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Members of the United Methodist Church in 
Alsózsolca, Hungary, pray during worship. Founded 
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PHOTO: JAN SNIDER
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From the editor

SEEKING RELATIONSHIP

All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ, and has 
given us the ministry of reconciliation; that is, in Christ God was reconcil-
ing the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and 
entrusting the message of reconciliation to us. 2 Cor 5:18-19

H

ow do you right a deep wrong? How do you reconcile with someone 
when you may not even have been responsible for an initial act of in-

justice, which led to other acts of injustice, and defi ance, and perhaps re-
bellion, and more injustice? Reconciliation is deeper than forgiveness. You 
can forgive someone for wrongdoing—or you can forgive yourself for doing 
someone else wrong—and walk away feeling better about yourself. Rec-
onciliation requires a response—it requires a continuing relationship with 
the other. If the other party doesn’t buy in, there can be no reconciliation.

The Roma, also known as Rroma, Romani, and erroneously, as Gypsies 
(because some Europeans thought they had come from Egypt), left the 
northern part of India 1000 years ago in search of a better life. What they 
found was a cruel and unforgiving world. They have been hunted, en-
slaved, marginalized, exterminated, and experimented upon. They have 
been stigmatized with labels such as thieves, swindlers, and witches, 
barred from owning land (even in my home state, New Jersey), and rou-
tinely denied education, healthcare, and jobs.

Is it any wonder, then, that the Roma people tend to keep to them-
selves, relying on their own internal family networks to navigate through 
life? A thousand years of history have taught them that those of us on the 
outside are untrustworthy and seek to do them harm. While it might be 
easier for us to forgive ourselves and our ancestors and just let the Roma 
be—God asks so much more of us. So how do we reconcile?

The story of Katica Dukai and the family of Katarina Nikolic serves as 
an example of the ministry of reconciliation (pp. 13-15). The Rev. Katica 
Dukai was compelled by God to seek relationship with the Roma people in 
Srbobran, Yugoslavia, which later became Srbobran, Serbia. Even though 
she was appointed to a local congregation 40 miles away and needed to 
provide pastoral care and Sunday worship for her congregation, she trav-
eled by bike every Monday to Srbobran. At fi rst, she got nowhere with the 
Roma. They ridiculed her and commanded her to go away. But she kept 
returning, every week. And then, the Nikolic family invited her in. She re-
turned, week after week—for 32 years.

And that’s what it takes—a long commitment and obedience. It took no 
less than a lifetime of service from Rev. Dukai to form the relationships 
that built the bridge from the European to the Roma culture. One woman, 
32 years, and a willing Roma family—praise God. It is not a formula that 
is in any way easy to replicate, but it may be the only one that will work.

Christie R. House

Dear Editor:

I 

read about the Nyarugusu Refu-
gee Camp in the November-

December 2012 issue of New 
World Outlook. (“War’s Devas-
tation Continues for Refugees 
in Tanzania,” by Richard Lord, p. 
12.) I would like to help Elizabeth 
Michael, who is a refugee there. 
The article said she needed a few 
good kitchen utensils and a roof 
that doesn’t leak.

•  How can I provide kitchen uten-
sils and roof for her?

•  Is the church supporting the 
camp?

•  Is there an Advance Special 
number for the church there?

•  Please let me know as soon as 
possible.
Thanks.

Evelyn G. Johnson
Lake Junaluska, North Carolina

Dear Evelyn:
The United Methodist outreach 
into this camp is through the 
North Katanga Conference of 
the DR Congo. Global Ministries’ 
missionaries visiting the camp 
are in contact with the churches 
inside the refugee camp.

A conversation among Advance 
staff, Mutwale Wa Mushidi, the su-
pervising missionary in Tanzania, 
and Mande Muyombo, of the 
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Letters from Readers

Roma Church in the Ukraine

S

erednje is the newest member of our United Methodist connection here in 
Ukraine. The congregation is comprised of Roma people. On our way to the 

church, my translator and I stopped at a store not far from the Roma village. The 
shopkeeper yelled at us for helping “those dirty Gypsies.” 

Preaching at Serednje United Methodist Church was one of the greatest honors 
of my life. As a general rule, I refuse offers to preach until I have visited a church 
at least once. I don’t like the fact that many churches will let any American in their 
pulpit—and I love hearing the sermons that our pastors preach. But, our district 
superintendent told me that I would be preaching at this church and then sent me 
out the door to preach! 

The church was wonderful. The people were kind and open. The pastor, who is 
Roma, is so humble and gentle. 

Michael Airgood
UMC missionary serving in the Ukraine

Africa office at Global Ministries, led 
to an agreement on the following:

Donors who want to help can give 
to the Nyarugusu Refugee Camp 
through the Tanzania Undesignated 
project, # 00205A. Please write 
the project number and Nyarugusu 
Refugee Camp on the check. That 
will get the funds to Wa Mushidi to 
distribute material resources inside 
the camp. Global Ministries will work 
with Mutwale and Bishop Ntambo 
to determine if this is a priority that 
should become an Advance project in 
the future. 

Christie R. House
Editor, New World Outlook magazine

Dear Christie:

T

hanks so much for your help in 
finding a way to give to the Nya-

rugusu Refugee Camp.
I will give a program about this 

project in our May United Methodist 
Women’s circle meeting. Also, I hope 
to present it to our missions commit-
tee at First United Methodist Church 
in Waynesville, North Carolina. In ad-
dition, I plan to ask other friends for 
donations.

Thank you again for your good 
work.

Sincerely,
Evelyn G. Johnson

Lake Junaluska, North Carolina
Pastor Valodymyr blesses a child from his congregation, Serednje UMC, a Roma congregation in 
Ukraine.  PHOTO: MICHAEL AIRGOOD
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Another Look, 

From the Inside 

by Patrick Streiff

1) Romani families in  the Belzec labor camp, Poland, 1940. PHOTO: ARCHIWUM DOKUMENTACJI 

MECHANIZNEY; 2) Group portrait of a Sinti (Roma group in Germany) family in front of their 
caravans, 1947, Germany. Pictured are members of the Johann Winterstein family. PHOTO: 

DONOR RITA PRIGMORE; 3) Four Gypsy children pose for a photograph, probably in the town of 
Rivesaltes, France, 1939-1942. PHOTO DONOR: ELIZABETH EIDENBENZ; 4) Members of a French-
Hungarian Sinti musical band pose for a photograph with their instruments, Stuttgart, Germany, 
1942. Donor’s father, Gabriel Reinhardt (far left) and other members of the family. Under Nazi 
orders, the band was disbanded and all its members were sterilized. PHOTO DONOR: RITA 

PRIGMORE.  ALL PHOTOS COURTESY THE UNITED STATES HOLOCAUST MEMORIAL MUSEUM.
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I
n my teenage years I had to wear glasses. They helped me to see better for 
longer distances. I still remember how I walked out of the optician’s shop 
wearing my first pair. I could see things much better at a distance, but I was 
hesitant when I took my first few steps with the glasses on. Visually the 
floor seemed closer and distorted, but I got used to the change very quick-

ly. After a day in school, I did not have any more headaches. Eyeglasses literally 
shape our vision.

What are the images that come to mind when you think about Roma peo-
ple (or Gypsies, as they still call themselves in some regions)? What ideas 
about them do you already hold? And if you’ve ever met a Roma person, what 
image or impression stayed with you? Maybe, depending upon the type of 
encounter you had, you saw this ethnic group differently afterward.

In this issue of New World Outlook, a diverse group of individuals share 
their experiences with the Roma. As is the case when looking through dif-
ferent glasses, we hope this issue will change your perception of the Roma 
people. You’ll find contributions from both the Roma themselves and other 
Europeans who have had personal encounters with them. In this introduc-
tion, let me share some of my impressions when looking through my per-
sonal glasses.

From Caravans to Houses

As a small boy growing up in Switzerland in the late 1950s, I saw traveling 
Roma people come to town a few times a year. They offered to sharpen 
knives, and they sold carpets. Later, I read about the difficulties these trav-
eling Roma had in finding parking lots in Switzerland where they could stay 
overnight for a few days before resuming their journey. Some arrived in luxury 
cars and others in big caravans. I also read about the mess they left behind 
when they moved on. No one wanted to offer them hospitality. These are the 
images of the Roma that I formed in my childhood.

A few years ago, when I became a bishop for the Central and Southern 
Europe Episcopal Area of The United Methodist Church, I began to see a 
very different reality—a picture of extremely poor, mostly jobless, but settled 
Roma. The settlements that I have seen remind me sometimes of situations 
of extreme poverty in the global South. Yet the Roma’s poverty is still a real-
ity in Europe, where most Roma live in the formerly Communist countries of 
east-central or southeastern Europe.

Under the Nazi ideology of the 1930s and 1940s, the Roma were consid-
ered among the lowest of races. As such, they were included along with the 
Jewish people in the Nazi extermination strategy. Hundreds of thousands—
perhaps more than a million—Roma were killed. Then, after the Second 
World War, the Communist ideology in Eastern Europe held that everyone 
should be treated equally. This policy resulted in good consequences for the 
Roma in most European countries. They could settle into houses left empty 
by people who had fled to the West toward the end of the war. Their children 
were integrated into schools. The parents were hired for unskilled state jobs. 
The Roma then had the same security in society as other people.

 But with the end of Communism in Eastern Europe, the Roma lost their 
jobs, their social security collapsed, and prices rose. Once again, the Roma 
found themselves on the lowest rung of the social ladder. For them, the free 
market only worsened the conditions under which they had to live.

United Methodist Outreach

We praise God that church congre-
gations and other people of goodwill 
have taken to heart a call to reach out 
to the impoverished Roma. Within 
The United Methodist Church in east-
central Europe, the first initiatives to 
help the Roma date from the 1950s 
and 1960s, during Communist times. 
Most often, an individual or small 
group within a local church began to 
reach out to Roma children. There 
was no “mission strategy” behind it. 
The founders simply had loving and 
hopeful hearts. They felt the need to 
show more patience and persever-

ance in sharing Christian love and ser-
vice with the Roma.

A new round of initiatives in 
Roma ministry began after the fall 
of Communism. Today, The United 
Methodist Church in east-central and 
southeastern Europe has many min-
istries among and with Roma people. 
Such initiatives are based in the knowl-
edge that every human being is creat-
ed in God’s image. To talk about this 
biblical truth in a general way is easy. 
But when it comes to living out this 
truth in ministry with the Roma, it has 
to be implemented in a practical and 
mutually challenging way.

As is often true in life, a closer look, 
with new glasses, sharpens what we 

A modern Roma band in Jabuka, Serbia. 
PHOTO: ÜLLAS TANKER
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see and gives us a different perspec-
tive. Usually, the world becomes more 
complex rather than simpler. Roma peo-
ple have a different origin, culture, and 
language than other Europeans, whom 
the Roma call Gadje (singular form—
Gadjo). Nevertheless, in state census 
data, many Roma do not register as 
Roma but as citizens of their country. 
Thus, there are in reality more Roma 
than the percentage shown in the offi-
cial statistics of east-central Europe.

An interesting question—one yet to 
be explored more deeply—is how the 
different origin and culture of Roma 
people is reflected in their religious be-
liefs. It may well be that, despite their 
long presence in Europe, they are still 

shaped by their Hindu origins from 
India. The importance of the theological 
study of Mary among Catholic Roma, 
or a fixed mindset concerning what is 
pure and what is impure, may well have 
originated in earlier times. These char-
acteristics also pose an interesting chal-
lenge for shaping a Methodist identity 
among the Roma and will remain so for 
the future of our ministry with them.

From My Perspective

We all know that strength is often ac-
companied by weakness. Through my 
glasses, it seems as if Roma people 
have some particular strengths and 

some corresponding weaknesses. 
Depending on the lenses you look 
through, you may see more strength or 
more weakness. Let me give a few ex-
amples from my present perspective.

Roma people often show strong 
emotions. They are gifted in music. 
Their worship services are very joy-
ful. Singing plays an important part 
in their expression of trust and hope 
in God. For these reasons, I like to 
worship with my Roma brothers and 
sisters. It is uplifting—even more 
so when I think that Methodists in 
Western Europe would only complain 
if they had to live in the conditions the 
Roma face every day.

Roma people are spontaneous. 
They decide things quickly, in the mo-
ment, without troubling about the 
long-term effects. They have not had 
a chance to learn the habits of more 
stable, long-term planning. They 
never know quite how the Gadje will 
act toward them at any given time. 
Thus, even with the best intentions of 
doing good, they can easily get into 
debt—and once in debt, it is very, very 
hard for them to get out of it.

The Roma do not only express joy. 
They can be deeply disappointed if 
they do not receive what they hoped 
for—particularly from Anglo people. 
They have experienced a long histo-
ry of neglect and discrimination. The 
fact that their dignity has been hurt 
so often has produced, in most, a low 
self-esteem—and, in a few, a combat-
ive spirit to advocate for their rights.

Children play an important role in 
Roma families. Women get married 
and have children when they are in or 
scarcely beyond their teenage years. 
They believe in the importance of 
creating a family. At the same time, 
many parents are so greatly overbur-
dened by managing a family that they 
cannot promote a better future for 
their children. And what good comes 
of sending children to school—or to 

serve an apprenticeship or to under-
take university studies—if  no one in 
the community will hire them?

If you work with Roma children and 
offer them some clothes or presents, 
large groups will flock around you. 
They are used to depending on outside 
help. But this help—as well-intended 
as it may be—keeps them locked in 
the same dependency trap in which 
their people have lived for generations. 

These are just a few examples of 
the Roma’s reality as seen through my 
lenses. I hope that others may have 
additional—even different—perspec-
tives. I am looking forward to read-
ing the articles from other authors in 
this issue. And I hope all of these sto-
ries help you to see the Roma people 
through new glasses.

God—who has always heard 
human cries of injustice—certain-
ly has an open heart, an open mind, 
and open ears for the Roma peo-
ple. Do Methodists have open doors  
for them?

Bishop Patrick Streiff serves The United 

Methodist Church’s Episcopal Area of 

Central and Southern Europe.

The Altar area of the Roma United Methodist Church  
in Kürtöspuszta, Hungary.  PHOTO: JAN SNIDER

Ministry with Roma People 
in Central and Southern 
Europe, Advance #3020676.

