check out the 

new MCC Appalachia SWAP page on 
Facebook. Share photos and 
memories from your time at SWAP, 
and get the latest updates: facebook.
com/MCCAppalachiaSWAP.

Reflections from a SWAP 
summer
SWAP does more than make homes 
safe, warm and dry. Strong relation-
ships develop between staff, volun-
teers and homeowners. - Page 2

An unlikely project
At a foster home in Letcher County, 
Kentucky, SWAP volunteers went 
above and beyond traditional home 
repair work to show a five-year-old 
how much they care. - Page 3
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Prayer
Concerns

SWAP volunteers and staff
We are grateful for all the people who worked 
this past year to make SWAP a success. We 
invite your prayers for groups who will be 
coming to SWAP in 2013, as well as summer 
staff and full-time staff who live and work in 
Appalachia. As you make your summer 
plans, pray about whether you might be 
called to volunteer with SWAP. 

Keith Barr recovering from heart surgery
Please keep Keith & Charlene Barr, Location 
Coordinators in Elkhorn, WV, in your prayers 
as Keith recovers from successful quintuple 
bypass surgery. 

MCC’s work around the world
SWAP is a program of Mennonite Central 
Committee (MCC) U.S., which shares God’s 
love and compassion for all in the name of 
Christ  by responding to basic human needs 
and working for peace and justice. Pray for 
MCC’s work in more than 50 countries 
around the world. To learn more about the 
work of MCC, both domestically and 
internationally, visit mcc.org.

Anne Corey Johnson, 
Construction Site Coordinator, 
and Carrie Billett, SWAP 
Location Coordinator, discuss 
project details on the roof of a 
job site in Harlan, Kentucky. 
During a prior week, a covered 
back porch was built by a 
SWAP volunteer group.

Aalthough the physical 
work of repairing homes 
is the most visible result 
of SWAP, the relationships 
formed between staff, ho-

meowners and volunteers may be the 
most important. Several individuals 
share reflections from their experiences.

Joan Steininger serves as Location Co-
ordinator at the SWAP site in Hindman, 
Ky., along with her husband Phil and 
Fern Nafziger. 

“This summer I supervised two 
crews of volunteers doing re-
pairs on a trailer home way back 

at the head of a holler. The work was 
very difficult and the weather was ex-
tremely hot and humid, but we had one 
bright spot. The little red-haired daugh-
ter of the house was too shy to come 
out until we invited her to play with one 
of the volunteers. Every day after that 
she brought out her toys and one of us 
would spend time with her while the rest 
of the group worked. When we packed 
up our tools on the last day preparing 
to leave, she cried because she said she 
was just going to bring out her musical 
instruments and we could play music 
together.”

“This school year she is a first grader 
at the school where I tutor reading. Ev-
ery morning when I go to her classroom 
to pick up one of my students, she runs 
to throw her arms around me and an-
nounces with a beaming smile to any-
one nearby, ‘she worked on my house 
this summer!’”

Lois Thompson is a homeowner from 
McRoberts, Ky. After SWAP built her 
a wheelchair ramp this summer, she 
wrote this letter of  appreciation.

“I thank God for the Mennonite 
Organization [SWAP] and the 
provision of a ramp. My heart is 

so grateful to you all, Jeff and the won-
derful young people who came to my 
home to make a way for me to be able 
to get my powerchair  in and out of my 
home.”

“Your kindness will never be forgot-

ten, and every time I look at or walk on 
my ramp, I will remember you all. May 
God continue to bless you all and the 
work you do to make life easier for us 
[who are] in need. Again and again, I 
say, thank you.” 

Bryan Toll is a youth leader at Harlan 
(Ky.) Christian Church. He has brought 
six different groups from the congrega-
tion to serve with SWAP in their home 
community. 

“Harlan’s a small town but there 
are two different sets of people 

groups here, an upper and lower class. 
Our church is middle to upper class. 
When you get up in some of these hol-
lars, it seems like you’re in a different 
country. The kids who were brought up 
in our church and typically go to our 
school don’t have a chance to experi-
ence it any other way. That’s one of the 
great things about SWAP.”

“Most homeowners have a tale to tell. 
That’s important because some of our 
kids don’t have historic roots here. It’s 
easy to see people walking down the 
street and be judgemental. It’s given 
our kids a chance to realize that we’re 
all God’s people.”

