
Prophetic witness: 2016

2016 was quite a year. 
In March we noted the sober anni-

versary of five years of war in Syria. 
In the summer the Supreme Court 

tied on a crucial immigration case, 
dashing the hopes of millions who 
would have received some protection 
from deportation. 

Decades of civil war in Colombia 
finally came to an end with a peace 
accord that was narrowly rejected by 
voters, then re-worked and approved. 

Native peoples from many tribes 
and their allies came together to pro-
tect their water and speak out against 
the Dakota Access Pipeline. 

And then, of course, there was 
the U.S. election, full of contentious 
rhetoric and laying bare the divides 
within our nation.

Throughout it all, our staff worked 
hard to ensure that a voice of com-
passion, justice and peace was heard 
in the halls of Congress and the 
administration.

We welcomed Mennonites and oth-
ers to the Ecumenical Advocacy Days 
conference. Our staff attended the 
national assemblies of the Brethren in 
Christ and U.S. Conference of Men-
nonite Brethren. We met with groups 
of high school and college students 
and spoke in local congregations. 

In this environment of uncertainty, 
animosity and division, much work 
remains. 

Sign up to receive our updates at 
washington.mcc.org and let us know 
how we can connect with you in the 
coming year!

A publication of Mennonite Central Committee U.S.   Volume XLIX, No. 1
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From the director’s desk

Don’t be afraid
For God has not given us a spirit of fear and timidity, but of power, love,  
and self-discipline (2 Timothy 1:7, NLT).

In 2015 my Canadian colleagues 
pointed out that they were under-
going the longest campaign season 

in recent history: 11 weeks. I confess 
that after months of hard-fought 
primaries and then a brutal general 
election season, a campaign season 
of less than three months sounds 
blissful!

After all of the money that was 
spent and the bitter campaigning, our 
country remains incredibly divided. 
What is this divide about? Many 
factors play into it, far more than can 
possibly be discussed here. But one 
factor that bears further examination, 
particularly for those of us in the 
church, is fear.

One set of research on voters’ 
attitudes carried out before the elec-
tion asked what makes voters most 
fearful. Among Clinton supporters, 
climate change was noted most fre-
quently, along with nuclear weapons 
and war in the Middle East.

Trump supporters’ main fear was 
terrorist attacks in the U.S. Other 

Trump voters cited concerns about 
the economy and immigration.

Fear can lead us to scapegoat oth-
ers, to take entire groups of people 
and deem them less than worthy of 
our love, of God’s love. For example, 
fear of terrorism is often expressed 
against Muslims, who are seen as 
the most likely to carry out a terror-
ist attack, although of course many 
shootings and other violent acts in 
the U.S. have been carried out by 
non-Muslims. Fear can keep us from 
seeing another as who he or she really 
is, driven by fear for our safety and 
the fear of not having enough. 

All of us have fears. As Scott 
Bader-Saye notes in his book, Follow-
ing Jesus in a Culture of Fear, there is 
nothing wrong with fear at its most 
basic level. In fact, it keeps us from 
doing stupid things!

But fear can be taken to an 
extreme. Whatever it is that we fear, 
Bader-Saye says that fear teaches us 
to value three things: suspicion, pre-
emption and accumulation. 

The Gospel, he says, gives us 
other values. When we are tempted 
to become suspicious, we can con-
sciously offer hospitality instead. 
When we are tempted to take 
preemptive action, we can decide to 
work instead for peace. When we are 
tempted to store up wealth, we can 
choose to be generous instead.

In the next year we will face many 
challenging fears. There will be fear 
in immigrant communities about 
potential deportations, fear in Native 
American and other communities that 
pipelines will be built regardless of 
the impact on sacred lands and water, 
fear of losing access to affordable 
health care, and fear among those 
struggling against racism and sexism 
that the work is about to get harder.

