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VINELAND — Vineland’s First Mennonite Church has a long history of sponsoring refugees. In fact, a 

long-serving pastor of the church was instrumental in opening the gates to Russian Mennonites to come 

to Canada following the Second World War. 

 

S.F. Coffman, who served as pastor at the Rittenhouse Road church from 1898 to 1964, was 

instrumental in negotiations with the federal government of the day to bring refugee families from 

Russia to Canada. The church has been aiding in refugee establishment since the late 1800s. 

 

Back then, the church faced prejudices around the idea that the refugees were Nazis, explained current 

pastor Chris Hutton. The church finds itself in a similar predicament today with the prejudice against the 

Islamic faith in relation to terrorism. The church is one of many responding to the crisis in Syria by 

sponsoring a refugee family. Canada is set to welcome 25,000 Syrian refugees by February. And not 

everyone is happy about it. 

 

“There is a lot of rhetoric around terrorism,” said Hutton. “We want to provide an example of not living 

in fear. To show people what it is like not to live in fear. We want to love one another no matter who 

you are or where you come from. We want to be a voice of peace amidst a lot of fear.” 

 

Hutton is awaiting a phone call any day to learn that a family of six — a mother and father, three 

children and a grandmother — will be arriving in Canada. Two days later, the family will touch down in 

and be whisked to a fully stocked apartment in St. Catharines the church has set up. The Vineland 

church is working with the Mennonite Central Committee’s (MCC) St. Catharines office to bring the 

family here. The Canadian government will match donations from individual Canadians to relief efforts 

in Syria until the end of this year. The MCC is one of the agencies the funds have been distributed 

through. 

 

“As soon as the Mennonite Central Committee said we are going to work with the federal government … 

we asked, what can we do?” said Hutton, who added the congregation, which just two years ago 

sponsored a couple from Colombia who were married in the church earlier this year, have been very 

supportive of the sponsorship. 

 

The church, which is working with Vineland Mennonite Church, has so far raised $16,250 for the family 

out of the $40,000 they estimate it will cost to support the family for one year. The federal government 

is paying for six months through the partnership with the MCC. 

 

A fully furnished apartment, clean clothes, toiletries and food awaits the family once they land on 

Canadian soil. It will be a shocking welcome for a family that has been living in a camp after having fled 

their home in war-torn Syria. 

 

“They have a home to walk into,” said Hutton. “They will walk in and we can say, this is yours.” 



 

The first wave of refugees arrived in Toronto’s Pearson International Airport last week and were greeted 

by Prime Minister Justin Trudeau and Ontario Premier Kathleen Wynne. It could be any day the family 

sponsored by First Mennonite Church arrives. 

 

Hutton expects they will land here before the year is over. 

 

While the church has enough funds raised to support the first few months, it continues to raise funds to 

meet the $40,000 required. A fundraising concert, featuring Deacons of Jazz, is scheduled for Jan. 16 at 

the church. Admission is by goodwill donation. There will be coffee, tea and desserts. 

 

A roof for their heads and clothes for their backs is just one part of sponsorship. The idea is to have the 

family self-sustaining within a year. There are notable barriers the family will face, especially with 

language. The church has partnered with the Niagara Folk Arts Council and the Islamic Society of Niagara 

to bridge cultural and religious barriers the family will ultimately face once settling in. 

 

“We are trying to provide everything we can to give them a good start,” said Hutton. “Just like our 

ancestors did for our Russian ancestors.” 

 

To learn how you can help with the sponsorship, contact the church at 905-562-5944 

 


