
Prophetic Witness: 2015

This issue of the Washington 
Memo provides a look back at 
our work in 2015. There has 

been much to work on!
Throughout 2015 our office’s 

staff communicated frequently with 
government officials, meeting with 
congressional or administration of-
fices 170 times throughout the year 
and signing nearly 80 letters to the 
U.S. government on topics as varied 
as the Syria crisis to reform of the 
U.S. criminal justice system.

But there is no substitute for grass-
roots advocacy! We sent out more 
than 40 alerts, generating thousands 
of emails from people like you to 
Congress. We also were delighted to 
have visitors from various locations 
come to D.C. to meet in person with 
their congressional representatives, 

including a strong Anabaptist turnout 
for Ecumenical Advocacy Days in 
April. 

During the year staff members 
traveled to Colombia and the 
Middle East and also participated in 
a “Pipeline to prison” learning tour 
here in the U.S. We also led presen-
tations at Mennonite World Con-
ference and the Mennonite Church 
USA convention. 

We enjoyed connecting with a 
number of congregations and met 
with students from Messiah College, 
Eastern Mennonite University, the 
American Studies Program, Chris-
topher Dock High School and Iowa 
Mennonite School. 

We would love to connect with 
you in the coming year!
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Javes Benitez (left) and Rutilio Rivas, Mennonite Brethren leaders from Choco, Colombia spoke at a briefing in Washington, D.C. about the harmful effects 
of aerial fumigations on cacao-growing projects. The Colombian government later announced it was ending the aerial fumigations program. On the right is 
Charissa Zehr, MCC Washington staff.



As I write, I am struck by the 
dissonance between the words 
we proclaim in our churches 

during Advent—hope, peace, joy and 
love—and the ugliness of much of 
our public discourse in this country. 
It seems to have become acceptable—
maybe even a badge of honor—to 
spew hatred toward Muslims, refu-
gees and others who “aren’t like us.” 
All too often the people making these 

statements identify as Christian. 
These moments provide an op-

portunity to examine who we really 
are as followers of Jesus. Will we take 
seriously the fact that Jesus did not 
hesitate to associate with all kinds of 
people, including people with whom 
he seemingly had little in common? 
Will we take note that when we offer 
food to those who are hungry and 
visit those who are in prison, we are 
doing so for Jesus? Will we wrestle 
with his refusal to take up violence 
and weapons against the oppressors 
of his day?

Here in MCC’s Washington Office, 
our witness to governing authori-
ties has the most integrity when it 
is rooted in the experience, wisdom 
and practice of the church. If we put 
down Muslims or people of other 
faiths in our own individual conver-
sations, how can we call on govern-
ment officials to model respectful 
discourse? If we are not welcoming  
to refugees in our local congrega-
tions, how can we call on members  
of Congress to support the refugee  

resettlement program? The hard 
work begins with deciding who we 
will be as members of the body of 
Christ, each and every day.

It is easy to become overwhelmed 
when we think about the problems 
of our day—racism, income inequal-
ity, climate change, gun violence and 
terrorism. The problems seem so big 
and our efforts seem so small. When 
God called the prophet Jeremiah to 
be “a prophet to the nations,” he 
protested that he was too young, 
too inexperienced, not up to such 
a daunting task. God reassured 
Jeremiah that he would give him the 
words to say. 

One step at a time, one word at a 
time, we must choose who we will 
be as followers of Jesus. We must 
seek God’s grace to live out hope, 
peace, joy and love in our personal 
lives, congregations and communities 
and then to speak with integrity and 
authority to governing officials.  
—Rachelle Lyndaker Schlabach

DIRECTOR’S LETTER

Who will we be?

Responsive reading from  
Jeremiah 1:4-10

Leader: Now the word of the Lord came to 
me saying,

Together: “Before I formed you in the womb  
I knew you, and before you were born I  
consecrated you; I appointed you a prophet  
to the nations.”

Leader: “Ah, Lord God! Truly I do not know 
how to speak, for I am only a boy.”

Together: “Do not say, ‘I am only a boy’;
 for you shall go to all to whom I send you,
 and you shall speak whatever I command  
  you.
 Do not be afraid of them,
 for I am with you to deliver you.”

