
Soon after the end of communism in
1991 in the country of Albania, a mission
team with Virginia Mennonite Missions
led by Sam Scaggs was able to bring the
message of the gospel to a people who
had been living in an officially atheistic
society for over 25 years. 

During a time of preaching in the city
square of Lezhe, an Albanian couple, Dini
and Klementina Shahini heard the mes-
sage and responded. Now 18 years later,
God has put a burden and vision upon
their heart to return to Lezhe to estab-
lish a Christian school there, and to
strengthen and support the church. 

While finance and vision work has
been ongoing for some time now, another
step forward took place with the sending
of a VMM prayer team. The team’s man-
date was to pray “on-site with insight”
and to assess and address any spiritual

hurdles to the establishment of this
vision. The team also sought to encour-
age the VMM workers currently working
in the country. 

The team was made up
of individuals
from various
Virginia
Mennonite
churches: Dini
and Klementina
Shahini, Linda
Overholt,
Merlin Miller
from Mt.
Pleasant; Ken
Horst, Lavonne
Lehman,
Milton and
Mary Ethel
Heatwole from

the Harrisonburg area; and Lois (Lewi)
Blosser and Eric Musser from
Huntington.

In 1967, during a nationally broadcast
speech at a communist youth rally in the
central square of Lezhe, Albania, Enver
Hoxha (Communist dictator for over 40
years) declared Albania to be “officially
athiest,” and unleashed a wave of perse-
cution and destruction that closed all
churches in Albania for the next 30 years.

A significant moment for the prayer
team was when we were able to stand in
that same square, where Dini and
Klementina first heard the gospel, and
proclaim the truth of Psalm 2. Although
kings and rulers through the ages con-
spire against God and His Anointed One,
Jesus, yet all nations—including
Albania—are Jesus’ inheritance. 

From the same city where Enver
stirred the hearts of the youth of a gener-
ation for destruction of the church, God
wants to establish a school for the raising
up of a generation of youth who will live
fully for Jesus Christ. Praise be to God
for, “Greater is He who is in [us] than he
that is in the world.” [1 John 4:4.]

Prayer team to Albania prays “on-site with insight”
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The prayer team overlooking the city of Lezhe, Albania. Photos courtesy of Ken Horst.

The prayer team to Albania with Albanian friends.By ERIC MUSSER
Pastor of Huntington Mennonite Church
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Two women: one, an
African-American who lived
her entire life in Harrisonburg,
Virginia; the other, a
Vietnamese whose life was
interrupted by the aftermath of
the conflict in her home coun-
try.

Peggy Ann Harris Curry
was born in Harrisonburg,
graduated from the Lucy
Simms School, and even with
her deteriorating eyesight became a
matriarch in the community. She served
as president of the local chapter of the
National Federation for the Blind and
worked for Friendship Industries until
she retired in 1999. Peggy died on 
April 11, 2009, two weeks short of her
80th birthday.

Peggy, along
with Roberta Webb
and several others,
served as prayer
warriors and pillars
in the Broad Street
Mennonite Church.
Her husband, James

Alfred “Billy” Curry was ordained as a
deacon on October 8, 1961, the first 
person of color ordained in the history of
Virginia Mennonite Conference. 

Peggy and Billy responded
to early Bible school min-
istries of Mennonites on the
east side of Harrisonburg and
became bridge builders in that
community. Peggy was long-
suffering with the witness of
her chosen faith as she partic-
ipated in Broad Street
Mennonite, Immanuel
Mennonite, and more recently,
New Song Anabaptist 

Fellowship.
Xuan Huong

(Lisa) Thi Pham
was born to
Christian parents in
Vietnam in 1945.
Participating in
InterVarsity
Christian

Fellowship deepened her faith during uni-
versity years. It was at IVCF that she
first met Can Ngoc Le who would
become her husband in 1972. After study
in Australia, she returned to Vietnam to
teach economics at a local university.
After the surrender of South Vietnam in
1975, Can was forced to attend “re-edu-
cation camps,” while Lisa cared for their
newborn son, Samuel. 