But rooted in the reassurance that 
God is sovereign over everything, we 
can work together with a committed 
and Christlike spirit against all fears 
and toward a kingdom of hospitality, 
peace and generosity.  
—Rachelle Lyndaker Schlabach

Colombia

Expectations ran high for a peace 
accord to be finalized in Colom-
bia between the government 

and the Revolutionary Armed Forces 
of Colombia (FARC) early in 2016. 
After four years of negotiations the 
parties agreed to a bilateral ceasefire 
and a final agreement. Although it 
was not legally necessary, President 
Santos put the final peace accord to a 
referendum vote. 

The unexpected outcome revealed 
a polarized and divided country—the 
accord was rejected by 50.2 percent 
of those who voted. Although most 
Colombians want to see an end to the 
armed conflict that has spanned more 
than five decades, many felt that too 
many concessions had been made to 
the FARC. Given the outcome of the 
referendum, the negotiating parties 
returned to the table to make adjust-
ments and passed a revised accord 
through the Colombian National 
Congress in December 2016.

Support from the U.S. government 
was critical through the ups and 
downs of the negotiation process. 
The U.S. Congress has also encour-
aged the Colombian government to 
begin peace talks with the National 
Liberation Army (ELN), the largest 
remaining guerrilla group after the 
FARC demobilize. This is an impor-
tant step to securing a complete peace 
across Colombia.

The next crucial step is how 
Colombia will implement the peace 
accords and reach parts of the coun-
try that have long been ignored by the 

centralized government. The aid pack-
age proposed by the Obama admin-
istration would shift from primarily 
military aid, which the U.S. gave 
during the conflict, towards assistance 
for Colombia’s efforts to roll out new 
development and economic programs. 

With the U.S. Congress delaying 
budget decisions until 2017, this 
assistance for Colombia remains 
uncertain. It is also unclear how sup-
port for Colombia might change in 
the near future, as a new administra-
tion that has been opaque on foreign 
policy takes office. —Charissa Zehr

Democratic Republic of the Congo

After President Kabila was 
elected to office, the Demo- 
 cratic Republic of the Congo 

changed its constitution in 2006 to 
limit its presidents to two terms. This 
meant that an election should have 
been held in November 2016. 

Instead, the government instituted 
a “national dialogue” in October, 

which was boycotted by the main 
opposition parties. The dialogue 
resulted in an opposition member 
being appointed prime minister by 
President Kabila. 

In response to these events, Sen. 
Jeff Flake (R-Ariz.) and Rep. Chris-
topher Smith (R-N.J.) introduced 
resolutions, urging that a democratic 
transition of power take place in 
2016 and laying the groundwork for 
imposing targeted sanctions if this 
did not take place. The resolutions 
passed Congress with an overwhelm-
ing majority. 

President Kabila’s second term 
technically ended on December 19, 

but he continues as president until 
the next election, now scheduled for 
2018. At the time of this review, the 
government has failed to hold an 
election, bringing about mass protests 
in the streets. About 40 people have 
been killed, and many activists have 
been arrested.

In June our office hosted Patrick 
Maxwell, who worked with MCC  
in eastern Congo. He shared insights 
on strategies for a sustainable demo-
cratic government in eastern Congo, 
as well as the need for U.S. fund-
ing for election logistics. One of the 
organizations that MCC supports, 
Church of Christ in Congo, provides 
electoral education for citizens and 
election monitoring in eastern Congo. 
—Charles Kwuelum

MCC U.S. Washington Office staff in 2016, from left to right: Charles Kwuelum, Tammy Alexander, 
Charissa Zehr, Rachelle Lyndaker Schlabach, Joshua Russell.
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Colombians march in support of the peace accord.

(From left to right) MCC staff Charles Kwuelum 
and Patrick Maxwell met with Gregory Simpkins, 
staff director for the House Subcommittee on 
Africa, Global Health and Human Rights.
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“ Fear can keep us from seeing another  
as who he or she really is . . . ” 
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Palestine and  
Israel

In September 2015, a young Pal-
estinian woman named Hadeel 
Hashlamoun was stopped at a 

checkpoint in Hebron, a city in the 
West Bank. Confused and frightened 
by the soldiers’ demands in Hebrew, 
she froze and was fatally shot by an 
Israeli soldier. 