Leader: Then the Lord put out his hand and 
touched my mouth; and the Lord said to me,

Together: “Now I have put my words in your 
mouth.
 See, today I appoint you over nations and  
  over kingdoms,
 to pluck up and to pull down,
 to destroy and to overthrow,
 to build and to plant.’
 I appointed you a prophet to the nations.  
  You shall speak to all to whom I send  
  you.” 
 Amen.
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Mass incarceration is a term 
that has been used more and 
more frequently in the U.S. 

and particularly in Washington this 
year. Sadly, it is an apt description of 
the state of the criminal justice system 
in the United States. 

The U.S. currently incarcerates an 
estimated 2.3 million people, more 
than any other country in the world. 
Decades of harsh policies such as 
mandatory minimums for illegal 
drugs have seen the prison population 
grow by more than 500 percent since 
1980. African-American and Latino 
communities have been particularly 
hard hit by these policies, with recent 
statistics showing that while white 
men have a one in 17 chance of going 
to prison, African-American men 
have a staggering one in three chance. 

After years of trying to incarcerate 
their way out of drug addiction and 
other issues, some members of Con-
gress have realized that reforms are 
needed. On October 22, the Senate 
Judiciary Committee passed the Sen-
tencing Reform and Corrections Act 
(SRCA). If approved, the bill would 
be the first step toward tangible re-
forms of our criminal justice system.

The SRCA would cut some man-
datory minimums, mostly for drug 
offenses, and provide a number of 
other ways to reduce sentences. The 
bill would also allow some people to 

take part in work-release programs 
and would retroactively apply the 
2010 Fair Sentencing Act, which 
greatly reduced the disparity in sen-
tencing between crack and powder 
cocaine. 

The SRCA’s provisions for juve-
niles, while limited, are an important 
step forward. The bill would end the 
use of life without parole for juveniles 
and most cases of solitary confine-
ment. Both are important acknowl-
edgements of the need to treat juve-
niles differently from adults in the 
criminal justice system. 

The bill has a good chance of pass-
ing in 2016 and needs your support. 
But even if it becomes law, many 
reforms will still be needed in the 
U.S. criminal justice system. For-
merly incarcerated people frequently 
struggle to re-enter society due to the 
many barriers that have been erected 
against them. Limitations on vot-
ing, receiving public assistance and 
employment are among the many 
challenges faced by returning citizens. 

Furthermore, mass incarceration 
will not simply disappear with the 
passage of the SRCA. U.S. prisons 
will still be filled with citizens, dis-
proportionately African-American 

and Latino, who continue to be part 
of the largest prison population in 
the world. So while we support the 
SRCA and other reforms, we ac-
knowledge that these are first steps 
on a long road to justice. 

In addition, MCC U.S. continues 
to support gun safety measures that 
are critical for all Americans. Repre-
sentatives from several Brethren in 
Christ churches in Pennsylvania came 
to Washington this year to advocate 
for gun safety measures. Despite this 
and other advocacy efforts, Con-
gress failed to consider, much less 
pass, serious gun reform in 2015.  
—Joshua Russell 

Crime and justice

Pipeline to prison

In September 2015 MCC East Coast and the 
national Restorative Justice program spon-
sored a “Pipeline to prison” learning tour with 
16 participants. The tour provided a frame-
work for hearing about issues of mass incar-
ceration within the U.S. Participants toured 
the “Healing Walls” project that is part of 
the Mural Arts Program in Philadelphia. This 
mural was designed and painted by com-
munity members victimized by crime, victim 
advocates and inmates at Graterford Prison 
seeking to bring healing to their community. 
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Jason Gerlach (center), associate pastor at Community Mennonite Church in Harrisonburg, Va., speaks 
at a congressional briefing in November about the need for reforms to the criminal justice system.

Take part in The New Jim Crow 
Project!

If you and your congregation are interested 
in learning about mass incarceration in more 
detail, consider participating in this new initia-
tive from MCC. Designed for Sunday School 
classes and small groups, participants use 
a Christian study guide to explore Michelle 
Alexander’s acclaimed book, The New Jim 
Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Color-
blindness. MCC will work with you to adapt the 
materials to fit your needs and will facilitate 
discussions afterward with other Anabaptist 
congregations around the country through a 
series of webinars. 



