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“There is no 
longer Jew or 
Greek, there is 
no longer slave 
or free, there is 
no longer male 
and female; for all 
of you are one in 
Christ Jesus.”   

— Galatians 3:28

continued on page 2

Imagine standing in complete darkness, unsure where to step, feeling afraid and lost. Then someone 
lights a candle. That small flame brings light, comfort, and hope. For me, Compassionate Care has been 
that light, revealing the love of Jesus Christ—the Word made flesh—in powerful and life-changing 
ways.

Growing up as a Hmong man, I learned that men carry many responsibilities, especially toward 
extended family. The older generation taught us that respect comes from being tough and holding 
authority. After marriage, men were expected to lead and oversee, while women were taught to work 
hard and avoid bringing shame to the family. Over time, pride often took root in men’s hearts. I do 
not believe all Hmong families live this way, but these teachings shaped how many of us understood 
marriage and love.

While leading Compassionate Care seminars in Asia, people often ask me, “What is love between a 
married couple?” My answer is simple: love is not just about intimacy, children, food, or shelter. True 
love is about understanding, respect, and honoring one another.

During our first Compassionate Care seminar, more than sixty people from different villages attended. 
As we studied Scripture—especially Genesis 2:18-25 and Galatians 3:28—I saw hearts begin to soften. 
Many men realized that love is not control or authority, but partnership. They came to understand 
that all people are created in God’s image and are equal in Christ’s love. Some men openly confessed 
to their wives that they had misunderstood love, and they apologized. Witnessing reconciliation and 
healing in those moments was deeply moving.

Photo by Susan Janzen
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Memee and Susan made fresh spring rolls for sup-
per the first evening of Compassionate Care. They 
turned out great!  

Mae, Susan, and Memee wore aprons purchased 
earlier that day from a Hmong shopping mall in 
Vientiane. The aprons feature a modern take on 
traditional Hmong design.

Cooking was a way of breaking the ice and opening 
communication with the participants — especially 
the women — even though we didn’t speak the 
same language. Photos: Memee Yang

continued from page 1

Since 2005, Memee and Jonah Yang have been traveling to Laos — the land of their birth 
— to share the love of God and the healing power of the Holy Spirit with the Hmong 
people there. Their ministry has spread to Vietnam and Thailand as well.

Motivated by their faith that Jesus can and does transform lives, the Yangs and other 
members of their congregation, Emmanuel Mennonite Church in St. Paul, Minn., 
formed Voice of Hope Ministry to support their efforts. Jonah is an ordained minister 
whose credentials are held by Central Plains and Memee is a retired educator.

Their application for a New Ministries Grant from Central Plains describes Voice 
of Hope Ministry in this way: “In a world marked by trauma, disconnection, and 
spiritual fatigue, many believers are longing not just for knowledge but for healing 
and meaningful service. Voice of Hope Ministry responds by inviting individuals to 
surrender their hearts to God — to let go of fear, pain, power, authority, and self-reliance 
and to embrace a life shaped by Christ’s love and peace.”

Jonah and Memee spent six weeks in the fall of 2025 in southeast Asia ministering to 
people through Compassionate Care workshops (modeled after Mennonite Women’s 
Sister Care), leadership development seminars, and missional leadership development 
through the Journey Program in cooperation with Anabaptist Mennonite Biblical 
Seminary. Susan Janzen, Conference Minister for Ministerial Leadership, joined the 
Yangs in Laos for the middle two weeks of their time in Asia to learn more about their 
ministries there.

The New Ministries Grant enabled Voice of Hope to rent meeting space and provide 
meals, lodging, and logistical support for the events in Laos. Mennonite Women USA, 
Emmanuel Mennonite Church, and Vietnam Mennonite Worker also contributed 
financially, as did participants through registration fees.

Memee and Jonah returned to Asia in February 2026 and anticipate another trip in 
the fall. Please pray for them as they lead workshops, teach classes, encourage new 
Christians, and walk with those seeking greater discipleship.