Hashlamoun’s case, which was 
cited in the U.S. State Department’s 
2015 Human Rights Report and 
determined by Amnesty International 
to be an extrajudicial killing, was one 
of several included in a letter signed 
by our office and 11 other organiza-
tions to the State Department. 

U.S. law says that foreign military 
units cannot receive aid if they have 
committed a gross human rights 
violation, but until now, no U.S. aid 
to Israel has been cut off. In fact, the 
U.S. and Israel signed a new 10-year 
military aid agreement in September, 
worth $38 billion.

In addition to our office’s work 
on military aid, we joined the “No 
Way to Treat a Child” campaign, 
which draws attention to Palestinian 
children in the Israeli military court 
system. This past summer 20 mem-
bers of Congress expressed concern 
about the issue in a letter to President 
Obama. Learn more at noway-
totreatachild.org.

While it is too early to know what 
a Trump administration will do, 
some in the Israeli government see 
Trump’s election as a green light for 
further settlement expansion. Many 
in Congress continue to give Israel 
strong support as well. 

The year 2017 marks 50 years 
of Israeli military occupation. Your 
members of Congress need to hear 
that it is long past time for a just  
and sustainable peace between Pales-
tinians and Israelis.  
—Rachelle Lyndaker Schlabach

Democratic People’s  
Republic of Korea

Providing a reconciliatory pres-
ence in a time of hostility is the 
guiding vision for our work in 

the Democratic People’s Republic of 
Korea (DPRK/North Korea) in both 
program and advocacy work. MCC 
is uniquely positioned as an organiza-
tion that offers humanitarian assis-
tance in the DPRK while also advo-
cating for a path towards engagement 
and dialogue to reduce hostilities at a 
governmental level. 

In 2016, a new coalition of orga-

nizations came together to explore 
strategies and small steps that could 
be taken to encourage dialogue 
between the U.S. government and the 
DPRK. Working closely with other 
like-minded organizations, MCC pro-
motes the idea of people-to-people 
exchanges as one possibility. This 
type of program has been a precursor 
to diplomacy in many other countries 
where the U.S. previously withheld 
diplomatic ties. 

Although publicly many policy-
makers are skeptical about making 
progress with the DPRK, privately 
they acknowledge that the current 
policy of “strategic patience” has not 
yielded results. We hope to continue 
promoting exchanges as a way for-
ward, reflecting our organizational 
commitment to reconciliation, even 
in places where that is difficult.  
—Charissa Zehr 
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The rains from Hurricane  
Matthew covered this street 
in Port-au-Prince, Haiti’s capital, 
as the Category 4 hurricane 
swept over the country on  
October 4.
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A five-year-old at the South Pyongan Kinder-
garten Orphanage in Pyongsong, DPRK, enjoys 
soymilk made with soybeans provided by MCC. 
Name not provided for security reasons.

A checkpoint in Hebron, a city in the West Bank, Palestine.

Fi
rs

t S
te

ps
 p

ho
to

/R
ac

he
lyn

 R
itc

hi
e

M
CC

 p
ho

to
/R

eb
ec

ca
 B

ab
iry

e

M
CC

 p
ho

to
/D

ou
g 

Ho
st

et
te

r

Nigeria

In his quest to fulfill campaign 
promises, Nigeria’s president, 
Muhammadu Buhari, continues to 

take a militarized approach to defeat 
insurgent group Boko Haram. This 
approach, along with Boko Haram’s 
actions, have plunged Nigeria’s 
northeast into a humanitarian catas-
trophe, displacing people from their 
homes and bringing about a health 
crisis. 

About 4.5 million people in the 
three states of northeastern Nige-
ria are at risk of hunger, with some 
places at risk of famine. Yet the Nige-
rian government is procuring military 
hardware worth billions of dollars 
from the U.S., Russia, and Pakistan, 
rather than directing its spending 
toward the humanitarian crisis. 

