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he is running late.
And so Sarkalem Terefe begins to sprint. In 

tattered sandals, she climbs up a steep and rocky 
road. Through mud and rushing water, then over a wob-
bly stick bridge, she emerges into the chaotic road traffic 
of Ethiopia’s capital city. She dodges cars, motorbikes, 
packed buses. 

If Terefe is fast—and more than a little fortunate—
she’ll make it to her usual fruit merchant before anyone 
else does. There, she will spend her last 10 birr on some 
overripe bananas. She’ll resell those for a 2- or 3-birr 
profit. And in the transaction she will profit the equivalent 
of a couple of American dimes. This is her daily wage. 

She never attended school. She cannot read or 
write. So this is what this single mother does, day after 
day, to support herself and her toddler.

It is an unsparingly difficult life. But today Terefe is 
feeling very fortunate—and not just because the merchant 
who sells her bananas also has some bruised tomatoes 
and a shriveled pineapple to offer at a good price. 

S

"For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither 

are your ways my ways, declares the LORD."

- Isa. 55:8
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“I am lucky,” she says, “because I know my child 
is being taken care of right now—and I do not have 
to worry about her while I try to make money for 
us.”

Terefe is one of 30 women who are receiv-
ing help from Embracing Hope Ethiopia, a childcare 
service recently launched by Pennsylvania natives 
Jerry and Christy Shannon. The fledgling nonprofit 
serves single mothers who live, as Terefe does, on 
the edge of homelessness in Ethiopia’s beleaguered 
capital city.

But Terefe is fortunate in another way—a way in 
which she does not know. 

She is lucky that the Shannons failed to fulfill 
the mission they originally felt called to serve in this, 
the land of hope and heartbreak. 

What do we do now?
The Shannons did not come to Ethiopia with any 

thoughts of opening a daycare facility. Rather, when they 
arrived here in 2009 with their four children, it was with 
the intention of opening a new branch for the Vineyard 
Church movement—something they had done successfully 
throughout the United States and Canada for much of the 
past decade. 

They were confident that God had called them to 
Ethiopia. But the church-planting effort seemed plagued 
from the start. There were communication problems, fund-
ing woes, doctrinal differences. And in the end there was 
no church, no congregation, no pulpit for the pastor. 

“It was a huge identity crisis for me,” Jerry Shannon 
says. “Because all I had known was pastoring for about 18 
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years. And all of a sudden, all of that was stripped away.”
Had they misunderstood their calling?
“We kept asking ourselves, ‘What do we do now? Do 

we just pick up and go back? Or is there something for us 
to do here?’” Christy Shannon 
recalls.

Surely, they thought, God 
hadn’t sent them here to fail. 
They prayed and prayed. 

And they prayed some 
more. 

They were not alone. All 
across the gritty conurbation 
of Addis Ababa, the Shannons 
found others who had been 
knocked down while serving the 
Lord—and who, like them, were 
somewhere in the process of 
getting back up again.

Among them was Levi Ben-
kert. 

Once you’re here

Benkert was also certain he’d 
heard God’s call. The Sacra-
mento real estate developer had 
been summoned to Ethiopia by 
a friend of a friend, who wanted 
Benkert to consult on the build-
ing of an orphanage for children 
who had been marked for death 
by superstitious tribal leaders in 

For once 

again, they 

believe they’ve 

heard God’s 

call. And in 

this, the land 

of heartbreak 

and hope, 

they follow. 

Audaciously, 

so very 

audaciously, 

they follow.
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the remote South Omo River Valley. 
He wasn’t planning on staying. But within months he 

and his family had dedicated themselves to saving the 
children known as mingi—those thought by tribal elders to 
be cursed and thus targeted for execution for the good of 
the tribe.

The Benkerts had no experience running an orphan-
age, no background in dealing with tribal peoples or 
customs. They didn’t speak the language. But Benkert and 
his wife, Jessie, had no doubt that this was where God 
wanted them to be.

“Once you’re here, once you see the absolute depth 
of need, how could you turn away?” Levi Benkert says. 
“And we felt particularly called to face mingi. We believed 
we could do something about it.”

And they did. Over the next two years, the Benkerts 
helped establish a rescue program, a fundraising initiative, 
and an orphanage in the southern Ethiopian city of Jinka. 
They helped save 34 children. One of them they adopted, 
and they named her Everly.

And then everything came crashing down.

