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Becoming
Strangers
by Alice Vanderkooy

ne of the ways we get
better at welcoming

the stranger is through the
experience of being a
stranger ourselves. In The
Gift of the Stranger, David
Smith and Barbara Carvill
write that “learning a 
foreign language...must be
shaped by respect for the
other as an imagebearer 
of God; it must be eager to
hear the other; and it must
be driven by love for God
and for one’s neighbour.
We propose that foreign
language education 
prepare students for two
related callings; to be a
blessing as strangers in a
foreign land, and to be
hospitable to strangers 
in their own homeland.”
(57-58)

Students of French, 
or of any other second 
language, live “being a
stranger” each day in the
classroom. They can
express themselves only
haltingly; every word is 
an effort, and every 
sentence leaves them 
wondering whether they
said what they meant. 
“I want to say so much,
but I’m stuck!” is a 
common refrain, especially
as we discuss topics about
which students feel 
strongly. They must learn,
for a time, to let go of the 
complexity with which
they normally speak and 
to express themselves 
simply with the limited
vocabulary and structures
at their disposal. Some rise
to the challenge, enjoying
the sense of accomplish-
ment that comes from
speaking and being 
understood in a language
that is gibberish to many. 
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The Gift of the Stranger
by Ren Siebenga

The following article is a distillation of the report given by Ren at the
fall membership meeting November 30. It was followed by a round
table discussion on the theme of welcoming the stranger, an area we
are trying to bring to a new level of consciousness this year at TD. 
The ideas, thoughts, and suggestions in this article were put together 
by Ren with the generous help of several sources: the work of David
Smith and Barbara Carvill in their book The Gift of the Stranger; 
three lectures given by David Smith at the CSI convention given in

Albuquerque, New Mexico this past summer; and a speech given by Syd Hielema to the
Mid West Teachers, recorded in Dordt College’s Pro Rege of May 2006.

ver the past ten years this school has worked and prayed its way to ethnic and 
denominational diversity. With that diversity comes an incredible challenge, 

however. It is hard enough for adults to reach out to the stranger; harder still for a 
teen working through all the teen issues of acceptance, identity, and place. So, now 
that we are diverse, how are we doing? 

We have a long way to go. Friendships and relationships are life to teenagers, yet we
see students who are alone and lonely–often those from non-traditional feeder schools 
or from a foreign country. We know that in eternity, believers of many different stripes
and colours will be gathered together in the presence of our Lord, but we seem to have 
a hard time living towards that reality now. Why?

Christianity, by its very nature, must always deal with an uneasy tension between being
set apart and being light and yeast in the world. The well-worn phrase “in the world but
not of it” is easier to say than to live. We find it difficult to embrace the stranger while
staying rooted in our unique Christian identity, though we are called to do both. We live
in anxious times globally, nationally, and locally, and anxiety is constricting; it makes us
want to cling to familiar things and people, to hang on to our identity for dear life in
ways that do not invite others to partner with us. Yet we are on the way to a new 
creation overflowing with God-praising diversity, and we are called to begin embodying
that diversity now. 

In Acts 10-15, the apostle Peter is ministering in the town of Joppa. During an 
afternoon nap he sees a vision in which a voice from heaven tells him three times to eat
unclean animals. As a devout Jew, he refuses. Then the Spirit tells Peter to go with three
men who will come looking for him, and he accompanies them to Caesarea to the home
of a Roman centurion named Cornelius. Peter now realizes why he was given the vision,
and starts to explain the gospel to his hosts. But while he is still speaking, the Holy Spirit
overcomes Cornelius and his household, and Peter, recognizing God at work, realizes 
it is time to can the sermon and baptize these people as fellow Christians. 

Sometimes we call this story “the conversion of Cornelius,“ but that title is not accurate.
Cornelius is already converted before the story begins; Peter is called upon simply to 
recognize what God has already done. Still, there is a very significant conversion 
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TD students Donna 
Rose and Alyssa Ryzebol
connect with their PQ
peers.

(from top) Shinwoo Park,
Hans Han, and Sungwoo
Yu are members of TD’s
ESL class.

Peter Preaching in the
House of Cornelius
by Gustav Doré.

Painting of
Abraham 

and Sarah 
entertaining

angels by 
Chinese artist 

He Qi.
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Becoming
Strangers
continued from page 1

Others play it safe, afraid
to make a mistake or look
foolish. It is essential to
create a “safe” classroom
setting that encourages
risk-taking. 

