
Prophetic Witness: 2018–2019

As we begin 2019, we are incred- 
 ibly grateful for the advocacy  
  work that we have been able 

to do together with you over the past 
year. 

In July, our office had the privilege 
of marking 50 years of work. We 
were delighted to have many MCC 
staff and friends join us for the event, 
along with colleagues from other 
faith-based organizations in D.C. 
and a member of Congress, Rep. Jim 
McGovern. 

The gathering highlighted the role 
that our office has played in connect-
ing church members, MCC’s partners 
in the U.S. and around the world, and 
policymakers in Washington. These 
voices remind us regularly that advo-

cacy is not theoretical or abstract, but 
deeply connected to people’s lives. 

In the past year, we celebrated 
reforms to our criminal justice sys-
tem, a resolution on the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo, the renewal 
of funding to address HIV and AIDS 
globally, and a historic summit 
between President Trump and North 
Korean leader Kim Jong-Un.

But many other issues still await 
action, including meaningful reforms 
to our immigration system, common-
sense gun policies and humanitarian 
aid that is not politicized. 

On these and many other issues, 
the new Congress needs to hear your 
voices! To sign up for our alerts, 
please go to washington.mcc.org. 
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Prophetic  
witness
A look back at 2018  
and ahead to 2019

The Mexican side of the 20-foot tall border  
wall in Agua Prieta, Sonora features artistic  
displays. Often the murals depict migratory 
species, signifying the need for freedom of 
movement for humans and wildlife. 
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Each day as I begin work, I read 
the morning psalm from the 
lectionary. It reminds me to not 

“put my trust in princes” (Psalm 
146:3) or any other rulers or gov-
ernment authorities. Only God is 
sovereign—a conviction that is deeply 
grounding for me. 

The psalms also describe how 
kings, or rulers, are supposed to 
act. They are to fear God (2:10–11). 
They are to uphold truth and “walk 
with integrity of heart” (101:2). 
“No one who practices deceit shall 
remain in my house; no one who 
utters lies shall continue in my pres-
ence” (101:7). A good king “delivers 
the needy when they call, the poor 
and those who have no helper. He 
has pity on the weak and needy, 
and saves the lives of the needy” 
(72:12–13). 

As Anabaptists, we don’t expect 
the king (or in our context today, the 
president and other government lead-
ers) to necessarily proclaim Judeo-
Christian beliefs. But the qualities 
outlined here also describe God’s 
expectations for good rulers more 
generally. 

God desires leaders who serve 
with humility. Leaders who have a 
high standard for truth, not twisting 
facts to score political points. Lead-

ers who care for the most vulnerable 
among us and who understand that 
the government’s role is to ensure the 
wellbeing of the entire nation—not 
just those of a particular religion or 
ethnicity. 

These qualities are not highly 
valued in Washington. As former 
senator Alan Simpson quipped at the 
funeral for former president George 
H.W. Bush, “those that travel the 
high road of humility in Washington 
are not bothered by heavy traffic.”

Truth-telling is also not popular. 
The Washington Post, which regu-
larly rates the accuracy of politicians’ 
claims, has announced a new cat-
egory for inaccurate claims that are 
repeated 20 or more times. So far the 
only politician to earn that rating is 
President Trump. Washington Post 
journalist Glenn Kessler observes 
that many politicians stop repeating a 
claim once it has been proven wrong. 
This is not the case for our president. 
“[Trump] is not merely making gaffes 
or misstating things, he is purposely 
injecting false information into the 
national conversation.”

Also lacking is a deep commitment 
by policymakers to serve the com-
mon good: to see their mandate as 
representing everyone in this nation, 
regardless of income level, race or eth-
nicity, or religion. No doubt money 
plays a role in this, as does the desire 
to pit one group against another for 
the purpose of gaining votes. As a 
result, we see gerrymandered districts 
and systematic efforts to suppress vot-
ing rights. Hateful rhetoric is on the 
rise and fear is used to create a wedge 
between “us” and “them.”

