
Prophetic witness: 2017–2018

It was clear already in January that 
we were entering a political reality 
unlike any we had seen before. The 

quick issuance of executive orders on 
immigration and the “travel ban,” 
the threatening rhetoric toward 
North Korea and the signal to step 
up the “war on drugs,” to name just 
a few, have all made it a challenging 
policy environment.

But advocates have stepped up—in 
D.C. and around the country. People 
are eager for tools and resources to 
engage in the political process. One 
way in which we have responded is 
by creating a new “Volunteer Advo-
cacy Coordinators Network,” tap-
ping key individuals to lead advocacy 
efforts in their local communities. 

In 2018, as the need continues for 
more just immigration and crimi-
nal justice policies, and as the U.S. 
teeters on the brink of yet more war, 
we need each of you to lift up your 
voices. Congressional offices tell us 
regularly how important it is that 
they hear from constituents in their 
district, so please do not underesti-
mate the value of contacting them. 
Find tips for doing so on page 11. 

And in July, we hope you will con-
sider joining us for a celebration of 
our office’s first 50 years, as we look 
back at the work we have done and 
look ahead to the years to come. If 
you are interested in attending, please 
let us know at mccwash@mcc.org. 
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Our office works to remind policymakers of the humanity and dignity of migrants, at a time when 
they are often criminalized. This mural at Casa Tochan, a shelter for migrants in Mexico City that is 
supported by MCC, reads: “I leave my people and my culture. I do not have much. I only carry my 
backpack, but I carry it full of faith, dreams and hope . . .”
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Nearly 50 years ago, in the midst 
of the tumultuous events of 
1968, Mennonite Central 

Committee opened the office here in 
Washington, D.C. The decision was 
controversial and led one observer 
to wonder whether Mennonites 
would change Washington more than 
Washington would change Menno-
nites. That is still a good question to 
be asking.

Of course, advocacy work by 
Anabaptists goes far beyond our 
small staff here. It extends to all of 
you, as Washington Memo readers 
and beyond, who engage with your 
elected officials on a range of issues. 
In these polarized times, it is more 
critical than ever to be aware of how 
advocacy can shape us in ways that 
do not reflect our Christian faith.

In the past year, our staff has been 
reading and discussing the book, 
Advocating for Justice: An Evangeli-
cal Vision for Transforming Systems 
and Structures. The authors argue 
that one of the most vital elements 
of Christian advocacy is how we do 
it—in a spirit of humility and love, 
not demonizing others or putting 
them down. 

The book quotes former senator 
John Danforth: “Our faithfulness in 
politics depends less on the content 
of our ideology than on how we  
view ourselves and treat each other.  
Faith in politics has more to do with  
the way faithful people approach  
politics than with the substance of  
our positions.”

It is disheartening when we see the 
opposite. Candidates and political of-
ficeholders who seek the label “Chris-
tian” sometimes exhibit few Chris-
tian values like humility, compassion 
and generosity. Some of them want to 
impose Christianity on society, rather 
than uphold the separation of church 
and state—a principle long held dear 
by Anabaptists.

Meanwhile, over the years I have 
observed many members of Congress 
and staff who quietly and respect-
fully work for the common good 
as a result of their Christian faith, 
but who are rarely publicly labeled 
“Christian.” 

Unfortunately, this dynamic 
contributes to a warped understand-
ing in our broader society as to what 
it means to be a follower of Christ. 
Christianity is reduced to a rigid set 

of values that must be imposed on 
others, rather than a living, Spirit-
filled way of seeing the world. 

As Christians we will have dis-
agreements on the best ways to 
address the core issues facing our 
society. We may even disagree on 
what the most important issues are. 
But if we stay in relationship with 
one another, seeking God’s guidance 
and listening closely to those who 
have been marginalized by society, we 
will find a path forward that reflects 
Kingdom values.

In many ways, the times we live 
in today are no less eventful than 
they were 50 years ago when the 
office was established. As the famous 
prayer attributed to Archbishop Os-
car Romero says, our nation and our 
world are crying out for “prophets 
of a future not our own.” Let us be 
Christ-like in all that we do, shaped 
by humility, justice and love, whether 
we receive the label “Christian” or 
not. —Rachelle Lyndaker Schlabach
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MCC U.S. Washington 
Office staff. From 

left to right: Charissa 
Zehr, Cherelle Dessus, 

Rachelle Lyndaker 
Schlabach, Tammy 
Alexander, Charles 

Kwuelum.