Executive actions: Due to congressio-
nal inaction on immigration reform 
legislation, President Obama took 
executive action at the end of 2014 to 
allow some undocumented immi-
grants to stay temporarily in the U.S. 
This action would have expanded 
the Deferred Action for Child-
hood Arrivals program and added 
a new Deferred Action for Parents 
of Americans program for undocu-
mented parents of U.S. citizens or 
permanent residents. These programs 
were to go into effect in May 2015 
but were blocked by a federal judge 
in February after Texas and 25 other 
states sued. The case is now headed 
to the Supreme Court where a ruling 
is likely in June.

Central American migration: In 2014, 
as a result of increasing numbers of 
migrants coming to the U.S. from 
Honduras, El Salvador, and Gua-
temala, the Obama administration 
opened two new family detention 
centers. A series of court cases have 
curtailed the practice somewhat and 
families are now reportedly being 
held for weeks rather than months. 
One facility, in Berks, Pa., is sched-
uled to close in February when its 
license expires (the state is refus-
ing to renew it). The private prison 
companies which run the other two 
facilities, both in Texas, are trying to 
obtain a state license to hold chil-
dren (in order to get around one of 
the court rulings). We have strongly 
advocated against the use of family 
detention.

Pastor Max: On March 3, Mennonite 
pastor Max Villatoro was detained 
by U.S. Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement (ICE) agents as part of 
a nationwide sweep that picked up 
more than 2,000 immigrants. Villato-
ro came to the United States in 1995 
and has a wife and four children in 
Iowa City. After an unprecedented 
campaign calling for his release, he 
was deported to Honduras on March 

20. Though the campaign did not 
succeed, supporters are hopeful that 
the advocacy on behalf of Villatoro 
may have prevented similar nation-
wide sweeps. Washington Office staff 
continue to work with partners in 
D.C. and Iowa to bring Max home 
to his family and to raise awareness 
about how such deportations violate 
stated ICE policies and needlessly 
separate families.

Office activities and new resources: 
Washington Office staff met with 
White House officials to discuss 
family unity and Central American 
migration. As part of the advocacy 
for Pastor Max, we also met with 
various Department of Homeland 
Security and ICE officials, including 
ICE director Sarah Saldaña. Staff 
also spoke at a congressional brief-
ing, were interviewed by MundoFox, 
participated in a fast outside of ICE 
headquarters, and created petitions, 
action alerts, and articles to raise 
awareness and encourage advocacy.

Our staff continues to co-chair 
the Interfaith Immigration Coali-
tion and collaborate with partner 
organizations on letters, campaigns 
and webinars. We also published a 
piece in The Mennonite detailing the 
November 2014 executive action. 
New resources include the “Worst 
of the Worst” report describing how 
the detention of pastor Max Villatoro 
and others was in direct violation of 
ICE guidelines. 

Looking ahead: Unfortunately, it is 
extremely unlikely the U.S. Congress 

will pass an immigration reform bill 
this year or any time soon. In 2016 
we expect to see more bills proposed 
to increase immigration enforcement, 
including border militarization. The 
Obama administration will likely 
continue to respond to the influx of 
Central American refugees by detain-
ing families and assisting Mexico in 
strengthening their border security 
and interior enforcement. —Tammy 
Alexander
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Tammy Alexander speaks at a congressional briefing after the detention of Mennonite pastor Max 
Villatoro.
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Immigration 

Immigration resources

MCC U.S. Washington Office  
immigration resources 
washingtonmemo.org/immig

Wall to Wall, Part 2:  
The U.S.-Mexico Border Wall 
washingtonmemo.org/newsletter

Petition for pastor Max Villatoro 
mcc.org/get-involved/advocacy/ 
alert/bring-pastor-max-home

People on the move immigration 
exhibit 
mcc.org/peopleonthemove

Mennonite Church USA Radical  
Hospitality Sunday school series 
mennoniteusa.org/radicalhospitality

“Worst of the Worst” report 
mcc.org/worstoftheworst

Start a documentation program  
in your church 
mcc.org/immigration-toolbox



In December, delegates from more than 190 countries 
met outside Paris and, for the first time in more than 
20 years, created a legally binding agreement to address 

climate change. Earlier in the year, President Obama 
pledged to cut U.S. emissions by 26-28 percent by 2025. 
Obama also pledged $3 billion to the Green Climate Fund 
over three years, with the goal of helping lower-income 
communities around the world adapt to and mitigate the 
effects of climate change.