We had no power

The beginning of the end 
was marked with red ink. 

The ledgers weren’t 
adding up. Money from 
American benefactors wasn’t 
being accounted for. Levi 
Benkert says he confronted 
the center’s director, in-
stalled in that role because 
of his clout within one of 
the mingi-practicing tribes. 
The director admitted to 
taking the money, Benkert 
says, but expressed no 
interest in returning it. 

Benkert moved to have 

the director removed by the nonprofit’s board. 
But citing the Benkert family’s adoption of one 
of the mingi children—and facilitation of several 
other adoptions—the director counter-accused 
Benkert of selling Ethiopian children to Ameri-
can families. 

The adoptions were, in fact, all legal under 
Ethiopian law. And in cases where the biologi-
cal parents of the orphans were known, the 

adoptive families had undergone a rigorous legal process 
of relinquishment. But the board of directors—comprised 
entirely of Ethiopians under that nation’s laws for humani-
tarian aid groups—sided with the orphanage’s director. And 
just like that, the Benkert family was pushed away.

“It was devastating,” Jessie Benkert recalls. “Those 
children were like our own children. But we had no power, 
and we had no choice. We had to leave them behind.”

You’ve done your duty

They had been in Ethiopia for two years. They had helped 
save dozens of children’s lives. They had taken a girl who 
was once marked for death and made her part of their 
family.

“We certainly had plenty of friends and family who 
said no one would question us if we decided to pack up 
and go home,” Jessie Benkert says. “They said, ‘You’ve 
done your duty.’”

And they had learned so much in doing so. One of 
the key lessons: The adoption of a few thousand children 
out of Ethiopia each year only scratches the surface of 
the vast need for orphan care. 

And although they 
came here with no experi-
ence in running an orphan-
age, they certainly have it 
now. So even as they still 
struggle to come to terms 
with losing the mission 
they worked so hard to 
build, the Benkerts have 
shaped an ambitious plan 
to continue their work in 
Ethiopia—the creation of 
a system of small homes 
that will provide long-term 
care for children often 
considered “unadoptable,” 
particularly those older than 

The adoption of a few thousand 

children out of Ethiopia each year only 

scratches the surface of the vast need 

for orphan care. 

Levi and Jessie Benkert with their children

Sarkalem Terefe, left, searches the streets of Addis Ababa 
for a place to sell her vegetables. 
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5. The children will be placed 
into small “family units,” each 
led by a “mother”—a widow 
who will help care for the 
children through the age of 
18.

As he awaited the ar-
rival of the first group of 30 
orphans during Thanksgiving 
week—just days after obtain-
ing government permission 
to begin placing the chil-
dren—Benkert sat down at 
his computer and opened his 
heart. At times he wrote on 
his family’s blog, BringLove.in, 
that he’d sunk into doubt and 
despair. But “looking back on the journey to this place,” he 
wrote, “we can see that God has been nothing but faithful, 
bringing provision when it was needed and friends when we 
were lonely.” 

Among those friends—those who knew a thing or two 
about being knocked down while following the Lord’s call—
were the Shannons. 

We really just fell in love

Like the Benkerts, the Shannon family had considered 
packing up and heading home after their church-planting 
plan fell short.   

But then they discovered Korah.
Founded as a leper colony nearly a century ago and 

later used as a city dump, the Korah 
district has since been incorporated into 
the ever-sprawling urban limits of Addis. 
But the district never shed its identity as 
a place for outcasts and remains one of 
the most impoverished places in one of 
the poorest cities in the world.

“We really just fell in love with this 
area,” says Christy Shannon, whose 
home overlooks the still-active dump. 
“But we weren’t exactly sure what we 
were supposed to do here.”

They pored over—and prayed over—
dozens of ideas about how to serve the 
people of Korah. It was their 6-year-old 
daughter, Caia, who finally cut through 
the uncertainty.

“Jerry and I were talking in the 
kitchen, and Caia walked in and said, 
‘You know all those ladies we see with 
babies on their back? It must be difficult 
to work like that.’ And then she just 
turned around and walked out of the 
room.”
 

Right there on the edge

There are scores of 
single mothers in Korah. 
And most—like Terefe, 
the woman who sells 
fruits and vegetables on 
the side of the road—
work for a few birr a 
day. 

Many ultimately con-
clude that they cannot 
support their children—
abandoning them to 
Ethiopia’s over-crowded 
orphanage system with 
the hopes that they will 
have a better life there.