These actions, when carried out 
by politicians of any party, must be 
decried as unacceptable by those of 
us in the church. We should not be 
surprised when politicians act in self-
serving ways (see 1 Samuel 8). But 
God clearly has a higher standard in 
mind, and part of our role as people 
of faith is to call our governing offi-
cials to uphold this standard. 

As the psalmist reminds us: “May 
[the king] judge your people with 
righteousness, and your poor with 
justice” (Psalm 72:2). —Rachelle 
Lyndaker Schlabach

From the director’s desk

Humility, truth and the common good
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Washington Office staff at the office’s 50th anniversary celebration in July. From left to right: Charissa 
Zehr, Rachelle Lyndaker Schlabach, Charles Kwuelum, Tammy Alexander and Cherelle Dessus.

Thanks to our 2018 interns and staff

Thanks to Erin Beidler, April Kabagambe and 
Xin-Dee Low, who were interns in our office 
during the past year. We also hosted Whitney 
Ricker, an intern through the Center for Sus-
tainable Climate Solutions. In addition, Cherelle 
Dessus wrapped up her two-year term with our 
office in early January. We wish all of them the 
best in their next steps. 

To learn more, visit mcc.org/get-involved/
serve/volunteer/washington-office-internships. 
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Palestine and Israel

In May leaders from Mennonite 
Church USA came to Washington, 
D.C. to talk with their congres-

sional representatives about Palestine 
and Israel. 

The delegation’s visit came just one 
week after the U.S. moved its embassy 
from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem. That 
same day the Israeli military opened 
fire on protesters in Gaza, killing doz-
ens. In June, our office helped to orga-
nize a congressional briefing on Gaza 
that was attended by staff from some 
30 congressional offices. 

The U.S. announced that it is 
cutting all assistance to the United 
Nations Relief and Works Agency 
(UNRWA), which provides services 
to Palestinian refugees. The U.S. 
has also refused to disburse funds 
allocated for U.S. Agency for Inter-
national Development (USAID) 
projects in the West Bank and Gaza. 
These cuts directly impact food 
assistance, education, health and 
other needed services.

More than 100 House members 
and 34 senators signed letters urg-
ing the administration to release 
this money, which has already been 
approved. In the coming year it is 
likely that Congress will continue to 
push the administration to disburse 
the funding.

A groundbreaking House bill on 
the Israeli military’s systematic abuse 
of Palestinian children ended the year 
with 31 members of Congress in sup-
port. The legislation will be reintro-
duced in the new Congress.

The Israel Anti-Boycott Act was 
approved by a House committee in 
June and was nearly included in a 
year-end spending bill. The bill aims 
to punish individuals and companies 
who boycott products made in Israel 
or the settlements. It will almost 
certainly be reintroduced in the new 
Congress. —Rachelle Lyndaker 
Schlabach
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Kathy Neufeld Dunn, associate conference minister for Western District Conference, in D.C. to meet 
with congressional offices. 

Donate to MCC

Your gift helps change lives around the world.
A gift to where needed most supports the 

breadth of MCC’s work. Through this gift, you 
are meeting urgent needs, helping to build 
peace and investing in long-term change in 
communities. Improving school water systems 
for students like Gena Alelah Mohammad in 
Jordan (pictured here) is just one of the ways 
that MCC is sharing God’s love and compas-
sion for all.

Your partnership supports MCC’s work in 
more than 50 countries around the world.
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North Korea  
(DPRK)

Things look radically different 
between the U.S. and DPRK 
(Democratic People’s Republic 

of Korea, or North Korea) than they 
did one year ago. Moving from “fire 
and fury” to a face-to-face summit 
in Singapore, the unconventional 
foreign policy of the Trump admin-
istration turned traditional negotia-
tion with North Korea on its head. 
The June summit was a positive step, 
moving the two countries away from 
the brink of military confrontation. 
Many saw it as the start of a long 
process toward eventual denuclear-
ization and the long-awaited normal-
ization of relations between the U.S. 
and DPRK. 