By Susan Janzen

One man shared how the seminar led him back to God. 
He committed himself to loving his wife with greater 
understanding, respect, and honor. Another man confessed 
that he had once been a church leader who rejected 
weddings if couples had dated before marriage, even 
stopping ministers from performing ceremonies. Through 
Compassionate Care, he realized that pride and authority 
did not make him righteous—only God’s grace could. He 
shared that without Jesus’ love, he would have lived in 
despair. Instead, he experienced forgiveness, confessed 
his sins, and chose a new path. His life changed, and he 
now understands love not as control, but as something to 
cultivate, nurture, and protect.

Later, while conducting a Compassionate Care seminar 
in Laos, participants shared powerful testimonies. One 

woman said it was like a well where she could finally drink 
after being thirsty for a long time. Another compared it to 
a cancer treatment center—a place that helped her prevent 
emotional and spiritual pain from destroying her life. One 
man described it as a detox center, where he could restart 
his marriage with a clean heart.

Through Compassionate Care, I have seen lives transformed. 
Men and women are learning to love their spouses 
differently—through respect, honor, and welcoming 
women’s voices in decision-making. I have learned that 
Compassionate Care is not about changing others; it is 
about allowing God to change me. As I continue to follow 
Christ daily, my prayer is to live a godly life and share His 
love with others wherever I go.
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The second event in Laos was a Leadership Development Semi-
nar facilitated by Jonah. Participants were pastors and lay leaders 
from several Hmong congregations. Most also attended either 
the Compassionate Care workshop or Journey classes (or both). 
Photo: Memee Yang

The final event in Laos was a week of classes for the Southeast Asia Journey cohort. 
Journey is a lay ministry certificate program of Anabaptist Mennonite Biblical Seminary in 
Elkhart, Indiana. Jonah translated the Journey sessions into Thai, as that is the language 

the students have in common. During the two weeks in Laos, Jonah used Hmong, Lao, 
Thai, and English, often moving seamlessly from one language to another — sometimes 

in the same sentence! David Miller, retired AMBS professor, has accompanied the Yangs 
several times, taking on some of the teaching duties.

Journey is a three-year program. Some of these students are in their final year of study 
before graduation. Illness, rice harvest, and other commitments kept about half the current 

cohort from attending this time. Pictured in the courtyard that also served as kitchen and 
dining hall, the Journey students planned meals, cooked, and ate together as a way of 

building community. Photos: Susan Janzen

Jonah & Memee and Mae & Fong stand within the foundation 
walls of a new building Fong & Mae’s church is constructing. 
Because Christianity is technically illegal in Laos, getting a permit 
for one large building is simpler than getting permits over time to 
remodel or expand as the church grows. They will construct the 
building as funds become available. Photo: Susan Janzen

Susan joined the Yangs for three events. The first was a three and a half-day Compassionate Care seminar. Modeled after Mennonite Women’s Sister Care, the 
goal of Compassionate Care is to empower participants to offer prayerful support and encouragement to one another through life’s ups and downs.  

The first day, men and women worshipped and learned together. The second day, they met in gender-segregated groups to share their personal stories of trauma 
and healing. The third day, everyone met together again. Many participants invited others to pray for them in their struggles.

For the women, sharing cough drops, which are not readily available in Laos, and Tums, which they hadn’t seen before, was symbolic of the spiritual and emo-
tional pain many of them live with daily in a culture that often seems to have no place for them. Photo: Memee Yang
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Some Hmong villages are in such remote corners of Laos that 
access to basic supplies like clothing is limited. We went to a 
wholesale warehouse in Vientiane to purchase t-shirts and other 
clothing items for one village. The Yangs, along with Mae & Fong, 
a pastor couple from Vientiane, delivered the clothing and made 
a pastoral visit the weekend Susan travelled home. They took a 
train, drove a car, and went the last few miles by wagon because 
of poor road conditions. Photos: Jonah & Memee Yang

Jonah’s and Memee’s families fled Laos at the end of the Vietnam War (or as it was called 
in Laos, the Secret War) in the mid-1970s. Many Hmong had allied with the U.S. and so 

were considered enemies by the new communist Lao government. An estimated 200,000 
Hmong people fled Laos, with up to 150,000 making it to refugee camps in Thailand. 