Advance giving can be done 
online: http://www.umcmission.
org/Give-to-Mission/Search-for-
Projects. To make a gift by phone, 
call: 888-252-6174. Support may 
also be given through the local 
church by making a check out to 
the local church and designating 
the offering for the specific 
Advance project number. The 
local church treasurer should 
then forward the offering to the 
conference for processing. To mail 
directly to the Advance, make the 
check out to Advance GCFA, with 
the name and project number in 
the memo line of the check. Send 
to Advance GCFA, PO BOX 9068, 
New York, NY 10087-9068.
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T

hroughout Europe, members of each country’s 
major ethnic population are aging and declining 

in number, while the Roma population continues to 
grow. In Hungary, for example, the Roma are now a 
700,000-person minority, making up almost 10 per-
cent of the total Hungarian population. But because 
Roma families traditionally have more children than 
other European ethnic groups, their population num-
bers are on the rise.

 Since the Soviet rule of Hungary ended, the Roma 
there have been forced into very diffi cult economic sit-
uations. Because most of them are uneducated, most 
are also unemployed or underemployed. Those who 
work in illegal jobs are especially vulnerable, being paid 
under the table. The hopelessness of the unemployed 
Roma men leads many of them to addiction, especially 
alcoholism, while the women bear the burden of car-
ing for not only the children but the whole family, often 
relying on extremely low levels of income.

Living in Deepest Poverty

The Roma age quickly. To be “Gypsy” in Hungary usu-
ally means living in deepest poverty, without any hope 
that your life will ever improve, or even that life can 
improve for your children. It means that you will prob-
ably die at a relatively young age and that your family 
will endure many diseases without having access to 
medical attention.

 The Roma live mostly in hidden places, often with-
out electricity or clean water. They endure not only 
poverty but also the ever-increasing prejudice against 
them in mainstream Hungarian society, which has 
grown more intolerant. As a result, the Roma suffer 
both isolation and humiliation. 

Strengths of Roma Culture

The Roma currently lack the means to enter the main-
stream. For real integration into society, Roma children 
would need socialization in a positive environment 

that encourages their development and provides them 
with a good education.

Most Roma have strong family ties and relation-
ships. They are used to thinking as a community rather 
than setting individual goals. They like to solve prob-
lems together. In a modern world where children al-
ready deal with a lot of stress, we can learn a lot from 
people who value togetherness and human contact 
more than individual accomplishment.

 Roma families delight in a newborn. Their infants 
receive a lot of physical warmth and attention. There 
is always someone in the family who will care for the 
smallest family member.

The Methodist Commitment

The United Methodist Church in Hungary has been 
working with the Roma for decades. We have some 
congregations that consist almost exclusively of Roma. 
We consider our mission with them to be extreme-
ly important. But since the mission places a great fi -
nancial burden on the church districts that undertake 
it, the whole Hungarian United Methodist Church will 
have to undergird it. We need both social workers and 
social programs if we are to achieve real and lasting 
change in the lives of our Roma brothers and sisters.

Agnés Hanulané Kurdi, a member of the United Methodist 

Church in Budapest, is a social worker who focuses on low-

income children and their families.

Challenges for the 

Roma in Hungary

by Agnés Hanulané Kurdi

Roma families attend a worship service in Alsózsolca, Hungary. 
PHOTO: JAN SNIDER
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A Roma Pastor 

for a Roma Church

by Lászlo Erdei-Nagy

Pastor Lászlo Erdei-Nagy plays guitar  
and leads singing during worship, 
Alsózsolca, Hungary. 
PHOTO: JAN SNIDER
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W

hen I was 10 years old, I started to serve in the Alsózsolca Roma 
church. Once I learned to play the guitar, I became responsible for 

singing and worship there. After that good start, as I grew older, the wider 
world somehow attracted me more and more. I began to play the guitar 
at gatherings—balls, parties, and weddings—and I got used to drinking 
alcohol too.

When I was 20, I married Bea, but alcohol almost caused an end to our 
marriage. Alcohol made me aggressive and unbearable. The situation was 
so bad that Bea left me alone for four months. She could not bear the stress 
anymore. In my great loneliness, those months became a wonderful gift. God 
spoke to me during a Bible Study. Since that point, I have played the guitar 
for the delight of God alone and only in ministry. The congregation was really 
happy seeing this change in my life.

A Call Unanswered

My calling to become a pastor became very strong in the 1990s, when I found-
ed a choir in our church for Sunday services. This ministry had a big impact 
on people’s lives. We had Bible studies in people’s homes and the houses 
were full. At one such Bible study, as I was listening to my father’s sermon, I 
heard God’s voice saying to me: “Instead of your father, you will preach.” I got 
scared and did not take the voice seriously. I had great respect for my father, 
and I thought that this was only my stupid idea. Therefore, I did not tell any-
body about it. As days went by, this experience passed out of my mind.

Then my pastor, who was Hungarian, suggested that I start studies and 
go ahead into spiritual ministry. If I did this, the Roma church could finally 
have a Roma pastor of its own. This experience feels as clear as if it had hap-
pened yesterday, yet I still hesitated. I had many excuses. First, I thought I 
was not the appropriate person for this ministry. Second, my father wanted 
to study theology and become a pastor—but he could not manage it, which 
distressed him, being a great disappointment. Knowing my father’s situation, I 
did not want to provoke him. Third, I did not consider myself to be smart, and 
I thought that graduate or theological studies would be too difficult for me.

This was my reality, and for these reasons, I again said no. Then I tried to 
forget the matter altogether.

“ For it is not those who commend 
themselves that are approved, but those 
whom the Lord commends.”

 2 Corinthians 10:18
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Commended by God

Still later, my pastor, who knew all 
my excuses, asked me to ask God 
about this calling. That evening, I 
prayed with my wife for a clear an-
swer from God. The next day, we 
read these words in 2 Corinthians 
10:18, “For it is not those who 
commend themselves that are ap-
proved, but those whom the Lord 
commends.” Then I realized that 
God had commended me for this 
ministry, and I would be doing God’s 
will if I said yes to this call.

So, in September 2000, I start-
ed my studies, and I graduated 
from secondary school with good 
results. This was all beyond my 
imagination and, I thought, beyond 
my capacity. Afterward, I entered 
seminary. Thanks to God, I have 
a diploma. In 2007, the bishop of 
The United Methodist Church in 
Central and Southern Europe ap-
pointed me as a local pastor. We 
celebrated this event on the 55th 
jubilee of the founding of our 
Roma church in Alsózsolca. After 

55 years, this congregation had a 
Roma pastor at last.

I will serve the Lord and hope 
that, from its beginning, this Roma 
church will not pass away without 
fruits. I believe that God wants to 
continue the mission of our Roma 
church in Alsózsolca.

Lászlo Erdei-Nagy serves as the pastor 

for Alsózsolca United Methodist Church 

in Alsózsolca, Hungary—the oldest 

United Methodist Roma congregation 

in Europe.

The new United Methodist Church in Alsózsolca, Hungary, still under construction.
PHOTO: LÁSZLÓ A. KHALED

Photos of the Roma in Hungary, 
Alsózsolca, the oldest Roma United 

Methodist congregation in Europe. 
PHOTO: BENJÁMIN SZTUPKAI

Children are very much a part of worship services at the 
Alsózsolca Roma UMC.  PHOTO: JAN SNIDER
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P

astor Katica Dukai was born 
in the late 1920s and raised 

among both Roma and Hungarians 
in Srbobran, a town in Yugoslavia 
(now Serbia). She lived in Srbobran 
for some years and then moved 
to Senta, about 65 km (40 miles) 
away. In Senta, she became a pas-

tor of The United Methodist Church. 
Yet, every Monday, she came back 
by bicycle to evangelize in the Sr-
bobran Gypsy village. None of the 
Roma wanted to hear the word of 
God, but she was moved by Jesus’ 
love in her heart and was ready to 
make a sacrifice. My grandfather on 

my mother’s side once said to Pas-
tor Katica: “Do not come to us any-
more. We do not want God’s word. 
We are cursed people.”

But after a break, he said: “Wait! 
Maybe you can help our kids.”

This was a prophetic word. Before 
then, Pastor Katica was relegated to 

The Story of 

My Church

by Katarina Nikolic

Katarina Nikolic is a Roma 
local pastor for the UMC 
congregation in Srbobran, 
Serbia.  PHOTO: ÜLLAS TANKLER
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the streets, but from that time on, 
she was invited into my parents’ 
house. Each Monday morning—arriv-
ing by bicycle, after pedaling 40 miles 
to Srbobran and facing a 40-mile ride 
back to Senta—Pastor Katica came to 
read the Bible, sing, and pray with our 
whole family. This began in 1960.

My parents were in a hard and 
troubled marriage. They had lost 
three children, though my two sisters 
and one brother survived. They didn’t 
want to have any more children. So 
when my mother became pregnant 
with me, she wanted to abort me 
and tried three times. Three times 
she went to the doctor, but there was 
always something wrong that made 
an abortion impossible. God had a dif-

ferent plan for my family and for me.
My parents lived in great pover-

ty. We had a kitchen and one small 
room for four kids and our parents 
to live in. But we were glad when 
each Monday came, and many rela-
tives came to our house to meet with 
Pastor Katica and pray. She brought 
peace to our house, so my parents 
were not always arguing. She told 
them that a child is a gift from God. 

So I was born in 1975 and they gave 
me the name of the pastor: “Katica.”

A Call to Serve

By the time I was five years old, 
there was a lot of joy in our house. 
Pastor Katica had already taught me 
the Lord’s Prayer and my first song, 
“God Loves Me Dearly.” We lived 
for 20 years in that small old house 
and we never quit God’s word. After 
that, my father constructed a new 
house in the same yard, and there we 
lived for another 21 years—in a small 
place, but with a lot of joy. 

Pastor Katica Dukai continued to 
visit every week until the summer of 
1992. (By then she came by bus or 
someone drove her by car). Within 

this long time, she had become part 
of our family. But in autumn 1992, she 
became very ill and could not come 
regularly anymore. So, on October 
26, 1992, together with my parents, I 
started reading the church magazine 
and various testimonies of others out 
loud. That was very interesting for 
our family, and soon 20 adults and 20 
children came to hear the readings. 
For two years we had a prayer hour 

every night with song and word. It 
was a blessing for our family.

From 1960 until 1992, we had 
thought that The United Methodist 
Church was only Pastor Katica Dukai, 
because, in all that time, no one else 
from a church had ever come to visit 
us or get to know us. We were all 
alone. In the winter of 1992, for the 
first time, our brothers and sisters 
from the Kisac community visited us 
and brought with them some small 
humanitarian help—food and toilet-
ries. This was a great help for us.

Many Gypsies live without attending 
school or finding legitimate work. They 
are oppressed and destitute every-
where. It was a great joy for my com-
munity to receive this help. But then, we 
were alone again. Pastor Katica’s health 
situation worsened, and I realized in 
1992 that Jesus was calling me to ser-
vice. Because I was Roma, “a Gypsy,” 
I was not even fully included in the 
church, but Pastor Katica had much love 
for me and helped me to take German 
lessons. She helped me attend a Bible 
school in Adelboden, Switzerland.  
I also attended the Baptist theological 
school in Novi Sad, Serbia, for one year.

A Church of Our Own

In 2001, after I passed the examina-
tion by the Serbia Conference Board 
of Ordained Ministry, the Swiss UMC 
Zigeunermission (“Gypsy mission”) 
bought a house for us in which we 
still live today. That same year, Pastor 
Urs Gassmann from Switzerland, to-
gether with Pastor Katica Dukai, es-
tablished an official United Methodist 
Church in Srbobran, Serbia. They affil-
iated 20 members (19 Roma and one 
Serb), baptized 15 adults, and conse-
crated 15 children. So in 2001, we 
celebrated the Holy Communion as a 
congregation for the first time.

In 2003, I passed the examinations 
to become a deacon in full connection. 
I serve thanks to the love and virtue of 

The Roma congregation in Srbobran, Serbia, celebrates the 20th anniversary of the Srbobran UMC. 
PHOTO: KATARINA NIKOLIC
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Jesus, but it is not easy for me as a 
woman to do everything on my own. 
I hold a community service in addition 
to the regular church work, which is 
attended by Roma women and girls. 
This is where we learn about health, 
hygiene, and reproductive issues. The 
women and girls also love to make 
handicrafts, and the young women 
now learn how to read.

I meet with a group of 25 children 
and we have lessons in the church 
every Saturday. I teach the children 
English and German. We also play 
different games and dance Gypsy 
dances, which are very interesting 
for our nation. Youth in our youth 
group are looking for work and there-
fore do not come very often, but we 
keep in touch. On Sunday afternoons, 
we worship; Monday is our “Care of 

Souls”; Tuesdays are for visiting; and 
Wednesday, we hold a praise service. 
On Thursdays I visit the elderly and 
sick in their homes and at the hos-
pital. On Friday, we have prayer and 
Bible lessons, and on Saturday, I am 
with children and young people. My 
schedule is full and I’m grateful to 
Jesus for that.

Even today, the people here are 
forsaken, without any assistance to 
survive. Many children are abandoned 
by their parents and live in the streets. 
They come to the church because 
they can find an open door here and a 
safe place, especially when I prepare 
some food or have some clothing to 
give them. I have a lot of ideas about 
how to help these children and the 
adult Roma, and I need prayers and 
support. Unfortunately, no one else 

from a city—or a humanitarian aid or-
ganization—or another church helps 
much. I have not found the right per-
son or organization to help me so that 
the Roma here can live a better life 
and come to know Jesus. I’m grate-
ful for anyone who will pray for this 
to happen.

We sing in Serbian and Romani, 
which is our Roma language, and we 
have made the first songbook with 
Christian songs in Romani. We are 
very happy people because we know 
that Jesus loves us as we are. We 
know that he will come in power. 

Katarina Nikolic is an ordained deacon 

and local pastor with The United Meth-

odist Church in Serbia.

Worship at Srbobran UMC in Serbia.  PHOTO: ÜLLAS TANKLER

Manuel sleeps at the end of Bible lessons. He has two brothers from different fathers and his 
mother is married and living in Belgium. The kids live on the street and find refuge at the church. 