Since the summit, MCC and 
other organizations have encouraged 
members of Congress on both sides 
of the aisle to support this nascent 
peace effort and to consider how 
humanitarian work could be pro-
tected despite sanctions. It is unclear 
what tangible security guarantees 
the administration is willing to offer 
North Korea that will compel them 
to continue making progress towards 
denuclearization. This has only 
served to bolster skepticism among 
U.S. policymakers. Many in Congress 
are concerned that the photo-op 

moment of the summit has been sub-
stituted for real negotiations. 

Yet we cannot overlook the real 
progress being made on the Korean 
Peninsula, particularly at the border 
that has long divided North and 
South. Soldiers from both countries 
have demined the treacherous demili-
tarized zone, and the two countries 
are exploring a railroad and other 
ways to build economic ties. The 
inter-Korean momentum is often 
ignored in Washington policy circles 
but offers crucial signs of progress 
toward normalizing relations. This 
should be a sign of hope that North 
Korea is serious about joining the 
global community and is ready to 
take further steps towards peace with 
the U.S. 

Despite the Singapore summit and 
rhetoric about changing relations 
with DPRK, the Trump administra-
tion has been offering a handshake 
with one hand, while using the other 
to cut off humanitarian assistance. 

U.S. officials see this as part of the 
“maximum pressure” campaign, but 
most humanitarian organizations, 
including MCC, believe these actions 
directly undermine any steps towards 
building trust and further limit 
advancement in other areas, such as 
denuclearization. 

Since September 2018, the State 
Department has blocked U.S. 
humanitarian aid workers from 
entering North Korea and the Trea-
sury Department has severely limited 
shipments of relief, medical supplies 
and medicine that are needed to stem 
a growing tuberculosis crisis. The 
North Korean government cannot 
access the requisite medicines due 
to sanctions, and now international 
assistance is being cut off by the U.S.

The Trump administration’s 
decision to prohibit humanitarian 
assistance to vulnerable people is the 
most pressing issue in North Korean 
relations for Congress and the admin-
istration in 2019. There are signs that 
the administration may be prepared 
to reverse the policy in the new year, 
likely as a result of continued advo-
cacy from humanitarian organiza-
tions. MCC continues to advocate 
and pray for a breakthrough at this 
critical moment. 

This is a kairos moment for peace-
makers and organizations like MCC 
that have the longstanding relation-
ships to build peace alongside the 
Korean people. Our Korean sisters 
and brothers are asking us to join 
them. We must raise our voices to 
protect the vulnerable and ensure 
that our government continues to 
seek peace. There is no better option. 
—Charissa Zehr
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MCC photo

Charissa Zehr, second from left, shares a meal with MCC staff and members of a delegation from  
the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea. The delegation of four DPRK officials visited Manitoba  
in June 2018. 

Jennifer Deibert, 
North Korea program 
coordinator, gives a 
grandmother, mother 
and baby an MCC- 
supplied handmade 
baby blanket at a 
provincial pediatric 
hospital. Names and 
location withheld for 
security reasons.
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Since gaining independence 
in 1960, many people in the 
Democratic Republic of the 

Congo (DR Congo) have maintained 
hope that credible parliamentary 
elections and a peaceful transfer of 
power could take place. Local and in-
ternational pressure forced President 
Joseph Kabila, who had remained 
in office long after his two terms ex-
pired, to agree not to run again. The 
election was finally held on December 
30 but with challenges to its cred-
ibility, including disenfranchisement, 
delays and violence.

In July, the Senate passed a resolu-
tion calling for free, fair and credible 
elections. In late November the House 
passed legislation that also called for 
strengthening the country’s democracy 
and governance structures. 