MCC Washing-
ton staff joined 
a rally outside 

of the White 
House against 

the Dakota 
Access Pipeline.

From the director’s desk

“Christian” politics
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In June, President Trump announced 
the beginning of a multi-year pro-
cess to withdraw the U.S. from the 

Paris climate accord. The administra-
tion also halted federal government 
efforts to reduce U.S. greenhouse gas 
emissions and ended funding for the 
Green Climate Fund (GCF). 

Earlier in the year, Trump signed 
an executive order calling for comple-
tion of the Dakota Access (DAPL) 
and Keystone XL (KXL) pipelines. 
Construction on DAPL was complet-
ed in April while KXL is still pending. 
Eight border wall prototypes were 
completed in October but, as of this 
writing, funding for additional barri-
ers along the U.S.-Mexico border is 
still pending.

A new small group resource,  
Environmental justice with indig-
enous peoples (creationjustice 
.org/indigenous), was developed in 
partnership with Creation Justice 
Ministries. Staff supported the Na-
tive Nations March and the People’s 
Climate March in Washington, D.C., 
and authored a detailed analysis of 
the GCF and its potential for assist-

ing vulnerable populations in  
the summer issue of Intersections 
(mcc.org/stories/intersections).

While opportunities for advocacy 
on climate change at the federal 
level may be limited, many efforts 
to reduce carbon emissions continue 
at the state and local levels—and by 
churches and individuals. At the fed-
eral level, individuals can encourage 
their representatives to join the Cli-
mate Solutions Caucus, a bipartisan 
group in the House looking at policy 
options to address climate change. 
Staff look forward to increasing 
work with the Center for Sustainable 
Climate Solutions (sustainablecli-
matesolutions.org) and will continue 
to call for greater transparency and 
civil-society participation in the GCF. 

Advocacy will continue to be 
needed to push back against propos-
als for additional border walls which 
adversely affect the environment 
(planned segments in Texas would 
cut through a wildlife refuge and 
butterfly center) as well as migrants 
and border communities. —Tammy 
Alexander

The impact of the Doctrine of 
Discovery—created to give 
Christian explorers the right to 

claim lands not inhabited by Chris-
tians—is still present in the U.S. As 
the original inhabitants of this land, 
Native Americans continue to fight 
for their natural rights to be respected 
and valued. 

In December, President Trump 
announced that Bears Ears National 
Monument would be reduced by 85 
percent from 1.3 million acres to 
220,00 acres of federally protected 
land. As Indigenous land, it contains 
generations of ancestry, history and 
tradition.  

Human trafficking and violence 
against Native women has also been 
a large concern. Congress has found 
that Native Americans experience 
violent crimes two and a half times 
the national average and U.S. Attor-
neys declined to prosecute 52 percent 
of those violent crimes. 

It is difficult to investigate these 
cases because of the jurisdictional 
structure and lack of public safety 
in Native American communities. 
Savanna’s Act, which was introduced 
in 2017, would respond to these 
concerns by creating protocols for 
government agencies to follow and 
raising the visibility and the aware-
ness of this issue. 

Going forward, policy changes and 
protections for Native American peo-
ple and land must be a priority for 
Congress. We should be compelled 
to advocate for their concerns on a 
federal level. —Cherelle M. Dessus

Native American 
concerns

Environment



In some ways, the first year of 
the Trump administration was 
a shift away from Obama-era 

policies toward immigrants. In 
other ways, it merely built on an 
extensive detention and depor-
tation system, expanded the 
criminalization of immigrants, 
and sought to further militarize 
an already heavily-militarized 
southern border. 

Barely a week into his presi-
dency, Donald Trump signed his 
first executive orders to increase 
immigration enforcement and 
border security and to impose a 
refugee and travel ban. After mul-
tiple courts blocked the initial bans, 
the Supreme Court allowed modified 
versions to go into effect in Novem-
ber, with lawsuits still pending. The 
administration set the maximum 
number of refugees to be admitted 
to the U.S. in Fiscal Year 2018 at 
45,000—the lowest level in U.S. his-
tory, at a time when a record 65 mil-
lion people around the world have 
been forced from their homes.

