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 “I always thank my God as I remember you in my prayers, because I hear about your faith in the Lord Jesus and 
your love for all the saints.  I pray that you may be active in sharing your faith, so that you will have a full 
understanding of every good thing we have in Christ. Your love has given me great joy and encouragement, 
because you have refreshed the hearts of the saints" (Philemon v. 4).   On March 10 we closed our MCC 
Networking Conference in Santa Cruz, Bolivia, with this passage from Scripture, acknowledging that we all felt 
encouraged after sharing with each other about the work in Low German Mennonite (LGM) communities.  In this 
issue of the Newsletter, we will share parts of the report on the Networking Conference. -- Mary Friesen, MCCC 
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Report on Networking Conference: 
Some participants arrived in Santa Cruz for the MCC 
LGM Programs Networking Conference already a 
week before the meetings started.  Others arrived on 
March 4 or 5 and were welcomed by the Centro 
Menno staff at the airport.    Participants had been 
encouraged to use the time before and/or after the 
conference to visit Mennonite colonies and establish 
connections with LGM’s in Bolivia.   The Centro 
Menno staff had also organized some optional 
activities for March 5 which included a bus trip to a 
few colonies and a walking tour of the city.    A 
number of the participants also connected with the 
Evangelical Mennonite Mission Church (EMMC) staff 
in Santa Cruz and visited some of their mission 
programs on one of the afternoons (March 4).  On 
March 6 all participants worshipped in one of the 
Mennonite churches in the colonies and one group 
went to the Fortaleza Church (Spanish Mennonite) in 
the city.   These experiences set a very positive tone 
for the Networking conference.    
 
The Centro Menno staff (Alfred and Elisabeth  Koop, 
Kimberly Miller, Helena Bergen, Dick and Kathy 
Braun,  Judith and Horst Braun) had made all the 
arrangements and processed registrations at the Centro 
Menno office.    Participants were checked into a hotel 
within walking distance from Centro Menno and the 
meetings were held at the Centro de Capacitacion (old 
MCC farm).   The program had been planned by the 
Coordinator for Low German Programs (Mary 
Friesen) in consultation with regional directors and the 
Centro Menno staff.   Participants came from Mexico, 
Ontario, Manitoba, Saskatchewan, Alberta, USA, 
Paraguay and Bolivia Attendance on most days was 
about 54 people, including some guests and members 
of the Advisory Committee.   
 
 

The reports from different regions are an important 
part of the Networking Conference and in each session 
we heard one or two of these reports.    Printed copies 
of the reports were handed out and some time was 
given for discussion and questions during the session.  
Many conversations were continued during coffee 
breaks or at meal time.     Participants commented that 
sharing with each other about the work served as an 
encouragement and affirmation.    Many considered it 
a highlight to hear a brief report from Bishop Jakob 
Heinrichs from East Paraguay, who shared about the 
work they are doing in their church/colony. 
 
In the reports we also heard from Mark Epp (MCC 
country representative for Bolivia) about the history of 
MCC Bolivia and its work in the region.  MCC Bolivia 
has about 60 service workers and local staff and of 
those only eight work with Low German Mennonites.   
Participants were able to see for themselves some of 
the programs, e.g. the appropriate technology projects.  
MCC began its work in Bolivia in the 1960’s with the 
LGM’s and later expanded to include projects in other 
rural communities and urban programs.   It was good 
to hear about the diversity of MCC programs in 
Bolivia, such as income generation, working with 
street children, library programs, agricultural programs 
and health care initiatives.   
 
Round-table-discussion:  Three time-slots had been set 
aside in the program for round-table discussions.  The 
topics covered were education, documentation work, 
health concerns, addictions treatment centre, working 
with government agencies, economic (agricultural) 
projects, programs for women and communications 
media. 
 