Throughout the year these con-
cerns were brought to the attention of 
lawmakers through several congres-

sional briefings organized by a 
coalition in which we partici-
pate. Our office advocated for 
funding for a non-militarized 
approach to Boko Haram, 
as well as robust funding to 
address the humanitarian 
crisis. 

In April, we hosted Orval 
and Cleta Gingerich, who 
worked with MCC in Nigeria. 
They met with their con-
gressional representatives, 
encouraging them to support a 
maternal and child health bill and to 
establish a support fund for victims 
of Boko Haram. They also asked for 
increased funding for poverty-focused 
development and humanitarian 
programs.

Such funding would enable Faith 
Alive, a health care facility that 
receives support from MCC, to 

receive increased funding for HIV 
and AIDS-related services. It would 
also help support psychosocial 
trauma healing programs for dis-
placed people in northeastern Nige-
ria, which the EYN (Church of the 
Brethren in Nigeria), in partnership 
with MCC, is implementing.  
—Charles Kwuelum

Haiti

The aftermath of Hurricane 
Matthew took center stage in 
Haiti in the final months of 

2016. Existing infrastructure was 
decimated in the southern part of the 
country and cholera cases surged. Of 
immediate concern is the food supply 
for areas that lost their harvest and 
were not able to plant next year’s 
crop.

Elections, scheduled after the 2015 
results were largely rejected by the 
Haitian electorate, had to be delayed 
due to the hurricane. Pushing for 
rapid resolution and not accept-
ing allegations of fraud, the State 

Department pulled out funding for 
the new round of elections in 2016. 
In November, a new round of presi-
dential elections was held and despite 
low voter turnout, the results were 
accepted by most Haitians as valid.

In April the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture announced a shipment of 
surplus peanuts from the U.S. to Hai-
tian schools, igniting a lively debate 
around appropriate food assistance 
and how well-intentioned donations 
can undermine food and livelihood 
projects already in place. As of the 
end of 2016 there are no reports of 
the peanuts arriving in Haiti.

Prior to the hurricane, Congress 
demonstrated strong bipartisan sup-
port for addressing cholera when 158 
members urged the administration 
to contribute to the United Nations’ 
cholera elimination plan. We were 
heartened by the UN’s admission of 
responsibility for cholera in Septem-
ber and formal apology in Novem-
ber. As we celebrate these important 
steps, we are committed to ensuring 
that the UN translates these words 
into action. We are hopeful that 
congressional support for addressing 
Haiti’s cholera epidemic will remain 
strong. —Charissa Zehr

(From left to right) Legislative aide Benjamin Driscoll, 
Charles Kwuelum, Sen. Amy Klobuchar (D-Minn.), Cleta 
and Orval Gingerich.

“ Fifty years of ‘temporary’ occupation are too long for even a single person 
on this planet to accept such a contradiction in terms.”

— Hagai El-Ad, executive director of B’Tselem, an Israeli human rights organization,  
 to the UN Security Council, October 2016
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Global food and hunger

More than 790 million people 
face hunger globally today out 
of a world population of 7.3 

billion. A complex array of reasons, 
including inaccessibility to food, food 
waste and unjust food systems have 
resulted in malnutrition and hunger. 

At the UN level, countries have 
committed to work toward “zero 
hunger” as part of the Sustainable 
Development Goals. The commit-
ment includes ensuring that people 
not only have enough food, but 
access to sufficient, safe and nutri-
tious food that meet their dietary 
needs and food preferences for an 
active and healthy life.

In July 2016 the Global Food 
Security Act was signed into U.S. 
law to provide increased funding for 
food security. While increased fund-
ing is welcome, the law relies largely 
on partnerships with multinational 
corporations as part of an overall 
framework of profit-oriented trade. 

The Food for Peace Reform Act 
did not move through Congress. 
The bill would have reformed U.S. 
food assistance programs to make 
them more efficient and effective by 
allowing more food to be purchased 
locally and regionally. This would 
greatly reduce the delivery time and 
increase the reach of various food 

assistance programs without addi-
tional cost.  

