
A publication of Mennonite Central Committee Spring 2016

Uprooted in Iraq | A call to welcome and caring: How 
MCC is reaching out to refugees and migrants



2  A COMMON PLACE SPRING 2016 A COMMON PLACE SPRING 2016   3

C
o

ve
r p

ho
to

g
ra

p
h:

 U
p

ro
o

te
d

 b
y 

th
e 

Is
la

m
ic

 S
ta

te
 g

ro
up

, Z
ar

ee
b

 a
nd

 H
as

so
, 1

1,
 la

st
 n

am
es

 n
o

t u
se

d
 fo

r s
ec

ur
ity

 re
as

o
ns

, r
ec

ei
ve

 M
C

C
 a

ss
is

ta
nc

e 
in

 th
e 

K
ur

d
is

ta
n 

R
eg

io
n 

o
f I

ra
q

.

Showing God’s love to a hurting world
J  R O N  B Y L E R 

M C C  U . S .  E X E C U T I V E  D I R E C T O R

How long, O Lord? Will you forget me forever? 
(Psalm 13:1)

In recent months, I visited MCC’s programs 
in Palestine and Israel, Bosnia and Ukraine, 
Lebanon, Jordan and Iraq. There are so many 
refugees and displaced people in so many 
places.

It is difficult not to echo the cry of the 
Psalmist. When, Lord, will you hear your chil-
dren crying? 

And then in my own country I see some 
respond with hate and fear to the idea of refugees coming to the U.S. We 
are not only a part of God’s solution, God’s love, for a needy world, but 
we can be part of the problem as well.

Through MCC you can be a part of showing God’s love to a hurting 
world by sharing with refugees and displaced people.

In Lebanon, a man told me that his family, despite having a large res-
taurant in Syria, left all they owned because they wanted their children to 
be safe.

Much of MCC’s work with uprooted people is helping them stay in 
their home countries and regions, but we can also help them become U.S. 
residents and citizens by supporting legal assistance provided through 
MCC’s national program and regional offices. And we can speak out for 
fairer, more just immigration laws in our own country through the chan-
nels provided by our Washington Office.

Through MCC, we can help ensure that God’s children are not forgot-
ten forever. In the face of fear, scarcity, violence and hatred, we can share 
God’s hospitality, generosity, peace and love (see a fuller statement at 
mcc.org/stories/call-generosity-hospitality-peace-love).

Thank you for joining us in showing God’s love.
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Jordan
Sharing legal rights
Refugees in Jordan often don’t have 
the documents needed for legal protec-
tion or government services. Through 
an MCC-supported project of the 
YWCA, attorney Enaam Asha, left, 
provides legal assistance to refugee and 
Jordanian women. She’s helped Syrian 
refugees, including this woman who 
asked not to be named, to gain identity 
cards for themselves and their families, 
smoothing access to medical care, edu-
cation and other services.

Philippines
Unexpected benefits
For 52-year-old Terso Talaro of Leyte 
Province, Philippines, an MCC proj-
ect to rebuild an elementary school 
destroyed by Typhoon Haiyan pro-

vided an unexpected benefit — a new 
career. Talaro received shelter mate-
rials through the MCC response. 
Then as workers were needed to help 
rebuild the school, Talaro, who had 
been farming in areas destroyed by 
the typhoon, was hired and had a 
chance to hone skills in painting and 
construction. Now, through that work, 
he has new chances to earn income for 
his family.

Congo
Mennonite hospitals
In western Democratic Republic of the 
Congo, MCC is helping to revitalize 
eight Mennonite hospitals, including 
Kajiji Hospital in Bandundu Province 
where these young people are study-
ing nursing. Over the last six years, the 
project has supported improvements 

in aging buildings and in administra-
tive, financial and pharmacy manage-
ment. MCC continues to partner with 
the hospitals as they strive to increase 
patient visits and build a more sustain-
able financial future.

Nepal
Earthquake response
In Nepal, as families affected by last 
year’s earthquakes continue to live 
in temporary shelters, MCC has dis-
tributed blankets, mattresses, plas-
tic sheeting, tarps and jackets. “This 
is very welcome, especially for our 
children,” says Sudarshan Chepang, 
shown with his wife Jamnua Chepang 
and one of their two young children. 
MCC’s earthquake response continues 
through 2016. Go to mcc.org to learn 
more about MCC’s response in Nepal.

Relief kits
M A K E  A  D I F F E R E N C E  I N  T H E  L I F E  O F  A N  U P R O O T E D  FA M I LY.  R E L I E F  K I T S  P R O V I D E  VA L U A B L E  S U P P L I E S  T O  T H O S E 

W H O S E  L I V E S  H AV E  B E E N  D I S R U P T E D  B Y  W A R  O R  D I S A S T E R .