Throughout the year, the Trump 
administration ramped up immigra-
tion enforcement, making everyone 
without documentation a priority 
for removal, including long-time 
residents and parents with young 
children. After efforts to punish 
“sanctuary cities”—where local law 
enforcement limit cooperation with 
federal immigration officials—were 
blocked by court rulings, immigra-
tion raids began targeting these 
cities. Not only are asylum seekers 
being turned away at the border, in 
violation of U.S. and international 
law, but some sponsors of unaccom-
panied minors seeking asylum have 

been charged with criminal smug-
gling if they paid someone to bring 
the minor to the U.S., regardless of 
whether those minors’ lives were in 
danger in their home countries.  

In late summer, MCC helped break 
the story of a couple targeted for 
deportation at a hospital in Texas, in 
violation of Department of Home-
land Security guidelines regarding 
immigration enforcement opera-
tions at “sensitive locations” such as 
schools, churches and hospitals. We 
helped draft two congressional let-
ters demanding answers in the case, 
signed by 20 senators and 84 House 
members. 

In September, the Trump adminis-
tration announced the Deferred Ac-
tion for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) 
program would be terminated in 
six months, putting nearly 700,000 
youth and young adults at risk of de-
portation and separation from their 
families. Multiple bills have been 
introduced in response, including the 
bipartisan Dream Act, but the White 
House has insisted on a long list of 
anti-immigrant policies as part of any 
deal to pass DACA-related legisla-
tion. As of this writing negotiations 

are ongoing with the threat of 
a government shutdown over 
the issue. 

In November, the U.S. an-
nounced that Temporary Pro-
tected Status (TPS) will end for 
Haitians in 18 months and for 
Nicaraguans in 12 months, 
with decisions pending for 
Hondurans and Salvadorans.

Other significant activities in 
the Washington Office in 2017 
included hosting the winner of 
our high school essay contest, 
Isabella Madrid, who spoke 
with Senate offices about im-

migration policy. Staff began publish-
ing monthly immigration updates 
in February which, along with a 
number of articles and action alerts, 
are translated into Spanish. In Sep-
tember, David Boshart, moderator for 
Mennonite Church USA and execu-
tive conference minister for Central 
Plains Conference, participated in 
Faith Advocacy Days in Washington, 
D.C., to call for reduced funding for 
immigration detention, deportations 
and border militarization.

Looking ahead to 2018, if a 
solution for DACA recipients is not 
found by January, it will need to be 
addressed early in 2018 as, begin-
ning March 5, nearly 1,000 people 
per day will lose protection and work 
permits. Members of Congress need 
to feel a strong push for a “clean” 
Dream Act—a bill that is not tied to 
greater enforcement or other onerous 
measures. 

It will be important to continue 
monitoring annual budget debates, as 
the White House has made clear its 
desire to increase spending on border 
militarization, detention and numer-
ous other anti-immigrant policies. 
As of this writing, no major anti-
immigrant legislation has been signed 
into law. The increased enforcement, 
termination of DACA and TPS, re-
duced refugee numbers and increased 
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Immigration

This yard sign, which stands in the front yard 
of a house in Akron, Pa., was the brainchild of 
Immanuel Mennonite Church, in Harrisonburg, 
Va., and has been reprinted in batches by  
people across the United States.
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Immigration advocacy resources
washingtonmemo.org/immig
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restrictions on asylum seekers have 
all come from Trump administration 
directives rather than from Congress. 

Sensitive locations must continue 
to be protected so that all feel safe 
taking a child to a hospital or school 
or attending church. The need for 
sanctuary churches and “rapid re-
sponse” rallies will likely increase as 
enforcement intensifies and as those 
with TPS (and, possibly, DACA) 
will have to make the terrible choice 
between voluntarily leaving a coun-
try they have called home for many 
years or staying as an undocumented 
person at risk of deportation. 

Just as important as pushing back 
against bad policies is pushing back 
against the rhetoric and racism that 
portray immigrants as criminals and 
as burdens on society—when multi-
ple studies show immigrants commit 
fewer crimes than U.S.-born citizens 
and contribute as much or more 
economically as they consume in ser-
vices. Members of Congress on both 
sides of the aisle need to hear more 
pro-immigrant messages from their 
constituents, including stories of how 
immigrants are vital members of our 
families and communities. —Tammy 
Alexander

Charissa Zehr (second 
from left) visited Casa 
Tochan, a shelter for 
migrants in Mexico City 
that receives support 
from MCC.