Our Québec Trip is an
exercise in taking risks. 
It gives students the
opportunity, among other
things, to reach out to
strangers in a Québécois
high school. Imagine the
anxiety in both groups, 
the one learning French,
the other English. For 
the visit to be a success,
students must push past
their very understandable 
reluctance and fear. 
“One of the most 
memorable parts of our
trip to Québec,” says 
senior student Tosin, “was
visiting the English class in
Ecole Sentier. The fact that
we were going to a school
where the first language
was French, to have an
actual conversation with
real French people who
could not speak English
very well, was mind-
blowing. My goal for that
day was to have an actual
conversation (one that
made sense) with them. 
I knew it would be 
difficult, but that didn’t
stop me. We drove up to
the school at about 10:00
a.m. on the Wednesday
morning. The students
were still in their first 
period class, so we had
time to get into ‘French-
speaking mode.’ When 
it was time to go to the
English class, I was nervous.
My blood seemed to be
rushing through my veins.
It was as if all the French 
I had learned since Grade 
9 just left me, and I didn’t
know where to start. The
Québec students looked a
little bit nervous as well; I
guess it was because they
had to speak English with
us. When I realized that
we were in the same boat,
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The Gift of the Stranger
continued from page 1

here: Peter’s, and ultimately that of the entire church. When word gets out that Peter
and his companions not only entered a Gentile home but actually ate there – an intense
act of fellowship in the ancient world – he is thought to be unclean and unfit for ministry.
But Peter carefully explains the entire sequence of events for the Jerusalem church, and
the gathering recognizes that God has profoundly stretched their understanding of 
what it means to be his people. 

Part of walking with Jesus is that he is never done with us. Every day is a day of 
re-conversion, of recalibrating our understanding in at least two ways. 

First, God is always bigger than we thought. Paul writes to the Ephesians, “I pray that
you may have power, together with all the saints, to grasp how wide and long and high
and deep is the love of Christ, and to know this love that surpasses knowledge.” God’s
love is always wider and longer and higher and deeper than we imagined, and the only
way we can begin to grasp it is by seeking to do so “together with all the saints” – not
just the saints affiliated with us.

Second, the power and scope of the new creation – the coming Kingdom, the goal 
of God’s redeeming work – is always greater than we can imagine. The visions given 
in the Book of Revelation and by several Old Testament prophets are overwhelming. In
Revelation 7 we read, “I looked and there before me was a great multitude that no one
could count, from every nation, tribe, people and language, standing before the throne
and the Lamb.”

I am called to receive everyone I meet as a potential gift from God who may be the
Lord’s instrument for my ongoing re-conversion. I am also called to create hospitable
space, to serve as host by making room for another to be at home. The writer of Hebrews
captures both of these thoughts, enjoining us, “Do not forget to entertain strangers, for
by so doing some people have entertained angels without knowing it.” Our students 
and staff must come to understand that every new person they meet might be an
“angel” whom they are called to entertain, who may come bearing gifts that will 
stretch them so they can grow as children of God. 

Hospitality requires a faith free to be patient. As well as receiving from the strangers
we welcome in the name of the Lord, we give to them, but often they are not able to
receive our good gifts right away. Then we are called to continue welcoming them,
patient in the faith that some day they may be able to receive our gifts. As receivers from
them, we need to know when to say, “Yes, thank you for the gifts you bring,” as well as 
“No, thank you; in that area let’s agree to disagree in a friendly way.” This too takes
patience. 

Hosting also involves developing certain skills by trying them out, and this entails risk.
Alice VanderKooy tells of students on their Québec trip who dare to make mistakes, to 
be vulnerable, because they are interested in the other. One skill we need to develop 
is that of observing ourselves from the stranger’s perspective, noting words and body 
language we use whose unintentional effect is like slamming a door in the stranger’s
face. 

Finally, we need to learn to rise above perceiving reality in terms of polar opposites:
Christians and non-Christians, conservatives and liberals, whites and blacks, cops and 
robbers, good people and bad people, straight people and gay people. We are all sinners
who fall short of God’s glory, and we share that fallenness together. Perhaps the only 
distinction we may draw is between believers and those who are not yet believers,
because we do not have the long-term knowledge to go any further. 

Hospitality doesn’t come naturally; it must be intentionally modelled and taught. 
Each teacher must ask, “In what ways is my classroom a place where students learn 
hospitality?” As a teacher and principal I create hospitable space by serving as a patient
host, modelling and teaching my students so that we may together serve as hosts.