4 large bars bath soap 

1 plastic bottle shampoo (13–24 oz; 
place in resealable plastic bag)

4 large bars laundry soap (Some stores 
carry Fels Naptha®, Sunlight® or 
Zote® brands)

4 adult-size toothbrushes 

4 new bath towels (medium weight, 
dark or bright colors)

2 wide-tooth combs (6–8 in)

1 fingernail clipper (good quality)

1 box adhesive bandages (minimum 40 
count, assorted)

1 package sanitary pads (18–24 count 
thin maxi)

Thank you for limiting your generosity 
to the items listed. 

Place contents in a box or bag and 
deliver to an MCC drop-off location. 
The kit will be repacked in a new 
5-gallon plastic pail with lid.

For drop-off locations, contact your 
nearest MCC office (see page 2) or go 
to mcc.org/kits.
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Cover
story

I R A Q

After fleeing the Islamic State group, Khider, his 
wife Saray and daughters Suzanna, 12, and 
Naomi, 22, live in an unfinished home shared by 
10 families. They share this makeshift kitchen 
with two other families.

Uprooted in Iraq
As Iraqis flee violence, 
leaving homes and lives they 
have worked for years to 
build, MCC is responding 
alongside the generosity 
of neighbors and local 
communities.
S T O RY  B Y  M A R L A  P I E R S O N  L E S T E R 

P H O T O S  B Y  M AT T H E W  S A W AT Z K Y

In an unfinished home shared by 
10 families, the damp and chill 
of rain seeps through concrete 
blocks as 46-year-old Khider* sits 
cross-legged, recalling the divid-
ing line that runs through his 
life — the early morning hours 
in August 2014 when the Islamic 
State group came into his village 

in Iraq’s Sinjar region and began killing.
* Because of security concerns, no last names 
are used.

“We left everything,” he says, describ-
ing how his family and others fled in the 
dark. Thinking they’d be gone at most a 
day or two, they took little, just them-
selves and the clothes they were wearing.

Over a year later, still in an unfinished 
shell of a building that looks more like the 
construction sites Khider used to work 
on than a home, a story from Khider’s 
family history seems close at hand. In 
1915 his family and other Yazidis, a reli-
gious minority, fled from persecution in 

 This is the 
21st century. And 
see how we’re 
living.”

what is now Turkey, saving their lives 
by putting “house and home on one 
donkey.”

But from the time Khider finished 
electrical studies in Mosul in his 20s, 
his life was shaped by a different nar-
rative — a growing career and hard 
work, graduating from small elec-
trical jobs to larger and larger com-
mercial work, stocking a shop with 
increasingly complex equipment to 
sell or rent. “My job became better 

and better by the day,” he recalls.
He could provide his wife and six 

children with whatever meat they 
wanted to eat — tender lamb, not bar-
gain chicken. When his daughter start-
ed a sewing business, he bought the 
first machine; soon she had earnings 
for a more professional one.

On a chilly morning in November 
2015, Khider points to the damp floor, 
the makeshift kitchen shared by sev-
eral families.

“Look at this building,” he implores. 
“This is the 21st century. And see how 
we’re living.”

Like others from his village, he’s 
haunted by thoughts of the young 
Yazidi women who were captured and 
likely abused or sold in marketplaces, 
and of the older people who decided 
to stay behind and haven’t been heard 
from since. He’s haunted by the uncer-
tainty of the future.

“Now, everything is lamentable,” he 
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says. “We were living an abundant life. We didn’t need any-
thing. But now we need everything.”

More than 3 million Iraqis have fled their homes since 
2014. Many like Khider’s family are finding shelter in unfin-
ished buildings and trying to figure how to meet their most 
urgent needs. They come alongside thousands of others who 
fled earlier waves of violence — from Mosul in 2004, 
Baghdad in 2006 or other areas throughout the 2000s.

MCC is responding — providing humanitarian assistance 
for food and shelter; supplying urgently needed winter items 
such as kerosene heaters, fuel, blankets and winter clothing; 
meeting other needs through MCC hygiene kits, infant care 
kits and cash; and strengthening communities by training 
and empowering youth to share and document the stories 
of trauma and resilience that are part of being displaced.

Khider’s is one of more than 750 families in northern 
Ninewa governorate receiving monthly food assistance 
through MCC partner Zakho Small Villages Project (ZSVP), 
an effort funded through MCC’s account at Canadian 
Foodgrains Bank.

Each month, families receive rice, wheat flour, lentils, 
chickpeas, bulgur wheat, oil, tomato paste, sugar, salt, tea and 
hygiene items. “The rice is the most important thing. We use 
it daily,” says Hamo, another recipient. “If it was not for your 
ration, believe me, we would suffer a lot,” adds Khudeda, 
Hamo’s neighbor.