One thing advocates will be watching in 2016 is 
whether efforts such as the Green Climate Fund are trans-
parent and fully include input from the communities they 
seek to help. Getting funding through the congressional 
budget process each year will likely be an uphill struggle. 
Additionally, Congress is expected to debate various 
pieces of legislation designed to undermine the U.S. pledge 
for cutting emissions.

Our office is now represented on the board of Creation 
Justice Ministries, which works with several major Chris-
tian denominations and regional faith groups on creation 
care policy. Learn more at creationjustice.org. —Tammy 
Alexander

Seedlings getting ready for transplant as part of an MCC-supported project 
in Zimbabwe. 

Michael Bade/MCC

Children in Mesang district in Cambodia are at high risk for human trafficking, 
migration and exploitation because of lack of jobs and opportunities for young 
people. MCC’s Global Family program supports sewing classes that enable 
students to open their own businesses, helping their families survive without 
leaving their villages. 

Environment 

Trafficking 

washingtonmemo.org/trafficking 

Although many students in the U.S. learn that slavery ended in the 19th 
century, there are more slaves in the world now than at the height of 
the Atlantic slave trade. Human trafficking is the modern-day practice 
of enslaving men and women, both as forced laborers and in the com-
mercial sex industry. 

In 2015 our office increased its work on human trafficking. Our 
staff participate in a new interfaith working group on trafficking in D.C. 
which began meeting over the summer. A new web resource page with 
an updated policy brief and information about current legislation is now 
available at washingtonmemo.org/trafficking. Sign up to receive action 
alerts there as well.
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This past summer on a visit to the 
region, multiple Syrian refugee 
families in Lebanon and Jordan 

shared with me their desperation as 
the United Nations and international 
organizations cut back assistance due 
to lack of funding. Although most 
families want to stay as close to home 
as possible, as families exhaust their 
savings, it is not surprising that some 
have chosen the risky journey to 
Europe and elsewhere.

The media images of thousands 
of refugees trying to enter Europe 
in August and September brought 
much greater attention to the Syrian 
crisis in Washington. Unfortunately, 
possible links with the Paris attackers 
to the Syria conflict, followed by the 
shooting in San Bernardino, Calif., 
heightened scrutiny of refugees and 
others. 

In December Congress moved 
to tighten restrictions on the Visa 
Waiver Program for individuals who 
have traveled to Iraq, Syria, Iran or 
Sudan. The Visa Waiver Program 
is a reciprocal program that allows 
people from certain countries to enter 
the United States without a visa. 

There are some signs of hope of 
moving toward a negotiated solu-
tion to the crisis in Syria. Iran is now 
included in diplomatic negotiations, 
along with Russia, Saudi Arabia, 
Turkey, the United States and others. 
Still to be determined is what Syrian 
representation, from various perspec-
tives, in such talks will look like.

Our office continues to call for 
the United States to strongly support 
such diplomatic efforts and to cease 
U.S. military involvement in Iraq and 

Syria, including airstrikes against the 
Islamic State group and military as-
sistance to Syrian opposition groups. 
We also continue to call for greater 
funding for humanitarian assistance 
and for more generous policies for 
refugees seeking a new home. Be 
sure to sign up for our Middle East 
action alerts at washington.mcc.org 
if you would like to receive these on 
a regular basis. —Rachelle Lyndaker 
Schlabach

Give to MCC’s Syria and Iraq crisis 
response 
mcc.org/syria-iraq

As the Syrian war continues and the group calling itself the 
Islamic State pushes its way into parts of Iraq and Syria, fami-
lies often leave their homes and seek shelter in nearby towns. 
When the battle moves there, they flee again to another town or 
temporary shelters or neighboring country, usually arriving with 
only their official papers and the clothes on their backs.

Wherever the displaced people and refugees go, they need 
safety, shelter, friendship, food and water, education and jobs. 
MCC works with partners in Iraq, Lebanon, Jordan and Syria 
to do all that we can with your gifts to meet those needs in the 
name of Christ. 

The humanitarian crisis in Syria and Iraq continues.  
You can help. 