Presentations on Bolivia:   It was our goal to learn 
more about the political and economic situation in 
Bolivia generally and also about the history and reality 



of the LGM colonies in particular.  The presenter Phil 
Bender provided a very informative general 
description about the political and economic situation 
in the country.  He began working in Bolivia as an 
MCC service worker more than 20 years ago and since 
then has worked for different agencies involved in 
economic development.  The reality that Bolivia is 
politically and economically not stable was reinforced 
by the fact that on the day that Mr. Bender gave his 
first presentation, the local media announced that the 
president of the country had resigned.   In the next few 
days the Congress met and agreement was reached for 
the president to remain in office and continue to 
govern.   The social unrest was reinforced by the fact 
that, on the day the MCC group was scheduled to take 
a bus tour into the Mennonite colonies, all the bus 
drivers went on strike and the major streets leading out 
of the city were closed by a bus blockade.    
 
We appreciated Mr. Bender’s knowledge and insight 
into the complexities of political, economic and social 
problems Bolivia faces.  We began to contemplate 
what the implications of this are for the 45,000 LGM’s 
living in 46 different colonies in Bolivia.   We also 
appreciated the two presentations by Sieghard 
Schartner on the history of the Mennonites in Bolivia 
and life in the colonies.  Sieghard and Sylvia Schartner 
have worked with MCC Bolivia for several years and 
are now part of the LGM community in Buena Vista – 
not far from Santa Cruz.  Another highlight for many 
was the trip into LGM colonies on March 9. 
 

 
Round-Table discussion at Networking Meeting 
------------------------------------------------------------------ 
Compiled and edited by Mary Friesen, MCCC  
E-mail:       maryf@mennonitecc.ca   
MCC web page:  www.mcc.org 
------------------------------------------------------------------ 
 

Public Meeting:  On March 8 in the afternoon a public 
meeting  was held at the MCC Centre which was 
advertised as a “Mennonitische Post  Afternoon”.    
Centro Menno staff had sent out announcements to the 
LGM colonies to invite them to an afternoon of 
sharing with the editor of the Mennonitische Post and 
other staff and MCC workers.    Kennert Giesbrecht 
reported on the work of the Mennonitische Post and 
Das Blatt and also showed some pictures of his travels 
to different countries.  We also introduced the 
Networking guests from other countries at this public 
meeting and had opportunity for personal 
conversations during the snack time. 
 
How well was the purpose of the Networking 
Conference achieved?   All participants said that we 
achieved our goal and one expressed it this way:    
“Overall, an extremely informative and edifying 
experience. I would do it again in a heart beat.  Thank 
you for the invitation.” 
 
Learning Tour to Paraguay, March 13-20. 
After the Networking Conference, a group of 18 MCC 
workers and/or committee members visited some of 
the Mennonite colonies in Paraguay.  The purpose was 
to establish connections with Mennonites in Paraguay 
and to learn more about life in the colonies there.  
Generally speaking, it was encouraging to experience 
such generous and friendly reception from all different 
groups in Paraguay.    The willingness of Bishop 
Heinrichs from the Sommerfeld colony to share his 
story with the rest of us and to open their church to the 
MCC group is evidence of the benefits of such 
conferences or tours.   The evening program in 
Sommerfeld Colony allowed for spiritual fellowship 
and exchange of information and stories.   It was also 
inspiring to get a glimpse into the life of the 
indigenous people in the Chaco, Paraguay, and how 
they relate to the German Mennonites.  For the 
learning tour participants from Mexico, it was a good 
opportunity to visit the mental health institution Eirene 
in Filadelfia, Chaco.    
 
Here is a comment from a Learning Tour participant.    
“The learning tour group was a special group of people 
that we enjoyed being with. I think that the LGM 
network has been strengthened by this experience and 
our collective knowledge of issues and how we can 
work at them has increased as well.”  Another service 
worker commented,  “In conclusion, I have learned 
more than words can express and will try to assimilate 
and incorporate these many experiences and 
associations into a new reality at my place of service.”   



 
Conversation at supper in Loma Plata,  Paraguay 
 

 
Bishop   Heinrichs reports at Networking meeting 
 

 
Brad Friesen, Ontario, and Willmar Harder 
checking out the market in Santa Cruz, Bolivia 

 
On the road to colonies in Bolivia – flat tire on bus 
 

 
Bill/Nora Janzen; Bill /Janet Enns; Leonard /Tina 
Doell eating supper in Asuncion, Paraguay 

 
Agatha Schmidt, Elisabeth Koop and Kennert 
Giesbrecht (Post editor) in conversation. 
 