And the food helps slow the downward spiral of loss that 
happens as families leave home.

After Khider fled, for instance, he sold the only asset he 
could bring with him, a car. Food support helps him pre-
serve what little savings he has left, knowing he’ll need it 
for other urgent needs.

Work has been scarce, so earnings only gradually catch 
up to meet the family’s basic needs. It’s hard for Khider 
to contemplate that, knowing he now has only a small 
percentage of what he used to earn and own. “How do 

Displaced families often find shelter 
in homes or buildings that are under 
construction. Khaled, 3, Sahram, 6, 
and Shawesh, 8, are on the steps of 
an unfinished house shared by 10 
families, including Khider’s. The front 
line held by the Islamic State group is 
approximately 12 miles away. The 
house is some 90 miles from the 
region families had fled.

Ten families who fled from the Islamic State 
group found refuge in this unfinished house in 
Ninewa governorate. 

“The rice is the most important thing. We 
use it daily,” Hamo says of MCC-supported 
food assistance. Hamo, shown with son 
Amran, 3, and daughter Naseem, 5, is 
struggling to meet his family’s daily needs 
and mourning his brother, who 
disappeared in 2014 as their village was 
overtaken by the Islamic State group.
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we compensate for what we lost?” he asks.
It’s not only money or things. Sometimes 

the ties of family can fray under the strain.
Two years after her husband died in a car 

accident, Fatima, a mother of six, watched 
violence begin to overtake her city, Fallujah, 
in December 2013. Her plan was to remain 
with her nearby in-laws. By Iraqi custom 
Fatima would rely on them after her hus-
band’s death.

But then her in-laws did not have enough 
room in their car to evacuate her and her 
children. They told her to go back to her 
family in Baghdad.

Fatima moved the family into her wid-
owed sister’s small home. That didn’t work 
out. Neither did living with her mother. “I 
have six children, and it’s not easy for me to 
leave a house,” she says. “Whenever we go 
to a new place, it’s a new feeling and a new 
fear. Maybe we can’t stay.”

It was time for her to be on her own. 
“I thought, if my mother can’t tolerate 
me, nobody will tolerate me,” she recalls. 
She left her two oldest children to study in 
Baghdad and came to the Kurdistan Region 
of Iraq with her other four, ages 5, 8, 14 and 
15. (Read about Fatima’s 8-year-old daugh-
ter Shams on p. 19.) 

The family moved into a tent in a build-
ing with no walls, just concrete floors, roofs 
and pillars. Water was scarce. There was 
no electricity, and her children with asthma 
struggled under the harsh conditions.

In 2015, a project of MCC and Iraqi 
organization Rehabilitation, Education 
and Community Health (REACH), funded 
through a grant from the Canadian gov-
ernment, provided six months of rent assis-
tance for an apartment for the family. “You 
can’t imagine how big a thing it is for us to 
have this apartment,” shares Fatima during 
an interview in November 2015.

When they moved in, she recalls, her 
15-year-old son celebrated the plentiful 
water in the bathroom with a long, hot 
shower, free of the insects that had plagued 
their other place.

Six months of assistance helps give 

families some respite and 
opportunity to plan for 
the future without incur-
ring debt. Fatima works 
some, cleaning house 
for a friend. Though she 
wasn’t sure what she’d do 
when the assistance ends, 
she receives help from rel-
atives and others.

“Before this, we were 
in a wrecked building. 
Now, I’m very comfort-
able. I have my own inde-
pendent home. This is very good,” she says.

As MCC’s work helps build a safety net, 
it comes alongside the generosity of Iraqis 
reaching out to newcomers in their commu-
nities. Khider tells of a local rug merchant in 
Ninewa governorate who donated his entire 
inventory to displaced families.

In another village, Zena was chosen to 
participate in an MCC-supported liveli-
hoods project because she is among the most 
vulnerable and impoverished in her com-
munity. Yet she divides the harvest from her 
new kitchen garden into three shares — one 
to sell, one for her family to eat and one to 
give for charity, often to the six displaced 
families living in a nearby home.

“I can only support them by vegetables,” 
says Zena, who is raising five children, ages 
6 months to 15 years, as her husband works 
as a day laborer in a city more than two 
hours away by car.

“I was poor. I am poor now also. If some-
body gives me something, I feel happy,” she 
says. “I want to give the same happiness to 
people.”

Another participant in the livelihoods 
project, Fawzia (read more about her life on 
p. 10), took two displaced families — a total 
of 25 people — into her house. 

Asked why she was willing to set aside 
so much of her home, her answer is simple.

“Where would they go if I don’t accept 
them?”

Marla Pierson Lester is managing editor of A Common Place magazine. Matthew 
Sawatzky is a photographer in Winnipeg, Man.