PHOTO: KATARINA NIKOLIC
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Roma Mission in 

The United Methodist 

Church in Hungary

by Kristóf Sztupkai

A children’s camp in Kürtöspuszta, Hungary, based at the Roma United 
Methodist Church.  PHOTO: TAMAS SERA
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A 

main objective of The United Methodist Church is to lead people into 
discipleship with Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world (Book 

of Discipline, ¶ 120). This process includes ministry with the poor—those 
at the margins of society, as was Jesus himself. In most Eastern European 
countries, including Hungary, one people—the Roma—live in extremely poor 
conditions, often in the most marginalized and vulnerable places. 

The integration into Hungarian society of the continuously growing Roma 
population became a problematic social issue in the second half of the 20th 
century. Throughout central and eastern Europe, the Roma live in difficult and 
desperate situations. Today, there are around 700,000 to 750,000 Roma in 
Hungary, making up about 8 percent of the Hungarian population. Some stat-
isticians predict that, by 2020, in certain regions of the country, every second 
child is going to be Roma. Since the Roma’s traditional professions and their 
under-qualified labor force are not welcomed in Hungary, even more Roma 
will soon be marginalized in Hungarian society. At present, state provisions for 
these people are no more than a symbolic social benefit. In 2012, more than 
80 percent of the Roma population was unemployed, and half of the children 
did not go to daycare.

The Roma population is continuously exposed to victimization by the 
European majority. For the Roma, unemployment creates more difficulties 
than just financial ones. Unemployed fathers lose their prestige. Some turn 
to alcohol. Others try to win jackpots from slot machines—often losing what 
little money they may have accumulated. Illiteracy is still a common problem 
for adult Roma as well as children, so parents are unable to help their children 
with their studies. Most Roma families also lack children’s books and toys.

The UMC and the Roma

The Roma’s perilous situation is a challenge for churches that are trying to help. In 
2011, the Mission Committee of the Hungarian United Methodist Church found-
ed a Roma Mission Work Team. This team was to increase the church’s em-
phasis on mission goals among the Roma and strengthen Roma congregations. 
Christ’s mission for the church is to offer salvation for all people, but humanitarian 
contributions are also essential in feeding and clothing those in need.

The United Methodist Church in Hungary has been engaged in the Roma 
Mission since the 1920s and 1930s. During those decades, there were a few 
initiatives in Miskolc (southeast Hungary). Some Methodists from the Miskolc 
congregation started to visit Roma settlements. They preached the gospel 
and gave some social support to the people. But these first steps did not grow 
into an organized ministry, and, after World War II, none of these missions re-
mained. Yet, as a later generation of preachers ventured into ministry among 
the Roma, the Methodist mission was renewed.

Alsózsolca

In the 1950s, a Roma ministry began in Alsózsolca, not far from Miskolc in 
southeast Hungary. Approximately 1,500 people there are Roma, representing 
20 percent of the population. Before the dissolution of the Soviet Union, the 
heavy industry in the nearest city provided enough jobs for the locals, including 
the Roma. Today, however, jobs are few, and self-sufficiency is a major issue.

The new Methodist ministry started one day when a poor Roma woman in-
vited the Hungarian Methodist pastor, the Rev. János Szuhánszki, to the Roma 

settlement in Alsózsolca. She asked 
him to “tell the wonderful stories 
about Jesus.” In the beginning, wor-
ship services were held in the fields 
near the River Sajó. Later, the Roma 
worshiped in shanties and houses. 
Since 1952, the church has been con-
tinuously present in Alsózsolca. As 
years passed, more and more chil-
dren and adults attended services 
and became interested in developing 
a congregation. Many found and ac-
cepted Jesus, and their faith changed 
their lives. 

At the beginning of the 1990s, the 
Hungarian UMC purchased a prop-
erty in the town and converted the 
building into a sanctuary. Different 

kinds of church programs were held 
each day of the week. Thanks to the 
presence of the Methodist church, 
the children’s lives started to change. 
The Roma appreciated the fact that a 
church was putting down roots and 
making them a priority. Programs for 
the children became regular events, 
and the youth, women, and men also 
came together regularly. More than 
100 people attended the Sunday ser-
vices, so very soon the worshipers 
outgrew their sanctuary.

Since the Roma people are ex-
tremely gifted in music, many church 

Children attending the Roma United Methodist 
Church in Kürtöspuszta, which began in 2003. 
PHOTO: TAMAS SERA
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members were attracted by the wor-
ship music. The messages conveyed 
in worship songs are an important 
part of the service. The congrega-
tional choir is full of enthusiasm and 
joy. In fact, the Alsózsolca Methodist 
choir tours the country, performing 
at church programs, Roma confer-
ences, and civil occasions. In 2007, 
the choir released a CD called “With 
Gypsy Heart.”

The life story and ministry of 
Lászlo Erdei-Nagy, who is originally 
from this community, is very impor-
tant to its members. In 2007, Erdei-
Nagy became the first Roma pastor 
of the Alsózsolca Methodist Church. 
(See “A Roma Pastor for a Roma 
Church,” p. 10.)

The Roma congregation in 
Alsózsolca has grown in strength 
and ministry, making God’s work felt 
throughout the community’s life. In 
early 2011, supported by churches in 
Germany and the United States, this 
Roma congregation launched a proj-
ect to build a new church.

Sunday, April 17, 2011, was an 
important milestone in the life of 
the Alsózsolca congregation. The 

foundation stone of the church was 
laid, with some 500 people attend-
ing this joyous, uplifting event. The 
Roma community wants this church 
not only to serve the Methodist 
congregation but also to strengthen 
the development of the town, sup-
port the Roma population in nearby 
villages, and emphasize the peace-
ful coexistence of the Roma and 
other Hungarians.

In the summer of 2012, an “In 
Mission Together” volunteer team 
from Virginia provided arts-and-craft 
activities and organized services 
every evening in front of the new 
church. More than 500 people came 
to these events to hear the message 
of God. 

Abony

Led by the Rev. Róbert Hecker, pas-
tor of the Szolnok United Methodist 
Church in Szolnok, Hungary, the 
Methodist congregation in Abony 
began through evangelistic outreach. 
Rev. Hecker invited the Alsózsolca 
congregation to spread the gospel in 
Abony, a small town of 12,000 inhab-
itants, including about 2,000 Roma. 
The first event—held with spirited 
worship songs and the testimony 
of Roma Methodists—was really 
important to some of the married 
couples in Abony, who later hosted 
the first Roma Methodist services in 
their homes.

The Roma of this area had been 
totally neglected by churches in 
their area. They lived in very poor 
conditions, mired in poverty. But 
for 20 years now, the Szolnok con-
gregation has reached out to Abony 
families. Besides services held in 
homes, regular Sunday services 
are held in Abony with the help of 
Roma participants. There is a wor-
ship band, and the youth are taught 
to play the guitar by congregation 
members in Szolnok.

Besides preaching the gospel, this 
mission also involves volunteer work. 
The United Methodist Church in 
Hungary believes that any authentic 
Roma mission needs to work toward 
the elimination of poverty and the 
social disadvantages that the Roma 
face. The Szolnok UMC is committed 
to this mission.

In 2012, thanks to a donation 
from congregations of the Methodist 
Church in South Korea, a house in 
Abony was purchased for church 
services. Though its renovation is 
still in progress, it is already provid-
ing space for worship, youth gather-
ings, and guitar lessons. With trust 
in the Szolnok United Methodist con-
gregation, the Roma faith community 
in Abony is committed to extending 
the spiritual and physical work of the 
church as they celebrate their 20th 
anniversary with the Szolnok UMC in 
the new building.

Kürtöspuszta

Kürtöspuszta is an extremely poor 
village situated about 17 miles from 
Kaposvár (southwest Hungary). 
Its 250 inhabitants are exclusively 
Roma. All suffer from substandard 
living conditions, with most of the el-
ders having grown up in plastic tents. 
Disease and unemployment further 
degrade village life, and most of the 
villagers are illiterate.

Though many residents are knowl-
edgeable about the use of herbs and 
others can do basketwork, the popu-
lation suffers from alcoholism and un-
employment. Usury (exorbitantly high 
interest rates on loans) is common in 
Kürtöspuszta. More than half of the 
village inhabitants are under age 18, 
and most are highly disadvantaged. 

The UMC mission here seeks to 
emphasize the importance of caring 
for children. The Methodist pastor of 
Kaposvár, the Rev. Zoltán Kurdi, knew a 
Roma family from his faith community 

Women gather for a house group study with the 
Hungarian UMC in Abony. PHOTO: LÁSZLÓ A. KHALED
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who moved to Kürtöspuszta. This is 
how the Methodist mission there 
started in 2003. 

In Kürtöspuszta today, the church 
building of The United Methodist 
Church in Hungary is the only “in-
stitutional building” in town. It is a 
former school that has been recon-
structed with the help of Methodists 
from South Korea, and Sunday servic-
es are now celebrated there. Nearby 
congregations (in Kaposvár or Hetes) 
generally conduct the maintenance 
and mission of the building, assist-
ed by other congregations or youth 
groups (from Óbuda) during regular 
mission visits. On weekday after-
noons, children come to play guitars 
or a game of table tennis in a heat-
ed and renovated room. Still, medical 
care and grocery stores can be found 
only in nearby villages, and some 
houses have not had running water 
for two or three years. 

Since 2008, when the church build-
ing was inaugurated, many church 
events—such as camps, retreats, and 
Vacation Bible Schools—have taken 

place there. The fi rst mission project 
was organized in 2009. Non-Roma 
young adults cultivated relationships 
with the local Roma children, result-
ing in a “study-camp” mission proj-
ect that currently includes three or 
four camps each year.

In 2011, an “In Mission Together” 
volunteer team from Virginia provided 
arts-and-crafts activities and led Bible 
studies among the local people. That 
same year, the fi rst Roma Family 
Camp was organized, attended by 
Roma participants from all across 
Hungary. Following this success-
ful initiative, a second Roma Family 
Camp with more than 100 partici-
pants was held in Kürtöspuszta last 
year. Hungarian Methodists believe 
that God has a plan for the Roma 
population in Hungary and that God 
grants us wisdom to accomplish this 
work among the Roma in the most 
effi cient way.

Walking With the Roma

We are grateful to God for this grow-
ing ministry with the Roma, which 

is now standing on a more solid and 
prosperous foundation. We are grate-
ful to have Roma brothers and sisters 
spanning several generations within 
The United Methodist Church. It is 
a blessed achievement to see par-
ents raising their children in faith and 
providing them with a different kind 
of socialization. Such long-standing 
foundations are missing from the 
newly started missions, but we know 
that building from the beginning is 
essential and bears fruit.

Throughout our mission, we en-
counter many different kinds of 
desperate—seemingly hopeless—
situations that call on us to renew 
our strength again and again in our 
faith and our love for the Roma. 
Although this is quite a challenge, it 
creates a greatly blessed opportunity 
for mission.

Kristóf Sztupkai is pursuing a degree in 

theology and doing an internship in a 

local United Methodist church in Dom-

bóvár, Hungary. He serves as mission co-

ordinator for the UMC in Hungary.

•  Spread the gospel and organize congregations 
with regular worship services, creating a Methodist 
identity in Roma congregations.

•  Connect social aid with the gospel. Develop well-
organized social projects involving experts to 
create jobs and educational projects, improve living 
conditions, and develop farming skills.

•  Provide meaningful support to Roma children 
and youth in their studies and encourage their 
integration into the mainstream society. Strengthen 
the Roma identity at the same time.

•  Encourage and train local Roma helpers and leaders.

•  Strengthen and improve relationships between 
the Roma and non-Roma. Develop social, civic, and 
governmental relationships, along with ecumenical 
cooperation, concerning Roma issues.

•  Expand church infrastructure by building and 
renovating churches and providing community and 
social centers.

U N I T E D  M E T H O D I S T  C H U R C H  I N   H U N G A R Y

Main Priorities of the Roma Mission

Background photo: a house in Kürtöspuszta, Hungary, where 80% 
of the population is Roma. PHOTO: TAMAS SERA
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Owning the 

Solution

by Mihail Stefanov

ILLUSTRATION BY: CHRISTOPHER G. COLEMAN
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Part 1: In the Lowest Place

Bartimaeus was a blind man sitting by the road. There was no health insurance 
or educational institution for blind people in Jericho at that time. The blind had 
no access to aid and no job training since they were assumed to be unfit for 
work. Their place was on the street, and the only thing they could do for a liv-
ing was beg.

That’s the likely situation for anyone whose prospects for a better way of 
life are denied. In Bartimaeus’ time, most people believed that blindness was 
a punishment from God. As a result, Bartimaeus was stigmatized. No one ex-
pected anything good from him.

The story of Bartimaeus reveals a lot about people who have been stigma-
tized for a lifetime. In my country of Bulgaria, many Roma have their place in 
the society—on the bottom, like Bartimaeus. Many of the Roma have had no 
access to education. They work the “dirty jobs” (if they have jobs at all), and 
they are not paid well. Though they depend on social-service funds, they are in 
and out of the social and health systems. How can anything change for them? 

Mark 10: 42-52 gives insight to those of us who feel called to address the 
needs of any who are stigmatized by society.

Part 2: Be Quiet

As Bartimaeus shouted out to Jesus, some of the people in the surrounding 
crowd ordered him to be quiet. They criticized him. The more he shouted, the 
more confused the crowd became about how to react. Bartimaeus had an un-
changeable place in the society. Most people in that crowd thought he should 
be content with his preordained destiny.

Likewise, in many parts of the world today, nothing good is expected to 
come from the Roma community. Even if we bear these people no ill will and 
have nothing against any one of them personally, we often don’t really expect 
anything to change in their lives. We accept the stereotype of them that we’ve 
been given—not listening to them because we think we know better. We 
often behave with arrogance, assuming that “We know what you need; you 
have to follow our rules if you want to have a better life.”

The Bulgarian government intends to build new houses for Roma residents. 
Yet no one asked the Roma if they wanted to live in those houses. Though it 
may seem absurd to us, the Roma are happy in their current homes. We think 
that giving them access to education will solve their problems. But we want 
to start educating them before they even realize what they need education for. 

Before we judge the Roma, it is important for us to see things from their 
perspective. It takes a long time and a lot of work to get through university—
especially if you are the first in your family to do so. As we were renovating our 
church building, a Roma worker on the construction crew said to me: “I stayed 
in school only until the fourth grade, and then I left. A friend of mine went to 
the university to become an engineer. But after he graduated, he couldn’t find 
an engineering job. No one would hire him because he was Roma. So he came 
to work with us as a low-skilled laborer. You tell me, what’s the difference? 
Why should I go to school when we both ended up as low-skilled laborers?”