Our office worked to increase sup-
port for the Food for Peace Reform 
Act and helped to raise awareness 
about agroecology, which aims to 
conserve natural resources like soil 
and water. 

The fall/winter issue of the Wash-
ington Memo, “Be fruitful: Ending 
global hunger,” focused on the issue 
on the occasion of World Food Day, 
providing informational and worship 
resources. —Charles Kwuelum

Syria crisis

In 2016, MCC celebrated a bit-
tersweet milestone: 25 years of 
work in Syria. A program that 

began with placing an English teacher 
near Damascus has grown into the 
single-largest crisis response in MCC 
history. In addition to MCC’s work 
in the region, our office continues to 
advocate for an end to the devastat-
ing war in Syria.

On September 21, the International 
Day of Peace, people gathered in 
New York City to pray for peace in 
Syria. The “Global Day of Action and 
Prayer for Syria” also included a press 
conference and resources for people 
to use in their home communities. 

More than five years after the 
war began, the humanitarian crisis 
continues. The U.S. government 

has contributed nearly $6 billion in 
humanitarian funding within Syria 
and neighboring countries and hosted 
a summit on refugees in September. 

But the U.S. is also involved 
directly in the war, providing sup-
port for Syrian opposition groups. 
In December a provision was slipped 
into the defense authorization bill, 
allowing the U.S. to provide shoulder-
fired missiles to the Syrian opposi-
tion. The U.S. also continues its war 
against ISIS in Iraq and Syria.

President-elect Trump has said 
that he wants to cut off aid to Syr-
ian opposition groups and plans to 
strengthen ties with Russia. Many in 
Congress strongly oppose both these 
steps, however.

Closer U.S.-Russia ties could 
make it easier to reach a negotiated 
agreement to end the war in Syria. 
But a key question will be the con-
tent of such an agreement, including 
how well it protects the rights of all 
Syrians.

Trump has also signaled an inter-
est in stepping up military efforts 
against ISIS. Already the fight against 
ISIS has taken a steep toll on civilians 
in the region. In the long run, the 
grievances that contributed to ISIS’ 
rise will have to be addressed, or the 
vacuum created by ISIS’ departure 
could be filled by another extremist 
group.  
—Rachelle Lyndaker Schlabach

Human trafficking

Our advocacy on human traffick-
ing in the past year included 
support for funding various 

prevention and response programs 
in the fiscal year 2017 budget and 
for the bipartisan Trafficking Survi-
vors Relief Act which would prevent 
victims of trafficking from being 
charged with certain crimes related to 
their trafficking experience. Neither 

passed but will likely be reintroduced 
in the new Congress. 

A major bill expected this year is 
the Trafficking Victims Protection 
Reauthorization Act, which contains 
a number of prevention and response 
provisions, including protections for 
unaccompanied minors who immi-
grate to the United States.  
—Tammy Alexander

MCC partner Middle East Council of Churches (MECC) distributes MCC kits and comforters to vulnerable people within 
Syria. This photo shows the arrival of a shipment in Aleppo in June 2016. Names are not used for security reasons. 

Photo courtesy of MECC

A community vegetable gardening project supported by MCC, in Koti, Burkina Faso.
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Support MCC’s food programs

A gift of food gives families 
new ways to expand harvests 
and earn a living on their land, 
increasing income and improv-
ing nutrition. Through this gift, 
you are helping people like 
Magdalena Marcos Perez in 
Guatemala, who, through an 
MCC-supported young farm-
ers’ network, began growing a 
variety of vegetables, medicinal 
plants and fruit trees in addition 
to corn and beans.

donate.mcc.org/cause/food

$25
seeds for one gardener  
for a year

$50
helping young people succeed 
in farming

$200
metal silo for a seed bank

MCC photo/Matthew Lester

Connect with our office! 