Give a gift — Where needed most
Your gift helps MCC meet urgent needs — responding in situations of disaster or crisis, 
extending care and opportunity to uprooted and vulnerable people and working for peace 
and justice. Send contributions in the enclosed envelope or give online, donate.mcc.org.

An MCC-supported project provided 
rent assistance to help Fatima and 
her children, including Abdul, 5, and  
Shams, 8, move out of a leaky, 
unfinished building and into this 
apartment in Erbil governorate.

Zena, 33, stands in her kitchen garden, part of a 
livelihoods project of MCC and Zakho Small 
Villages Project (ZSVP). She voluntarily sets aside a 
third of her harvest to give to displaced families.

MCC’s Syria and Iraq crisis response
More than $34.6 MILLION programmed in MCC’s 
Syria and Iraq crisis response

140,014 HYGIENE KITS and 30,345 RELIEF KITS 
shipped by MCC

126,207 people received EMERGENCY FOOD 
assistance (including food baskets, cash and 
vouchers)

24,490 people received FINANCIAL SUPPORT 
(cash transfers, rent assistance)

6,737 HOUSEHOLDS received a heater and/or 
heating fuel

507 individuals attended PEACEBUILDING or 
CONFLICT RESOLUTION training

290 individuals attended TRAUMA AWARENESS 
and HEALING training

(These figures, compiled in February 2016, reflect 
MCC’s response in Syria, Lebanon and Jordan 
since 2012 and Iraq since 2014.)

http://donate.mcc.org
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Cover
story

First person

Fawzia*

A participant in an MCC-supported 
beekeeping project in Iraq shares her 
experiences of being displaced from 
her village years ago and sheltering 
uprooted families in her home today.
A S  T O L D  T O  M A R L A  P I E R S O N  L E S T E R

* Because of security concerns, no last name is used.

to a different village. My husband and 
I had two children — a boy and a girl. 
Then my husband died in 1982 from 
kidney problems. He was 29 years old.

Today, I am alone. My daughter 
lives in a nearby village. 

My son went to Germany in 2014, 
after the Islamic State group came. His 
friends were telling him, “Let’s go, let’s 
go.” He didn’t have a job, so he went. A 
lot of friends went together. He is wait-
ing in Germany for asylum.

Now I have two families living with 
me — 25 people in all. They left their 
village when the Islamic State group 
came in August 2014. We knew them 
before. We would visit them when we 
went to their village. One of the men 
was a leader in the village and was 
wealthy, but now he has nothing.

They had to leave behind their land, 
their animals. It’s a very hard life. They 

have no place to go. Where would they 
go if I don’t accept them?

When I heard from Zakho Small 
Villages Project (ZSVP) that I could 
take part in a project to raise bees or 
start a kitchen garden, I chose the bees. 
In our village, my parents had beehives.

I’ve benefited a lot from this project.
Every day I work with the bees. I 

put reeds up to shade the hives during 
the summer and a nylon cover to keep 
them warm during winter. During the 
winter when there are no flowers, I boil 
sugar and water for them, checking to 
make sure their dishes remain filled. 

Sometimes as many as 20 bees will 
sting me.

I received five bee boxes in February 
2015. Now, I have 16 bee boxes.

When I divided my hives, I gave two 
back to ZSVP to give to other families. I 
also gave eight to other farmers direct-
ly. Now, if I want more beehives, I can 
divide my hives to make more hives. Or 
I can make more honey to sell.

We depend for our livelihoods on 
the money that comes from this honey.

Beekeeping is good for me. Because 
of the income generation, I look after it 
day and night.

Fawzia, 58, is part of an MCC-supported livelihoods initiative of Zakho Small 
Villages Project (ZSVP) that helps people earn more for their families by keep-
ing bees, starting kitchen gardens, raising poultry or cultivating tomatoes. In 
the background is ZSVP program manager Abid Hassan. He and other ZSVP 
staff work closely with local communities to identify people most in need and 
then partner with them in the livelihoods initiative.

I 
moved with my family for the 
first time when I was 4 or 5 years 
old. We are Yazidi (an ethnic and 
religious minority in Iraq) and 
because of this, neighbors were 
making problems for my par-
ents — breaking into our home 
and taking things.

We left by donkey and settled 
in another village in northern Ninewa 
governorate. I grew up there.

There, we had chickens, sheep, an 
artesian well. We grew wheat, barley, 
lentils and chickpeas. In the summer 
we’d cultivate watermelon. I remember 
in the winters we’d warm ourselves by 
burning hay on the stove.

We sold the majority of what we 
produced, but we’d keep enough for 
the winter. Someone would come and 
give money for what we grew, then 
take it away to sell in a town.

By the time I was 18 years old, I was 
working as a laborer for neighboring 
farmers during harvests.

Then one day in the spring of 1975, 
lorries (or trucks) came to our village.