The truth is that the attitudes of the larger society toward the Roma are 
not being addressed. We have not really embraced their differences or ap-
preciated their rich tradition. We project our own desires onto them, decide 
for them, and then tell them what they have to do. To enjoy better lives in our 

A s he and his disciples and 

a large crowd were leaving 

Jericho, Bartimaeus son of 

Timaeus, a blind beggar, was 

sitting by the roadside. When 

he heard that it was Jesus of 

Nazareth, he began to shout 

out and say, “Jesus, Son of 

David, have mercy on me!” 

Many sternly ordered him to 

be quiet, but he cried out  

even more loudly, “Son of 

David, have mercy on me!”

Mark 10: 46-48
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society, they have to be more like us. 
Yet even when they follow our exam-
ple, go to school, and receive a higher 
education, they still may not be able 
to progress in life. So they remain 
trapped in poverty.

Part 3: Define Your Problem

When Jesus encountered Bartimaeus, 
his reaction was different from the 
crowd’s. He did not assume that 
he knew what Bartimaeus wanted. 
So Jesus asked him, “What do 
you want me to do for you?” 
We might think the an-
swer would be obvious. 
Bartimaeus was blind; he 
needed to be healed so 
that he could see.

Still, Jesus asked 
because Bartimaeus 
had to define his 
own problem. He 
had to tell Jesus 
what he needed. 
Jesus didn’t say: 
“Since you are blind, 
what you need is 
to be able to see. I’ll 
perform that miracle 
for you.” Instead, Jesus 
asked: “What do you want 
me to do for you?”

With this story, Jesus teach-
es us that it is very important to 
engage the Roma in conversation—
to ask them what they need before 
developing a ministry among them. 
It is not our place to tell them what 
they need and how to get where we 
think they want to go. Like Jesus, 
we first need to ask: “What do you 
think you need?” From their per-
spective, the problem might not be 
what we expect, or it might be the 
same. But I believe that we will be 
able to move and change things only 
after people define for themselves 
what is good and not good in their 

lives—understanding what needs 
to change in order for them to over-
come the challenges they face. For 
hundreds of years now, Europeans 
have been defining the issues and 
determining what is wrong with the 
Roma. Is it not God’s choice to decide 
how the Holy Spirit interacts with us? 
God wants to heal and change us—
but not without our free will. We 

must be part of the whole process of 
transformation.

Part 4: The Will to Change

Bartimaeus’ answer to Jesus is: “Let 
me see again.” He wants something 
to change in his life. He not only de-
fines his problem, he wants to solve 
it. He has the will to change what has 
limited his life. We can’t change any-
one else’s life situation unless that 
person is willing to change. We can’t 

do anything with or for the Roma if 
they don’t opt in.

I know a man in my home town 
in Bulgaria who is a beggar. He has a 
disease that inhibits his movement. 
He has begged on the street for 
years. He already has enough money 
for surgery that would enable him to 
walk again. But he doesn’t seek the 
surgery, because begging as a handi-
capped person is what he does for a 
living. He fears that he will no longer 

be able to provide for himself if he 
can walk.

Our ministry won’t make 
an impact on the lives 

of the Roma without 
their having the will to 
change. What we first 
need to do is to be 
with them, spend 
time with them, 
live with them, and 
learn from them. 
Only then can we 
try to understand 
their needs and 

their dreams. In this 
side-by-side accom-

paniment, we can dis-
cover with them ways 

to change and enrich their 
social and spiritual lives. 

Our role becomes one of sup-
port as the Roma find opportuni-

ties and alternatives to their poverty. 
Loving them and sharing the gospel 
with them is our role. What is not 
our role is telling them what they 
have to do. 

When God touches us, our eyes 
are opened—and both the people 
who serve and the people being 
served finally see one another in the 
eyes of God. 

The Rev. Mihail Stefanov serves as a  

pastor in The United Methodist Church 

in Bulgaria.

ILLUSTRATION BY: CHRISTOPHER G. COLEMAN
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I

n the Roma culture, women often marry young and 
have fi ve or more children, with child-rearing duties 

falling mainly on the mother. The Roma love their chil-
dren and will defend them at any cost. Children are con-
sidered gifts from God. The more children there are in a 
family, the higher the status of their mother. Fathers are 
usually outside during the daylight hours, procuring wood 
for heating, making repairs, and often joining other men 
as traveling musicians or other kinds of work. The moth-
ers are responsible for most of the disciplinary action in 
the family. In the Roma culture, children are supposed to 
observe their mothers and apply the lessons they learn.

Since most of the Roma do not want to be told how 
to live—or even to be instructed by teachings from the 
Bible—it is often diffi cult for a pastor to offer them guid-
ance. The Roma are trained to observe people closely and 
to judge what seems genuine and what does not. Then 
they decide how best to apply the life lessons they learn. 
While they like personal testimonies, they weigh the truth 
of what they hear.

The Roma are very communal. When their grown chil-
dren marry, often the bride will live with her husband’s par-
ents and learn to cook from her mother-in-law. That way, 
her husband will like her meals because she learned from 
his mother how to prepare them. Other married children 
often live in close proximity to their parents. When it is 
time to prepare meals, the husband’s mother is the head 
chef, giving instructions to her daughters and daughters-
in-law. All duties within the walls of the house fall under 
the mother’s jurisdiction.

In fact, most activities that involve all of the fami-
ly members are under the mother’s control. If there are 
disagreements, it is not unusual for loud and sometimes 

physical arguments to break out between the men and 
the children. These spats are usually quickly resolved. 
However, when two women confront each other, there 
may be a no-holds-barred struggle. Confl icts reveal the 
dominant person in each respective family. It is important 
for a woman to show how strong she is for her children’s 
sake as well as for her husband’s.

When there is a disagreement, it is a normal practice 
for the Roma to pull the pastor in to choose who is right 
and who is wrong. This often creates a dilemma for the 
pastor, who is usually more interested in harmony than in 
assigning blame.

There are also language barriers for the Slovak pastors 
in eastern Slovakia, as most of the Roma in Slovakia speak 
Hungarian. This lack of a common language is often used 
by the Roma to cloud the issues they present to the pas-
tor. The Roma have an unspoken desire for pastors from 
their own culture, but in Slovakia there has not yet been 
suffi cient training of the Roma for this to be feasible.

Svetlana Kömíves Francisti is an ordained pastor in Královsky 

Chlmec and Velké Kapusany, Slovak Republic. She was born in 

Yugoslavia in a region that now belongs to Serbia.

The Role of 

Roma Women

by Svetlana Kömíves Francisti

Mira Durkic (left), a Roma resident of Backo 
Gradiske, Serbia. The Roma are very communal; 

often the bride will live with her husband’s parents 
and learn to cook from her mother-in-law. 

PHOTO: ÜLLAS TANKLER
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Linguistic studies have concluded that the Roma 
originated in India, likely Northern India, and 
that they started migrating in the year 1000, 

fi rst arriving in the region of Greece and Turkey 
and spreading into Europe from there. Some 

scholars surmise that they were fl eeing Muslim 
military incursions from what is now Iran.

The Roma

A Global People

Size of circle represents relative size of 

Roma population in specifi ed countries.
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Estimates of Roma Populations in Selected Countries

   Percent of the total
 Country Estimate pop. in the country

  United States 1,000,000 .32% of total population
US cities estimated to have the most Roma are Los Angeles, San Francisco, 
New York, Chicago, Boston, Atlanta, Dallas, Houston, Seattle, and Portland, Oregon

 Brazil 800,000 .41%
 Spain 650,000 1.62%
 Romania 619,007 3.25%
 (Estimates range from ½ million up to 2 million for this country)
 Turkey 500,000 .72%
 France 500,000 .79%
 Bulgaria 370,908 4.67%
 Hungary 750,000 8% of population
 (According to author Kristóf Sztupkai p. 16 in this magazine)
 Greece 200,000 1.82%
 Russia 182,766 .13%
 Italy 130,000 .22%
 Serbia 147,604 2.05%
 United Kingdom 90,000 .15%
 Slovakia 189,920 1.71%
 Germany 70,000 .09%
 Mexico 53,000 .05%
 Macedonia 53,879 2.85%
 (Represented largely by refugees from Kosovo)
 Ukraine 47,587 .098%
 Portugal 40,000 .3%

Estimates provided by Wikipedia, except where noted. 
Website: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Romani_people
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Cristiana Grigore is a visiting schol-
ar of the Hannah Arendt Center 

at Bart College in New York. As a Ful-
bright Scholar, she studied at Vander-
bilt University in Tennessee and earned 
a Master’s Degree in International Edu-
cation Policies and Management, with 
a multidisciplinary approach that in-
cluded both film and business studies. 
She is originally from Romania, part of 
a Roma family that has been assimi-
lated into the mainstream society over 
the last few generations.

Christie R. House: Cristiana, I un-
derstand that you are of Roma de-
scent, but that you didn’t really ex-
plore that aspect of your identity 
until you left Romania and came to 
the United States.

Cristiana Grigore: That’s true. I 
came to the United States for the 
first time six years ago for a summer 
exchange program. It was a very in-
tense time—the first time I had trav-
eled outside Romania—and there 
were many people from different 
cultures. People were very curious 
about where I was from. They are 
generally surprised to hear that I am 
from Romania because my features 
don’t look European. They would 
guess me to be Latin American, 
Arab, or Indian. But, while I was here 

in the United States, I talked for the 
first time about my ethnic identity.

House: What was your life like in 
Romania?

Grigore: I had a pretty normal life 
growing up in a small city in the 
south.  I found escape in books and 
television—especially Western mov-
ies. I was always very interested in 
school. With a lot of effort, I was able 
to keep my ethnic identity in the clos-
et. I almost never invited my school 
friends home. My dad, who has dark-
er skin and would be recognized as 
Roma, never came to my school. I 
was 19 when I moved to Bucharest 
for college. People there sometimes 
asked about my ethnicity, but I found 
ways to change the subject. I did not 
grow up in a Roma community. My 
friends were Romanian.
 
House: Did your parents agree that 
you should keep your ethnicity a 
secret?

Grigore: Absolutely. It was a fam-
ily mission to keep the Roma back-
ground hidden so that my brother 
and I would not be stigmatized. 
My parents and grandparents tried 
to protect us from the consequen-
ces of embracing Roma culture and 

publicly talking about our identity. I 
wouldn’t have been able to stay hid-
den that long without them.

When I was very young, my mom 
told me that we were Gypsies—but 
in a way that let me know the stig-
ma and struggles associated with 
that identity. My ethnic identity was 
always part of my life, even if I sup-
pressed it for a long time. When I 
came to the United States, though, 
and was in a different culture, it was 
time to look at who I was from a new 
perspective.

House: When did you decide to re-
veal your identity?

Grigore: It wasn’t a conscious deci-
sion. It just happened as the result 
of an incident. I talked about being 
Roma for the first time here, though 
it was a struggle to explore some-
thing that I had avoided for so many 
years. When I returned to Romania, 
it took me another year to talk about 
it there. After talking with my best 
friend, I cried for an hour. It has been 
a long process to redefine what this 
identity means for me. It was an ef-
fort, but it was worth it. I finally feel 
like myself—and I don’t have to hide.

 I had to get out of Romania and 
the European context to embrace my 
Roma identity. In the United States, 

Embracing the 

Roma Identity

An interview with Cristiana Grigore by Christie R. House
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The Grigore family: Cristiana; Emil,  
her brother; Vica, her father; and Geta, 
her mother.  PHOTO: COURTESY THE 

GRIGORE FAMILY

I have been fortunate to experience 
the best of the American culture. 
That helped me to look at myself with 
different eyes.

House: How do your American friends 
react when they learn who you are?

Grigore: For Americans, really, it is 
not a big deal. Some who are more 
aware of the European context were 
amazed and asked, “How did you 
make it?” They know there are a lot of 
problems and issues for most Roma 
in Europe. They were impressed that 
I was a Fulbright Scholar.

 In the United States, people are 
more exposed to multiculturalism. 
There is a long history here with 
African Americans and other minor-
ity groups that had to find and fight 
their way into mainstream society. 
I never experienced discrimination 
here. Just the opposite—people are 
very curious and associate this iden-
tity with more positive stereotypes. 

They see Gypsies as something 
beautiful, something creative and ar-
tistic, even something magic. 

House: Would you say that the Roma 
are now a global community?

Grigore: Yes. Roma live in many parts 
of the world. It’s exciting to know that I 
am part of a widespread, resilient group. 
For me, being Roma means transcend-
ing my national identity and connecting 
with people across the world, Roma 
or not. I have a multicultural identity—
Roma and Romanian—and I’m starting 
to grow an American heart.

House: What kind of future do you 
see for the Roma people?

Grigore: I hope we move toward a 

more positive approach that focuses 
on solutions. There is a need to rede-
fine what it means to be Roma and 
write a new narrative. Right now, the 
Roma are associated mainly with pov-
erty, problems, and all sorts of clichés. 
From inside, we need to find ways 
to overcome the stigma, but also the 
simplistic ways in which other people 
view us. And embracing an identity we 
can be proud of can be a great force in 
overcoming the obstacles we face.  

 We have a great opportunity to 
build on the fact that we have a multi-
cultural identity— we live in Romania, 
in Hungary, in France, in the United 
States and many other places. That’s 
extremely relevant in the 21st century. 

Christie R. House is the editor of New 
World Outlook magazine.

Cristiana Grigore is an Areté Youth Foundation Fellowship recipient. To 

read more about her life and work, or to support her in her studies, visit 

http://aretefellowship.causevox.com/.
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A Congregation-Based 

Approach to 

Ministry with the Roma

by Daniel G. Topalski

A girl prays at the United Methodist Church 
in the largely Roma neighborhood of Gorno 
Ezerovo, part of the Bulgarian city of Burgas. 
Residents here don’t self-identify much as 
Roma because of the negative connotations 
associated with the word. Many refer to 
themselves as a Turkish-speaking minority.  
PHOTO: PAUL JEFFREY
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I

n Bulgaria, we cannot speak about ministry with the Roma apart from our 
local congregations. This is true of all our work, whether with Bulgarians, 

Armenians, or the Roma. We are convinced that a congregation-based ap-
proach is the authentic Christian way to be in mission. So in the Bulgarian 
United Methodist Church, all three main types of ministry with the Roma are 
congregation-based.