Visit washington.mcc.org to be sure 
you receive our electronic resources, 
including action alerts and our monthly 
update, the E-Memo. 
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Immigration

The year 2016 began with early 
January immigration raids on 
mothers and children, many 

of whom had come to the U.S to 
escape violence in Central America. 
In March, a series of events were held 
in Washington, D.C., on the one-year 
anniversary of the deportation of 
Mennonite pastor Max Villatoro to 
bring attention to the unfair treat-
ment of immigrants with criminal 
convictions. Following up on those 
events, staff drafted an interfaith sign-
on letter to President Obama citing 
several cases of immigrants deported 
away from their families due to old 
and minor criminal convictions.

A 4-4 tie by the U.S. Supreme 
Court in June effectively ended a 
2014 executive action by President 
Obama before it began. The pro-
gram, known as Deferred Action for 
Parents of Americans (DAPA) would 
have protected four to five million 
undocumented immigrants from 
deportation. In September, an advi-
sory committee tasked by the Depart-
ment of Homeland Security (DHS) 
with recommending improvements 
to family detention facilities instead 
recommended ceasing the practice of 
detaining families altogether. A few 
months later, another DHS com-
mittee debated the use of private 
detention facilities with a majority of 

members citing serious concerns with 
the practice.

During the summer and fall, a 
growing number of Haitian immi-
grants, including families with chil-
dren, arrived at the U.S. border after 
traveling from Brazil and Venezuela, 
where they had fled after the 2010 
earthquake. Previously the Obama 
administration had let new Haitian 
arrivals stay with family in the U.S. 
but in October the administration 
began to detain and deport them. 
By December, an estimated 6,000 
Haitians were detained with approxi-
mately 60 deported to Haiti each 
week. Due to the influx of Haitian 
immigrants, as well as an increase in 

the number of families and unaccom-
panied minors from Central America, 
2016 ended with a record number of 
immigrants in detention—more than 
40,000.

In 2017, we can expect to see 
more enforcement-only approaches 
in federal immigration policy. 
President-elect Trump will inherit a 
well-oiled machine for detaining and 
deporting immigrants. Rather than 
end family detention or the use of 
for-profit detention facilities, Trump 
is more likely to expand both. There 
could be a resurgence of workplace 
raids and an increase in deportations, 
particularly for individuals with any 
kind of criminal conviction, no mat-
ter how old or how minor. Trump 
has also promised to punish so-called 
“sanctuary cities” that do not fully 
cooperate with federal immigration 
officials.

Trump ran on a starkly anti-immi-
grant platform, promising to build a 
“great wall” along the U.S.-Mexico 
border and to cancel Obama’s 2012 
Deferred Action for Childhood Arriv-
als (DACA) program—though after 
the election Trump indicated he did 
not want to deport DACA recipi-
ents. In December a bipartisan bill 
in Congress, the BRIDGE Act, was 
introduced to protect DACA recipi-
ents from deportation and could be 
reintroduced in January. 

In the coming year it will be imper-
ative for individuals and churches to 
stand with immigrants, to model a 
culture of welcome—including, for 
some, by offering sanctuary in church 
buildings—and to challenge “good 
immigrant versus bad immigrant” 
narratives (i.e., DACA recipients ver-
sus those with criminal convictions). 
—Tammy Alexander

Environment

According to NASA scientists, 
2016 will very likely be the 
warmest year on record, plac-

ing even more urgency on imple-
mentation of the 2015 Paris climate 
agreement signed by more than 190 
countries. Those most impacted by 
climate change continue to be com-
munities with the least resources to 
mitigate the damage and adapt to 
permanent changes, such as rising sea 
levels, extreme weather and drought.

In December the U.S. Army Corps 
of Engineers announced it would not 
grant permits to complete the Dakota 
Access Pipeline but will instead con-
duct a formal review of the project’s 
environmental impacts. While an 
immediate victory for opponents of 
the pipeline, including the Standing 
Rock Sioux tribe who objected to the 
pipeline running through sacred lands 
and risking contamination of the 
Missouri River, it is unclear whether 
a Trump administration can reverse 
this decision.

