
Dear Friends,

A new school and church year begins. As you have been
getting ready for this new season, so have we! We pray
that God will bless your families, churches, and commu-
nities in this fall season.

We thank God for bringing our first RCA volun-
teers here to Hungary! Trazy Richter and Jeffery
Lampen, both from Michigan, arrived
September 1, and have been studying in a two-
week Hungarian language crash course. We
joined them in mid-September to help lead the
volunteer’s orientation seminar before the vol-
unteers were dispersed to their placement sites.
Trazy is working in a Budapest school in a rela-
tively poor, ethnically mixed district. Many of
the students are Roma. Many of the students
have learning disabilities, perhaps including
some of the Roma. The school is next door to
St. Columba’s, the Church of Scotland
congregation we attend. Our church has an
active ministry with refugees, and Trazy will
also be working in developing the youth group.
Jeff’s volunteer site in Nyirtelek in northeast
Hungary. He is working with a Lutheran
church that reaches out to its community and
Roma who live there. Trazy and Jeff join three
ELCA (Lutheran) volunteers from North

America here in Hungary, and three ELCA volunteers in
Slovakia to our immediate north. Part of our task this year
is to stay in touch with these wonderful volunteers, to
care for them and support them. This is a joyful task for
us!

These volunteers participate in a program with
which we work called RGDTS—Roma Gadje
Dialogue Through Service. RGDTS received an
important award from the Alliance for
Democracy and Tolerance in Germany this
year. The award was in recognition of RGDTS
efforts in European communities to change
attitudes regarding Roma. RGDTS and four
other organizations were chosen to be hon-
ored from 146 proposed projects. We work
closely with RGDTS as it places Gadje (non-
Roma) volunteers into Roma communities and
places Roma volunteers into other projects.
We believe that through the interaction and
dialogue of Gadje and Roma attitudes can
begin to change—that Gadje will see Roma as
real people and Roma see that they can be
more than what the majority people have told
them they are.

Working for such a change is especially
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important now, as attitudes between majority populations
towards Roma have taken a turn for the worse. The eco-
nomic crisis, as we all know, is felt world wide. As peo-
ple here are stressed by rising costs, rising taxes (the gen-
eral sales tax here in Hungary increased from 20% to
25% a few months ago), the falling value of the forint
(Hungarian currency), the lack of jobs, and a general mis-
trust of the current national government, Roma have
become a target in the midst of this stress. You may have
heard the recent report aired on National Public Radio:
“Wave Of Violence Strikes Eastern Europe’s Gypsies”:
hhttttpp::// //wwwwww..nnpprr..oorrgg// tteemmppllaatteess// ssttoorryy// ssttoorryy..pphhpp??ssttoorryyIIdd==11
1122446600667700&&sscc==ffbb&&cccc==ffpp

We want to stress that both we and the volunteers are
safe here! These incidents of violence are isolated and
scattered. People here are horrified by the violence and
are supporting local authorities to find the hoodlums that
create the violence. The circles within which we work
are not likely to be a target of these attacks, but the fact
that such violence has taken place at all is deeply dis-
turbing, and it is symptomatic of the longstanding ethnic
and racial divide in Central and Eastern Europe between
Roma and the majority populations.

Another facet of our mission this fall is
working with Presbyterian (PCUSA) and
Hungarian Reformed colleagues here
and with local indigenous Roma and
other community leaders on a water
project, a basket project, and possibly a
medical project for Roma and Reformed
Church in Carpathia Ukraine. Some of
you may have heard us talk in the past
about our hopes for a micro-economic
project with Roma basket makers.
Everything here takes time, happens
slowly, and depends in part on building
trustworthy relationships in communi-
ties. So these projects are in the begin-
ning stages of discussion and delibera-
tion. The main emphasis right now is
working with Roma and non-Roma peo-
ple in a couple of local communities to
try to build a locally directed network
out of which some of these projects may grow. Some-
times well-intentioned Westerners visit from abroad, look
around, think they understand what needs to be done
and how to do it without taking the time to really under-
stand the people and their circumstances, and then they
try to “fix” the problems. This is exactly what we don’t
want to be doing. First, relationships are more important

than projects, and projects need to develop from the
ground up and be “owned” by the local people, rather
than having something imposed on them. And involving
the church is such an effort is crucial as a way of demon-
strating that, as important as evangelism is, mission (both
from abroad and locally) is more holistic.

Dick has also begun to become involved with a Healing
of Memories network here in Europe—a ministry of the
Foundation [of] Reconciliation in South East Europe. This
network brings together people from many countries and
cultures committed to a process of reconciliation between
people with deep and long-term estrangement, hurt and
injustice. Dick is working to be a link between the net-
work, some Roma leaders in Central and Eastern Europe,
and the Hungarian Reformed Church. Clearly this will be
a long-term process. Right now plans are beginning to
take shape for an international faith-based conference in
Sarajevo (Bosnia and Herzegovina) next spring. The first
part will be on learning from specific projects taking
place around the world (e.g. in Palestine/Israel, South
Africa, First Nations Canada, the Balkans, and so on). The
second part of the conference will focus on Roma and
the Church in South East Europe. The conference will not
be seen as the culmination of anything, but as a catalyst

for working groups in local communities
within the larger region.

We give thanks to God who led us here.
Our mission continues to develop and it
seems that each new season bring new
possibilities. Choices over priorities need
to be made, and we pray for a clear spirit
of discernment. We are especially interest-
ed in walking with the Church here as it is
confronted with the challenge of reconcil-
iation between people in difficult times in
this country. We ask for your prayers as
we study Hungarian, and as we plan for
the rest of this year and for the years
ahead. Please pray that God will work in
people’s minds and hearts as they work
and struggle here. We ask for prayers that
Roma and others will know God through
our efforts. We hope that you will join us

in these prayers and that you will especially remember
our new volunteer friends, Trazy and Jeff, in this time of
adjustment to very new and different situations.

Grace and peace,

Carolyn and Dick

To access extensive information about the Otternesses, or to make a financial gift for their ministry, 
simply go to www.rca.org/otterness.

Did you know that you can receive Dear Friends letters directly to your own email and that by doing so you are helping RCA
Global Mission be a good steward of your gifts? To sign up, contact Eva Fennema at (800) 968-3943 or efennema@rca.org.
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