Over 4 million Congolese are inter-
nally displaced. More than 13 mil-
lion are in dire need of humanitarian 
assistance, with 7 million facing acute 
food insecurity. They face hardship, 
disease and trauma. MCC continues 
to respond to the huge humanitar-
ian needs in eastern DR Congo and 
advocates for U.S. humanitarian 
assistance to help save lives.

To date, there are nearly 400 con-
firmed cases in the Ebola outbreak 
in the eastern part of the country. 

Mennonite Central Commit-
tee (MCC) was involved in 
Vietnam before, during, and 

after the war, building relationships 
and providing assistance to the most 
vulnerable. This deep commitment 
was a catalyst for MCC’s advocacy 
against U.S. military engagement 
in Vietnam with the opening of our 
office in 1968. MCC continues to 
work with vulnerable populations in 
Vietnam, particularly those affected 
by exposure to Agent Orange. 

MCC supports U.S. policies that 
address the legacy of war such as the 
Victims of Agent Orange Relief Act 
(H.R. 334). If passed, this bill would 
provide funding for environmental 
clean-up in Vietnam and health care 
assistance for those affected by Agent 
Orange. Unfortunately, there was 
not enough congressional support 
to pass this legislation. We expect 
the bill to be introduced again in the 
new Congress and will continue to 
share about our work to alleviate the 
impact of Agent Orange in Vietnam 
as one piece of reconciliation that is 
still necessary, decades after the war 
ended. —Charissa Zehr

With more than 200 deaths, it is now 
the second worst Ebola outbreak in 
history. The fighting in eastern DR 
Congo has made it difficult for health 
workers from the World Health 
Organization and the Ministry of 
Health to contain the disease. 

In 2019, Congress and the admin-
istration will need to continue to 
work to ensure there is a robust 
humanitarian and Ebola response, as 
well as stronger diplomatic engage-
ment in support of democracy and 
human rights. The appointment of a 
Special Envoy could help move these 
goals forward. —Charles Kwuelum

Vietnam
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MCC photo/Ha Thi Oanh

Students in Kikwit pose for a picture after receiving backpacks with school supplies from the Menno-
nite Brethren Church of Congo. MCC and other Anabaptist organizations are supporting the church’s 
efforts to assist people who have been displaced by violence in the Kasai region of the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo. 

Charissa Zehr participated in an MCC learning 
tour to Vietnam and Laos. The group visited 
with the Vietnamese government agency, VAVA, 
tasked with responding to families affected by 
Agent Orange.

DR Congo



6 WASHINGTON MEMO PROPHETIC WITNESS: 2018–2019

M
CC

 p
ho

to
/M

at
th

ew
 L

es
te

r

Syria

On December 19, President 
Trump announced that he 
would be withdrawing all U.S. 

troops from Syria. This provides  
an opportunity to invest instead in  
addressing the root causes of ISIS  
and to prioritize reaching a diplo-
matic solution to end the war.

As of now, the U.S. says it will 
not provide much-needed funding 
for reconstruction until there is an 
acceptable political agreement. In 
August the U.S. also halted “stabili-
zation” funding for Syria. The U.S. 
did signal an increase in diplomatic 
negotiations by appointing a Special 
Representative, Ambassador James 
Jeffrey. 

In December the president signed a 
bill addressing the impact of genocide 
by ISIS in Iraq and Syria. No other 
significant Syria-related legislation 
moved through Congress in 2018.  
—Rachelle Lyndaker Schlabach

Support MCC health programs

A gift of health supports community health initiatives, mental health outreaches 
and care for people living with HIV. In Nigeria, Josephine Eze and other expectant 
mothers who are HIV positive receive free health care, education and resources 
from staff like Dr. Chris Isichei to help them prevent transmitting HIV to their 
babies. MCC also promotes water, sanitation and hygiene projects that help pre-
vent disease.