It was a Yazidi feast day — a day 
when we would go to the temple and 
visit the graveyards, when we would 
make colored eggs and eat sweets.

Instead, about dawn, we saw the 
lorries coming and officials arrived to 
tell us we had to move to a new place, 
which was about 3 miles away. We 
heard rumors this might happen, but 
no one was expecting it then. (In the 
1970s and 80s, the Iraqi government 
forcibly relocated many Kurds, Yazidis 
and other minority groups from their 
land and collected them in towns, 
turning land over to Arabs who were 
relocated from other parts of Iraq and 

making populations easier to 
control.)

The officials had informa-
tion on each family and what 
they owned. Nobody dared to 
ask, “Why do you move us?” If any-
body asked, they would be killed.

We left by walking. We were able to 
take our sheep and chickens.

Each family had about eight mem-
bers. We were seven with my mother 
and brothers and sisters. I’m in the 
middle — three children were born 
before me and two after. My father had 
died earlier.

In the new place we didn’t have 
enough room for the people in our 
family. We sold the animals.

At the beginning, life was hard. I 
worked with my family cutting clay 
for bricks for construction. My moth-
er was making clay ovens to sell and 
doing other jobs. Among my sisters and 
brothers, we had a soldier and a teach-
er and farmers.

I spent only two years there.
In 1977, I got married and moved 

 They have no 
place to go. Where 
would they go if I 
don’t accept them?”
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Feature
story

 You shall also 
love the stranger, for 
you were strangers 
in the land of Egypt.”

(Deuteronomy 10:19)

A call to welcome and caring
At home and around the world, 
MCC and its partners are welcoming 
newcomers. We invite you to reflect 
on how you can join in God’s call to 
love and welcome some of the millions 
forced from home around the world.

‘I am so happy to get 
additional food’
When families are far from the sup-
port systems of home, the most urgent 
needs are often the basics — enough to 
eat, enough nutrition so children can 
grow.

In a refugee camp in Gambella, 
Ethiopia, MCC canned meat provided 
through International Medical Corps 
brought needed protein and nutrients 
for children 2 years and younger and 
for pregnant and lactating mothers.

“I am so happy to get additional 
food for my child,” says 19-year-old 
Nyachoat Gatkek, who fled from 
South Sudan and is shown with her 
6-month-old daughter Nyagoa. “My 
big worry these days is that my chil-
dren are not getting enough to eat and 
so not growing well.”

Withstanding winter’s chill
As Syrians have fled to new cities or villages, they’ve 
settled where they can — often in abandoned or 
unfinished buildings with little heating.

For the last three winters, MCC has supported 
projects in Jordan, Iraq, Lebanon and Syria to reach 
out to those displaced by unrest in Syria and in Iraq 
with items like winter clothing, heaters, fuel and 
blankets. In the Kurdistan Region of Iraq, Syrian 
refugees Asad, 12, and Hassan, 10, whose last names 
aren’t used because of security concerns, help their 
families carry winter clothes home from an MCC-
funded distribution.

Many families were able to carry little with them 
as they fled home, and the conflict has lasted long 
enough that children are outgrowing or wearing out 
whatever winter clothes their families could bring.

‘You are my family’
When Brian Darweesh and Reem Younes 
got married, they were living as refugees in 
Lebanon. They left their homes in Syria flee-
ing violence and a threat on Darweesh’s life. 
At their wedding there was no white dress 
and no party. Just a civil ceremony in a for-
eign country.

But then a little over a year later the couple 
had another wedding ceremony, this time in 
Winnipeg, Man. Though most of their family 
and friends were a world away, the church 
was still full.

People from Douglas Mennonite Church 
and Jubilee Mennonite Church, their new 
family and friends, gathered to support them.

The congregations sponsored the couple 
as refugees through MCC Canada’s private 
sponsorship agreement with the government. 
Douglas Mennonite also sponsored Brian’s 
sister Maysoun Darweesh, along with her 
husband and two daughters, who arrived in 
2012. 

That family has become a part of the 
church community. They’re in a small 
group, have friends in the congregation and 
Maysoun is a member of the church. “We 
didn’t feel lonely,” she says. “My family is 
very far away, but I have a family here.”

When it became clear her brother and his 
wife needed refugee status too, the church 
decided to help.

The congregation has always been sup-
portive of sponsorship, says Heidi Reimer, 
who’s on the resettlement committee, espe-
cially because many of them or their family 
members were refugees themselves. “We do 
it because we love people and we feel that 
this is what God calls us to do: to reach out, 
to welcome the stranger, to be hospitable, to 
share what we have,” she says. 

Many people from the church and com-
munity took part in the wedding. Some tai-
lored clothing or helped Maysoun make a 
traditional Syrian dessert. Much of the food 
was donated.