MCC has placed a renewed 
emphasis on advocacy regard-
ing U.S. policy toward Central 

America and Mexico, in part due to 
the increased U.S. focus on “border 
security” and criminalizing migrants. 

The State Department and the 
Department of Homeland Security 
co-hosted a summer conference with 
the Mexican and Central American 
governments to discuss migration 
policies, but focused narrowly on 
foreign investment and security 
assistance. In a letter to Secretary 
Tillerson, along with other faith-
based and human rights organiza-
tions, we outlined several concerns, 
namely that civil society was not 
invited to give input at the confer-
ence and that the singular focus on 
militarized security funding drives 
further displacement and violence. 
Rather, assistance should be targeted 
at building sustainable, inclusive 
economies.

MCC has worked with partners 
in Central America and Mexico for 
many years to develop alternatives 
to migration—programs that build 
economic resilience and food security, 
in addition to education and peace-
building programs. Addressing the 
root causes of economic inequality, 
violence and drug trafficking requires 
a shift from military and security 
funding to more effective poverty-
focused development assistance and 
community engagement. In 2018 we 
will continue to push for transpar-
ency in U.S. security assistance to 
Mexico and Central America, while 
promoting the dignity of migrants 
and the right of people to migrate.  
—Charissa Zehr

Migration: Mexico and  
Central America
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Criminal justice

As the world’s leader in incar- 
  ceration, the U.S. continues to  
   operate a system of injustice. 

The U.S. criminal justice system 
fails to lower crime, rehabilitate and 
deliver “justice.” Over-incarceration 
persists with 2.2 million Americans 
filling jails and prisons.   

People of color are targeted by  
the criminal justice system, constitut- 
ing more than 60 percent of those 
incarcerated. A civil rights issue is 
at stake when one in three African-
American men are expected to go  
to jail in their lifetimes compared  
to one in 14 white men. 

Many pieces of legislation have 
been introduced to reverse the impact 
of mass incarceration by remov-
ing mandatory minimum sentences, 
reducing drug-related sentences and 
improving prison conditions. In 
particular, we support the Sentencing 
Reform and Corrections Act, which 
aims to address injustices in sentenc-
ing. But despite bipartisan support 
for reforms, other issues have taken 
priority in Congress.

As a country, we have yet to rid 
ourselves of the “tough on crime” 
rhetoric. In May, Attorney General 
Sessions directed federal prosecutors 
to pursue harsh sentences for non-
violent drug offenses. In the past, this 
approach led to the over-incarceration 
of people of color. 

Few are willing to address the root 
causes of drug crimes in low-income 
communities, and the rate of recidi-
vism after people leave prisons and 
jails is high.

To achieve meaningful reforms, 
this issue must take on a sense of 
urgency for Christians and other 
advocates. Foundational transfor-
mation needs to occur to make sure 
all people encounter just and equal 
systems when laws and relationships 
are broken. —Cherelle M. Dessus

A garden tool was made from the barrel of this gun at a RAWtools event in Chicago as songs, art,  
stories and scripture were shared. MCC provides support to RAWtools (rawtools.org).
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Each year, 30,000 people in the 
United States are killed by fire-
arms. Most can agree that more 

can be done to prevent gun violence. 
The controversy begins when specific 
gun policies are discussed. 

In December the House passed a 
bill improving reporting for back-
ground checks, but they attached the 
Concealed Carry Reciprocity Act to 
it, which would allow gun owners to 
conceal handguns across state lines. 
If the latter is signed into law, states 
with the strictest gun policies would 

have to abide by the laws of the states 
with the weakest policies. 

In the coming year we will con-
tinue to call on Congress to support 
common-sense gun policies that 
would encourage responsible gun 
ownership beginning with enforce-
able background checks, bans on 
military-style assault weapons, and 
safe storage requirements. Con-
tact your members of Congress to 
support stronger gun policies at 
washingtonmemo.org/gun-policies. 
—Cherelle M. Dessus

Gun violence 

Create a prisoner care kit

MCC Central States and MCC East Coast dis-
tribute “care kits” to people who are in prison. 
Encourage your congregation to collect items 
for these kits, and use this as an opportunity to 
help others learn about our country’s system 
of mass incarceration. Learn more at mcc.org/
stories/mcc-welcomes-donations-prisoner-
care-kits.
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North Korea (DPRK)

The relationship between the U.S. 
and Democratic People’s Repub-
lic of Korea (DPRK, or North 

Korea) proved even more volatile in 
2017, with rash decisions and name-
calling by leaders of both sides. There 
was renewed focus on the meaning of 
nuclear deterrence and authorization 
to use military force, in Congress and 
the administration. 