Roma Local Pastors

Roma congregations let by Roma local pastors are very diverse in terms of the 
members’ language, customs, and social attitudes. Roma people in Bulgaria 
may speak Bulgarian, Romanian, Turkish, or Romani, the Roma’s own lan-
guage. Every local congregation is free to choose the most appropriate lan-
guage for its worship, with Bulgarian being the usual language of choice in 
linguistically diverse congregations. From the beginning, these churches were 
challenged to form a stable community of believers as a recognizable sign of 
serious engagement with the life of the local people. This sense of stability 
has crucial importance in Roma settlements and neighborhoods since, to the 
Roma, short-term activities and projects are not taken seriously. 

Churches with diverse congregations have been successfully integrated 
as fully equal members of the Methodist connec-
tion in Bulgaria. At the same time, this process of 
integration within our church structures, relations, 
and identity places special value on the specific 
features that characterize Roma congregations. 
In the two instances in which this integrative pro-
cess failed, the congregations became dependent 
on local authoritative leaders who sought to ma-
nipulate and control the neighborhood residents. 
Typically, this happens when United Methodists 
“adopt” Roma faith communities that were found-
ed by other Christian groups. 

The diverse Roma congregations have a good 
reputation among local community residents. They 
provide a constant and concerned Christian pres-
ence, with space for meeting God and taking care of 
one another in mutual responsibility and love. Their 
limited resources are used to provide relief for the 
sick, help for families in crisis, and support enabling 
children to continue their education.

In the Roma neighborhoods, our churches are 
usually the only stable institutions to be found. They 
face and deal with all the problems of this popula-
tion—great misery, illiteracy, early (and illegal) marriages, prostitution, and the 
trafficking of young women, to name a few.

The Roma leaders of these congregations are involved in continuing educa-
tion in order to be more effective in their ministry. We train them along with 
their Bulgarian colleagues to avoid every possible kind of isolation or separa-
tion and to form a real fellowship of preachers, regardless of ethnic origin. The 
opportunity to be led in worship by one of their own is greatly appreciated 
among the Roma.

Bulgarian Local Pastors

Roma congregations can also be led effec-
tively by Bulgarian local pastors preaching in 
the Bulgarian language. Despite the differ-
ence in leadership, all the distinctive char-
acteristics of Roma-led congregations are 
present here also.

Churches Working  

With Roma

Some Bulgarian congregations are surround-
ed by a large Roma population resulting 
from migration both during the Communist 
era and after it ended. It took some time for 
these congregations to realize that the future 
of their ministry would be influenced by their 
Roma neighbors. For the village congrega-
tion in Hotanza, which exemplifies Bulgarian 
Methodism, the fact that all 30 children in 

the Sunday school were Roma was a rev-
elation. Now that congregation is undergo-
ing transformation, trying to stay in contact 
not only with Roma children but also with 
their parents. Still, it will take time to con-
vince the neighborhood that this “Bulgarian” 
church is also a hospitable and friendly place 
for the Roma.

The Rev. Daniel Topalski preaches during a worship service in the largely Roma 
neighborhood of Gorno Ezerovo, part of the Bulgarian city of Burgas.
PHOTO: PAUL JEFFREY
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Work With Roma Children

Three years ago, the congregation in 
the small town of Lyaskovets start-
ed a center for Roma children in the 
church building, which was then in 
terrible condition. Thanks to the gen-
erous support of German United 
Methodist donors, the building was 
entirely renovated. Now, 25 Roma 
children in two age groups attend the 
center every day, receiving compe-
tent assistance from qualified teach-
ers and from church volunteers. This 
project has become a key part of the 
ministry of the church and is highly 
valued in the local community.

Mission Sponsorship

The United Methodist work among 
the Roma in Bulgaria is not self-
supporting. The financial resources 
within the Bulgarian annual confer-
ence and local churches are very 
limited. This is one of the main 
challenges we face for further 

development of existing work and 
for starting new projects.

Roma congregations receive sup-
port from “Connecting Congrega-
tions,” a partnership program of the 
World Methodist Council’s World 
Evangelism. United Methodist church-
es from Switzerland and Germany also 
sponsor Roma work in Bulgaria. Addi-
tional aid comes through different 
grants from Connexio (the Network for 
Mission and Service of The United 
Methodist Church, Switzerland-
France) and from the Fund for Mission 
in Europe (a mission fund of the UM 
Nordic and Baltic Episcopal Area).

The Roma are among the poorest 
citizens in Bulgaria, so those in min-
istry with them encounter many se-
rious social problems. At the same 
time, we are aware that the most 
powerful means for transformation 
that we can offer to the Roma is the 
gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ and 

the fellowship of Christian believers. 
In the process, we have to transform 
our own negative social attitudes to-
ward the Roma.

Priorities and Next Steps

Congregation-based ministry with 
the Roma provides a solid and stable 
foundation for a constant and caring 
Christian presence. The growth of this 
ministry is connected with the further 
strengthening of existing congrega-
tions—both through the continuing 
education of current church leaders 
and by training a new generation of 
Roma leaders to assume responsibil-
ity for all aspects of church life. An in-
tegral part of this development is the 
achievement of self-sufficiency.

We recognize the importance of 
full integration of Roma congrega-
tions and church members into the 
life of The United Methodist Church 
in Bulgaria. Our idea is not to form 
a “Roma ghetto” but to provide all 
necessary preconditions for full and 
equal inclusion of the Roma in church 
life. This will be a powerful sign that 
we are trying to live and serve in the 
light of the gospel, where “there is 
no longer Jew or Greek, there is no 
longer slave or free, there is no lon-
ger male and female; for all of you 
are one in Christ Jesus.” (Galatians 
3:28). For people who are usually ac-
cepted by others as “second-class 
citizens,” this full inclusion has a cru-
cial significance.

The process of full integration in-
cludes equal access to all sources 
of project funding and the prioritiz-
ing of projects aimed at strengthen-
ing and developing our ministry with 
the Roma.

We recognize the necessity to 
maintain the right balance between 
works of piety and works of mercy 
in our ministry with the Roma. We 
have to overcome every temptation 
to use different kinds of social aid to 

Vassil Ivanov (left), a member of the local United Methodist Church, lives in the Bulgarian 
town of Staro Oriahovo. He talks in front of his home with his adult daughter, Pauna Vassilev 
(right), and with the Rev. Daniel Topalski, the superintendent of the United Methodist Church 
in Bulgaria.  PHOTO: PAUL JEFFREY
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manipulate people. The personal dig-
nity and value of each individual must 
be respected in every church activ-
ity. Our main task is to offer people 
Christ through the loving and caring 
life of the local congregation and to 
serve as a true example of trans-
formed lives and relations.

We recognize that people involved 
in ministry with the Roma need an 
opportunity to share their difficul-
ties, challenges, achievements, and 
prayer concerns with one another. So 
we started to organize regular meet-
ings for sharing good practices and 
encouraging fellowship. The coordi-
nator of our ministry with the Roma 
is responsible for organizing a work-
ing network that includes everyone 
involved in the ministry. This office’s 
main tasks will be to provide mutu-
al support for ministry and to serve 

as a clearinghouse for further devel-
opment, coordinating discussions of 
new projects and preparing grant ap-
plications to support them.

To make our ministry more holis-
tic, we will cooperate with other or-
ganizations that specialize in specific 
Roma issues in order to benefit from 
their experience and expertise. We 
are especially interested in cooper-
ating with Roma organizations on is-
sues such as the prevention of early 
marriage, responsible parenthood, 
and family planning.

Motivation to Participate

The congregation-based approach of 
our ministry with the Roma does not 
differ from other responsible church 
planting in Roma neighborhoods and 
settlements. Our intention is to moti-
vate the Roma to participate fully in 

their own healing and restoration so 
that they can become members of 
responsible and responsive, caring 
and loving communities of faith. And 
in the Wesleyan tradition, we encour-
age these congregations to concern 
themselves not only with preach-
ing but also with living new lives in 
Christ. This approach differs from 
the way most religious organizations 
work with the Roma. It confronts the 
common attitude that Roma people 
can only be receivers of the servic-
es of a church or a nongovernmen-
tal organization (NGO). The congrega-
tion-based approach encourages the 
Roma to be real participants and co-
workers within the body of Christ.

The Rev. Daniel Topalski serves as Su-

perintendent of The United Methodist 

Church in Bulgaria.

Mehmed Stefanov, a United Methodist local pastor, walks with two boys in the Maxsuda neighborhood, part of his parish in Varna, Bulgaria.  
The neighborhood has a large Turkish-speaking Roma population.  PHOTO: PAUL JEFFREY
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by Thomas Rodemeyer

W

hen, for the first time, I visited a United Methodist Roma congregation, 
I was quite astonished to see such a large number of young people. 

About 70 to 80 percent of the congregation was made up of children and 
youth—the rest being mostly women. I do not remember having seen any 
man older than 25 in the room where the service took place.

Having since visited a number of different Roma churches, I have noticed 
that many of them have this characteristic: the median age of their members 
is quite young. Although, in most European countries, the life expectancy 

Present and Future Hope 

for Roma Children
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of the Roma is often 10 to 15 years 
lower than that of the majority pop-
ulation, this fact in itself doesn’t ex-
plain such youthful congregations.

Although some churches in 
Eastern Europe withstood the 
Communist era, church work did not 
regain any kind of growing strength 
until the late 1990s and early 2000s, 
after Communism collapsed. Many 
local churches have been founded 
in the last 15 years, as has most of 
the ministry with the Roma. Many 
of the Roma churches have devel-
oped only recently.

Generally speaking, from what I 
have seen, the newly founded Roma 
churches have developed in two dif-
ferent ways. The fi rst way I would 
call family-driven. Someone within a 
Roma community has made a com-
mitment to God’s Word and to the 
work of the local church. This one 
person brings along a whole family, 
from grandparents to grandchildren. 
The other way Roma churches de-
velop is child-driven and not, as far 
as I can determine, family-based. 
Children who live near a meeting 
place take a chance and come to the 
church meetings whenever some-
thing interesting appears to be hap-
pening. In this kind of congregational 
development, the activities are set in 
motion by a missionary. Children and 
youth usually meet when the mis-
sionary is around.

For me, the most obvious explana-
tion for reaching so many children is 
this: children, even on the margins of 
society, tend to be open to strangers. 
Their elders may have had diffi cult 
experiences, making them feeling ex-
cluded from the rest of society. That 
makes them skeptical about anyone 
or anything that comes from the out-
side. Yet the Christian church today 
seems to have a real chance to reach 
the Roma community—especial-
ly Roma children. We should make 

the most of this opportunity, while 
not forgetting to contact the families 
through their children. We want to be 
in Roma communities for people of 
all ages.

The local church in Alsózsolca, 
Hungary, started in 
the 1950s when a 
Roma woman in-
vited a Methodist 
pastor to “tell the 
wonderful stories 
about Jesus.” I 
imagine that many 
children must have 
gathered together 
to hear those sto-
ries told. Little by 
little, that congre-
gation must have 
developed, be-
coming what we 
have now: a living, 
growing church 
with about 100 
adults attending 
church services on Sunday—and, of 
course, with many children and youth 
coming too.

Methodism and 

Roma Children

In many local churches, children 
have their own Sunday schools or 
Bible study groups within the week-
ly schedule of church activities. In 
some places, guitar or other instru-
mental lessons for young people 
have become part of the church pro-
gram. In recent years, in the Slovak 
Republic as well as in Hungary, sev-
eral camps have developed, both 
for Roma children and for mixed 
groups. These camps usually have 
some educational aspects, such 
as preparation for school. The 
United Methodist Church is work-
ing with schools in Hungary to teach 
Christian education in places where 
many Roma live.

In the Czech Republic, the UMC is 
giving shelter to families and children, 
most of whom are Roma. A great 
deal of work is also being done with 
children in Bulgaria (see the story on 
p. 28). In Macedonia, much of the 

church’s social work with the Roma 
is intended to help the children. One 
project, which provides clothes for 
Roma children, is coordinated by 
Weltmission, the mission agency of 
the UMC in Germany (see the article 
on p. 39). So our mission starts with 
covering basic needs and goes on to 
help the children and youth develop 
their skills in different ways. In all our 
work, we tell about and show God’s 
love for the children.

In July 2012, I had the chance to 
participate in a one-week day camp 
for the children of Kürtöspuszta, a 
Roma village in Hungary. There, I 
joined a team of nine people from the 
Hungarian United Methodist Church. 
Although the UMC has a church 
building in the village, Hungarian 
Methodists consider the place to be 
a mission, since it is not yet a stable 
local church. We had about 40 to 50 
participants between the ages of 2 

About 70 to 80 percent of the Roma congregation is made up of children 
and youth—the rest being mostly women.  PHOTO: THOMAS RODEMEYER

Children and counselors, Hungarian, Swiss, and Roma, set off on an adventure 
as part of the UMC summer camp for Roma in Kürtöspuszta, Hungary. 
PHOTO: THOMAS RODEMEYER
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and 23—all of whom came from the 
village of Kürtöspuszta. The schedule 
included time for eating lunch togeth-
er, doing school work, creating arts 
and crafts, playing outdoor sports, 
and having a small devotion.

Perceptible Changes

During the camp, the people from 
our team had many discussions 
with the children, especially with 
the youth, about their present situa-
tion and their future. The young peo-
ple saw a lot of hatred and violence 
in their village. Most of them see 
their own future elsewhere because 
this place causes them to despair. 

 Surprisingly, despair was not at 
all what I felt during the camp. I saw 
lively children who played with each 
other and had consideration for oth-
ers. Some people from the team 
told me that they could feel the chil-
dren changing—that they had be-
come calmer and more trusting and 
were learning to take care of one 
another.  Since I could not speak 

Hungarian, I was limited in my abil-
ity to relate to the children. Even so, 
the kids talked to me a lot and they 
always found ways to make me un-
derstand. You don’t always need 
words to communicate. During the 
time I was there, I could feel a lot of 
love coming from the kids and from 
the team. God was with us.

Considering the Future

What the future most likely holds for 
these children is probably not what 
we want for ours. This new gen-
eration of children is slated to face 
the same poverty that their parents 
have known. There are two reasons 
for the great poverty experienced 
by the Roma—reasons that interact 
and thus make the situation worse. 
One reason is discrimination and 
the related exclusion of the Roma 
from mainstream society in almost 
every European country. The other 
factor is a generally worsening eco-
nomic situation in many Eastern 
European states. If there is a lot of 

unemployment in a society, it will 
especially affect those who are al-
ready weak.