Bryan Toll is a youth leader at 
Harlan (Ky.) Christian Church, 
who has brought numerous 
groups to serve with SWAP.

Reflections from a SWAP summer 
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Photo by Silas Crews

Do you have reflections to share 
from your SWAP experience? 
Email us your stories at 

appaladmin@mcc.org.
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By the numbers: 
2012 SWAP season

25 number of summer staff

51 number of groups that came 
 to SWAP

80 number of homeowners 
 served through SWAP 

871 number of volunteers

by Steven Erickson

With the sum-
mer of 2012 
being our 
first experi-
ence with 

SWAP, we weren’t really sure 
exactly what to expect. We 
knew we would be helping 
coordinate home repairs. We 
knew we would be supervising 
volunteers on the job and feed-
ing them back at the lodge. We 
knew there would be an oppor-
tunity to impact people’s lives 
in Eastern Kentucky in a posi-
tive way. What we didn’t know 
was how all of this would be 
accomplished.

We soon learned that this 
work would be achieved 
through a blur of days under 
the sun and nights in front of 
the kitchen sink and behind the 
lectern. Floods of volunteers 
would wash through our prem-
ises, consuming vast quantities 
of coffee and bread, employ-
ing hammers and muscles and 
shaping wood and metal into 
improved homes for people in 
this community. They came 
and we learned their names, 
their food preferences, their 
allergies, their quirks, how 
well they slept and then they 
were gone. They traveled back 
to their homes, full of news of 
Eastern Kentucky: what it is 
like here, how often it rained, 
how people lived, what food 
they ate. But they also left 
with stories of the work they 
did and who they did it for. This 
is where our learning about 
SWAP became really powerful.

We learned that as Location 
Coordinators, we are merely 
the conduit for transformation 

to happen. We help provide the 
setting where volunteers can 
draw from their well of caring. 
They can pour this caring out 
on the homeowners who they 
serve and, in turn, are blessed 
by them. We saw so much of 
this cycle. Often these blessings 
flowed despite the best plans 
we had laid in place.

At a home in Ermine, Letch-
er County, Kentucky, we had 
a laundry list of home repairs 
to accomplish. This was the 
well-known “honey-do” list. 
We probably could have spent 
the entire summer at this home, 
installing siding, repairing 
deck railings and stairs and 
building closet storage. The 
house served as a foster home 
for several children and adults 
with developmental disabili-
ties. I wasn’t really sure where 
to start with this long list, but 
I was comfortable the volun-
teers would figure it out with 
the help of the Homeowner 
and the Construction Site Co-
ordinator. They did get a lot 
of improvements completed, 
helping bring the house “up 
to code” for the children who 

lived there. But in this case, the 
real story is in the unexpected 
outcome.

Early in the week several 
volunteers discovered that 
five-year-old Michael, one of 
the boys in the house, had de-
veloped an intense interest in  
Power Rangers™. When the 
volunteers brought this new 
fascination to our attention, 
we were happy to help oblige 
them. We transported two of 
the volunteers to our city office 
to make use of the WiFi signal. 
There, they downloaded imag-
es of Mega Zord™ and Green 
Samurai™. Back at the home, 
using our PowerPoint projec-
tor, the volunteers displayed 
the image on the newly paint-
ed wall in Michael’s bedroom.

With the illustration pro-
jected onto the wall, the vol-
unteers traced out several he-

An unlikely projectReflections from a SWAP summer 
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For more information about a 
typical SWAP week, how to 
sign up your group or applying 

for summer staff, visit our website: 
swap.mcc.org.

2012 SWAP summer 
staff

Elkhorn, WV
Jennifer Arnold 
Kassandra Barrows
Evan Chapman-Crane
Tyler Godshalk 
Leslie Gruenart
Max Laughlin 
Patrick Lawrence

Eolia, KY
Jason Creech
B. J. Kilbourne, Jr.
Josh Musser

Harlan, KY
Katie Ball 
Ayla Coblentz
Kella Gross
Anne Corey Johnson
Aaron Jones
Sarah Scruggs 
Heather A Smith
Lydia Truxall
James Roland
Tammy Roland

Hindman, KY 
Rebecca Dow
David McCreary
Joyce McCreary
Jenna Miller
Cara Paden

“Unlikely” continued on page 4

New guideline for SWAP groups
Long pants or knee length shorts are the required dress code for going to the job sites. Shirts 

with sleeves are also required when going to the job sites. 