President-elect Trump has said that 
clean air and clean water will be pri-
orities for his administration, though 

he has also pledged to expand oil, 
coal and natural gas extraction, all of 
which can contaminate air and water 
if not properly regulated—regula-
tions Trump has often labeled overly 
burdensome. 

A Trump administration will 
almost certainly dismantle the 
Obama administration’s Clean Power 
Plan for cutting carbon emissions 
with individual state goals and strate-
gies—though many states, even those 
that sued to stop the CPP, are already 
on track to meet emissions targets. 
During his campaign, Trump vowed 
to pull the U.S. out of the Paris agree-
ment but has since indicated an open-
ness to remain in the global treaty.

It will be a struggle to preserve 
funding for international programs 
such as the Green Climate Fund 
which help vulnerable communities 
impacted by climate change. Con-
struction of additional fencing and 
walls on the U.S.-Mexico border 
could impact public lands, endan-
gered species, and Native American 
communities in the border region.  
—Tammy Alexander

Rotimi Johnson works in the laboratory at Faith 
Alive, a hospital complex in Jos, Nigeria, that 
receives support from MCC. 

A prayer vigil, left, at the White House for  
Mennonite pastor Max Villatoro, who was 
deported in March 2015. Tammy Alexander, 
below left, speaks at a congressional briefing  
on U.S. immigration policy. 
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MCC photo/Elizabeth Vincent 

NASA photo/Reid Wiseman
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Global health

Since 2004, the U.S. government 
has committed more than $70 
billion to bilateral HIV and 

AIDS programs; the Global Fund 
to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and 
Malaria; and bilateral tuberculosis 
programs. These programs have 
saved the lives of those suffering 
from HIV and AIDS through life-
saving antiretroviral treatment and 
contributed toward an improvement 
in the health of women, newborns 
and children. We continue to support 
additional funding for the President’s 
Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief 
(PEPFAR) and the Global Fund to 
help move toward the goal of an 
AIDS-free generation. 

The Reach Every Mother and 
Child Act (REACH Act) was 
introduced by Sen. Susan Col-
lins (R-Maine) and Rep. David G. 
Reichert (R-Wash.). It directs the 
president to establish a 10-year 
strategy to work with partner 
countries and donors to achieve the 
goal of ending preventable maternal, 
newborn and child deaths by 2035. 
Though the bill attracted many co-
sponsors, it was not acted upon as 
time ran out on the legislative calen-
dar. We hope for a reintroduction of 
the bill in 2017. —Charles Kwuelum 
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How to be an advocate

V isiting 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 congressional recesses. 
Congressional schedules are available 
online at house.gov and senate.gov.

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 email, 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 members 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 member 
of Congress to take. 

■■ Personalize your message. MCC 
often provides sample letters or call 
text. 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 member of Con-
gress’ official Facebook page. Post 
things you find meaningful and 
helpful and tag your lawmaker (i.e. 
@[name]) to your posts. 

■■ Twitter: Send your members of 
Congress a direct tweet or mention 
them in your tweet. 

U.S. criminal justice

The United States continues to 
put more people in prison than 
any other country in the world, 

with an estimated 2.2 million people 
currently incarcerated. The U.S. has 
25 percent of the world’s total prison 
population, but only 5 percent of the 
global population. 

Equally shocking are the stag-
gering racial disparities that perme-
ate every part of the U.S. criminal 
justice system. African-Americans are 
imprisoned on drug charges ten times 
more often than their white counter-
parts and make up 40 percent of the 
total prison population, despite being 
only 13 percent of the total U.S. 
population. 

For many years politicians have 
sought to address problems such as 
drug addiction with harsh prison 
sentences. However, the recent opioid 
crisis has shown that drug addiction 
continues to be a challenge for many 
communities and that putting more 
people in prison will not address the 
root causes of the problem. 