Eventually, many Hmong relocated to the U.S.; currently the Hmong community in the Twin 
Cities (where the Yangs live) numbers between 95,000 and 100,000 people.

The area around Angel Cave near Vang Vieng (a 2-hour drive north of Vientiane) is where 
Jonah’s family hid out from U.S. bombing. Even today, people leave walking sticks to guide 

the spirits of those who died here. Ironically, this place of trauma for so many — with its 
dramatic mountain landscapes, rivers, and caves — was a popular place for American GIs 

to go on leave. Today this cave lies within a tourist resort. 

Memee’s family endured unspeakable sorrow as they fled through swamps and rainforests 
with other refugees, moving mostly at night. She lost three young siblings from accidental 

opium overdoses; opium was given to babies and toddlers to ensure silence during the 
dangerous journey. Thanks to her father being a strong swimmer, Memee, her parents, and 

other refugees survived the capsizing of the boat that took them across the Mekong River 
near Vientiane to safety in Thailand. Photos: Susan Janzen

Lion Rock is a landmark Jonah remembers from childhood trips 
with his father from their village in the north of Laos to the capital 

city, Vientiane. His father was a civil servant and had to go to 
Vientiane once a year to collect his salary. Lion Rock marked the 

halfway point on the journey. Photo: Susan Janzen
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Holy Listening and Spiritual Care Office is now open in Freeman, SD

Our time in Laos coincided with the beginning of rice harvest. As we prepared lunch one day, we 
watched the family next door to the church where we were meeting harvest their small rice paddy 
by hand. Several Compassionate Care participants brought with them first fruits offerings of their 

rice harvest, which we enjoyed during our time together, and one of the Journey students brought 
small bags of newly harvested rice for us to take home. The rice field in the photo belongs to 

friends of the Yangs. Photos by Susan Janzen

Have you found yourself needing to talk about whatever is going 
on in your heart and life, your faith struggles, a difficult space in 
your life? You may just need someone to hear your story, to see 
the path you have been taking and to have someone help you find 
where God is journeying with you.

The spiritual journey is often a lonely path. Being heard and being 
cared for are deep needs for every person. Finding space for 
quiet reflection and having someone to bear witness to the hard 
work of living is a rare commodity. A sacred companion, like a 
spiritual director or friend, can guide and reflect back to us God’s 
presence in our life and the world—awakening new possibilities, 
connections, and deeper meaning.

Pastor Jill Hofer has opened the Holy Listening and Spiritual 
Care Office in Freeman. She is not only an ordained pastor, 
leading House Church of Freeman, but is also a Certified Spiritual 
Director. Jill is open to meeting with you in person, in her office on 
the upper floor of the Et Cetera Shoppe in Freeman,  
or via Zoom.  

Each 50-minute session is unique to each person. Each session 
can include intentional and careful listening, guidance in spiritual 
practices, encouragement on your faith journey, listening and 
sensing the work and movement of the Holy Spirit, etc.

Jill is well-versed in trauma, having taken Strategies for Trauma 
Awareness and Resilience (STAR) training from Eastern 
Mennonite University and has done extensive reading on the 
subject.