SWAP volunteers from Harvest 
Christian Fellowship in 
Reinholds, Pennylvania, 
painted a Power Rangers™ 
mural for a five-year-old boy at a 
foster home in Ermine, 
Kentucky. 
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pairs. The goal of each project is for each home to be “warm, safe 
and dry,” a refrain repeated by Harlan SWAP directors Carrie 
Billett, York, Pa., and Heather Lee Gross, Harlan. 

Volunteer Sarah Krause, who came to Harlan with her youth 
group from Forest Hills Mennonite Church, Leola, Pa., said she 
wasn’t so sure about her homeowner, Mike Mullins, at first. He 
was smoking on the porch, “drowsy looking” and didn’t seem 
very receptive, she said.  

But as she and Mullins built pantry shelves together during the 
week, she learned to know the person behind the narcolepsy and 
debilitating gout. He would show her how to do tasks and then 
tell her to take over when his pain got in the way.

“He’s a really good teacher,” she said. “It was so much fun. 
He was telling me about his past and all the odd jobs he’s been 
doing. He was talking more and more and joking a lot ‘til the 
end of the week.” 

It was relationships with Harlan youth that helped draw Ber-
lin (Ohio) Mennonite Church youth group leaders Joy and Tim 
Zuercher back to SWAP last summer. Ever since they brought 
a different youth group from Illinois to Harlan four years ago, 
they maintained Facebook friendships with several local youth 
from Harlan Christian Church, including Anne Corey Johnson.

Joy Zuercher remembers how the Harlan teens challenged ste-
reotypes the volunteers had of people living in Appalachia. “They 
(Harlan teens) were educated, liked to have fun and liked to play 
football. They whined about the fact that there’s nothing to do 
on Friday night, just like us in our rural area. It helped our kids to 
realize by hanging out with them, that we’re all very, very similar.”

The house that the Zuerchers and Harlan youth were working 
on four years ago belonged to James and Tammy Roland. At the 
time, James Roland had severe back pain and other health issues. 
Zuercher said she feared that he would no longer be walking or 
perhaps no longer living.

She was dumbfounded when she walked into the SWAP dining 
hall and saw Roland walking with a cane, laughing and talking 

with the staff and new volun-
teers. The couple had become 
SWAP volunteers, helping feed 
and give construction advice to 
visiting groups.

During the three summers it took multiple groups to build their 
house, the Rolands learned to know a lot of people. They keep 
in touch with Christmas letters and phone calls and by hosting 
people who come back. “You make friendships,” James Roland 
said. He’s not an extrovert, he said, but his favorite part of SWAP 
is the people he meets. 

At the local lumberyard where SWAP buys most of its supplies, 
part-owner Aimee Blanton said she is grateful for SWAP, not just 
for their business, but for the way they relate to the community. 

“It’s like this is their home,” Blanton said. “They have a vest-
ed interest in helping the families because this is their home. 
They’ve built relationships with the community that help in gen-
eral. SWAP, they come in and they’re just us.”

Applications are now being accepted for groups who want 
to volunteer for the summer of 2013. Information is available 
at swap.mcc.org or by calling the office at (606) 633-5065.
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Billie Noe serves food to the 
SWAP volunteers who worked 
on her home in Harlan, 
Kentucky.
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roic scenes. The volunteers could barely tear themselves away 
from this project. As the week advanced, so did the action mural 
in Michael’s bedroom. Michael was forbidden from seeing the 
progress in order to preserve the invaluable ‘wow-factor’ of the 
moment when the image was unveiled. 

As a responsible Location Coordinator, at some point I felt 
compelled to ask myself: does painting a Power Rangers™ mural 
help make this house ‘safe, warm and dry’, as our mission states? 
No. It didn’t fit that categorization at all. By rigid standards, this 
project was a waste of time.

But now, in reflection, this is the project that stands 
out to me more than anything else from this past 
summer. This is the work I will remember; the price-

less outpouring of caring showed by these volunteers. For five-
year-old Michael, this mural will probably brighten his day for 
years to come. I envy the bragging rights he now has at school. 
Having the Red Ranger™ painted on his wall is worth a lot more 
than a working exhaust fan in the upstairs bathroom.

This mural wasn’t on the honey-do list. None of the volunteers 
came to Kentucky expecting to masterfully trace the outline of 
the Red Ranger™. But when you freely pour out your caring, you 
can’t predict what might sprout up.

“Unlikely” continued from page 3