In April, Nigerian President Muham-
madu Buhari sealed a $593 million 
arms deal with the U.S., making a 

partial payment in spite of disagree-
ment from Nigeria’s national assembly 
and criticism of human rights viola-
tions by the Nigerian military. Twelve 
A-29 Super Tucano warplanes will be 
delivered in 2020 to bolster the fight 
against Boko Haram.

Conflict in Nigeria is multifaceted 
and complex. Boko Haram and a 
splinter faction, the Islamic State 
of West Africa Province, have kid-
napped students from their schools 
en masse. Their attacks and counter 
attacks by Nigeria’s military continue 
to cause fatalities, loss of livelihood, 
displacement, food insecurity and 
trauma. 

About 2 million people are dis-
placed from their homes, and 4.7 
million are in need of life-saving 
assistance. In 2018, violent attacks 

between farming communities and 
herders over access to resources killed 
more than 1,300 people. Parliamen-
tary elections are scheduled for Febru-
ary 2019 amid these various tensions.

MCC continues to respond to 
humanitarian needs and to support 
peacebuilding programs that prevent 
conflict and reduce violence. MCC 
also advocates for the voluntary, 
non-politicized return of refugees and 
for funding to rebuild communities 
and provide humanitarian assistance, 
while opposing military aid and arms 
sales.

In the first part of 2019, we expect 
congressional resolutions to be rein-
troduced that call for credible, peace-
ful and transparent elections. After 
the election takes place, Congress 
and the administration will need to 
continue to monitor the situation and 
the Nigerian government’s response. 
—Charles Kwuelum

Nigeria 

In February, a group of MCC leaders visited 
Syria, pictured here in Homs. Several leaders 
later visited D.C. to share their experiences with 
U.S. government officials. 

MCC photo/Emily Loewen
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U.S. foreign assistance makes 
up less than one percent of 
the federal budget. Despite the 

president’s proposed cuts to the in-
ternational affairs budget, bipartisan 
support for programs that alleviate 
the suffering of people in extreme 
poverty remains strong. In 2017,  
821 million people experienced hun-
ger and 150 million children faced 
stunted growth.

MCC advocates for robust pov-
erty-focused development assistance. 
In December Congress reauthorized 
the five-year farm bill, which included 
key reforms in emergency food assis-
tance programs. It will remove the 

Native 
American 
advocacy

In December, a federal judge blocked 
Keystone XL Pipeline preconstruc-
tion activity until an environmental 

review is carried out, saying that it 
would cause “irreparable injury” and 
could skew the State Department’s 
future analysis of the project.

Savanna’s Act, a bill that would 
help law enforcement respond to 
cases of missing and murdered Native 
women and girls, was approved by 
the Senate in December but did not 
pass in the House. —Cherelle Dessus

In November, the U.S. government’s 
Fourth National Climate Assess-
ment, prepared with input from 

13 federal agencies, highlighted the 
negative impacts of climate change 
on communities across the U.S. This 
report came on the heels of a United 
Nations Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change report warning that 
“unprecedented changes” will be 
needed in the next decade to avoid 
catastrophic warming. House Demo-
crats have pledged to devote hearings 
and to introduce legislation related to 
climate change—though any bills are 
unlikely to pass the Senate and could 
be vetoed by the White House.

In October we hosted the Global 
South Voices delegation in partner-

requirement to monetize commodities 
and gives increased attention to com-
munity development. The Food for 
Peace Modernization Act, to make 
additional reforms in U.S. interna-
tional food aid, did not pass, but will 
hopefully be reintroduced in the new 
session. 

In November, Congress reautho-
rized the PEPFAR program, to con-
tinue U.S. funding for global HIV and 
AIDS programs through 2023. How-
ever, it limits U.S. contributions to the 
Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuber-
culosis and Malaria to no more than 
one-third of their budget. —Charles 
Kwuelum

ship with the Center for Sustainable 
Climate Solutions (CSCS). The group 
included MCC staff and partners 
from Zimbabwe, Nepal and El Sal-
vador, who spoke with congressional 
offices about the impacts of climate 
change on their communities. Also 
in partnership with CSCS, the Wash-
ington Office hosted our first climate 
advocacy intern. 