President Trump issued an execu-
tive order in August outlining travel 
restrictions for U.S. citizens visiting 
North Korea. Concerned this would 
hamper humanitarian efforts, MCC 
wrote a letter to the State Depart-
ment expressing the value of build-
ing relationships in DPRK despite 
political hostilities. Thus far, our 
travel requests for project monitoring 
have been approved. In addition to 
restricting U.S. citizens from visiting 
North Korea, people from North Ko-
rea were included in the latest version 
of the “travel ban,” further affecting 
the ability of North Koreans to travel 
to the U.S.

Sanctions bills, focused primarily 
on the banking sector, were passed 
throughout the year. Many policy-
makers vote for further sanctions 
because they are an easy political 
“win.”  Privately, many acknowledge 
that tightening sanctions has not 
yielded the desired political results. 

Congress needs to hear support from 
their constituents for engagement, 
dialogue and diplomacy—encourag-
ing our government to pursue a new 
path toward peace. 

Recently, bipartisan legislation was 
introduced in the House and Senate 
to ensure that military action can-
not be taken against North Korea 
without congressional approval. The 
No Unconstitutional Strike Against 
North Korea Act has more than 60 
co-sponsors in the House. 

Convincing the administration 
that dialogue with North Korea is 
not a “reward,” but the only way to 
find a peaceable solution to nuclear 
stand-off is paramount. We continue 
to suggest creative ways the U.S. 
might engage North Korea, including 
through people-to-people exchanges; 
however, the current travel restric-
tions for North Koreans and U.S. 
citizens make this challenging. 

Despite many tense moments 
throughout the year, there are still 
off-ramps that both governments can 
take to avoid further confrontation. 
We continue to advocate for diplo-
matic solutions to reduce tensions, 
working to find issues of common in-
terest that could allow both countries 
to take small steps towards engage-
ment. —Charissa Zehr

Vietnam

Although U.S. military involve- 
 ment in Vietnam ended decades  
  ago, the effects of the war are 

enduring. Our government has been 
reluctant to acknowledge the devasta-
tion left behind by war tactics, includ-
ing the spraying of Agent Orange, a 
toxic chemical that left human and 
environmental devastation in its wake. 

Once relations were normalized 
between the two countries in the mid-
1990s, there was nominal support 
for environmental cleanup in Viet-
nam. An estimated 28 “hot spots” of 
concentrated dioxin remain and the 
process to remove them is costly.

Our office is working to build 
bipartisan support for H.R. 334, the 
Victims of Agent Orange Relief Act. 
It would provide further funding for 
environmental cleanup in Vietnam, 
as well as health care assistance for 
those affected by Agent Orange. This 
includes several generations of people 
in Vietnam and the descendants of 
U.S. veterans whose health claims 
have not been covered. These are 
important steps in accepting responsi-
bility for the war’s legacy. 

Visit mcc.org/agent-orange and ask 
your representative to support this 
bill. You can also find more informa-
tion on MCC’s work in Vietnam with 
people who live with the impacts of 
Agent Orange. —Charissa Zehr

Nguyen Thi Thanh cradles her son, Huynh Kim 
Ngoc (age 19), who has disabilities attributed to 
her family’s exposure to dioxin-contaminated 
Agent Orange. 

A local official takes a moment to survey the reconstruction efforts in Yonsa County, DPRK, after 
flooding and landslides caused by Typhoon Lionrock ravaged the area in 2016. 
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Foreign assistance

The need for emergency humani-
tarian assistance is huge. Cur-
rently 65.6 million people are 

forcibly displaced. Globally 850 mil-
lion people lack sufficient food and 
3.1 million children die annually due 
to malnutrition-related causes. Four 
countries—Nigeria, Yemen, South 
Sudan and Somalia—are experienc-
ing famine.

President Trump’s budget pro-
posal in 2017 proposed deep cuts to 
poverty-focused development and 
humanitarian assistance, as well as 
peacebuilding programs, while in-
creasing military spending. The House 
improved these numbers somewhat. 
A Senate committee increased the 
funding level further to $51 billion—
still below Fiscal Year 2017 but well 

above the president’s proposed $40 
billion. At the time of this writing, 
Congress has not yet reconciled these 
numbers and passed the final spend-
ing bill for Fiscal Year 2018. 