Sarah Adams/MCC
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Syria crisis 

An “informal tented settlement” is home to Syrians taking refuge in the Bekaa Valley of Lebanon. 
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Palestine  
and Israel 

Sadly, violence continued to 
increase in 2015 for both Pales-
tinians and Israelis. According 

to the United Nations, in October 
and November, 103 Palestinians 
were killed and 11, 299 wounded; 
17 Israelis were killed and 182 
wounded. Although the violence has 
taken place in the context of Israel’s 
military occupation, including strict 
limitations on movement, home 
demolitions and the blockade of 
Gaza, the U.S. Congress has placed 
the blame for the violence on the 
Palestinian Authority.

Currently the U.S. government is 
negotiating a new Memorandum of 
Understanding with the Israeli gov-
ernment, reportedly to provide up to 
$4.5 billion in military aid each year 
for 10 years, starting in 2017. The 
U.S. currently gives Israel about $3.2 
billion per year.

There were some hopeful signs on 
Capitol Hill, however. Over the sum-
mer, 23 members of Congress signed 
letters to Secretary Kerry raising 
concerns about Israel’s detention of 
Palestinian children. Additionally, 11 
members signed a letter of concern 
regarding the Palestinian village of 
Susiya, which was slated for demoli-
tion by the Israeli military. Thanks 
largely to international advocacy, 
Susiya is still standing. But Israel did 
step up demolition of Palestinian 
homes and structures in other parts 
of the West Bank.

Throughout the year our office 
sent out regular alerts on Palestine 
and Israel and led workshops on 
Palestine and Israel at the Mennonite 
Church USA convention and Menno-
nite World Conference. We also met 
regularly with congressional offices 
and helped to organize letters to Sec-
retary Kerry on the current violence 
and also on Susiya and the forcible 
transfer of Bedouin communities.  
—Rachelle Lyndaker Schlabach

Armed drones

The U.S. continues to use armed 
drones in several countries to 
conduct what it calls “targeted 

killings.” Marginalized communities 
continue to suffer the effects of one 
of the deadliest programs of Barack 
Obama’s presidency. Despite con-
cerns raised by a number of human 
rights organizations and an increasing 
number of former military personnel, 
it seems as though the use of lethal 
drones will remain for the time being. 

Christian, Muslim, Sikh and Jewish 
organizations have expressed grave 
concerns about the drones program 
and joined together in a public letter 
to President Obama in June. Ron 
Byler, MCC U.S. executive director, 
was one of 29 leaders who signed 
the letter. The letter and broader 
interfaith collaboration grew out of 
a conference on drones at Princeton 
Theological Seminary in January 
2015. —Joshua Russell

Cheryl Zehr Walker/MCC

Iran

In July, a historic agreement 
to limit Iran’s nuclear pro-
gram was reached between 
Iran, the United States and 
five other nations. The 
agreement is a significant 
step forward for relations 
between Iran and the United 
States and a victory for 
nuclear non-proliferation. 

Thanks in no small part 
to grassroots advocacy, 
Congress failed to pass a 
“disapproval” resolution 
within the 60-day review 
period, paving the way for 
the agreement to go into 
effect. 

In November the United 
Nations’ nuclear monitoring 
agency reported that Iran 
is taking the first steps to 
comply with its obligations 
under the agreement.
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Colombia

For three years, the world has 
been watching as peace negotia-
tions between the Colombian 

government and the Revolutionary 
Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) 
have moved forward, despite some 
tense moments. A key moment in 
2015 was the signing of a transitional 
justice accord and the inclusion of 
a diversity of victims’ voices at the 
negotiating table in Havana. There 
were welcome signs of support from 
the U.S. government as they em-
braced the peace process in concrete 
and visible ways, including the ap-
pointment of a U.S. special envoy for 
the Colombian peace process. 

We also celebrated the end of the 
aerial spraying program as a method 
for coca eradication, a practice that 
was harmful to farmers of legal 
crops, rural communities and their 
water sources. MCC has raised con-
cerns about this program for many 
years. The World Health Organiza-
tion’s declaration that the herbi-
cide used for spraying was a likely 

carcinogen finally led to the change in 
the Colombian government program, 
which has received significant fund-
ing from the U.S. government.