Not everybody has profited 
from the fall of Communism in the 
1990s. In fact, the Roma have not 
fared well at all from the changes 
that were wrought. Yet we do have 
some ways to fight for a better fu-
ture for Roma children.

The first thing we can do is to 
build relationships. Interacting in 
church programs is probably the 
best means to counteract social 
exclusion. All the people on our 
camp leadership team have been to 
Kürtöspuszta already and are look-
ing forward to coming back to the 
next camp. While some leaders re-
turn, new participants are getting in-
volved each year. The leaders love 
to come back as much as the chil-
dren love for them to do so. I hope, 
as time goes on, members of both 
groups will expand that willingness 
to welcome the other beyond the 
camp and into their daily lives.

We’ll also keep trying to help 
these children discover new skills 
and strengthen the skills they al-
ready have, whether in respect to 
school work or in other areas, such 
as art, music, or sports. Seeing one-
self as a person who is capable in 
every way creates much self-as-
surance, encouraging people to try 
something new and to reach out 
for something better. Telling the 
children that they are children of 
God and are being loved strength-
ens their self-confidence. And, of 
course, we all can pray that God will 
continue to make good changes in 
the children’s lives.

Thomas Rodemeyer is the coordinator 

for Roma Ministries in the Central and 

Southern Europe Episcopal Area under 

Bishop Patrick Streiff.

Thomas Rodemeyer with Roma children in Kürtöspuszta, Hungary. 
PHOTO: THOMAS RODEMEYER
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T

hough years have passed since 
Andrei and Petar moved with 

their parents from Bulgaria to Ber-
lin, the children—particularly An-
drei—are still struggling in school. 
The boys’ parents have been un-
able to find steady employment, so 
paying the rent and the electric and 
gas bills each month has become a 
recurring challenge.

After Helena moved to Berlin 
from Bulgaria, she was immediate-
ly placed in a regular fourth grade 
class. The school’s special inte-
grative language course for new 
migrants was already overfilled. 
So, three days a week during her 
six-week summer holiday, Helena 
came to the Kindertreff to learn 
German.

Last year, Raya, who came from 
Romania, was one of the pupils in 
our German language course at the 
local primary school. A friendly, out-
going fifth grader at the time, Raya 
was attentive and quickly learned 
German. Speaking the local lan-
guage was essential if she was to 
make friends and be able to talk with 
the other girls in her class. Similarly, 

Work with Roma 

Children in 
Berlin-Neukölln
by Michelle Dromgold

W e l c o m i n g  t h e  o u t s i d e r

Ann-Christin Puchta (right), director of 
the Kindertreff Delbrücke afterschool 

program, talks with a Roma boy. 
Photo: PAul JeffRey
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Eliisabet and Maarja moved to Berlin 
from Macedonia, unable to speak a 
single word of German. Two years 
later, they now earn some of the best 
grades in their sixth grade class.

Though Stevan’s family is from 
Serbia, he and his siblings were 
born in Berlin. Stevan is on track to 
graduate from high school and plans 

to attend the university. He hopes to 
become a teacher or to run for politi-
cal office. 

These are the stories of some of 
the children and youth who attend 
Kindertreff Delbrücke, an afterschool 
homework help and gathering cen-
ter for the Kranold neighborhood in 
Berlin-Neukölln. Whether they come 

from Bulgaria, Macedonia, Romania, 
or Serbia, and though their stories and 
family situations differ, all of these 
children have a Roma background. 

Despite their differences, the 
Kindertreff offers all of them the 
same things. It provides a learning 
environment where they can practice 
and improve their German, a place to 
make and be with friends, and an op-
portunity to explore their individual in-
terests. Hosted by the Salem United 
Methodist congregation in Berlin, the 
Kindertreff offers homework help 
and provides free-time activities, in-
cluding table tennis games, a music 
group, an English club, a Girl’s Circle, 
and a Boy’s Circle—all free of charge.

The Plight of Migrants

The Kindertreff is located in Neukölln, 
one of the most impoverished dis-
tricts in Berlin. In the center’s sur-
rounding neighborhood, 83.9 percent 
of the children and youth have a “mi-
gration background.” They or one or 
both of their parents were not born in 
Germany. Families with an Arab back-
ground dominate the neighborhood 
demographically, and families with a 
German or Turkish background also 
live here, while the number of fami-
lies with a Roma background is on the 
rise. Regardless of their ethnic back-
ground, however, many families in 
the neighborhood are living in poverty. 
Of the working population, 31.7 per-
cent qualifies for limited social bene-
fits, and the neighborhood unemploy-
ment rate is 16.1 percent.

The past five years have seen a 
large influx of Roma families coming 
to the neighborhood from Eastern 
Europe—especially from Romania 
and Bulgaria. With the expansion of 
the European Union (EU) in 2007, 
Romania and Bulgaria became mem-
ber states. As a result, individuals 
holding a Romanian or Bulgarian pass-
port are able to move freely within 

Europe’s “Schengen Area.” This zone 
operates like a single state for interna-
tional travel, with external border con-
trols for travelers moving in and out of 
the area but with either minimal inter-
nal border controls or none. It current-
ly consists of 26 European countries 
with a combined population of more 
than 400 million.

Although the EU’s freedom of 
movement allows Romanians and 
Bulgarians to live in Germany, they are 
eligible to receive only limited German 
social benefits. Also, until January 
1, 2014, they are required to have a 
work permit—something very difficult 
to obtain. Given these governmental 
restrictions, many migrant families liv-
ing in Germany remain impoverished. 
Andrei and Petar’s mother, for exam-
ple, was unable to obtain an official 
work permit. She did, however, get an 
illicit job working seven nights a week 
cleaning restaurants and office build-
ings. She was underpaid, but for two 
years the family scraped by on her 
700 euros ($937) a month. Recently, 
however, the German customs office 
became aware of her employer’s illicit 
hiring practices, so Andrei and Petar’s 
mother is now without a job.

The boys’ father does have an of-
ficial work permit but is unable to 
find employment. He had a job for 
one month but was never paid the 
1,000 euros ($1,338) he had earned. 
Unfortunately for Roma workers, 
wage theft is a frequent occurrence. 
For a construction worker, finding 
winter employment in Berlin is almost 
impossible. So, for two months, the 
family was unable to pay their rent or 
their gas and electric bills. They had 
to live on the 368 euros ($517) they 
receive each month from the German 
child-care office.

Family Counseling

In difficult situations such as these, the 
Kindertreff project leader, Ann-Christin 

Michelle S. Dromgold, former mission 
intern, helps a girl learn to play the guitar 

in the Kindertreff Delbrücke, a program for 
children in the Neukölln neighborhood of 

Berlin, Germany.  Photo: PAul JeffRey
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Puchta, and her staff become fami-
ly counselors and aides, attempting 
to find suitable short- and long-term 
solutions for families in distress. 
As a result, the Kindertreff’s favor-
able reputation in the neighborhood 
is now based not only on its work 
with children and youth but also on 
its role in helping individuals navigate 

German bureaucracy, which is hard 
for foreigners to understand. For ex-
ample, Kindertreff staff members 
arrange for language interpreters, 
write letters, make phone calls, ac-
company families to appointments, 
and help families cut through red 
tape. In such family counseling, the 
Kindertreff works closely with Amaro 
Drom, the only Roma and Sinti 

self-run organization in Berlin that 
offers translation services, provides 
counseling, and advocates on be-
half of Roma and Sinti families in the 
city. (The Sinti migrated to Germany 
and Austria during the Middle Ages 
and speak the Sinti-Manouche vari-
ety of Romani, which shows strong 
German language influences.)

The legal constraints on Roma 
families from Romania and Bulgaria 
are not confined to employment and 
working permits. Roma families—
particularly the children—are limited 
in their ability to take German lan-
guage courses free of charge or at a 
reduced cost. This contributes to an 
already vicious circle spiraling deeper 
and deeper into impoverishment. 

For example, Helena was not 
placed in a language course when 
she first moved to Berlin. She sat in 
her fourth grade class unable to un-
derstand a single word being spoken 
by her teacher or her classmates. But 
she spent this past summer outside 
on the playground with us, learning 
German three afternoons a week 
while the other children were playing. 
It was her strong motivation and per-
sistence that allowed her to succeed. 

Many children newly migrating to 
Berlin are also struggling to learn the 
German language. Although Berlin 
offers special integrative language 
schools for children and youth new to 
Germany, the enrollment is extremely 
limited—especially in comparison to 
the actual number of new migrants 
in the city. At some primary schools, 
extra funding is set aside for a lan-
guage course or afterschool tutoring 
in small groups for migrant children, 
but instructors commonly offer such 
classes as volunteers or through fund-
ing from the city’s child-care office.

During the past two years, 
Kindertreff staff members have 
worked with the local primary school 
to offer such courses free of charge to 
children in need of assistance. Many 
children coming to the Kindertreff 
were introduced to our work through 
our involvement and presence in their 
school. For example, Raya, a fifth 
grader last year, was motivated to 
learn German in our language course. 
Now she performs above average on 
her class projects and presentations, 
and she has been socially integrated 
with her classmates and welcomed 
into the Kindertreff’s Girls’ Circle. 

Societal Discrimination

While Roma families face many 
more legal constraints in Germany 
than immigrants from Turkey or Arab-
speaking countries, they are also dis-
criminated against both in German 

A man tutors a girl in the Kindertreff Delbrücke, a program for children sponsored by  
the Salem Gemeinde UMC in Berlin.  Photo: PAUl Jeffrey
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society and by other migrant groups. 
Not all Romanian and Bulgarian fami-
lies migrating to Berlin would identify 
themselves as “Roma,” but most of 
them have Roma roots and are con-
sidered Roma by German society 
and by people of Arab and Turkish 
ancestry. As a result, the Roma con-
tinue to be oppressed—being con-
sidered outcasts by multiple levels 
of society, negatively depicted by the 
media, and shut out by the compli-
cated German bureaucracy. Among 
children and youth, Zigeuner, the 
German word for “Gypsy,” has be-
come an insult used to demean oth-
ers regardless of their actual ethnic 
background. At least once a week, 
we have to explain to a child or group 
of children why using this term is 
unacceptable.

Although Germany has become 
a multicultural society over the past 
few years, there is little solidarity 

among immigrants across 
ethnic groups. Various eth-
nic groups living in Berlin 
tend to remain isolated. For 
example, although many 
Bulgarians speak Turkish, 
they are not accepted by 
residents with a Turkish 
background. This lack of 
acceptance arises from a 
clearly delineated hierar-
chy:  first Bulgarians, then 
Turkish Bulgarians, and 
at the bottom, Roma. In 
Bulgaria, being stigmatized 
as “Roma” means having 
the lowest possible social 
status. Thus, in Bulgarian 
society, many individuals 
who are Roma work dili-
gently to be accepted as 
Turkish Bulgarians instead.

Many Turkish Bulgarians 
(who are Roma) move 
to Germany expecting 
to have easier access to 

employment here because they 
speak Turkish. The “Turks” living in 
Germany, however, make a distinc-
tion between Bulgarian Turks—com-
monly recognized from their manner 
and accent when speaking Turkish—
and their own “Turkish” group. For 
Andrei and Petar’s father, this distinc-
tion between Roma and Turks is the 
greatest barrier to his finding steady 
employment. His applications for em-
ployment often go unacknowledged, 
and he feels ignored by the Turkish 
community. For many, the hope of 
finding work, acceptance, and be-
longing among the Turkish diaspora 
in Germany remains unfulfilled. The 
Roma always remain the outcasts.

Outsiders in Every Way 

From a religious perspective also, 
the Roma remain outsiders. The 
majority of Roma from Bulgaria, 
Macedonia, Romania, and Serbia 

are Muslims—as are the majority 
of Berlin residents with Turkish and 
Arab backgrounds. One might ex-
pect that a shared religious belief 
would result in solidarity and mutual 
respect. But Roma Muslims are not 
accepted as “true” Muslims by their 
Muslim brothers and sisters of Arab 
or Turkish ancestry. As a result, the 
Roma face high levels of ostracism, 
with solidarity within or across reli-
gious or ethnic groups remaining al-
most nonexistent. 

In an attempt to escape their 
assigned role as “outsiders,” the 
Roma struggle to begin a new life 
in Germany by hiding their Roma 
roots and traditions. For boys, sim-
ply being Roma is reason enough 
to be bullied or beaten up on the 
streets. As a result, few children 
freely choose to embrace their 
Roma background. So, in an attempt 
to counter such bullying and blatant 
discrimination, the Kindertreff is cur-
rently focusing on being a safe place 
where individual ethnic groups can 
mix. Here, children can establish 
friendships that extend beyond their 
ethnic boundaries. Raya, Eliisabet, 
and Maarja sit together and chat 
with Fatma, Ayesha, and Zeynep on 
a daily basis. Stevan, Alexandr, Bilal, 
Mohamed, and Khaled go ice skat-
ing and play table tennis together. 

My hope is that this microcosmic 
example of integration, acceptance, 
and mutual respect regardless of 
language, country of origin, or physi-
cal appearance might be achieved at 
all levels of German society. It could 
stand as an example of how we, as 
the global church, might fully wel-
come the outsider.

Michelle Dromgold served as a Mission 
Intern in 2012, working with Kinder-
treff Delbrücke, an afterschool center 
for the Kranold neighborhood in Berlin-
Neukölln.

A tutor helps a boy with his homework in the Kindertreff Delbrücke, 
a program for children in the Neukölln neighborhood of Berlin, 

Germany, sponsored by the Salem Gemeinde uMC.
Photo: PAul JeffRey 



New World Outlook MAY/JUNE 2013 39

Small Gifts 

Can Make a 

Difference

by Carol Partridge

A

bandoned by her husband, Sil-
vana lives with her children and 

her mother in a two-room building in 
the Strumica region of southeast 
Macedonia. They occupy one room; 
their animals, the other. The village 
residents are of mixed ethnicity: 
Roma and (Slavic) Macedonian.