It’s clear that Darweesh and Younes are 
becoming part of the community, just like 
Maysoun and her family. As Younes said to 
everyone at the reception, “even if my family 
is not here, really you are my family.”
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Talking peace in the midst of war
In the wartorn city of Aleppo, Syria, with airstrikes, suicide 
bombs and fighting making headlines, an MCC-supported 
project created a stir of a different sort.

An interactive theater — part of a peace project support-
ed through a grant from the Canadian government — was 
planned to give 200 people or so the chance to see dramas 
about conflict and, through audience conversations, offer 
their own ideas and solutions.

Instead, some 1,200 people attended the three shows put 
on through the project in December 2015, success that was 
especially poignant in a city where government approval 
has to be given for any public gathering. A TV interview on 
Syria’s largest national television station spread the message 
of peace more broadly. 

To open and promote dialogue about accepting others, 
presenters take different roles in stories — for instance, the 
story of a couple from different backgrounds who want to 
marry, or a meeting of two religious leaders from different 
traditions. As the conflict heightens, presenters stop and ask 
audience members for suggestions, then incorporate those 
who answer into acting out the solution. Audience members 
have a chance to share from their own experiences.

Legal assistance in the U.S.
For newcomers to the U.S., a pressing need 
is finding help to navigate the complex legal 
process of applying to become residents 
and citizens, stresses Saulo Padilla, immi-
gration education coordinator for MCC 
U.S.

The U.S. has more than 22 million for-
eign-born, noncitizens — and only 12,000 
private immigration attorneys and 2,800 
nonprofit immigration attorneys and 
accredited staff. “The need for well-trained, 
trustworthy and honest legal services is 
urgent,” Padilla says.

For the past 14 years, MCC U.S. has been 
providing 40-hour immigration law train-
ings, building capacity for volunteers and 
nonprofit and church-based staff members 
to take their first steps toward a rigorous 
accreditation process that enables them to 
work directly with immigrants.

For graduates such as Mara Weaver, the 

training provides an intense, broad-based 
introduction to immigration law. As a 
paralegal at the Goshen, Ind., office of the 
National Immigrant Justice Center, Weaver 
continues to build on those principles.

“It gave me hooks to hang my knowl-
edge on once I started this work,” says 
Weaver, who learned of the MCC training 
and became inspired to do this work while 
in Mexico through MCC’s Serving and 
Learning Together (SALT) program.

And the impact of the training multiplies 
as each graduate works with clients. “I have 
around 75 open cases I’m working on right 
now,” Weaver says, explaining that as cases 
close others will open. 

Finding work without leaving home
MCC’s migration work isn’t just about helping people 
who are uprooted.

Around the world, MCC is helping families and 
individuals figure out ways to support themselves with-
out having to migrate.

Through an MCC-funded project in San Pedro Sula, 
Honduras, young people who have been returned back 
to Honduras after attempting to migrate are studying 
at Central American Polytechnic Institute, laying the 
foundation to work and build a more secure future at 
home.

“I know that with this training I can earn enough to 
send my daughters to school. That is what I have been 
praying and asking God for,” says Kenia Garcia, right, 
shown with fellow students Edgar Tinoco, middle, and 
Josbel Perdomo. “To return to my studies hasn’t been 
easy, but God has given me the strength to finish with 
success and to continue in the path of my dreams.”



16  A COMMON PLACE SPRING 2016 A COMMON PLACE SPRING 2016   17

Sent home . . . to a new country
Imagine being deported to a country you 
have never visited, where you don’t speak the 
language and may know little of the customs.

That’s what happened to 26-year-old 
Chhaiya Chhamm.

Technically a citizen of Cambodia, 
Chhamm was born in a Thai refugee camp 
after his mother fled from the Khmer Rouge. 
Sponsored by a U.S. church, Chhamm and 
his family moved to Denver, Colorado, in the 
early 1990s. He considered the U.S. his home.

But as a teenager, he was charged with driv-
ing under the influence of alcohol and evad-
ing arrest. After spending three years behind 
bars and another three on probation, he was 
deported to Cambodia.

A U.S. law allows noncitizens to be expelled 
if they commit a felony, three misdemeanors 
or any crime for which the sentence is more 
than one year in prison. There are more than 

500 returnees in Cambodia, according to the 
Returnee Integration Support Centre (RISC) 
in Phnom Penh, and that number is growing.

MCC supports the work of RISC to help 
returnees find their way in Cambodia. The 
center provides country orientation, tempo-
rary housing, food stipends, help to acquire 
the necessary paperwork for government-
issued identification and educational grants 
so returnees can go back to school and start a 
career in Cambodia.

Some go on to work in the trades or in the 
private sector, but the great majority work as 
English teachers. Chhamm, right, shown with 
RISC co-director Villa Kem, started work as a 
security guard at a nearby club recently and 
wants to teach English, too.