Our office was delighted to host 
several delegations of Colombian 
partners during the summer months 
to highlight the importance of issues 
like religious freedom in conflict 
areas, conscientious objection, and 
forced recruitment practices of the 
Colombian military. We also hosted a 
briefing in the Capitol on the harm-
ful effects of fumigations, including 
as panelists our Mennonite Brethren 
partners from Choco, where cacao 
development projects have been 
particularly affected by indiscriminate 
aerial sprayings. 

As we look to 2016, there is much 
hope on the horizon for the final sign-
ing of a peace accord. Many within 
the U.S. government have expressed 
that this is a top priority. While this 
public support for peace is positive, 
it will be crucial to ensure that the 
U.S. remains engaged in the critical 

post-conflict period where the imple-
mentation of the agreement must 
take root quickly to be successful. 
Congress will need to reevaluate the 
financial support that has been given 
to Colombia in the past, reallocating 
military aid to fund alternative devel-
opment and ensuring the Colombian 
government has the capacity and will 
to implement the peace accords in 
every region. —Charissa Zehr

Days of Prayer and Action for 
Colombia

In solidarity with the Colombian Mennonite 
Church, MCC organizes an annual ecu-
menical campaign of prayer and advocacy, 
a clarion call to pray for those caught in a 
conflict that tears apart Colombia’s social 
fabric. Participants are encouraged to 
contact the U.S. government which plays a 
large role in the ongoing conflict. 

The theme for 2015, “Tomorrow’s Peace 
Starts Today!” focused on the anticipation 
of a signed peace accord in the near future, 
while asking for programs that ensure a 
lasting peace is built from the ground up. 

To learn more, visit facebook.com/
DoPAColombia. Stay tuned for efforts in 
2016.
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A delegation from MCC Colombia partner organizations, Justapaz and Mencoldes, meets with Rep. Ruben Gallego (D-Ariz.) in July. 
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Haiti 

L ooking back at the recovery 
plans and billions of dollars 
the U.S. government spent on 

post-earthquake reconstruction 
in Haiti, much attention has been 
placed on a lack of transparency 
and follow-through on those plans. 
The Assessing Progress in Haiti Act, 
which became law in 2014, requires 
annual reporting on the investments 
and projects and how plans will 
adapt moving forward. The report, 
released in 2015, has been crucial 
for congressional oversight and 
reporting on U.S. government spend-
ing in Haiti.

Attention shifted over the summer 
when the government of the neigh-
boring Dominican Republic began 
strictly enforcing laws that stripped 
many Dominicans of their citizenship 
because they were born to Haitian 
parents. This began an alarming 
migration crisis, with violence and 
intimidation driving many Haitian 
migrant workers and Dominicans 
of Haitian descent to head for the 
Haitian border. 

The U.S. government has also 
given much attention to the political 
situation and developing electoral cri-
sis of recent months. After five years 

without elections, the three rounds 
planned for August, October and 
December were essential for restor-
ing democratic leadership in Haiti. 
The U.S. helped to fund the elections 
and has given much oversight to the 
process. 

However, when observers in the 
first round of presidential elections 
in October reported high rates of 
fraud, the U.S. administration was 
silent. It will be critical in the com-
ing weeks and months for the U.S. 
to uphold the need for free and fair 
elections in Haiti, support investiga-
tions of fraud and help the current 

electoral council in Haiti make 
adjustments for the forthcoming 
presidential runoff. 

MCC’s advocacy throughout the 
year was coordinated with these 
crucial moments in mind. In March a 
week of events on Capitol Hill titled 
“Haiti for Whom?” drew attention 
to the inequality in Haitian society 
and the injustices of the development 
model being implemented by interna-
tional actors. 

In August the “Days of Prayer 
for the Displaced” campaign high-
lighted the plight of people fleeing 
the Dominican Republic and the 
humanitarian crisis at the Haitian 
border. It culminated in a petition 
sent to the Secretary of State, urging 
the U.S. to ensure the protection of 
stateless people and to use its strong 
relationships with both the Haitian 
and Dominican governments to foster 
dialogue and solutions to the ongoing 
crisis. In October, the Face | Justice 
campaign brought attention to the 
ongoing cholera crisis, seeking to 
raise the visibility and demands of 
victims and survivors. 