The administration is likely to 
continue to try to cut international 
assistance in Fiscal Year 2019, but 
this will undoubtedly be met with 
the same bipartisan resistance as it 
was the previous year. Hopefully the 
Food for Peace Reform Act will be 
reintroduced in 2018. The bill would 
reform U.S. food assistance and allow 
for more local and regional purchase 
of food. Food assistance reforms 
and additional funding could also 
be wrapped into the farm bill, which 
will need to be reauthorized in 2018.  
—Charles Kwuelum 

(Left to right) Bernard Sejour and Katherine Jameson Pitts, with Charles Kwuelum, participated in 
a “faith leaders fly-in” to ask members of Congress to support higher funding levels for poverty-
focused foreign assistance. Sejour is pastor of Solidarity and Harmony Church in Philadelphia and 
Pitts is conference minister for Pacific Northwest Mennonite Conference. 

M
CC

 P
ho

to
/D

an
ie

l F
rie

se
n

Since the peace accord in Colom- 
bia was finalized more than a  
year ago, the focus has shifted 

to implementation, including disar-
mament, demobilization and reinte-
gration of former guerillas. 

Known for developing strong laws 
on paper, the centralized Colombian 
government struggles with equitable 
application across the country. Many 
criticize the slow pace of change 
post-accord; however, many advo-
cates note that after decades of armed 
conflict, change must happen delib-

erately with political will to ensure 
sustainability. 

Foreign assistance funding to 
Colombia remained stable in 2017, 
but U.S. policymakers are pressing 
for a renewed focus on coca eradica-
tion and aerial spraying. The Colom-
bian government is urging patience 
as crop substitution and manual 
eradication efforts are underway. 
Drug policy will likely remain the 
focus of U.S. policy and assistance to 
Colombia for the foreseeable future. 
—Charissa Zehr 

Colombia 

Give to MCC’s Kasai  
emergency response
donate.mcc.org/cause/kasai-emergency-
response 

Your support will provide food, household items 
and shelter supplies to some of the 1.4 million 
people displaced by armed conflict in the Kasai 
region of the Democratic Republic of the Congo.

A Congolese assessment team visited the 
Kasai region in July 2017 and found a severe 
lack of food and increasing malnutrition. Fami-
lies had to leave their fields and animals when 
they fled the violence, and food that is available 
for purchase is very expensive. 
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DR Congo 

Previous congressional resolu-
tions and targeted sanctions 
helped lead to the peace agree-

ment on December 31, 2016 in the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo 
(DR Congo). The agreement, be-
tween President Joseph Kabila’s 
government and opposition parties, 
called for elections to be held by the 
end of 2017, but unfortunately the 
terms have not been upheld. 

President Kabila’s failure to state 
that he will not run for a third term 
has triggered political tension and 
violence. He has been in power 
since 2001, when his father, Laurent 
Kabila, was assassinated. President 
Kabila’s two-term limit expired in 
December 2016, but he has not yet 
stepped down or allowed elections to 
be held. 

More people were displaced by 
conflict in the last year in DR Congo 
than in any other country. As MCC 
and Anabaptist agencies respond to 
humanitarian needs, MCC is also 
advocating for more humanitarian 
assistance for people who have been 
displaced by the violence and is ask-
ing the U.S. government to provide 
support for election logistics. 

Restructuring at the State De-
partment led the administration to 
propose terminating the Office of 
the Special Envoy to the Great Lakes 
Region. This has been challenged 
by members of Congress from both 

parties. In the past, the Special Envoy 
played a key role in calling for trans-
parent and credible elections.

More generally, the lack of long-
term appointments for the Bureau 
of African Affairs at State has led to 
an uncertain U.S.-Africa policy. In 

the coming year the foreign affairs 
committees in Congress will need 
to play an important oversight role 
for restructuring at the State Depart-
ment, as well as providing support 
for development and humanitarian 
assistance.  —Charles Kwuelum

Charles Kwuelum speaks at a congressional briefing to raise awareness about the humanitarian  
crisis in northeast Nigeria.

Nigeria faces the disastrous conse-
quences of both violent extrem-
ism and the militarized response 

to “counter violent extremism,” 
which has resulted in a humanitar-
ian crisis, human rights abuses and 
about 100,000 deaths since the Boko 
Haram insurgency began in 2009. 
In Nigeria’s northeast, 8.1 million 
people are in need of humanitarian 
assistance, and 1.7 million people are 
displaced.