The family tried unsuccessfully to
leave Vietnam several times. In 1985,
they reached a refugee camp in the
Philippines. Here they dedicated them-
selves to serving God with their whole
lives. Their lives in the USA began in
Florida, then Pennsylvania before study-
ing together at Eastern Mennonite
Seminary in Harrisonburg. At EMS the
professors noted Lisa’s aptitude for lan-
guage. Following the MA in Church
Ministries, they developed a church plant
that became Vietnamese Mennonite
Church in Fairfax, Virginia, where Can
served as pastor while Lisa earned a PhD
in Old Testament.

Lisa’s dream was to participate in
translating or revising the 1925 version
of the Vietnamese Bible. She was
employed by the American Bible Society
as a consultant for that project.

In 2004, she was diagnosed with lung
cancer and endured surgery, radiation and
chemotherapy. Through the next several
years, she labored through these physical
challenges to complete her portion of the
revision project in August 2008. She died
on March 7, 2009, at the age of 63.

Two women: extraordinary challenges and blessed faithfulness

Owen Burkholder
Conference Minister

Connections June 2009
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Excerpted by permission from a longer
story by Ernest Miller, previous member
at Mt. Pleasant Mennonite, Chesapeake,
Va. Ernest died in 1973.

I believe that the church should know
about the experiences of which I and
many others suffered for Christ’s sake
during World War I. When I was drafted
in 1918, I reported to Camp Funston,
Kansas. As a conscientious objector, I
refused the uniform and rifle. It was very
frustrating to the officers to have men
placed in their companies for training and
have them refuse to obey orders or to
cooperate in any way. I tried to take a
reasonable attitude. To do absolutely
nothing was very difficult. 

I was taunted over and over by offi-
cers, because I refused all noncombatant
service. We found that quoting from the
teaching of Jesus Christ was the most

effective way we could answer the offi-
cers. At my court martial proceedings, I
knew and called attention to the fact that
provision had been made for sincere COs
and that they were to be given farm fur-
loughs, relief, or reconstruction work in
France. I signified my willingness to do
this work but was ignored. I was given a
sentence by the court-martial for 25
years in Leavenworth Prison. I cannot
describe the mental depression nor the
pressure I felt to take some form of serv-
ice and avoid this suffering. I appreciated
the fact that we knew that many persons
were praying for us during these trying
experiences. In Leavenworth, I saw COs
in solitary confinement, handcuffed to the
bars of their cells nine hours each work-
ing day. They slept on a cement floor
with insufficient clothing or blankets to
keep warm, and were given bread and
water to eat because they had refused to

work even in Leavenworth. 
“God moves in a mysterious way. His

wonders to perform.” I was in prison
only nineteen days when an order came
that I should have an immediate and an
honorable discharge. This came on
December 26, 1918, a nice Christmas gift
indeed. 

My experiences gave me a desire to
do something constructive in the world.
So after my release, I applied through the
church for the privilege of doing relief
work and was assigned to service with
the American Committee for Relief in the
Near East. I spent two years with this
organization. The first year I worked in
Beirut, Lebanon, and the second in
Sidon, Lebanon, helping in orphanages.
These experiences had a lasting influence
on my life and gave me a desire to be
faithful to God. 
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Stories of Peace
sponsored by the Peace Coordinators
of the Virginia Mennonite Conference
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I tried to be reasonable

By MIKE SHENK
Highland Retreat Director of Development

It’s not unusual for spirited bidding at
fundraising auctions to receive a round of
grateful applause. It was unusual for the
ovation that rewarded the sale of Carol
Heatwole’s freshly baked shoo-fly pie for
$650 at Highland Retreat’s annual event
last February, to be accompanied by
tears. 

Carol was a member of Harrisonburg
Mennonite Church and until shortly
before her death on April 10, following a
four-year battle with cancer, actively
involved in a variety of local ministries
including Highland Retreat. Recent
advancement in the disease limited her
activity and it seemed unlikely that Carol
could participate in the auction again this
year. Early in the morning on the day of
the event, the set-up crew was pleasantly
surprised when her husband, Leo arrived

with Carol’s contribution. He quietly
explained that her weakened condition
had permitted the baking of a single
shoofly pie.

Near the midpoint of the auction the
pie was put up for sale. With Leo’s per-
mission, auction volunteer and oncology
nurse, Rita Lehman, gave a brief update
on Carol and explained the significance of
the pie. Excitement and emotion began to
increase as bidding climbed into the triple
digits. When the sale finally closed at
$650, the crowd responded with tearful
applause. A few minutes later the shoofly
pie came full circle as the buyer and long-
time family friend gently presented it to
Carol’s daughter, Carmen Miller.