Our work endeavors to bring the 
voices of our partners in Haiti to bear 
on these pressing issues and to con-
tinue to raise the importance of equal-
ity and human rights for all Haitians 
within U.S. policy and diplomacy 
towards Haiti. —Charissa Zehr

Nigeria

In March 2015, Nigeria elected a 
new president, Muhammadu Bu-
hari. The U.S. has since increased 

military assistance to Nigeria, spe-
cifically to aid the fight against the 
armed group, Boko Haram. 

However, this militarized approach, 
used for “security” and “protection” 
of the people, fails to address the 
root causes of the conflict and only 
serves to continue cycles of violence, 
displacement, and destruction. As 
many as 1.7 million people have been 

displaced from their homes and com-
munities as a result of already existing 
violence, while many lack access to 
food, education and health care. 

MCC continues to advocate 
that more military action will not 
bring justice or sustainable peace 
to Nigeria. Instead, trauma aware-
ness and resilience programs, as well 
as interfaith community initiatives 
create a space where healing and 
open dialogue can occur. —Katherine 
Crosby

Faces of cholera victims on display near the United Nations in New York for the launch of  
Face | Justice campaign.
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Democratic Republic of the Congo

The Democratic Republic of the 
Congo continues to work for 
peace and stability after years 

of violent conflict. Though the rebel 
group M23 officially surrendered 
in 2013, many other armed groups, 
including the Democratic Forces for 
the Liberation of Rwanda (FDLR), 
as well as the Congolese army carry 

on fighting a complex battle over 
resources, land and identity. The 
fighting has also caused widespread 
destruction of land and livelihoods, 
displacing nearly 2.7 million people, 
according to the United Nations.

Widespread attention this year 
has been given to the upcoming No-
vember 2016 elections. The current 
president, Joseph Kabila, came to 
power in 2001 when his father was 
assassinated. Kabila was re-elected 
in 2006 and 2011, and there is some 
controversy over whether or not he 
will try to change the two-term con-
stitutional limit and maintain power 
by postponing elections. The U.S. 
government has consistently voiced 
that Kabila should step down and 

allow a peaceful transfer of power to 
take place. 

In November 2015 our office 
helped to host a delegation that 
visited the U.S. to talk with policy-
makers and other supporting orga-
nizations about ensuring a peaceful 
and stabilizing election process. The 
delegation, representing the Church 
of Christ in Congo, spoke about 
the pivotal role faith communities 
and civil society play in democratic 
change. They advocated that educa-
tion for citizens is as essential as the 
changing political actors in the demo-
cratic process. MCC will continue to 
work with these partners in 2016 as 
the election process unfolds.  
—Katherine Crosby

Global food and hunger

In February 2015 the Food for Peace 
Reform Act was reintroduced in 
Congress. The bill proposes to re-

form U.S. food aid so that funds can 
be used more efficiently and therefore 
reach far more people in need. 

The bill would allow food aid 
from the U.S. to be produced and 
purchased near the communities 
receiving aid, change restrictions on 
shipping that cost time and money, 
and remove the policy of “monetiza-
tion,” which causes the loss of 25 
cents of every dollar and is damaging 
to local markets. With these changes, 

it is estimated that the bill could free 
$440 million annually, impacting an 
additional 8 million to 12 million 
people. One in nine, or 805 million, 
people suffer from chronic hunger 
and malnutrition today. 

In addition to supporting the Food 
for Peace Reform Act, our office cel-
ebrated World Food Day on October 
16 by joining in advocacy and aware-
ness efforts, as well as providing 
worship and informational resources. 
World Food Day is a project initiated 
by the United Nations in 1945 to 
increase awareness about issues re-

lated to global hunger, food security, 
and agriculture, as well as to foster 
support for peace and development 
related to these issues. —Katherine 
Crosby

Katherine Cessar (center), staff for Sen. Toomey 
(R-Pa.), met with MCC staff (left to right) Luke 
Schrock-Hurst, Charles Kwuelum and Laura and 
Ken Litwiller about the Food for Peace Reform Act.

Residents of the Mubimbi camp in Democratic 
Republic of the Congo, displaced from their 
homes, collect eggplant harvested from an 
MCC-supported community garden.
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Get connected

If you do not already receive updates from our office, be sure to visit washington.
mcc.org to sign up for action alerts, as well as the E-Memo, our monthly round-up.

Our staff are also available to speak in churches on a variety of topics. Contact 
us at mccwash@mcc.org.