In the 114th Congress, there was 
a great deal of interest and move-
ment in reforming the U.S. criminal 
justice system. Our office worked 
with a coalition of faith-based offices 
in Washington to gain support from 
the chairs of the Judiciary Committe 
in both the House and Senate for 

these reform efforts. The coalition 
organized a letter signed by hundreds 
of clergy in Iowa, including many 
Mennonite pastors, asking Sen. 
Grassley, Senate Judiciary chair, to 
allow a criminal justice reform bill to 
advance. MCC also helped to orga-
nize a meeting between faith leaders 
from the Harrisonburg, Virginia, area 
and Rep. Goodlatte, House Judiciary 
chair. Eventually, numerous bills 
were introduced in both the House 
and the Senate that had the potential 
to reduce “mass incarceration” and 
bring much-needed reforms. 

The most promising piece of leg-
islation was the Sentencing Reform 
and Corrections Act (SRCA) in the 
Senate, which had extensive bipar-
tisan support. If enacted, the SRCA 
would have lowered some mandatory 
minimum sentences for drug crimes 
and provided standardized pro-
gramming in federal prisons to help 
educate and rehabilitate individuals 
so they would be better able to reinte-
grate into society. 

Unfortunately the SRCA was never 
brought to the floor of the Senate for 
a vote, despite voices on both sides 
of the aisle voicing strong support. 
A similar series of bills in the House 
also received noticeable support, 
but also failed to be brought to the 
floor for a vote. The Supporting 

Youth Opportunity and Preventing 
Delinquency Act, which would have 
provided funding for juvenile inter-
vention programs, passed the House 
in September, but failed to advance, 
as it was not voted on in the Senate. 

Criminal justice reform will likely 
continue to be a topic of interest 
in the 115th Congress, although it 
remains to be seen to what extent. 
President-elect Trump and his nomi-
nee for U.S. Attorney General, Sen. 
Sessions (R-Ala.), have indicated they 
are not interested in reforming the 
criminal justice system. 

In 2015 Sen. Sessions was one of 
the few senators who voted against 
the SRCA in the Judiciary Com-
mittee. We hope that Congress will 
continue to look for ways to reform 
the criminal justice system next year 
despite challenges that will need to be 
overcome. —Joshua Russell

*
*
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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 Donald Trump
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 EVENTS

April 21–24
Ecumenical Advocacy Days
Confronting chaos, forging community
Washington, D.C.
advocacydays.org

Jason Gerlach (at table to left), associate pastor at Community Mennonite Church, and Ben Risser, 
pastor at Ridgeway Mennonite Church, speak at an event on criminal justice in Harrisonburg, Va.

M
CC

 p
ho

to
/J

os
hu

a 
Ru

ss
el

l

Thanks to our 2016  
interns and staff!

Thanks to the following individuals, 
who were interns in our office in 
2016:

• Rebecca Babirye

• Alek Ball

• Jacob Greaser

• Zoe Parakuo

• Shalonda Spencer

• Elizabeth Vincent

Special thanks as well to Joshua 
Russell, who wrapped up his two-
year service term in our office in 
November.

2.2 million 
People imprisoned in the U.S.,  
more than any other country

500 percent
Increase in the U.S. prison  

population in the last 30 years

68 billion 
Dollars spent annually on  

correctional facilities

2.7 million 
Children have at least  

one parent incarcerated

1 in 3 
Chance of going to prison  
during their lifetime for  
African-American men

1 in 17 
Chance for white men 



These questions and  
more are addressed in a 
new resource from MCC.

mcc.org/palestine-israel-faq

Commonly asked questions
Palestine and Israel

Did God give the land to 
Israel? Is biblical Israel the 
same as the modern-day 
state of Israel? 

MCC AND 
PALESTINE AND ISRAEL
Commonly asked questions

Mennonite
Central
Committee 

“As a Palestinian, I know full well that 
the people of Israel are not freer than we 
are. Both Israelis and Palestinians live in 
fear. Neither Israelis nor Palestinians have 
peace. Both Israelis and Palestinians yearn 
for security. Others cannot give us freedom, 
peace, and security. No government, no army, 
no wall no matter how long and high will 
provide for us what can only be supplied 
by the cultivation of mutuality and trust.”

 -Jean Zaru  


