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As many of you may know, on March 16th, the ELCA decided

to call home all active YAGM volunteers from all country

programs. This was in response to the spread of COVID-19

throughout the world. The Central Europe cohort had been

told March 15th that we were to pack our bags and make

arrangements to get to Budapest. This decision was made to

ensure our health and safety, because that is always the

ELCA's priority, and I just want to say a big thank you the

all of the ELCA staff that was involved in coordinating all of

our travel back to the United States. I am thankful for all of

the work and hard decisions that they've had to make

recently. This is my final newsletter, giving you all a final

update to my year of service. While I may not be sending out

more newsletters, I am working on more posts for my blog, as

I have many stories that I wish to share from my time in

Hungary. You can find my blog at

https://marenyagmce.travel.blog/

 

 I pray that all of you stay safe, practice social distancing

(only go out when you absolutely need to!), and stay healthy.

God's peace and grace be with you during this time.

 

-Maren 
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When I first opened the template for my March Newsletter, I was excited for what I was going to write

about: a large painting my students had just finished, a Lenten retreat in Coratia, and time spent visiting

Serbia at a friend's site placement in Novi Sad. I couldn't wait for my cohort to be together again, to spend

time together intentionally reflecting and praying together, and learning more about Central Europe,

particularly the Balkan region since that was where we were headed.

 

But then everything came to an abrupt halt. With the looming threat of the coronavirus spreading, the

ELCA had suspended unneccesary travel for all of their personell through the end of March, which meant

that our retreat wouldn't be happening, and we all couldn't be together for at least the next month. My

cohort and I had been warned that this outcome was apossibility, and while it was upsetting that we'd have

to wait a month to see each other, we made plans to visit others at their sites, and try doing our own

reflections on Lent together in those ways. Those next 10 days were simultaneously the longest days and

the shortest days I've ever experienced, with things quickly changing for all of us. We were preparing to

shelter in place, I was putting work in Debrecen on hold because my coworkers didn't want me on public

transportation, then I was preparing to not go to the schools for the next month (as Hungary had decided

to suspend going to school for the time being), and then I was being told that I was being sent back to the

U.S.

 

I was shocked. I understood why we were being sent back to the United States, but it was just too much to

process. Everything had happened so quickly. This wasn't how I imagined my year ending (and I'm sure

the same goes for you, dear reader). I called my friends Lili and Fanni, had them over for tea, and told

them what was going on. Even though I was leaving, my community was still accompanying me through

this rough time. My coworkers arranged to take me up to Debrecen, and my friend Lajos helped me get my

bags onto the train. He said to me that Hungary wasn't going anywhere, and that whenever I was in

Hungary next, I would be welcomed back with open arms. I wept when the train pulled away. 

 

I spent that evening with my cohort in a flat in the middle of Budapest, social distancing as much as we

could in the space, and we made the most of our last night together. We cooked a meal together and shared

stories about our site placements around the dinner table. Pastor Zach led us through an exercise that

helped us to identify our thoughts and feelings of what was going on, and to start the process of

processing our emotions. And then we prayed for each other. We lifted up prayers for our gifts that we

used this year, for our communities in Hungary and Serbia, and for a safe return back to the U.S. After

Pastor Zach left, we sat in the apartment and made sure we had everything we needed for our flights the

next morning. We were sitting in the livining room of the apartment when Kendra, my friend who served

in Budapest, asked if she could read a poem for us: "Passover Remembered" by Alla Renee Bozarth. It was

the poem that had been read to us at orientation in Chicago, and when she read it again for us in that

living room, the words held new meaning to me. That night was a special night for me, and although it

was an incredibly emotional day for me, I hold the memories of that day fondly in my heart. 

 

On the pages that follow, I will be sharing photos, poems, blessings, and other sentiments that have rung

true to my emotions and my experience lately.
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It's Been Quite a Month
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"Passover Remembered"
by Alla Renee Bozarth

Pack Nothing.

Bring only your determination to serve

and your willingness to be free. Don't wait

for the bread to rise. Take nourishment for

the journey, but eat standing, be ready

to move at a moment's notice. 

Do not hesitate to leave your old ways

behind—

fear, silence, submission.

Only surrender to the need of the time— 

to love justice 

and walk humbly with your God. 