For more information, please feel free to reach out to Jill at:
Holy Listening & Spiritual Care Office
Physical address: 302 S. Main St., Freeman, SD 57029
Mailing address: 43782 272nd St., Bridgewater, SD 57319
605-261-3411
holylisteningandspiritualcare@gmail.com

We got up early one day to visit the Vientiane morning market. 
Stand after stand offered fresh fish, meat, rice, vegetables, 
and fruit. Such markets are where most people do their 
daily shopping (in part, because many people don’t have 
refrigerators). There are also small shops in homes that sell 
essentials, beverages, and ready-to-eat food on nearly every 
street. Additionally, there is a night market on the banks of the 
Mekong River most evenings. The night market is a place to 
buy clothing, shoes, jewelry, and household goods.
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The CPMC Traveling Casserole
By Dylan Keller

Church potlucks are used to celebrate special events, a place to gather in remembrance, 
or to casually share a meal with each other. There are meaningful relationships that are 
made around a table of food. Growing up in the church, it was extra special knowing that 
a Sunday was also potluck Sunday. There were staple dishes that we all knew would be 
along the countertop and dessert table in the basement of Zion Mennonite. Throughout 
the service the smell of food cooking in the oven or staying warm in crockpots would 
waft through the sanctuary. As kids, we would try to wait patiently as members of the 
congregation would work their way downstairs and the women’s fellowship group would 
prepare the kitchen. After the blessing we would all line up and help ourselves to mains 
and sides that would overflow our plates. From BBQ meatballs to Uncle Stephen’s sweet 
corn and my mom’s taco salad to Dolores’s chocolate dessert, there were plenty of dishes 
and special cooks in our congregation that made potluck Sunday special in Donnellson.

While the food was a blessing, what made potlucks a formative experience were the 
conversations amongst generations. You saw three and sometimes four generations 
around one table having engaging conversations and sharing in a meal. This formative 
experience, one we have all participated in, is why the Christian Formation Committee 
and Outreach and Service Committee teamed up to launch a recipe swap experiment in 
2025. Four of our committee members selected a favorite or staple dish at our church’s 
potluck to swap with another congregation. Included in the recipe swap was a short story 
on why it was special to that church and a prayer for the receiving church to say before the 
meal.

Participating churches included Bethesda Mennonite, Des Moines Mennonite, First 
Mennonite of Lincoln, NE, and Sermon on the Mount in Sioux Falls, SD. Each dish was 
prepared and served at a potluck that fit within their church’s schedule. Bethesda received 
Peanut Beans and Rice from Des Moines, Des Moines received Beignets or African 
Puff Puffs from First Mennonite, First Mennonite received Butternut Harvest Stew 
from Sermon on the Mount, and Sermon on the Mount received BBQ Meatballs from 
Bethesda. For most of these congregations these were new recipes for their potlucks.

Carol Janzen shared how her congregation received the recipe from Des Moines 
Mennonite: 

On Sunday, May 25, 2025, the table held, among other dishes; meatballs, coleslaw, fresh
rhubarb dessert, and an aromatic international dish, not typical at our potlucks. It 
was the Peanut Beans and Rice and it was making everyone hungry! I shared the 
background of the CPMC Traveling Casserole Recipe with those gathered, the recipe 
from Mary Rukashaza-Mukome, the prayer from Des Moines Mennonite, and invited 
them to give it a try. I may have had to coax a few! I heard everything from “I don’t like 
Curry” to “Oh Yum!” I am pleased to report that it was a big HIT, the bowl was licked 
clean, and I was told to “make it again!” And at the youth table I heard, “Aren’t you going 
to finish that?  I’ll eat it!”  We enjoyed the idea of a recipe being shared from within our 
CPMC that reflected the diversity of our congregations.

Included in this edition of Scattered Seeds is the recipe for Peanut Beans and Rice from 
Mary Rukashaza-Mukome as shared with Bethesda Mennonite. Try it at one of your 
upcoming potlucks! The newly-organized Discipleship and Outreach Committee is 

J. Edward Epp began as pastor of preaching 
and community life at Bethesda Mennonite 
Church, Henderson, NE, on Jan. 26, 2026.

Megan Wiebersch was licensed toward 
ordination for her ministry as a hospital 
chaplain at Washington (IA) Mennonite 
Church on Mar. 8, 2026.

Ron Moyo, pastor for outreach and visitation 
at Whitestone Mennonite Church, Hesston, 
KS, has resigned effective Mar. 31, 2026. 
He will relocate to his home country of 
Zimbabwe.