In the midst of this humanitar-
ian crisis, in July the United States 
approved a $593 million arms deal 
with the Nigerian government to help 
them fight Boko Haram. Given Nige-
ria’s current budget crisis, the source 
of funds for the purchase of the 12 
Super Tucano warplanes and other 
military hardware remains unclear.

A bipartisan amendment was 
added to the National Defense Au-
thorization Act that provides some 

conditions on military assistance to 
Nigeria but, nonetheless, supports a 
militarized approach. In September 
a congressional delegation visited 
Nigeria on a fact-finding mission 
and to strengthen ties with Nigeria’s 
legislature.

In response to the United Na-
tions’ declaration of famine, our 
office participated in a congressional 
briefing on the humanitarian crisis in 
Nigeria’s northeast. We also helped 
to raise awareness about Nigeria’s 
conflict dynamics and emphasized 
the need for a long-term, holistic and 
nonviolent strategy. 

We encouraged the State Depart-
ment to prioritize humanitarian 
assistance to Nigeria, particularly to 
people affected by food insecurity 
and violence in the northeast. In 
the coming year we will continue to 
monitor the implementation of mili-
tary assistance. —Charles Kwuelum

Nigeria
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Palestine and Israel 

In December, President Trump 
announced that the U.S. would rec-
ognize Jerusalem as Israel’s capital 

and begin the process of moving the 
U.S. embassy there, breaking with 
decades of U.S. policy and bringing 
to a halt any U.S. role in negotiating 
a peace agreement.

Israel maintains strong support  
in the U.S. Congress, with the pro-
posed year-end spending bill giving 
Israel an additional $700 million for 
missile defense programs, on top of 
the yearly $3.1 billion in military aid.  
But cracks in that support are starting 
to show. 

In November, Rep. McCollum 
(D-Minn.) introduced H.R. 4391, 
the first bill in Congress concerning 
the rights of Palestinians. As of this 
writing, the bill has 19 co-sponsors. 
We need your help as grassroots 
advocates to get as many members 
of Congress signed on in support, to 
send a strong signal that the rights of 
all peoples in the region matter.

In addition, 11 House members 
and 10 senators signed onto letters 
raising concerns about Palestinian 
villages threatened with demoli-
tion. In the summer 32 members of 
the House signed a letter in support 
of Issa Amro, a Palestinian human 
rights defender and a similar Senate 
letter had four signers. 

In the coming months, there could 
well be a push to pass the Israel Anti-
Boycott Act (H.R. 1697, S. 720), 
which would criminalize the use of 
economic measures against Israel or 
settlements. In November, leaders of 
17 national faith-based organizations 
and denominations stated their oppo-
sition to the bill, including MCC U.S. 
and Mennonite Church USA.

In July, nearly every delegate to 
the Mennonite Church USA conven-
tion stood in support of the “Seeking 
Peace in Israel and Palestine” resolu-
tion. Now that the resolution has 
passed, our office will continue work-
ing with the denomination to help 
implement it. —Rachelle Lyndaker 
Schlabach

Upon taking office, the Trump 
administration stepped up the 
military campaign against ISIS, 

primarily by increasing support to 
local forces in Syria and Iraq. U.S. 
and coalition airstrikes against ISIS 
targets have led to high numbers of 
civilian casualties, with an estimated 
6,000–9,000 deaths in 2017 alone.

Although the military campaign 
against ISIS is wrapping up, the U.S. 
military presence in Syria may not 
end quickly. The official number of 
U.S. troops in Syria is 2,000, but may 
be as high as 5,000. This continued 
presence seems aimed largely at 
preventing Iran from expanding its 
influence. 

Congress has yet to act on a new 
“authorization for the use of mili-
tary force” (AUMF), so U.S. military 
actions are still being carried out 
under the 2001 AUMF, passed long 
before ISIS was formed. Funding for 
humanitarian assistance will likely be 
down slightly from the previous year, 
although not as steep of a cut as the 
president requested. 