As the Trump administration 
builds dozens of miles of new fences 
and walls on the U.S.-Mexico border 
(and waives numerous environmental 
laws to do so), the impacts on wild-
life, flooding and eco-tourism will  
be severe. Advocacy will continue  
to be needed on this issue. —Tammy 
Alexander

Foreign assistance 

Environment
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Participants in the Global South Voices tour visit 
congressional offices in Washington, D.C. 

In May, pastors Hilaire Louis Jean (left)  
and Nehemiah Chigoji (right) joined Charles  
Kwuelum to advocate for an increase in  
funding for poverty-focused, humanitarian  
and peacebuilding programs.
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In a January 2018 discussion with 
congressional leaders about how 
to protect recipients of Deferred 

Action for Childhood Arrivals 
(DACA) and Temporary Protected 
Status (TPS), President Trump used a 
derogatory term to describe the home 
countries of many immigrants. The 
incident helped illustrate how racism 
is driving debates over immigration. 

A number of DACA-related bills 
failed in both the Senate and the 
House in 2018, including a bipartisan 
“compromise” bill containing $25 
billion for border walls. Although the 
administration had planned to termi-

nate DACA in March, federal court 
injunctions have kept the program 
running. Federal courts also stepped 
in to temporarily keep TPS in place 
for most of the 300,000 recipients 
that were to lose this status in 2019 
or early 2020. 

Family separations at the border, 
which MCC and others began report-
ing on in early 2018, became an 
official policy of the Trump admin-
istration in May but ended in June 
after an intense public outcry. An 
estimated 100 children remain sepa-
rated and some family separations 
reportedly continue.

Much of the debate in Congress 
regarding migration and 
people seeking asylum from 

Central America has been driven by 
false information and the debate over 
the border wall. Instead of work-
ing to address the root causes of 
these patterns of migration, the U.S. 
government treats the symptoms and 
further escalates the crises through 
militarized border policies and by ig-
noring our country’s legal obligations 
to offer due process to people seeking 
asylum. 

Throughout the year as domestic 
policies on immigration have taken 
center stage, staff have educated con-
stituents and members of Congress 
about the reasons people are leav-
ing home to seek safety in the U.S. 
Instead of cutting foreign assistance 
to “punish” Central American gov-
ernments, we should consider effec-
tive measures such as community 
development and violence prevention. 
This includes asking for reduced 
funding for militarized borders and 
increased funding to reduce poverty. 
We share stories of people affected 
by U.S. foreign policy in places where 
MCC has long-standing relation-
ships, like Honduras, to humanize 
the struggles of migrants, though 
their reasons for leaving home are 
diverse and complex.

The U.S. government continues to 
explore ways to outsource asylum 
processes to Mexico, forcing people 
to wait for months at time to be 
processed at the U.S.-Mexico border. 
People have found some degree of 
safety in numbers by traveling in car-
avans; this is not a new phenomenon 
but a growing mode of transporta-
tion through Mexico. This will likely 
continue until we can adequately 
address the poverty, gang violence, 
corruption and political unrest that 
causes untenable insecurity through-
out Central America and Mexico.  
—Charissa Zehr

Migration: Central America and Mexico

A mural on the Mexico 
side of the Guatemala/
Mexico river border 
crossing at Tapachula, 
Chiapas. The mural 
reads: “With the inclu-
sion and protection of 
migrants, we all win.”