Through the United Methodist 
Central Conference of Central and 
Southern Europe, funds were made 

available to provide Roma families 
with useful animals. The church in 
Macedonia gave Silvana’s family 
a goat. There was some specula-
tion that the goat might end up at 
the slaughterhouse, but the family 
takes good care of it and consumes 
its milk.

Next, Silvana’s family received 
the gift of a donkey that family 
members use to haul the fi rewood 
they collect in the woods and burn 
at home for warmth. Sometimes 
they have a little wood left over to 
sell. They can also earn small sums 
by hauling loads for other people. 
So the gift of animals has indeed im-
proved their lives.

Last December, the Strumica 
UMC bought two bales of hay for 
use in preparing a manger scene  

Grants and Gifts That 

Grow and Give Again

A goat is received by a Roma family 
in Strumica, Macedonia, as part of 
the Livelihood Goat Project. 
PHOTO: MITKO KONEV

As UMC Macedonia in Staro Baldovci distributed clothing 
in December 2011 to school children, they noticed several 
children outside in the yard were barefoot in the snow. 
PHOTO: MITKO KONEV
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for the church’s Christmas dramas. 
Afterwards, the hay was delivered 
to Silvana’s family for the donkey 
and goat. The children also received 
Christmas packets (similar to Easter 
baskets), and the Methodist church 
sends the family flour from time to 
time so that Silvana can bake bread 
for her family to eat.

Staro Baldovci is another Roma vil-
lage where the Macedonia UMC has 
provided aid. Few men—but many 
women and children—live in this vil-
lage in extreme poverty. Clothing 
(jeans and jackets) and shoes were 
provided with the support of World 
Mission (UMC Germany).The cloth-
ing is made in Macedonia, saving 
shipping costs and providing jobs to 
help the local economy. 

Persistence Counts

Not all of the church’s efforts to 
help the Roma in Macedonia have 
been successful. The Roma culture 
is very different from the majority 
Macedonian culture, which has dif-
ferent values.

The church has tried to help a 
few Roma children stay in school, 
providing them with clothes and 
shoes suitable for the classroom 
and giving them a daily snack. Some 
stay at school only long enough to 
get a sandwich and then disappear 
for the rest of the day.Some Roma 
parents encourage their children to 
skip school and beg on the street 
or to collect empty bottles from the 
trash for redemption. If their par-
ents do not value education, it is 
hard for the children to see its pur-
pose.  So, while Macedonian law 
states that all children must attend 
school through high school, the 
children follow their parents’ lead 
and many remain illiterate.

It is difficult for us to know how 
best to assist the Roma, but the 
UMC in Macedonia keeps trying and 

keeps learning from small instances 
of success.

Carol Partridge is a United Methodist 

missionary, originally from Maine and 

later from California. She serves with 

all 12 of the United Methodist congre-

gations in Macedonia, especially with 

women, children, and youth.

The Roma 

Church in 

Kisvaszar, 

Hungary

by Kristóf Sztupkai

T

he small village of Kisvaszar—
located about 10 miles from 

Dombóvár in southwest Hungary—
has a population of about 330. Ap-
proximately 80 percent 
of Kisvaszar’s residents 
are Roma. During the 
1980s and the 1990s, 
many congregations 
in Hungary started to 
work among the Roma. 
The Methodist pres-
ence in Kisvaszar dates 
back to 1984, when the 
Rev. Gábor Szuhánszky 
started to hold regular 
worship services in a 
local family’s home.

In order to involve 
more people in the con-
gregation, evangelism 
events were organized 
as outreach to the village residents. 
In 1994, the church purchased an 
old house where the congrega-
tion—adults and children—gathered 
together twice a week to worship. 

Families grew closer to God and be-
came more committed to congre-
gational life. Yet poverty, unemploy-
ment, discrimination, hopelessness, 
and all the other problems weigh-
ing on the Roma made the church’s 
outreach to them more challenging. 
After a few years, the old house of 
worship collapsed, so the small but 
faithful congregation now holds ser-
vices in its members’ homes.

A Farming Program

One of the congregation’s most sig-
nificant recent achievements has 
been a newly launched farming pro-
gram. Through this program, village 
residents are encouraged to get in-
volved in the cultivation of their own 
food. Local Methodist families plant 
fruit trees, and the land where the old 
church house once stood has been 
planted with corn. These farming ac-
tivities attract other Roma to help the 
congregation. Further plans will en-
able each Roma family to cultivate its 
own piece of land. 

Those who want to grow their 
own food can do so and will be given 
seeds and gardening tools to start. As 
part of this ministry, participants will 
acquire practical knowledge about 

Roma church members of the UMC in Kisvaszar, Hungary. 
Approximately 80 percent of Kisvaszar’s residents are Roma. 
PHOTO: GEORGE ETHEREDGE
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a healthy diet, gardening, and using 
gardening tools.

Today, four families from the 
Kisvaszar United Methodist Church 
are engaged in the gardening project. 
The church’s goal is to build more re-
lationships with the local community 
while encouraging further develop-
ment. To pursue this goal, we hold 
weekly Bible studies for children in 
the primary school of the neighbor-
ing village.

In 2012, an “In Mission Together” 
volunteer team from Texas joined 
this mission. Team members worked 
with the Hungarian UMC and the 
Roma for a week. During this short 
period of time, we had children’s pro-
grams with Bible stories, crafts, and 
lots of songs. Every evening, still 
lacking a church building, we orga-
nized services outdoors under the 
trees. We hope and pray that God will 
help us continue this mission among 
the Roma in Kisvaszar. 

Kristóf Sztupkai is pursuing a degree 

in theology and doing an internship 

in a local United Methodist church 

in Dombóvár, Hungary. He serves as  

mission coordinator for the UMC in 

Hungary.

Grants That 

Grow a 

Community

by Lila Balovski (as told to 

Thomas Rodemeyer)

Since 2005, the United Methodist Church 

in Bodelshausen, Germany, has been mak-

ing small grants to a partner Roma congre-

gation in Jabuka, Serbia, led by a pastor, 

Lila Balovski. Her story follows.

O

ur people grow up making mu-
sic; so, in our church, we sing a 

lot. Several years ago, Pastor Joachim 
Seidel visited us from Germany. We 
asked if he could find used instru-
ments for our congregation, giving 
our people the chance to earn some 
money by forming a band. He shared 
our request with Robert Gaubatz and 
Roland Werner in Germany.

The used instruments arrived, but 
we needed somebody to teach us 
how to play them. So Roland Werner, 
who coordinates brass band music for 
the UMC in Germany, visited us for a 
week, teaching us some choir music. 
While the instruments belonged to 
the church, individuals could use 
them to earn money.

Werner returned two more times 
to offer music lessons. That’s how 
our music ministry began. Now, we 
teach new generations of musicians 
ourselves.

 
Community Gardening

Most Roma families do not own
land that they can cultivate. Pastor 
Seidel, who visits every year, col-
lected money from his church in 
Germany to buy us a small piece of 
land. Two years later, we bought an-
other plot next to the first one. The 
second plot included a water pump, 
so Pastor Seidel helped us install a 
pump on the first plot. Today, fami-
lies can plant vegetables in spring 
and fall. Since we cannot provide 
all our people with a plot, we rotate 
gardeners each season, giving each 
family a turn at cultivation.

The garden has produced fresh 
food for our families. Now we are 
thinking about expansion, giving 
the families extra food to sell. Our 
idea is to build a greenhouse, en-
abling us to cultivate food over the 
winter. Besides vegetables, we’d 
like to grow grains, but we’d need 
more land. 

This cultivating project gives our 
members a chance to invest for them-
selves in a good way. When we start-
ed, our neighbors feared that Roma in 
their neighborhood would steal from 
them. But one neighbor offered to 
teach our people about agricultural is-
sues. We were eager to learn, and our 

families have been diligent and hard 
working. No stealing took place. It was 
this helpful neighbor who sold us our 
second piece of land.

We have divided our land into 10 
plots: nine for nine families and one 
which we collectively harvest for the 
church. We use this food for church 
lunches or to help families in need. 
This is what we learn from the Bible: 
the tenth part should be given to God.

Since fruit has become quite ex-
pensive, our next venture will be fruit 
trees. We will start with cherry trees, 
and we’re going to try peanuts as well!

Lila Balovski is the pastor of Jabuka Unit-

ed Methodist Church in Jabuka, Serbia. 

She is originally from former Yugoslavia. 

Thomas Rodemeyer coordinates Roma 

ministries for the Central and Southern 

Europe Episcopal Area.

The Roma band arrives for church, Jabuka, 
Serbia. Pastor Lila Balovski is far right. 
PHOTO: ÜLLAS TANKLER.
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Churches Advocate for the Rights 
of Stateless People
A World Council of Churches consultation held recently 
in Washington, DC, has urged protection for the rights 
of over 12 million stateless people around the world, en-
couraging governments to ensure their basic human right 
to citizenship and their adequate access to health care, 
education, and employment. Case studies were shared 
at the sessions regarding stateless people of Haitian de-
scent in the Caribbean, the Rohingyas in Myanmar and 
Bangladesh, the Roma in Europe, and the Sudanese in 
Sudan and South Sudan. 

“Churches can play an important role in foster-
ing the sense of ‘belonging’ that stateless people lack 
in their communities and in advocating solutions with 
their governments,” said Nicole Shepardson of the US 
Department of State. 

 
574 New Worship Communities
Since 2008, The United Methodist Church has started 
574 worshiping communities in Southeast Asia, Eurasia, 
Africa, and Latin America. That number far exceeds the 
original goal of 400 church plants for the 2009-12 qua-
drennium, announced Thomas Kemper, general secretary 
of the denomination’s General Board of Global Ministries.

The worshiping communities reported within the 
mission initiatives of Global Ministries are located in 
Belarus, Cambodia, Cameroon, Honduras, Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan, Laos, Latvia, Lithuania, Malawi, Moldova, 
Mongolia, Nepal, Russia, Senegal, Thailand, Ukraine, 
Uzbekistan and Vietnam. Each country connects to a net-
work facilitated by a partnership coordinator through the 
In Mission Together program.

US Conferences Help Mozambique
In Mozambique devastating fl oods that began in late 
January have displaced some 200,000 people and left 
over 100 dead. The United Methodist Church and United 
Nations relief agencies worldwide have responded. The 
conference leadership of Mozambique, including Bishop 
Joaquina Filipe Nhanala, delivered food, hygiene supplies, 
clothing, and clean water to families in need. The Virginia 
Annual Conference sent $10,000 from its Initiatives of 
Hope fund. International Disaster Response Advance 
#982450.

More Teams Needed for Sandy Recovery
UMVIM coordinators in New Jersey, New York, and 
Maryland have begun to schedule rebuilding teams for 
those whose homes were damaged by Hurricane Sandy 
last October. The need for teams is going to continue to 
grow. Those interested in volunteering should contact 
their annual conference Volunteer-In-Mission coordinator.

E-store Offers United Methodist Resources
United Methodist Communications has launched a re-
designed denominational e-store at http://shop.umc.org. 
The new store provides a one-stop shop for a variety 
of denominational resources, including local leadership 
products, resources, and promotional materials—includ-
ing single copies of New World Outlook.

Hazelwood Leaving UMCOR for Memphis
The Rev. Tom Hazelwood is leaving his job with UMCOR to 
become director of connectional ministries for the Memphis 
Conference, beginning June 1. Bishop Bill McAlilly, who 
oversees the Memphis and Tennessee conferences, made 
the appointment. At UMCOR, Hazelwood has most recent-
ly been assistant general secretary, disaster response.

DEATHS—Dora Kennedy, retired missionary with 6 
years of service in India, died December 26, 2012...
Masako Niimi, retired missionary with almost 6 years of 
service in Japan, died January 25, 2013...Harry Burton-
Lewis, retired missionary with almost 31 years of service 
in Japan, died January 30, 2013...Nathalie Closson, re-
tired missionary with 4 years of service in Sierra Leone, 
died February 2, 2013...David Williams, retired mis-
sionary with almost 9 years of service in Pakistan, died 
February 3, 2013...Dorothy T. Daily, retired missionary 
with 18 years of service in the United States, Dominican 
Republic, and Cuba, died February 4, 2013...Dale B. Fritz, 
retired missionary with 5 years of service in Sierra Leone 
and Afghanistan, died February 13, 2013...Dean Stewart 
Gilliland, retired missionary with 25 years of service in 
Nigeria, died February 17, 2013...David A. Law, retired 
missionary with almost 5 years of service in Central 
Congo, died February 22, 2013...David McLaurin, former 
Lovers Lane Director of Outreach, In Mission Together 
volunteer for Global Ministries, and holder of various other 
titles over the past 21 years, died February 27, 2013.
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and 
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ister w
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inister in H
ungary, w

alked 
through the com
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unity singing and inviting people to an evening church 

service at the construction site. O
n the final evening, m

ore than 600 people 
attended the outdoor service. It w

as a blessing for sure. Team
 m

em
bers 

participated by giving a m
essage each night—

w
ith aid of a  translator—

and 
form

ing a sm
all choir to sing a different hym

n each evening. The R
om

a 
com

m
unity is very m

usical, and they appreciated our efforts.

In Haiti School Kitchens M
ake a Difference
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S
ince the January 2010 earthquake, it has becom

e even m
ore im

portant 
to ensure the safe preparation of m

eals in order to prevent the spread of 
cholera in H

aiti. U
M

C
O

R
 and M

uslim
 A

id sought to address this threat 
am

ong one of the m
ost vulnerable populations in H

aiti: school children. A
t 

10 sites across the H
aitian capital, P

ort-au-P
rince, they built and equipped 

school kitchens, benefiting hundreds of children w
ith nutritious and hygien-

ic m
eals.

E
cole N

ationale  R
épublique de C

olom
bie is a governm

ent school locat-
ed in the B

ourdon com
m

unity of P
ort-au-P

rince. It had a functioning kitch-
en before the earthquake. M

uslim
 A

id and U
M

C
O

R
 selected C

olom
bie 

as one of the schools to receive a new
 kitchen—

that is, a new
 building, 

sink, stove, and tw
o new

 kitchen tables. The school currently enrolls 640 
students in either a m

orning or an afternoon session. “W
e are so grate-

ful for the kitchen!” exclaim
ed school director D

urandieu M
arie M

etolus. 
“
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e
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g
g

le
d

 
afte

r 
th

e 
earthquake to properly feed 
o

u
r stu

d
e

n
ts, b

u
t w

ith
 th
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O

R
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w
e are now

 preparing tasty 
m

eals for them
.”
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n
e
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e

n
, 

food preparation tim
e is sig-

nificantly reduced. The staff 
now

 w
orks in a proper kitchen 

that is shielded from
 the hot 

sun and rain. It is a sanitary 
place w

here they can prepare 
m

eals w
ithout having to fight 

off sw
arm

s of flies, dirt, and 
dust w

hile cooking. A
nd the 

school saves on fuel costs, as 
it no longer needs the large 
am

ounts of charcoal that w
ere 

required to fuel the open fire.