One of the marks of a true Christian community is that we are in fellowship with 
people we don’t like to be with. Jesus said, “If you love those who love you, what reward
will you get? Are not even the tax collectors doing that? And if you greet only your
brothers, what are you doing more than others? Do not even pagans do that? Love your
enemies and pray for those who persecute you, that you may be children of your Father
in heaven.” 

We are pilgrims on the way to that great nation of diversity. As we press on, fixing 
our eyes on Jesus, his Spirit equips us to begin to live that way. Success takes prayer, 
self-control, patience, and the freedom to fail. If I look at the world through those eyes,
maybe I too can welcome strangers and share my gifts with them. Maybe I can make
room for the Corneliuses of the world to contribute to my ongoing conversion in Christ.
@tdch

Welcome
the

Stranger

I got myself back together
and started talking to 
one of the French girls
who seemed nice. It was 
a casual conversation. 
Each time one of us made
a mistake or got stuck, we
corrected each other. At
the end of the visit, I felt
like I had accomplished
something and was ready
to face another French
person.”

Learning French in a
classroom in Woodbridge
is, of course, highly 
unnatural. Students are
surrounded by English all
day except for this brief
time, and then they are
sometimes forced to 
learn in ways that do not
honour how we actually
acquire language. Consider
how effortlessly an infant
learns to speak its mother
tongue, or how swiftly a
new language is picked up
by a child who immigrates
at a young age. For that
reason we encourage our
students to participate in
immersion experiences
sponsored by the 
government of Canada–
exchanges and bursary
programs where students
stay with a host family
who speaks the language
they are learning.

Hopefully the 
experience of being a
stranger, whether in the
French language class-
room, in a new school, 
or far away from home,
will help us empathize
with the stresses and 
anxieties of those who
come to us from other
communities and other
countries. Invite them in!
Welcome them! We have
so much to learn from
each other. @tdch

Tosin Odemuyiwa

"TD’s Tosin Odemuyiwa said,
of her first real conversation
with a francophone student
in Quebec, ‘At the end of 
the visit, I felt like I had
accomplished something.’

(top) Peter Groot,
at left, connects
with a few 
francophone 
students.

(right) A group 
of TD and Ecole
Sentier students
interact at lunch.
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magine yourself entering
a new country, barely

knowing the language,
and having to sit for six
hours a day in classes
where the foreign language
is spoken continuously.
Imagine that in your 
home country, you were
averaging 80% in school
but now your marks drop
to 60s because of the 
language barrier. Imagine
wanting to ask questions
in class, or wishing to 
meet new people, but 
the barrier is too great so
remaining quiet is easier.
In the school system that
you were a part of, the
teacher travels to the 
classrooms and the 
students stay put, and 
the competition is so 
overwhelming that it is 
not unusual to attend
classes for 12 hours a day.
Things are much different
in your new land. 

These are some of the
struggles that our ESL 
students face. They are
teenagers who are not
only trying to figure 
themselves out, but also
trying to figure out a 
very different culture and
language. What a huge
task they are trying to
achieve! In the ESL 
classroom, however, they
have a safe place to 
develop skills, and it is 
the teacher who is the
stranger. As that teacher, 
I have found myself
blessed by the experience. 

As students have said, 
“ESL class is like my family.
I love ESL.” “ESL class is
very comfortable. Mrs.
Fluit is very kind, so I like
ESL class. I learn a lot of
English in here.” 

There are currently
seven students in the ESL
class, though others drop
in to receive extra help or
just to touch base with 
the teacher and students.
Our ESL program teaches
students about the
Canadian culture as well 
as the English language
(which we know is a 

confusing one to learn!). 
It also helps the students
with their other courses.
They know about their own
country, for example, but
history from a Canadian
perspective is completely
new and different. 

History is only one of
many language-intensive
courses, including Old
Testament, Science,
Geography, and others,
that are especially difficult
and require more time 
to enable the students to
grasp the curriculum. If
someone were to peek
into our classroom, they
might see things done a
little differently. Speaking
English is not one of the
most effective ways to 
convey a new concept, so
drawing pictures, using
hands, or acting things out
are some of the main ways
of communication. 

The great thing about
teaching ESL students is
their willingness to please
and help out. I work 
hard to understand their
culture, and they work
twice as hard to understand
what I am trying to say 
to them. Their playful 
attitude allows us to have
a great time in class and
learn more about each
other as people. Each 
student is gifted 
differently, and they are
great at encouraging each
other to succeed. It is 
great to see them help
each other. 