ECC Photo/Patrick Bulonza



How to be an advocate

Christian political advocacy is a 
powerful opportunity for us to 
engage decision makers from a 

faith-based perspective and to show 
love for our neighbors in a tangible 
way. 

Visiting a legislator’s office, either 
locally or in Washington, D.C., is the 
most effective way for a citizen to do 
advocacy. Meeting locally with your 
legislator works best during congres-
sional recesses. 

Here are some tips for making a 
congressional visit:

■■ Schedule your visit, preferably at 
least two weeks in advance, speci-
fying the issue you would like to 
discuss. Mention a preferred date, 
length of meeting, and the number 
of people coming. 

■■ Choose a specific issue to discuss 
and assign roles if you are visiting 
as a group.

■■ Prepare for the visit by researching 
information on your legislator’s 
co-sponsorship of bills and previ-
ous votes. The Washington Office 
is happy to help with this.

■■ Keep it short and simple. Keep your 
main message clear and concise, 
between three to five points. If 
possible, include personal stories. 
Listen well and feel free to ask 
them questions. 

■■ Leave materials. It is useful to bring 
supporting materials or position 
papers to leave with the person you 
meet. 

■■ Write a follow up letter thanking the 
legislator or staff member for the 
meeting. Reiterate your position. 

■■ Let us know how it went! 

Emails and phone calls are also excel-
lent ways to educate and persuade 
your member of Congress. 

■■ Identify yourself as a constituent.

■■ Keep it short and focus on one 
subject. 

■■ State your purpose and be clear 
what action you are asking the con-
gressperson to take. 

■■ Personalize your message. MCC 
often provides sample letters or 
call text. Personalize them and use 
them to guide your own message 
instead of copying them word-for-
word. Include personal stories and 
connections to your district. 

■■ Say “well done.” Be sure to thank 
your members of Congress when 
they vote the right way or take a 
courageous stand!

Use social media accounts to talk to 
your members of Congress.

■■ Facebook: Monitor and contribute 
comments to your representative 
and senators’ official Facebook 
pages. Post things you find mean-
ingful and helpful and tag your 
congressperson (i.e.  
@[name of congressperson]) to 
your posts. 

■■ Twitter: Use Twitter to share what 
you are doing with your members 
of Congress by sending them a 
direct tweet or mentioning them 
in your tweet. Look up a specific 
hashtag for topics you are tweeting 
on by using tagdef.com. 

*
*

*

WASHINGTON MEMO is published three times 
a year by Mennonite Central Committee U.S. 
Washington Office staff. Subscribe or change 
your address by sending an email to mccwash 
@mcc.org or by calling (202) 544-6564. 

Staff: Tammy Alexander, Charles Kwuelum, 
Rachelle Lyndaker Schlabach (Director and  
Managing Editor), Joshua Russell, Charissa Zehr. 
Katherine Crosby also wrote for this Memo.

All biblical quotes are from the New Revised 
Standard Version, unless otherwise noted. 

IMPORTANT ADDRESSES

Senator ______________
U.S. Senate 
Washington, DC 20510
(202) 224-3121
senate.gov

Representative ______________
U.S. House of Representatives
Washington, DC 20515
(202) 224-3121
house.gov

President Barack Obama
The White House
Washington, DC 20500
(202) 456-1111
president@whitehouse.gov

GET INVOLVED!

•	 Check	out	our	website	at	 
 washington.mcc.org. 
•	 Read	our	blog	at	washingtonmemo.org. 
•	 	Follow	us	on	Twitter at twitter.com/ 

mccwashington. Like us on Facebook  
at facebook.com/MCCWashingtonOffice. 

UPCOMING DATES

April 15–18
Ecumenical Advocacy Days
Lift every voice! Racism, class and power
Washington, D.C.
advocacydays.org

Thank you!

Many thanks to the following interns 
who were part of our staff in 2015:

•	Sara Ritchie

•	Sunju Lee

•	Matt Hershey

•	Lakka Benti

•	Katherine Crosby
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mcc.org/learn/more/new-jim-crow-project

Participate in The New Jim Crow Project  
with your small group or Sunday School class. 

The U.S. puts more people in prison than any country in the world.

African-American men have a 1 in 3 chance of going to prison 
during their lifetime.

White men have a 1 in 17 chance.

Do you want to learn why? 

The New Jim Crow