H
aitian children in Port-au-Prince enjo

y 
healthy m

eals prepared in the safe and hygienic 
environm

ent of a new
 school kitchen provided  

by U
M

C
O

R
 and partner M

uslim
 A

id. 
PH

O
TO

: M
E

H
U

 JO
S

N
Y

V
irginia team

 m
eets Rom

a on a 10-day m
ission trip to 

A
lsózsolca, H

ungary. PH
O

TO
: M

ILTO
N

 M
A

RT
IN



44  NEWWORLDOUTLOOK.ORG

Fo
r 

th
e 

R
om

a,
 t

he
 w

or
d 

“G
yp

sy
” 

ca
n 

be
 c

on
tr

ov
er

si
al

. 
D

ep
en

di
ng

 o
n 

th
e 

pa
rt

ic
ul

ar
 c

om
m

un
ity

, t
he

 d
es

cr
ip

tiv
e 

“G
yp

sy
” 

m
ig

ht
 b

e 
O

K
, b

ut
 g

en
er

al
ly

, 
th

e 
w

or
d 

“R
om

a”
 w

ou
ld

 b
e 

m
or

e 
ap

pr
op

ria
te

. 
Th

e 
tw

o 
vi

lla
ge

s 
I 

vi
si

te
d 

w
ith

 m
y 

m
ot

he
r u

se
d 

th
e 

te
rm

 “
G

yp
sy

.”
 T

he
y 

ev
en

 p
ro

ud
ly

 
de

sc
rib

ed
 t

he
m

se
lv

es
 a

s 
ha

vi
ng

 a
 “

G
yp

sy
 H

ea
rt

,”
 b

ut
, 

fo
r 

th
is

 a
rt

ic
le

, I
 w

ill
 r

ef
er

 t
o 

th
ei

r 
“R

om
a 

H
ea

rt
.”

 
 Th

ey
 d

es
cr

ib
ed

 th
e 

R
om

a 
H

ea
rt

 a
s 

be
in

g 
in

 lo
ve

 w
ith

 li
fe

, 
lo

vi
ng

 e
ac

h 
ot

he
r, 

an
d 

op
en

in
g 

th
ei

r 
he

ar
ts

 t
o 

ot
he

rs
. T

he
y 

sa
id

 R
om

a 
ar

e 
bo

rn
 w

ith
 a

 R
om

a 
H

ea
rt

 a
nd

 t
he

y 
en

co
ur

ag
e 

th
ei

r 
ch

ild
re

n 
to

 e
m

br
ac

e 
th

is
 s

pe
ci

al
 q

ua
lit

y.
 A

t 
th

e 
fir

st
 R

om
a 

vi
lla

ge
 w

e 
vi

si
te

d,
 a

 g
ro

up
 o

f 
te

en
ag

-
er

s 
fr

om
 a

 U
ni

te
d 

M
et

ho
di

st
 c

hu
rc

h 
in

 B
ud

ap
es

t 
tr

av
el

ed
 

to
 a

 n
ew

ly
 b

ui
lt 

co
m

m
un

ity
 c

en
te

r 
in

 K
ür

tö
sp

us
zt

a,
 a

 R
om

a 
co

m
m

un
ity

, t
o 

bu
ild

 r
el

at
io

ns
hi

ps
 w

ith
 t

he
 R

om
a.

 It
 w

as
 in

-
te

re
st

in
g 

to
 w

at
ch

 h
ow

 t
he

 R
om

a 
ch

ild
re

n 
an

d 
ad

ul
ts

 o
f-

fe
re

d 
a 

hu
g 

an
d 

ex
pr

es
se

d 
a 

w
ar

m
 w

el
co

m
e 

to
 u

s 
ou

ts
id

-
er

s.
 F

or
 m

os
t o

f t
he

 H
un

ga
ria

n 
te

en
s,

 th
is

 w
as

 th
e 

fir
st

 ti
m

e 
th

ey
 e

ve
r 

ha
d 

an
 o

pp
or

tu
ni

ty
 t

o 
in

te
ra

ct
 c

lo
se

ly
 w

ith
 R

om
a 

ch
ild

re
n.

 P
la

yi
ng

 g
am

es
, 

do
in

g 
cr

af
ts

, 
an

d 
ta

lk
in

g 
w

ith
 o

ne
 a

no
th

er
, 

ev
er

y-
on

e 
w

as
 s

m
ili

ng
 a

nd
 la

ug
hi

ng
. I

t 
w

as
 li

ke
 t

he
y 

ha
d 

be
en

 f
rie

nd
s 

fo
r 

ye
ar

s.
A

t 
on

e 
po

in
t,

 I
 s

na
pp

ed
 a

 p
ic

tu
re

 o
f 

a 
yo

un
g 

gi
rl 

di
sp

la
yi

ng
 h

er
 h

an
d 

af
te

r 
sh

e’
d 

fin
ge

r 
pa

in
te

d.
 T

ha
t 

m
om

en
t 

of
 jo

y 
w

as
 m

ag
ni

fic
en

tly
 c

ol
or

fu
l. 

A
ft

er
 I 

sn
ap

pe
d 

th
e 

ph
ot

o,
 a

 li
tt

le
 g

irl
 a

sk
ed

 if
 s

he
 c

ou
ld

 t
ak

e 
a 

pi
ct

ur
e 

w
ith

 
th

e 
ca

m
er

a 
st

ill
 a

ro
un

d 
m

y 
ne

ck
. W

he
n 

sh
e 

sa
w

 w
ha

t 
sh

e 
ha

d 
“m

ad
e”

 b
y 

pu
sh

in
g 

th
e 

bu
tt

on
, h

er
 p

rid
e 

w
as

 c
le

ar
. I

 n
ow

 h
ad

 n
ew

 fr
ie

nd
s 

an
d 

a 
be

tt
er

 
un

de
rs

ta
nd

in
g 

of
 t

he
 “

R
om

a 
H

ea
rt

.”
 A

t 
th

e 
se

co
nd

 R
om

a 
vi

lla
ge

 w
e 

vi
si

te
d,

 t
he

 p
eo

pl
e 

in
vi

te
d 

us
 t

o 
w

or
-

sh
ip

 a
t 

th
ei

r 
U

ni
te

d 
M

et
ho

di
st

 c
hu

rc
h.

 It
 w

as
 a

 s
m

al
l, 

ag
ed

 h
ou

se
 t

ha
t 

w
as

 
on

ce
 a

 s
ch

oo
l. 

Th
e 

at
m

os
ph

er
e 

w
as

 v
er

y 
ca

su
al

 a
nd

 t
he

 s
on

gs
 t

he
y 

sa
ng

 
du

rin
g 

th
e 

se
rv

ic
e 

w
er

e 
lo

ud
 a

nd
 jo

yo
us

. 
It

 s
ee

m
ed

 a
 lo

t 
lik

e 
a 

se
rv

ic
e 

at
 

m
y 

U
ni

te
d 

M
et

ho
di

st
 c

hu
rc

h,
 b

ut
 w

ith
 lo

ud
er

 m
us

ic
 a

nd
 u

nf
am

ili
ar

 w
or

ds
! 

W
he

n 
it 

w
as

 o
ve

r, 
w

e 
w

al
ke

d 
do

w
n 

th
e 

st
re

et
 t

o 
th

ei
r 

ne
w

 c
hu

rc
h 

bu
ild

-
in

g,
 s

til
l u

nd
er

 c
on

st
ru

ct
io

n.
 I

t 
ha

d 
a 

ta
ll 

st
ee

pl
e 

w
ith

 t
he

 c
ro

ss
 a

nd
 fl

am
e 

di
sp

la
ye

d 
on

 t
op

. T
he

y 
w

er
e 

es
pe

ci
al

ly
 p

ro
ud

 o
f 

th
is

 n
ew

 b
ui

ld
in

g 
be

ca
us

e 
it 

w
as

 t
he

ir 
“G

yp
sy

” 
ch

ur
ch

 a
nd

 w
ou

ld
 s

er
ve

 a
s 

a 
pl

ac
e 

of
 c

om
m

un
ity

.
Th

e 
gr

av
el

 s
tr

ee
t 

in
 t

he
 v

ill
ag

e 
w

as
 l

in
ed

 w
ith

 w
or

n,
 d

ra
b 

ho
us

es
 a

nd
 

lo
ts

 o
f 

ch
ild

re
n 

w
er

e 
pl

ay
in

g 
ou

ts
id

e.
 T

he
 c

hi
ld

re
n 

m
ad

e 
m

e 
fe

el
 w

el
co

m
e 

in
 t

he
ir 

co
m

m
un

ity
 a

nd
 I 

th
ou

gh
t 

ab
ou

t 
m

y 
ne

ig
hb

or
ho

od
 a

t 
ho

m
e,

 w
he

re
 

ha
rd

ly
 a

ny
on

e 
kn

ow
s 

ea
ch

 o
th

er
. 

A
lth

ou
gh

 I
 d

id
n’

t 
se

e 
a 

lo
t 

of
 m

at
er

ia
l 

w
ea

lth
, 

I 
sa

w
 t

he
 r

ic
hn

es
s 

of
 c

lo
se

-k
ni

t 
fa

m
ili

es
 a

nd
 l

ife
lo

ng
 f

rie
nd

sh
ip

s.
 

I 
kn

ow
 R

om
a 

ha
ve

 f
ew

 p
os

se
ss

io
ns

 a
nd

 o
pp

or
tu

ni
tie

s,
 b

ut
 t

he
y 

di
dn

’t
 

se
em

 t
o 

dw
el

l 
on

 t
ha

t.
 I

ns
te

ad
, 

th
ey

 s
ee

m
ed

 t
o 

ce
le

br
at

e 
lif

e 
an

d 
al

l 
its

 
m

an
y 

te
xt

ur
es

.
 T

he
 v

is
it 

ta
ug

ht
 m

e 
m

an
y 

th
in

gs
 a

bo
ut

 t
hi

s 
w

on
de

rf
ul

 g
ro

up
 o

f 
pe

o-
pl

e.
 B

ut
 m

os
t 

im
po

rt
an

tly
, i

t 
ta

ug
ht

 m
e 

to
 t

ry
 a

nd
 d

ev
el

op
 m

y 
ow

n 
“R

om
a 

H
ea

rt
.”

 I
 h

op
e 

to
 t

ak
e 

th
is

 l
es

so
n 

w
ith

 m
e 

w
he

n 
I 

vi
si

t 
ne

w
 p

la
ce

s 
an

d 
m

ee
t 

ne
w

 p
eo

pl
e 

be
ca

us
e 

I’v
e 

re
al

iz
ed

 n
o 

m
at

te
r 

w
he

re
 y

ou
 g

o,
 a

 li
fe

 w
ith

 
su

ch
 h

ea
rt

 is
 a

 li
fe

 w
or

th
 s

ha
rin

g.

In
 S

ea
rc

h 
of

 th
e 

Ro
m

a 
He

ar
t

H
o

n
o

u
r 

M
cD

a
n

ie
l 

vi
si

te
d

 t
h

e 
R

o
m

a
 i

n
 H

u
n

g
a

ry
 i

n
 M

a
rc

h
 2

0
1

2
 a

t 
th

e 
a

g
e 

o
f 

1
4

. 

S
h

e 
is

 a
 s

o
p

h
o

m
o

re
 a

t 
F

ra
n

k
li

n
 H

ig
h

 S
ch

o
o

l 
in

 T
en

n
es

se
e 

a
n

d
 a

 m
em

b
er

 o
f 

C
h

ri
st

 

U
n

it
ed

 M
et

h
o

d
is

t 
C

h
u

rc
h

.

C
hi

ld
re

n 
fi

ng
er

pa
in

t 
an

d 
pa

rt
ic

ip
at

e 
in

 o
th

er
 c

ra
ft

s 
at

 t
he

 K
ür

tö
sp

us
zt

a 
Ro

m
a 

U
M

C
 in

 H
un

ga
ry

. P
H

O
TO

S
: H

O
N

O
U

R
 M

C
D

A
N

IE
L 

(L
E

FT
) 

A
N

D
 T

O
M

A
S 

S
E

R
A

 (
A

B
O

V
E

)



www.umcmission.org/advance
 Search projects  Give directly 

 Request your free copy of the 2013–2016 Advance Giving Guide 

100% of each gift you make 
through The Advance…

Pa
ul

 J
ef

fr
ey

We have in these 

next four years to:

...will reach our 739 projects worldwide for 
the 2013–2016 Quadrennium.

 NO MALARIA
IMAGINEUMCOR US

DISASTER RESPONSE
#901670

Li
nd

a 
U

ng
er

#3021190

YOU CAN GIVE DIRECTLY 
TO PROJECTS SUCH AS

#3021190Zto imbabwe HIV/AIDS. 

nti-Human Trafficking

Aand support

work from
#333615

Pa
ul

o 
Pa

tr
un

o

and

T H E  A D V A N C E



The School of Congregational Development has built a reputation in 
United Methodist circles as the premier event for equipping clergy and 
laity to lead vital, dynamic, life-changing congregations. This year’s focus 
on “Encountering God at the Edge” reflects both our growing edges of 
ministry and our challenging U.S. mission environment. Being in the 
West will enable participants to encounter “out-on-the-edge” Christians 
sharing a life-transforming relationship with Christ in inspiring ways that 
embody the reign of God here on earth.

Questions? Please contact Craig Miller at cmiller@gbod.org or 
Connie Schmutz at cschmutz@gbod.org

REGISTER NOW AT SCDUMC.ORG





 DisasterstoResponding

It doesn’t just require addressing the physical needs,  
it also requires addressing the spiritual.

www.UMCOR.org/nwo

UMCOR Undesignated Advance #999895
UMCOR is part of the General Board of Global Ministries

P
ho

to
: P

au
l J

ef
fr

ey

Help UMCOR respond to whatever the need is.