Our community is a
much richer place with ESL
students in our presence.
The task of “welcoming
the stranger” seems 
overwhelming at times,
both for the English-
speaking students and for
the foreign students, but 
it is a task well worth
undertaking. @tdch
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TD teacher Fran Joosse interviewed Grade 12 students Amber
Groen and Lindsay Vanderkooy, who were hosted by a French
Canadian family in Jonquière, Québec for five weeks while 
participating in the Explore program at a local CEGEP.
Participants are obligated to speak French in and out of class. 

How did you come
to participate in
this program?

LV I wanted to speak
French but it wasn’t 
working very well. I saw
this as an opportunity that
could be cool...maybe
hard, but good. I’m not
really sure why, I just
decided to apply.

AG I’ve been taking French
for so many years and I
want to be able to speak
it! Neither of us knew that
the other was applying, 
so it was neat when we
learned in class that we
had both applied and were
going to the same place!
We didn’t know each 
other and saw this as an
opportunity to get to
know someone new.

Describe your
experience living
with a Québécois
family.

LV We stayed with the
greatest people! The
mother, Carmen, took such
good care of us. She had
three teenage sons and
seemed happy to have two
girls. We were provided
with a lovely room and
Carmen would leave our
laundered clothes on our
bed neatly folded. She 
was so friendly! They were
very patient, and never
corrected us when we 
tried to speak French. They
seemed to know what we
wanted to say.

AG It was awesome! We
didn’t know where we
were going, but everything
was figured out for us. 
The family was so 

hospitable. If we had a
free evening, they would
offer suggestions, or ask us
if we wanted to rent a
movie. They were willing
to drive us into town when
necessary. We often had
trouble understanding
what they were saying, 
but we always managed 
to communicate. It was
weird and neat.

What were some
of the noticeable
cultural 
differences?

AG The food. It is so 
much fattier (they would
butter the outside of a
hamburger bun before
barbecuing it), but so
good! Also, very few 
couples get married; they
live common-law. Even our
teachers talked freely
about their boyfriend 
or “chum”. 

LV We didn’t see many
dogs. People seemed to
have cats rather than dogs.
We don’t know why. There
was nothing about church
or prayer in our home or
at school. Family was
important, though.

What do you 
have to say to
those who are 
considering this
kind of program?

LV It’s an excellent 
program! Go for it! You’re
not allowed to speak
English and they have

Two Adventurers ESL at TD
by Kati Fluit

I

“Our community is a much 
richer place with ESL students 
in our presence.”

monitors to support that
rule. You will meet friends
from all over Canada, and
there are also plenty of
activities to do on your
own if you’re not into
meeting lots of people.
Great events are offered
during the week and on
the weekends.

How has this 
experience 
impacted you as
far as learning
French?

AG I was excited about
being in French class again
– I felt like I could do this
now!

LV I remember coming to
class and understanding
everything you said! I am
still shy about speaking,
but I feel like I am caught
up on the things I felt
behind on in Grade 11.

What has this
experience taught
you generally?

AG & LV We know now
that we can handle the
discomfort of the
unknown. It made each 
of us feel less of an 
“I-need-to-be-at-home”
person. We’re ready to go
off to university. And we
made lots of friends!

For further information
on the Second Language
Summer Program, check
out www.myexplore.ca.
Most expenses are 
covered. @tdch

ESL students (from left)
Sungwoo Yu, KiHo Kim,
Shinwoo Park, and Hans 
Han hard at work on 
assignments. 

(left) Lindsay
Vanderkooy 
and Amber
Groen
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Alumni

News
TD

Attention Alumni!  
Please keep us posted
regarding reunions, 
marriages, births, career
moves, and any other
important milestones for
inclusion in this section.
Simply e-mail alumni@td
christian.ca. Don’t worry 
if you’re late in reporting 
– we’re still interested!

• Births
• Andrew (96) and Amy

(Maas, 96) Tenyenhuis
had their first baby, 
Allie Coreen, October 3,
2006.

• John (95) and Alana 
Hollander had a baby 
girl, Niamh Marie, 
August 2, 2006. A 
little sister to William 
Anthony.

• Chris (94) and Daniella
Hollander had their 
first child, Mya Megan,
September 27, 2006.

• Darren and Heather 
(Brouwer, 90) Carnell 
had a baby girl, Emma
Nicole, on October 9, 
2006. A little sister to 
Caleb.

• Allison Weststeyn (90)
and Derek Hendriks
(89) welcomed their
third child, Thomas
Arno, on October 28,
2005. Thomas is little 
brother to Aryn 
and Harrison. 