Marc Schlegel-Preheim will begin as pastor 
at First Mennonite Church, Iowa City, IA, on 
Apr. 13, 2026.

Randall Koehler, pastor at Hutterthal 
Mennonite Church, Freeman, SD, has 
resigned effective June 30, 2026.

Transitions
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Moderator 
Michelle Hofer   
cmhofer@gwtc.net

Assistant Moderator 
Michael Swartzendruber 
319-936-7541 
mswartzendruber@gmail.com

Office  
P.O. Box 101, Freeman, SD 57029 

Monica Clem, Office Manager  
605-929-3325  
office@centralplainsmc.org

Hispanic Ministries Coordinator  
Ramiro Hernandez  319-621-3725 
rmherns@yahoo.com  

Conference Ministers  
P.O. Box 352, Kalona, IA 52247 

Nathan Luitjens 319-461-6505, 
nathanluitjens@centralplainsmc.org

Susan Janzen  319-610-1007 
susanjanzen@centralplainsmc.org

Director of Communications  
Amanda Bleichty  319-325-4522 
amandableichty@centralplainsmc.org

The newsletter of Central Plains Mennonite Conference is published five times a year at 
Kalona, Iowa.  Editor: Amanda Bleichty. Copy Editor: Erin Ramer. Thanks to Peg Burkey, 
Mary Lou Farmer and Verna Zook for proofreading. 
E-mail: scatteredseeds@centralplainsmc.org. Telephone: 319-325-4522.
For the Summer issue, please send stories, news and photos by June 1, 2026 to 
the address above. Please send subscription requests and changes of addresses to 
office@centralplainsmc.org. 
Graphic Design by Erin Ramer.  Printed by Kalona Graphics in USA

ScatteredSeeds To receive this newsletter in Spanish,  
call Amanda Bleichty at 319-325-4522.  Para 
recibir este boletín en español, llame a Amanda 
Bleichty al 319-325-4522.  

Contact information

extending the opportunity for you to submit a favorite dish to be shared with another 
conference congregation. You may submit entries to Dylan Keller (dckeller10@gmail.
com). May we continue to seek fellowship and recognize the formative experience that it 
is to break bread and share the labors of making a dish with each other.

Check out the next issue of Scattered Seeds for more delicious recipes!

Peanut Beans and Rice
This dish is made for nearly every potluck by Mary Rukashaza-Mukome. It is best served 
with sticky rice and is quick and easy to assemble.
Ingredients:
¼ large onion
1 can tomato sauce
3 cans of light kidney beans or any other beans
Chopped carrots and/or green peppers (as preferred)
2 tsp curry powder 
Oil
Salt
1 heaping tablespoon peanut butter
Rice for serving

Method:
Dice onions and any other vegetables. Open cans of beans and rinse them. 
In a stew pan, heat up oil and saute onions until they start to carmelize. Add the spices 
and cook them for a couple of minutes. 
Add tomato sauce and the vegetables. Cook until the flavors are mixed and the sauce 
changes color. Add beans and enough water to cover the beans. Mix well. 
Bring mixture to a boil. Reduce heat and cook for 5-8 minutes or until the vegetables and 
beans are tender. 
Add peanut butter and mix well. Add salt to taste. 
Let boil another couple of minutes. 
Serve over rice.
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UPCOMING EVENTS
Annual Leaders Retreat at St. Benedict Center in Schuyler, NE, April 17-19, 2026.
Annual Meeting 2026, Mountain Lake, MN, June 25-28, 2026.

FINANCES
The Central Plains Mennonite Conference financial report for 
February 2026 is currently in the red. Receipts received year to date 
are $356,575.56, while expenses incurred are $396,925.36.  That 
leaves us with a deficit of $40,349.80. We are very thankful for 
the support of the constituents of the Central Plains Mennonite 
Conference and trust that giving in the last two months of our fiscal 
year, March and April, will give us a boost toward balancing our 
budget.
	 — Stewardship Task Group  
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