Immigration
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As of early December, about 
5,000 migrants from Central Amer-
ica traveling in a number of caravans 
had arrived at the U.S.-Mexico bor-
der. More than 3,000 have stayed 
in Mexico to work or seek asylum 
there. Rather than addressing it as a 
humanitarian crisis, Trump framed 
the caravans as an “invasion” and 
sent 5,600 active-duty military 
troops to the border. Men, women 
and children fleeing violence and 
poverty were met with razor wire, 
tear gas and a months-long wait to 
enter the U.S. to apply for asylum. 

Additionally, the Trump adminis-
tration attempted to restrict asylum 
to those entering through a port of 
entry. A federal judge placed a tem-
porary hold on that policy. In Decem-
ber, a federal judge struck down 
a policy that had severely limited 
asylum claims for victims of domestic 
and gang violence and ordered those 
unlawfully deported under the policy 
returned to the U.S. 

In March, Congress appropriated 
$1.3 billion for new border fences 
and walls as part of the Fiscal Year 
2018 spending bill. This included 
funds for about 20 miles in New 
Mexico and 45 miles in south Texas. 
In Texas, construction is scheduled to 
begin in February on walls that will 
cut through several wildlife refuge 
tracts, a historic chapel and hundreds 
of parcels of private property. As 
of the end of December, Fiscal Year 
2019 spending bills have not yet been 
passed, leading to a partial govern-
ment shutdown. Debates continue 
over funding for border walls and 
detention. 

In February, the Washington 
Office hosted 17 faith leaders from 
Mennonite Church USA, Brethren 
in Christ and Mennonite Brethren 
churches. The group visited 30 
House and Senate offices to advocate 
for more just immigration policies. 
Staff co-led a Winter Peace Retreat 
in Elverson, Pa., gave a keynote 
presentation on immigration policy 
at Ecumenical Advocacy Days and 
spoke at an Immigration Round-
table in Fort Collins, Colorado. 

Our office’s network of volunteer 
advocacy coordinators met in Octo-
ber and spoke with elected officials 
about immigration policy. 

Looking ahead, MCC will continue 
to call for reduced federal funding for 
enforcement, detention and border 
militarization. There will likely be 
legislation introduced early in the year 
to protect DACA and TPS recipients, 
though the danger remains that any 
compromise to protect these groups 
could contain billions in funding for 
more border walls and significant 
restrictions on asylum and other forms 
of legal immigration. These tradeoffs 
could happen, despite a number of 
Dreamer advocacy groups clearly stat-
ing they are unwilling to trade one set 
of injustices for another. 

The Supreme Court could ulti-
mately decide the fate of the DACA 
program in 2019 if Congress fails 
to act. With majority control in the 
House switching to the Democratic 
Party, there will undoubtedly be 
many oversight hearings related to 
border security, detention, asylum, 
enforcement and other immigration-
related issues. It is vital that constitu-
ents keep pushing back against the 
racism and false rhetoric that portray 
immigrants as criminals and as bur-
dens on society. —Tammy Alexander

Migration: Central America and Mexico

MCC photo/Anna Vogt
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Leaders from Brethren in Christ, Mennonite Brethren and Mennonite Church USA congregations  
advocated for better immigration policies and a “clean” Dream Act in February.

Learn more at 
washingtonmemo.org/immig
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For several years, members of 
Congress sought to pass bipar-
tisan legislation to eliminate 

some of the flaws in the U.S. criminal 
justice system, such as harsh manda-
tory minimums and racial disparities. 
The First Step Act, a bipartisan bill 
created to provide several sentencing 
and prison reforms, gained support 
in Congress after the president voiced 
his support. In a significant win for 
advocates, it passed through the 
House and Senate in late December 
and was signed into law.

Originally, the House had 
approved a limited version that left 
out crucial sentencing reforms. Mem-
bers of the Senate worked to include 
amendments from the Sentencing 
Reform and Corrections Act (SRCA), 
a comprehensive, bipartisan crimi-
nal justice bill championed by Sen. 
Grassley (R-Iowa). 