“I just hope to be successful here, that I can 
pick up this language, and learn how to com-
municate with people here,” he says.

An invitation to reflect
“A wandering Aramean was my ancestor . . . . ” 
Deuteronomy 26:5

Food shortage, environmental disaster, climate 
change, poverty and conflict push people to move. 
Land, resources, jobs, family, health and education 
pull people to move. People move voluntarily, a 
choice made after weighing the pros and cons. 
People move involuntarily, forced by violence, 
human trafficking, ethnic cleansing. 

In the Bible, the people of God were called to 
remember their story of migration. That remember-
ing led to a call to safeguard the well-being of the 
widows, the orphans and foreigners among them 
(Leviticus 19:33-34). 

Remember 
migration stories from your own life, your family 
history, migrants you have met

Consider
the impact of migration

• on families

• on communities of origin and destination 

• on levels of poverty and violence

Respond 
What do these stories say? 

How should Christians respond to migration? 

How can we respond to the call to safeguard the 
well-being of people on the move?

This exercise is from People on the Move, an 
MCC migration exhibit that is available for loan by 
churches, conferences and other groups. To learn more or 
reserve the exhibit, email exhibits@mcc.org, or contact 
MCC U.S. at 888.563-4676.

Speaking to government
Governments can extend assistance — or create 
obstacles — for people on the move both here in the 
U.S. and in other countries. 

The MCC U.S. Washington Office offers resources 
you can use to advocate to lawmakers for U.S. 
policies in line with Christ’s call to care for the 
stranger. Learn more at washingtonmemo.org/
immig.

Also, on May 22-23, U.S. congregations and indi-
viduals are invited to take part in Days of Prayer and 
Action for Peace in Colombia focusing on “Building 
peace from the ground up.” Your church can plan a 
time of worship in solidarity with uprooted people in 
Colombia and take action, encouraging peace with 
justice for all Colombians. Learn more at washing-
tonmemo.org/latin-america.

Dangers of displacement
“Did I escape from the violence in 
my home country only to suffer 
another kind of violence here?” a 
Colombian refugee wondered to 
David Sulewski, an MCC worker 
in a refugee project in Ecuador. 

When people flee from home to 
new cities or communities, they are 
isolated from the routines and pro-
tections of their communities and 
face new dangers — often including 
violence.

“We encounter many 
refugees who have suf-
fered from sexual vio-
lence not only when 
they were persecuted 
and compelled to flee 
Colombia, but also dur-

ing their flight across the border into 
Ecuador where they continue to face 
the risk of sexual- and gender-based 
violence,” notes Sulewski. Sulewski 
and his wife Tibrine da Fonseca, of 
Boston, Mass., work in an Ecuadoran 
Mennonite project to reach out to 
refugees in Quito.

In December 2015, MCC and 
other organizations joined to spon-
sor a Colombian women’s group 

that is working actively against vio-
lence to come to Quito, Ecuador, to 
share their experiences with project 
participants.

“It is impossible to forget what 
has happened to us,” one of the 
presenters told the group, “but the 
fear with which we live unites us as 
women and compels us to continue 
our struggle . . . . ”

Countries where MCC works

MCC at work: Migration and uprooted people
MCC reaches out to refugees and displaced people in times of crisis, supports 
newcomers over time and helps people find ways to support themselves without 
having to migrate. Some key current focuses include:

Africa: Meeting needs of 
refugees in Ethiopia, Kenya, 
South Africa and Uganda and 
reaching out to displaced 
people in the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo, Nigeria 
and South Sudan.

Asia: Addressing economic 
migration in Bangladesh, 
Cambodia, India, Nepal and 
other countries through 
agricultural and job training 
programs helping people earn 
a living without leaving home.

Europe: Providing more than 
$2 million of assistance to 
displaced people in Ukraine, 
including through shipments of 
MCC comforters and other items.

Middle East: Meeting 
urgent needs of people 

uprooted from home by 
conflict in areas such 

as Iraq, Syria and 
Palestine and Israel.

Latin America: 
Working with refugees 
from Colombia, giving Central 
Americans alternatives to 
migration, accompanying migrants 
through Mexico, meeting needs of 
Haitians deported from the 
Dominican Republic.

Canada: Welcoming newcomers 
by helping groups that sponsor 
refugees as they complete 
applications, prepare for arrival 
and support families once 
they’re in Canada.

U.S.: 
Supplying legal 
assistance and 
immigration 
law trainings, 
offering opportunities 
to advocate for just 
immigration policies.
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Serving and Learning Together
Name: Kara Hee-won Shin

Hometown: Vancouver, British 
Columbia (Jungdaun Korean Church)

Assignment: Through MCC’s Serving 
and Learning Together (SALT) pro-
gram, I serve with MCC partner Daima 
Initiatives for Peace and Development 
in Nairobi, Kenya.