• Marriages
• Cody Menken (03) 

and Melissa Postma
(03), October 7, 2006

• Kevin Rypstra (97) 
and Melissa Van 
Drunen, July 8, 2006

• David Dietrich (03) 
and Deborah 
Miedema (05), July 8, 
2006

• Aaron Sikkema (00) 
and Beccy Field, 
October 28, 2006

• Charlene Visser (02) 
and Troy Storey, 
November 11, 2006

• Anniversaries
• Ed (79) and Darlene

(Radder, 79) Sikkema
celebrated their 25th 
wedding anniversary 
October 17, 2006.

CONGRATULATIONS! 

Let Us Hear
From You!
We would like to experiment
with making @TD a bit more
interactive. If there’s a certain
topic you’d like to see an 
article on, or if you have
something to say or some
feedback to offer, please
write to the editor at 
debbie@kest.com. Thanks! 

Upcoming Events
2007
Dessert/Information 
evening for Grade 8 
students & their parents
considering TD
January 18, 7:30 p.m.

School Play, Sheridan’s 
“School for Scandal”
February 15-17, 22-24

Careers & Courses – 
Grade 10 students &
their parents
March 1, 7:30 p.m.

Embrace the Future - 
Students in Grades 5 
to 7 and their parents
April 3, 7:00 p.m.

www.tdchristian.ca

Strangers and the Family 
by Debbie Sawczak

couple of summers before graduating from TD, my sister Elizabeth went to Germany
to be a housekeeper and nanny for a German family she had never met before.

She’d had German classes, and our mother and her relatives sometimes spoke
Pennsylvania Dutch around us, a dialect of German mixed with English. But Elizabeth 
had never lived among Germans. In her letters home she wrote how dumb she felt not
being able to make a bed in the European style, not knowing the proper table manners,
and having her German imperiously corrected by a 3-year-old child. Her host family was
not very tactful, but my sister (who has always been very courageous) hung in and won 
a measure of respect and acceptance.

Two years later, when I was 12, we had a German girl come and live with us. Her name
was Ursel, and she went to TDCH with my brother Steve. She was outspoken, superior,
and critical of many things in our household. Our clothes and furniture were of poor
quality, we did not buy decent food or prepare it correctly, and our manners were boorish.
But she adapted, and so did we, and by the end of the year she was very dear to us and
we to her. She also became a Christian while living with us. Thirty-five years later, we 
are still in touch.

On through my teenage years, we shared our home with a young Ghanaian who had
come to attend Bible college and a Malaysian student who was a decided atheist (and did
not change his mind while living with us!). They cooked strange food in our kitchen and
had unusual grooming habits. Sometimes we could not understand their English.

Then we went to live in Asia for two years, which was a radical adventure in itself, and
when we came home it was the time of the Boat People. Like many others, our family
was intensely involved in settling two Vietnamese families. We learned to eat things with
them that we had not guessed were edible! They had different values from ours and
were very anxious to make money. One of the sons still keeps in touch and just phoned
us at Christmas. 

Why am I saying all this? My siblings and I were given many opportunities to be
strangers and to welcome strangers, and to give and receive considerable richness as 
a result. The outcome was a little scary for my mom – I ended up marrying the son of
Catholic immigrants, and Steve married an Indian girl he met in Nepal. I know some
other parents in our TD community had similar experiences while growing up. Yet 
passing this on to our children does not come automatically or easily! Now we live in
white-bread Georgetown and our children attend largely monocultural schools. In our
nose-to-the-grindstone lives, how do we build space for interaction with strangers? How
do we help our kids become the kind who will welcome others, including at TD, and who
will risk becoming strangers themselves? That’ll be our challenge in 2007 and beyond. 

@tdchristian
Editor: Debbie Sawczak

E-mail: debbie@kest.com

For further information
on TDCH, please contact
the school.

tdChristian 
377 Woodbridge Avenue 

Woodbridge, Ontario 
L4L 2V7

Tel: 416 410.9834
905 851.1772

Fax: 905 851.9992

www.tdchristian.ca

E-mail: 
info@tdchristian.ca

To reach the TD Board
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Christmas Concert 2006
The TDCH community was treated to its annual gift 
of music on December 7. (At top right and bottom),
the concert choir sings under the able direction 
of their new conductor Mr. Kevin Hayward. Playing
their instruments are Elizabeth Huyer on flute
(below inset), Bridget Visser on trombone (below
left), and Kathleen Slofstra, 
Bethany deHaan, and 
Laura-Lee Cascagnette 
on flute (below right).

A Gift of Music