At Carol’s memorial service many
stories of her commitments to family,
church and community were recounted.
One of the tributes was this quote from
the spring issue of Highland’s newsletter:
“In years to come the total auction

receipts may dim in memory…but Carol
Heatwole and her shoofly pie will never
be forgotten.”

Shoo-fly pie baked with love, accompanied with tears 

Leo and Carol Heatwole. Courtesy of Leo Heatwole



Sixty years ago VMM began the
process of planting churches in Palermo,
Italy, and part of that mission was to
develop and train national leaders. Now,
those leaders are looking to pass on the
torch that will take the Italian Mennonite
churches far into the future.

ers in the church should raise
up new leaders for the
church. 

“It is important for us to
look at this issue because it
takes years to develop lead-
ers in the church. The
Blossers (VMM missionaries
from 1982 to 1997) worked
15 years to establish leaders
in the church they were a
part of,” said one of the pas-
tors in attendance. 

Apart from the lessons, there was
also worship led by tranSend members,
Shawn and Laura Green who are current-
ly serving at the church in Termini
Imerese. We also shared around tables
filled with great Italian foods and dis-
cussed many of the ideas that we heard
during our meetings.
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By EVA EBERLY
VMM Mediterranean Regional Assistant

As a boy, Alberto’s mischievous
eyes and grin enlivened the chil-
dren’s Bible class he often attend-
ed at Palermo Mennonite Church.
During adolescence Alberto turned
his full attention to other interests,
although his three siblings became
fervent believers. But God had His
eye on Alberto. The lovely young
lady he married had an open heart
and hunger for God. Through the
witness of Alberto’s siblings,
Carmen soon invited Jesus into her
life. 

For 15 years Carmen patiently
prayed for Alberto’s conversion.
“Not knowing God’s timing, I learned not
to rush and push.” His occasional visit to
church for special events seemed to have
no significant effect. Sergio (a brother at
Centro Agape) began reaching out to
Alberto in friendship and suggested they
meet to study the Bible together. Alberto
says, “The seed fell on the rocky soil of

my heart. At every crossroad, I always
chose the wrong way.” 

Last summer Alberto began having
alarming symptoms in his eye, 
diagnosis—a detached retina! Through
this frightening time of crisis, God soft-
ened Alberto’s heart. 

Immediately after hospitaliza-
tion, Alberto decisively announced
that as a family they would attend
the annual retreat/seminar for
Italian Mennonites. A delightful
surprise for Carmen!

There during a Bible study,
Alberto experienced an over-
whelming conviction that all those
years he’d been rebelling against
his Creator who rightfully
deserved his loving allegiance.
The Word had finally fallen into
good, prepared soil! He describes
that moment of surrender as “a
powerful inner explosion” as light
burst through spiritual blindness.
“I feel so clean and peaceful
inside; I have a new spirit! With

eyes of faith I now worship spontaneous-
ly. Our unity in Christ is deepening our
marriage relationship!” 

Carmen concludes, “Only God knows
how to use a serious eye condition to
open spiritual eyes!”

Serious eye condition brings about spiritual sight 

By CHRIS RIDDLE
VMM mission worker in Italy

“The gifts he gave were that some
would be…pastors and teachers for the
work of ministry, for building the body of
Christ…” [Ephesians 4:11-12]

This was the message from Ulric
Reber, a long-time Swiss missionary, to
the leaders of the Italian Mennonite
Churches at a two-day conference held in
Montelepre, Sicily, on April 24-25. Ulrich
taught the importance of not just delegat-
ing activities for people to do in the
church, but for current leaders to walk
beside potential leaders in order to devel-
op the next generation of pastors and
new ministries within the church. Ulrich
used the Biblical examples of Moses with 
Joshua, Jesus with the twelve and Paul
with Timothy to show how current lead-

Italian church leaders at a two-day retreat conference 
in Montelepre, Sicily, April 24-25.

Next generation of Italian church leaders meets at retreat

Alberto and Carmen and their girls.
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Hope in the face of death

This winter,
Crossroads
Mennonite Church
experienced the
death of the longest
standing member of
the congregation. I
have participated in
several funerals in
my lifetime, but the
giving of the medita-
tion would be a new

experience for me. What was I to say in the face of a
grieving community?