Do not take time to explain to the

neighbors.

Tell only a few trusted friends and family

members. Then begin quickly before you

have time to sink back into the old

slavery. Set out in the dark. 

I will send fire to warm and encourage

you. I will be with you in the fire

and I will be with you in the cloud.

You will learn to eat new food

and find refuge in new places.

I will give you dreams in the desert

to guide you safely to that place

you have not yet seen. 

The stories you tell

one another around the fires

in the dark will make you strong and wise. 

Outsiders will attack you, 

and some follow you, 

and at times you will get weary 

and turn on each other 

from fear and fatigue and blind

forgetfulness.

 

You have been preparing for this for

hundreds of years. I am sending you into

the wilderness to make a new way and to

learn my ways more deeply.

Some of you will be so changed by

weathers and wanderings that even your

closest friends will have to learn your

features as though for the first time. 

Some of you will not change at all.

Some will be abandoned by your dearest

loves and misunderstood by those who

have known you since birth and feel

abandoned by you. 

Some will find new friendships in unlikely

faces, and old friends as faithful and true

as the pillar of God's flame. 

Sing songs as you go, and hold close

together. You may at times grow confused

and lose your way.

 Continue to call each other by the names

I've given you, to help remember who you

are. You will get where you are going by

remembering who you are. Touch each

other and keep telling the stories. 

Make maps as you go remembering the

way back from before you were born. So

you will be only the first of many waves of

deliverance on these desert seas. It is the

first of many beginnings —your

Paschaltide. 

Remain true to this mystery. 

Pass on the whole story. 

Do not go back. 

I am with you now and

 I am waiting for you.

 



Below : A photo of myself
with Lili and Fanni

Marozsán (and Benny the
dog), my friends and
coworkers at the Real

Pearl Foundation

Below: A picture of the Hungarian
countryside from a train window

Below: My coworker Lajos Kovács
and I at the train station in Debrecen

Right : A picture of some of
our students at the state

home in Komadi, Hungary.
We made paper kites,

decorated them and flew
them, all in one afternoon.

This was actually the start of
my first full week in my site

placement!

Above: A picture of some handmade products from
the Szuno shop, the Real Pearl Foundation's

handicraft store that supports Roma families in the
village of Told, Hungary
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"For all of the things you never got to say and all of the memories that will

never feel the same: Here's what remains, here's what's true: after all you

lost, love will still find you." -Morgan Harper Nichols
 

My friends and I have talked at length about our feelings since returning to the United States. We

felt  guilty for leaving our communities (having the privilege to do so), feeling stuck, anxious,

angry, sad, upset. I don't think there was an emotion that wasn't covered in our conversations.

One of the things that we've talked about most is how we feel like we're missing our homes. We

all were deeply connected to our host communities in one way or another, which is a testament to

the openess of our communities to receive us, and for us to serve them. Love surrounded us, it

encompassed us, whether we knew it or not. 

 

Love looks different in Central Europe. It's not the constant saying of "I love you" that I'm used

to with my communities in the United States. It looks like being brought food by coworkers over a

school break, or being invited to 3 different houses for Christmas festivities. Love looks like your

coworkers asking "do you know how to cook" or "do you need help ordering lunch today". It looks

like cake or candy being left on your desk after coming back from a retreat. It looks like walking

with someone to the grocery store, even if you had other plans for the evening.  

 

In a conversation with my friend Alexis, a volunteer who served in Serbia, we both brought up

the following line from Les Misérables, "To love another person is to see the face of God".

That's always been a quote that stuck out to me ever since I saw the musical years ago. It wasn't

until recently that I'd thought of that quote to fit in with describing my interactions during my

YAGM year. God lives in us and works through us every day, and the people at the Real Pearl and

at the Lutheran Church in Debrecen. My last day in Berettyóújfalu, my coworkers were working

on getting cleaning packs (cleaning solution, toilet paper, hand sanitizer, gloves') together for the

families of their lower income students. Even in the midst of preparing themselves for this

pandemic, they were working on taking care of as many people as possible. This act on my last

day was just a reminder of the amazing work that the foundation does, and I'm so thankful to

have been placed there for my time in Hungary.