In 2018, some in Congress will 
continue to push for a vote on a new, 
narrower AUMF, and it is possible 
that additional restrictions will be 
placed on U.S. assistance to the re-
gion. But if Syria is to finally experi-
ence peace, it will be vital that the 
U.S. prioritize a diplomatic solution 
to the conflict. —Rachelle Lyndaker 
Schlabach

Syria crisis

MCC Photo/Cherelle Dessus

The Dome of the Rock shrine on the Haram Al-Sharif/Temple Mount in Jerusalem.

The MCC Washington Office hosted 
Rev. Harout Selimian, president of 
the Armenian Evangelical Church 
in Syria, for a meeting at the State 
Department in February.
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Our office has developed a set of 
handy one-pagers as a resource 
for you. They are available on-

line, in both English and Spanish, at 
washington.mcc.org (click on “How 
to be an advocate”). 

■■ Biblical basis for advocacy

■■ How to meet with your legislators

■■ How to contact Congress (tips for 
phone calls, emails)

■■ Getting your message out (social 
media, letters to the editor, town 
halls)

■■ How a bill becomes law

We hope you will find these helpful. 
Here are a few key points:

Meeting with your legislators

■■ Schedule ahead. It is easiest to meet 
with your legislator in person dur-
ing a congressional recess. Con-
gressional calendars are online at 
house.gov and senate.gov.

■■ Research. Prepare for your meet-
ing by researching the topic, noting 
your representative’s position and 
the current status of the legislation 
you want to discuss. 

■■ Strategize. Assign roles if you are 
visiting as a group.

■■ Be flexible and respectful. Keep 
your main message clear and con-
cise. Include personal stories. Listen 
well and ask them questions.

■■ Leave materials. Bring support-
ing materials to leave with the 
person(s) you meet. 

■■ Follow up. Thank them for meet-
ing and reiterate your position. Let 
us know how it went! 

Phone calls and emails

■■ 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. Include 
personal stories and connections to 
your district.

■■ Say “well done.” Take time to 
thank your members of Con-
gress when they vote the way you 
wanted!

Social media

■■ Facebook: Monitor and contribute 
comments to your legislator’s offi-
cial Facebook page. Post things you 
find meaningful and helpful and tag 
your lawmaker when relevant.

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

Letters to the editor

■■ Respond quickly. Connect your 
first sentence to a recent article or 
editorial.

■■ Keep it short. Aim for 100–200 
words.

■■ Focus on one issue. State your point 
clearly and include a personal story.

■■ Refer to your legislator by name: 
“That is why I urge Rep. Williams 
to support this legislation.”

Town halls and other public events

■■ Find out when your legislator will 
be participating in a public event.

■■ Come prepared with one or two 
clear, well-worded questions to ask. 
Ask an open-ended question that 
requires more than a “yes” or “no” 
answer.

■■ Try to speak directly to the legisla-
tor before or after the event.

*
*

*

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, Cherelle Dessus, 
Charles Kwuelum, Rachelle Lyndaker Schlabach 
(Director and Managing Editor), Charissa Zehr. 

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 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 20-23
Ecumenical Advocacy Days
A world uprooted: Responding to migrants, 
refugees and displaced people
Washington, D.C.
advocacydays.org

July 17
Celebrate 50 years of the  
MCC Washington Office!
RSVP to mccwash@mcc.org

How to be an advocate

Thanks to our 2017 interns!

A special thanks to Julian Brubaker and 
Daniel Friesen, who were summer interns 
in our office.

Learn more about Washington Office 
internships at serve.mcc.org.



Be an advocate!
Sign up to receive updates throughout the year

■■■Action alerts
■■■E-Memo (general update, sent monthly)
■■■Immigration update (sent monthly)

Follow us online

■■■washington.mcc.org
■■■washingtonmemo.org
■■■twitter.com/mccwashington
■■■facebook.com/MCCWashingtonOffice

Photo credits: MCC Photo/Cherelle M. Dessus, MCC Photo/Tammy Alexander,  
MCC Photo/Charissa Zehr, Church World Service, MCC Photo/Charles Kwuelum

Top: Isabella Madrid, winner of our 
high school essay contest, meets 
with her legislator. Above: Andres 
Mata urges Susan Occhipinti, legisla-
tive correspondent for Sen. James 
Lankford (R-Okla.), to support the 
Dream Act. Right: Dave Boshart, 
moderator of Menno nite Church USA, 
speaks at a press conference about 
immigration. Below: Susan Mark 
Landis meets with Adam Hechavar-
ria, legislative director for Sen. Todd 
Young (R-Ind.), about funding for 
foreign assistance.  




