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Ron Thiessen readies to hang curtains alongside fellow volunteer Randy Funk in a St. Catharines 
apartment that will soon be home to a family of Syrian refugees. Final touches were being 
completed at the apartment on Wednesday, December 23, 2015, in St. Catharines, Ont. 
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Everything is meticulously placed. 

The kitchen cupboards are stocked with dishes, the children’s bunk bed neatly made. 

While the furnished apartment appears to be whole, it’s missing one key element: a family. 

The void will soon be filled when the St. Catharines dwelling welcomes two parents, three 
children and their grandmother, who travelled a great distance to call Canada home. 

The Syrian family, sponsored by the First Mennonite Church in Vineland, is expected to arrive 
any day now and volunteers have been working hard to roll out the welcome mat. 



“We’re waiting for the phone call. It could happen anytime,” Pastor Chris Hutton said. 

There’s expected to be a 48-hour window between the call and family’s arrival. 

“We want to make sure everything is ready to go.” 

A small team of parishioners has been preparing the apartment, carefully putting donated 
furniture and other household items in place. 

Volunteer Lorie Thiessen is eager to see the family members walk into their new home — the 
first step in their new life — for the first time. 

“They deserve just as well as we do,” she said. 

Thiessen stopped by Wednesday to help hang curtains and add finishing touches to ensure the 
home has a welcoming feel. 

“It’s about creating a sense of security,” Hutton said. 

“I think they’ll be happy to be here, but there has to be a sense of ‘Is this place safe?’ after what 
they’ve been through. They’ve have had to endure a lot of uncertainty and terror.” 

For other refugees the church has sponsored in the past, it has taken time for reality to sink in 
that strangers have gifted items to give them a new start, Thiessen said. 

“We had to explain to them, ‘this is yours to keep. This is all yours.’” 

Through the sponsorship, the church will assist the family for the next year, helping with rent, 
bills and other necessities. 

A $40,000 budget has been set, including $12,000 from the federal government that has been put 
toward housing. The group has raised $16,000 toward that commitment since sponsorship 
planning began in October. 

“We want to make sure they’re fully funded for a year,” Hutton said. 

The goal is to help the family integrate into the community and to become self-sustaining after 
the first 12 months. 

The sponsorship, taking place through Mennonite Central Committee, will connect the family 
with Niagara Folk Arts and Multicultural Centre and the Islamic Society of St. Catharines to 
assist with integration. They will also be introduced to other Syrians living in the area, as well as 
other immigrants and refugees who have settled in Niagara from the Middle East. 

The First Mennonite Church has a long history of sponsoring refugees, most recently those from 
Bosnia and Colombia, Hutton said. 



“Every couple of years we sponsor someone,” he said, adding the congregation is quick to 
respond to refugee crises around the world. 

“You see people in need and you just want to help.” 

While the church is familiar with offering global aid, Hutton recently provided a series of 
sermons focused on the Syrian crisis and the process through which families are coming to 
Canada. 

It was an opportunity to educate the congregation, to answer questions and alleviate any 
concerns, he said. 

“We wanted to disarm some rhetoric and dispel some myths.” 

Negative rhetoric heard in the media has created fear among some people about Syrian refugees 
coming to Canada, Hutton said. 

“We’d rather live in love than fear,” he said, adding the church’s sponsorship shows a voice of 
support that contrasts that opposition. 

“It’s been a highlight of the year for a lot of people, to feel like we’re providing an effective 
solution in a time of divisive rhetoric.” 

Canadians have much to give, he said, and should provide aid to those in need, “especially those 
in crisis.” 

“If I had to flee with my children, I would hope there would be people in other countries who 
would help us to settle.” 

While enough items have been gathered to fill the apartment, funds are still to support the family 
through the year. A fundraiser is being held at the church, 3557 Rittenhouse Rd, Jan. 16 
beginning at 7 p.m. 

It will include live entertainment by the Deacons of Jazz, as well as desserts and coffee. There’s 
no cost to attend, but donations are welcomed. 

Donations can also be made by calling the church at 905-562-5944 or e-mailing 
thefirstmennonitechurch@bellnet.ca. 
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