Support for this bill came as a 
surprise to many, due to earlier objec-

In March, thousands of people ral-
lied in Washington, D.C. to take a 
stand against gun violence. March 

for Our Lives was led by student 
survivors of the Parkland, Florida 
shooting. Although mass shoot-
ings continue to make headlines, 
the speakers highlighted daily gun 
violence that kills more than 30,000 
people each year. 

Compared to other wealthy coun-
tries, the U.S. has far more occur-
rences of homicides, suicides and 
accidents. Despite overwhelming sup-
port from constituents, policymakers 
have not voted on sensible gun poli-

cies that would improve universal 
background checks, ban military-
style assault weapons and require 
safe-storage measures. 

Members of the House Appropria-
tions Committee blocked a proposal, 
32-20 along party lines, to fund 
gun violence research. Gun violence 
research would help influence and 
inform policies related to gun vio-
lence prevention. Gun deaths have 
risen steadily over the past three years 
while lawmakers refuse to debate 
policies that would help save lives.  
—Cherelle Dessus

tions from President Trump and 
former Attorney General Sessions. 
Early in his administration, the presi-
dent called for more death penalty 
prosecutions while Sessions directed 
federal prosecutors to pursue harsh 
and lengthy sentences for low-level 
drug offenses.

The First Step Act is a win for 
criminal justice reform but will prove 
to live up to its name—a first step. 
It lacks retroactivity, as it does not 
prevent incarcerated individuals from 
serving sentences under now-defunct 
sentencing laws.  

In December, Congress reautho-
rized the five-year Juvenile Justice and 
Delinquency Prevention Act (JJDPA). 
JJDPA will keep children out of adult 
jails, develop programs to address 
racial inequities in the juvenile justice 
system and forbid detaining youth for 
status offenses—actions that would 
not be criminal if committed by an 
adult. —Cherelle Dessus

Criminal justice

Gun policy 

Cherelle Dessus wraps up the Mass Incarcera-
tion Service Day by sharing ways that attendees 
can advocate for people in prison. The January 
2018 event in Philadelphia was sponsored by 
MCC East Coast.

A Loaded Conversation is a new 
resource from MCC U.S. that aims 
to help congregations have healthy 
conversations about gun violence. 
It includes a conversation guide, 
Bible studies, worship resources 
and ways to take action. Avail-
able online at mcc.org/media/
resources/8279.

MCC photo/Laura Pauls-Thomas



Be an advocate!

Whether you are a seasoned advocate or just getting started, we hope 
that you will take time to contact your legislators in 2019! Here are 
some tips. 

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 Congress 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.

More information is available online, 
in both English and Spanish, at wash-
ington.mcc.org (click on “How to be 
an advocate”).

*
*

*

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 
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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 5–8
Ecumenical Advocacy Days
“Troubling the waters for  
the healing of the world”
Washington, D.C.
advocacydays.org



“I miss you, Mom. I love you so much. You  
and I have to be strong, Mom. I want you to  

come out, Mommy, because I miss you. Mom,  
I love you a lot. I miss my little brothers, too.  

But we have to be strong, Mommy.” 
—Letter written by a 9-year-old boy  

to his mother, from whom he was  
separated at the border.

Top left: Charissa Zehr reads a decla-
ration calling for peace on the Korean 
Peninsula at the Global Peace Forum 
on Korea. Top center: Saulo Padilla, 
Esmirna G. Maldonado de Martin, 
Joel Miller, Izaete Nafziger and Marty 
Lehman advocate for just immigra-
tion policies. Top right: Sen. Bob 
Corker (R-Tenn.) speaks at a reception 
hosted by InterAction, a coalition of 
which MCC is a member. Right: An 
immigration rally in Washington, D.C., 
on March 5, 2018.

Thank you for your advocacy this past year! 

We could not do this work without you. 

Connect with  
us in 2019
washington.mcc.org
washingtonmemo.org
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