Why I chose SALT: Last year, in my 
position as a policy research fellow, I 
realized that I was being lured to chase 
roads that promised comfort and famil-
iarity, rather than personal and spiritu-
al challenges and growth. I wanted to 
break out of this pattern and also com-
plicate my understanding of the world 
and how to approach its issues.

Typical day: My days are split among 
various peacebuilding projects across 
Kenya. One is a trauma and resilience 
initiative that works with students who 
survived an April 2015 attack on Moi 

Garissa University College that killed 
nearly 150 students. As I meet with sur-
vivors and document their stories, I have 
been astonished by their resilience. I also 
am stunned by how deeply the students 
root themselves in what was not uproot-
ed from them during the attack — their 
trust in God.

Joys: Inspiring leadership, witness-
ing how peace workers in Kenya tire-
lessly and creatively work in a context 
of historical and current violence. My 
tasks, though challenging at times, have 
stretched my understanding of the resid-
ual effects of terrorism, radicalization, 
unaddressed trauma, colonialism and 
conflict. I am grateful for this opportu-
nity to face and in a small way address 
these complex and prevalent issues.

Challenge: Maintaining an unwaver-
ing hope that the violence that haunts 
Kenya — much of which derives from 
deep-seated historic and systemic con-
flicts and injustices — can be defeated.

Explore SALT
Through MCC’s Serving and Learning 
Together (SALT) program, young 
adults from Canada and the U.S. are 
immersed in another culture for a year 
as they serve in fields such as educa-
tion, agriculture, peacebuilding and 
more. Know young adults between the 
ages of 18 and 30 who might be 
interested? Send them to 
mcc.org/salt to learn more.

Other opportunities
MCC has workers in Africa, Asia, 
Europe, Latin America and the Middle 
East, as well as in Canada and the 
U.S. Go to serve.mcc.org, contact 
your nearest MCC office or follow 
@servemcc on Twitter to learn about 
current service opportunities. MCC 
workers are expected to exhibit a 
commitment to Christian faith, active 
church membership and biblical 
peacemaking.
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“If you want to learn how to look 
at the world through the eyes of 
strangers who welcome you to 
jump in and become part of their 
lives and work . . . this is a safe 
space for you to come and do so.”
KARA HEE-WON SHIN

On assignment 

Kara Hee-won Shin chats with Amelie 
Akoth, daughter of MCC Kenya 
administrative and program assistant 
Joyfrida Anindo.

marhaba
(Say MAR-ha-bah)

My name is Shams.

Age: 8

Lives in: Kurdistan Region, Iraq

I am from the city of Fallujah but because of fighting my 
family moved here. (MCC helped her family move into 
an apartment. Before, they lived in a tent in a building 
that was under construction and had no walls but only 
concrete floors, ceilings and pillars.)

I live with my mother, a sister and two brothers. I like 
cooking, especially making dough for pizza and cutting 

vegetables for salad. 

I take a bus to a school for children who have come here from 
other places. We have classes for boys and classes for girls. There 

are 30 girls in my third-grade class.

My 5-year-old brother and I like to build houses out of blocks. We 
also make houses out of sheets and the pillows. He has his house 
and I have my house and we visit each other. Sometimes I bring a 
glass of water but I pretend that it’s tea. Sometimes I dress up in my 
mother’s clothes and head scarf.

I want to build houses someday. The 
house I build should be beautiful. I 
would put a library in my house, a 
bed, a beautiful kitchen and toys. It 
would be full of toys.

My favorite food: pizza

My favorite subject: English

What I want to be: engineer

IRAQ
How do you say hello in Arabic?

Someday Shams (her name 
means “Sun” in Arabic) 
wants be an engineer and 
build houses.

What would you take?
If you and your family had to leave home with only 
what you could carry, what would you take?

1. 

2.

3.

http://hello.mcc.org
https://twitter.com/%40servemcc
http://mcc.org/salt
http://serve.mcc.org


The plaid shirt you might 
find on an MCC thrift shop 
rack catches your eye for 
a reason – it wants to help 
people keep bees in Iraq. 
Put the money down. Let 
it follow its dream.

Those cool kicks that somehow never 
leave your closet long to help farmers 
in Chad grow healthy goats. Time to 
let go. Donate them to an MCC thrift 
shop, please.

Your sister wants a new mixing 
bowl. The bowl you spot on an 
MCC thrift shop shelf wants to 
provide food and supplies to 
earthquake survivors in Nepal. 
Give the gift that gives twice.

UNLEASH THE POWER OF STUFF.

THRIFT SHOPS
MCC

Shop. Donate. Volunteer.
thrift.mcc.org

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