After a great deal of nervous prayer, I came to a
conclusion. In a time of apparent hopelessness, my
role was to represent the hope of the Christian faith.
But what is that hope? 

A passage from 1 Corinthians 15 seemed to cry
out to me from behind the leather cover of my Bible.
Paul reminds the Corinthians that, even in death, the
promise is for new life, new bodies. 

What a bold thing to suggest! I will not attempt
to analyze the reality of this new body. Regardless of
what it looks like, Paul attacks the unease that many
carry concerning death. The loss of the body, the
inability to interact with those whom we love, is at
the heart of those fears. The disciples experienced
that very feeling at the death of Jesus. Death, it
seems, brings separation.

This Easter season has reminded me of what it
means to have the hope of resurrection. 

Resurrection is about a God who provides this
new life. Resurrection is about the community of
believers interacting in love. Resurrection is about a
continual embodied life through Christ. And though
the essence of the new body is something that we do
not understand (for lack of experience), it seems
clear that the fellowship of believers in the presence
of the Almighty is a reality that will never come to an
end. It begins on earth and continues in the heavenly
realm. 

Now that is a hopeful thought!

By AARON BOGGS
Pastor of Crossroads Mennonite Church
Timberville, Va.



Ever heard of Christmas in the summer? That’s
what it feels like at the Congregational Resource
Center. We have been receiving gift packages in
the mail—dozens of new resources for your con-
gregation and for individuals. 

Here are a few of the new titles:

Lights, Drama, Worship! - four volumes of plays,
sketches, and readings for the church by Karen F.
Williams 

When Church Kids Go Bad - how to love and
work with rude, obnoxious, and apathetic 
students - by Les Christie 

750 Engaging Illustrations for Preachers,
Teachers, and Writers from Craig Brian Larson
and Leadership Journal 

Downtime: Helping Teenagers Pray - by Mark
Yaconelli 

Uncovering Your Church’s Hidden Spirit - an
Alban Institute publication by Celia A Hahn 

Shaped by the Story - helping students
encounter God in a new way - by Michael Novelli 

Instant Skits - using improv to create memo-
rable moments in ministry - by Eddie James and
Tommy Woodard 

Four “Berenstain Bears” books for children:
Go to Sunday School - God Loves You! - 
Say Their Prayers - the Golden Rule

These are just a sampling of many exciting new
resources available by visiting the Congregational
Resource Center, first floor of Eastern Mennonite
Seminary. Hours are Monday through Friday 7:30
a.m.-5:30 p.m. You may also visit the online cata-
log by going to www.emu.edu/seminary/crc.

A free Hartzler Library or CRC Library card gives
access to all materials. Call Director Linda Alley at
540.432.4219 for assistance or mailing of
resources outside of the Harrisonburg area.
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By BERNARD MARTIN
Shenandoah Valley MDS Coordinator

Bi-national (US and Canada)
Mennonite Disaster Service (MDS) is
promoting two new programs that are
putting disaster work back to the grass-
roots level of participation. This means
that local units are directly involved in
responding to service needs. 

The first new program is First
Response Teams. MDS wants each unit
to have equipment and a team of 20-25
people who are willing to commit to vol-
unteering for one week on a 24-hour
notice immediately after a disaster
strikes. Shenandoah Valley unit currently
has most of the equipment to supply a

trailer for this purpose. There is still a
need for a list of volunteers who will par-
ticipate in a one-day training session and
be prepared to move quickly anywhere in
Region I (Maine to Florida).

The second program is Partnership in
Home Construction with MDS. The local
unit will take responsibility for providing
leadership, volunteers and constructing a
house from start to finish at a location in
a disaster area.

Shenandoah Valley unit’s first house
was started in February in Gulfport,
Miss., and will be completed by early
June. Rod Burkholder (Weavers
Mennonite Church) is the designated
superintendent. Six van loads of volun-
teers traveled to Mississippi to work on

this project. A single mother with four
children whose home was destroyed by
Hurricane Katrina will be occupying the
house soon.

If you want information about either
of these programs, call Bernard Martin
(SV unit 540-434-1916) or Joe Blumber
(E. Va. unit 757-875-0372). Thanks to all
who have volunteered in disaster areas
this past year.