Love Surrounded Us

HUNGARIAN DICTIONARY
Rokon Lelkek (roh-kohn lel-kek) - kindred

souls

Szeret (seh-ret) - love

Magyarország (ma-jya-roar-sahg) - Hungary

Piros (pee-row-sh) - red

Lila (lee-law) - purple

Sárga (shar-ga) - yellow

Fehér (feh-hair) - white

Kék (pronounced like cake!) - blue
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Joy Has happened too
"So many things have happened that were out of your control, but I hope

you remember: joy has happened, too." -Morgan Harper Nichols
 

While there have been cancelled plans and (very) unexpected changes recently, I'm reminded that

my time in Hungary was nothing short of wonderful and joyful. Before I left, I celebrated

birthdays and name days with coworkers. I celebrated Farsang, a tradition that marks the end of

winter and the beginning of spring, with a party and "market day" at a school in Berettyóújfalu,

where the students sold sweets and little trinkets they'd made. I went on a bike ride with my

friend Lili to some church ruins right on the outskirts of town, and to the Berettyó river, where

my town gets its name. I had started working at the nursery at the Lutheran Church in Debrecen,

playing games and teaching some English words to the kids. My English conversation group and

I were bonding more and more, and we even welcomed some new faces during the new year. The

students in Körösszakál that I go to on Tuesdays had just finished a massive painting that I'd

helped them with, and we were making lots of progress on similar, large paintings with the

students in Komadi. 

 

I am so thankful for the memories I made, the people I met, my students, and for my

communities that loved and supported me this year. So I'll leave you with my thank yous.

To Nora, my mentor, thank you for accepting me to work with your foundation, for trusting me

with so many projects, and for always holding my hand and giving me a hug when I needed it. 

To everyone at the Igazgyongy: thank you for being amazing teachers, to me and the students.

Thank you for letting me help with lessons, for all the translating you did for me, and for being

my friend. I cherish every conversation we had, every meal we shared, and all of the laughs we

shared. 

To all of my students: Thank you for your energy and your creativity this year. Thank you for

all the laughs, the singing, the dancing and the love. Your artwork continues to inspire me back

in the United States, and you all are amazing artists. Never stop making art. 

To my English conversation group (Orsi, Gyorgy, Ildico, Daniel): Thank you for coming to class

every Thursday. Thank you for sharings stories about your friends, your families, your lives.

Thank you for being patient with me  and for helping me with my Hungarian in return. Thank

you for the laughs, the stories, the recipes and the gifts you gave me. I miss you all so much. I

wish I'd gotten the chance to say goodbye to you all face to face. You all are my dear friends, and

I love you very much.

To Pastor Ricsi and everyone at the Debrecen Lutheran Church: thank you for all of the hard

work you did to get to Berettyóújfalu, and for all the help getting me my visa. Thank you for

every greeting and smiling face on Sunday mornings. Thank you for giving me new hymns to

sing and new found siblings in Christ that I didn't know before coming to Hungary. Eros Var a

Mi Istenunk.

 



A group of students from the school in Körösszegapáti with
teacher Lajos Kovács (back middle), myself (back row), and

Central Europe Country Coordinator Pastor Zachary Courter
(right). 
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An assembly line of carrying Christmas
gifts up the staris of the Real Pearl

office (taken: Dec. 14th, 2019
 

Working with students Melissza Juhász and Melissza Miczura (left); Myself with students in Komadi, Hungary
(Right)

On a bus
to Várgesztes,

Hungary with Móni
and Anita Karancsi

(Left); 
With my site

supervisor Nóra
Ritók in Várgesztes

(Right)
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Thank you so much for taking the

time to read this newsletter. Thank

you to everyone who has been

praying for me and my cohort, the

entire YAGM program, and to those

who have supported me throughout

this journey. I am thankful for every

single one of you reading this. Thank

you for being interested in the work

that God called me to this year. 

DONATE
Online Giving: Copy and paste this link into your

browser or type it in to you browers to donate

online to my fundraising page:

http://support.elca.org/goto/yagmmaren 

Check: Make payable to the ELCA and write my

name with my giving code in the memo line: 

Maren Corliss GCS3507

Thank You!

 

The Central Europe Cohort 2019-2020 

The 2019-2020 YAGM Cohort 