What’s new with MDS?

Congregational RCongregational Resource Centeresource Center

By ELVA SHOWALTER RHODES
Hinton Mennonite Relief Center

Three weeks
each fall volunteers
meet to peel, snitz
and dry 450 bushels
of apples for relief.
Several times
throughout the
year— whenever
Mennonite
Central Committee

(MCC) sends out an SOS for relief, health
or school kits—small groups, Sunday
school classes and youth or young adults
from the various Mennonite groups meet
to put the kits together, placing items
into buckets (relief) or handmade cloth
bags (health & school).

In early spring “canner week” is held
when the MCC mobile canner arrives
with crew and equipment. Each day 150
volunteers prepare turkey thighs, turning
48,000 pounds of turkey meat into 26,384
cans to feed the world’s hungry. 

The work day begins at 5 a.m. and the
last cans are boxed around 11 p.m. The
meat is pre-cooked, canned and pressure-
cooked. The cans are cooled, washed,
dried, labeled and packed into carefully
numbered boxes. Many behind-the-
scenes tasks are done include washing,
drying and folding hundreds of white
jackets every day, stamping thousands of
labels each day, and sanitizing tables, cut-
ting boards and knives every 4-6 hours.
Many volunteers lighten the load for
everyone.

What happens at the Hinton Relief Center?

Homeowner Venisha Bridges and son with MDS volunteers
Timothy Koogler and Rod Burkholder. Courtesy Rod Burkholder.

Gerald Knicely
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Poarch Community Church 
in Atmore, Alabama is calling a
youth pastor to serve with this

indigenous congregation, creating
the youth program and working

with community outreach. 

This position is for one 
or more years. 

For information, contact Ken Horst,
VMM tranSend director, at 

(540) 434-9737 or 
ken.horst@vmmissions.org

Register now for Virginia
Mennonite Conference Assembly!
Forms are available from
your church or the

Conference Center, or you can register
online at: vmconf.org/assembly/

The annual homecoming celebration in the
former Whitmer School/Cove Church at
CrossRoads, 1921 Heritage Center Way,
will be held on Sunday, June 7, at 4 pm. It
will include singing, reminiscing, special
music and an evening meal. Bring a lawn
chair and finger foods for the evening
meal. Drink will be provided. An offering
will be received to support the work of
the Heritage Center. www.vbmhc.org,
info@vbmhc.org, (540) 438-1275.

Dini and Klementina Shahini will share their
vision for launching the Albanian Christian
School. This informational meeting,
planned by the Vision Support Team, will
be held at Shady Oaks, June 21 at 7 p.m.
Hear the Shahini vision, see pictures of a
recent trip, and enjoy refreshments
together. You will be invited to give
financially to this project.

The annual Tears & Ashes Civil War-related
bus tour sponsored by the CrossRoads
Heritage Center is set for Saturday, 
June 27, 8–4 p.m. It will cover places in
northern Rockingham County that were
impacted by the Civil War. The tour price
of $65 includes a tour booklet and a lunch
at the Linville Creek Church of the
Brethren in Broadway. Call (540) 438-
1275 by June 22 to register for the tour,
which will include the homes of families
featured in the book series, Unionists
and the Civil War Experience in the
Shenandoah Valley. The tour will depart
from CrossRoads, 1921 Heritage Center
Way, Harrisonburg. www.vbmhc.org,
info@vbmhc.org. 

The annual Steak Barbecue will be held at
Highland Retreat, Saturday, June 27th.
Afternoon activities starting at
3:00 include zipline & super
swing for teens, and funyaks at
the pond. The swimming pool
will be open all afternoon and
evening. The barbecue begins
at 5:00 p.m. Bring a potluck
salad and dessert. Donations
will benefit the summer youth
camping program. Music by
Blue Mountain Sunrise. 
A-frame cabins and campsites
are available and free for fami-
lies and individuals participat-
ing in the barbecue. Advance
reservations are required for
cabins and campsites and can
be secured by contacting the
office at (540) 852-3226 or
info@highlandretreat.org 

Announcements

Connections (USPS 007-205)
Virginia Mennonite Missions
Virginia Mennonite Conference
901 Parkwood Drive
Harrisonburg, VA 22802-2498