“We were just seeing so many women who were living 
right there on the edge,” Christy Shannon says. “These 
women, they fiercely love their kids. And for many, that is 
the only reason they hold on.”

But it is that very same reason, she says, that leads 
many to give up their children. “They get to the point of 
desperation where they don’t have any other choice,” she 
says. “But we think that, if they just had a little support, 
chances are they could keep their children.”

For many, the stakes are even higher. One in 10 
Ethiopian children dies before the age of 5. And govern-
ment officials say the rate is almost certainly higher in 
places like Korah.

“Some people say these women cannot help them-

selves and their children, but we 
know it is not true,” says Alayu 
Tadesse, who had worked in 
community and child develop-
ment projects for 13 years before 
accepting the directorship of the 
childcare program at Embracing 
Hope Ethiopia. “Maybe they can-
not do it all themselves, but that 
does not mean we should just let 
them fail.”

The Shannons have de-
signed the childcare center to 
be sustainable if they ever leave 
Ethiopia. And Tadesse, the local 
director, says it most assuredly is.

“We are ready,” he says, 
noting that after just a month of 
work, the facility’s staff was run-
ning as though it has been doing 
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that is the only reason they hold on.”

If Terefe is fortunate, she might profit a couple of birr today— 
the equivalent of a few US nickels.

A mother arrives at 
Embracing Hope to 
pick up her child, who 
has been fed, washed, 
and loved on all day.



36 PRIsMmagazine.org

have what they need 
to adequately care 
for their children. 
Among those report-
ing proudly on her 
family’s status is a 
woman who once 
begged on the Shan-
nons’ street. In just a 
month she has been 
able to cover rent on 
a small apartment.

“It’s really no 
bigger than most 
people’s bathroom,” 
Christy Shannon says. 
“And all that she has 
is a foam mattress 
in the middle of the 
floor. But before, she was squatting wherever she could 
find a place. She’s not begging anymore. And when we 
see her now, the change is just so apparent. She literally 
skips down the street, and her face just beams.”

Terefe, who has spent 
the day near the corner of 
a bank parking lot hop-
ing to sell fruit to passing 
employees and customers, 
has trouble finding words to 
express her appreciation for 
the change that has come 
to her life.

“Before, I was not sure 
about my child’s future,” she 
says. “Now, I think it will be 
good.”

She glances upward and 
contemplates her own words 
for a few silent moments.

“Yes,” she confirms. “It 
will be a good life.”

The Benkerts and the Shannons agree. While trans-
formed, their aspirations are no less ambitious than 
before. If anything, their goals are more grandiose than 
ever. 

For once again, they believe they’ve heard God’s call. 
And in this, the land of heartbreak and hope, they follow. 
Audaciously, so very audaciously, they follow.

Learn more at EmbracingHopeEthiopia.com and BringLove.
in.

Matthew D. LaPlante is an assistant professor of 
journalism at Utah State University. Rick Egan is a staff 
photographer for the Salt Lake Tribune. 

this for years. “With the Shannons here, we can proceed. 
And without them here, we can proceed just as well.”

For their part, the Shannons don’t plan on going any-
where. But now more than ever, they say, they have come 
to understand that God does not always work according 
to their plans.

“That’s been a big lesson for us,” Jerry Shannon says, 
as he and his wife sit with the Benkerts in the living room 
of the Shannons' Korah home.

At those words, Jes-
sie Benkert laughs, closes 
her eyes, and nods her 
head. “We’ve all had to 
learn that lesson,” she 
says. “But it’s a good les-
son to learn.”

Sometimes it gets hard

The children begin to 
arrive just after sunrise. 
They are dirty, often 
soiled, and covered with 
flies. The corners of their 
eyes ooze—a sign of 
infection. Their noses drip 
incessantly. 

Christy Shannon lifts 
each one into her arms and greets them with a kiss.

And then it’s time to work. Breakfast is the first order 
of business. Then each child is bathed in a plastic wading 
pool, strapped into a cloth diaper, and changed into a 
clean set of clothing.

The Shannon children all help out. Nine-year-old Micah 
says it was hard to leave his friends and family in the 
United States, “but we’ve made new friends here,” he says. 
“And sometimes it gets hard, but I really love snuggling up 
with the babies.”

At noon many of the mothers will return to the center 
to breastfeed their children. The others will have lunch. 
Then it will be nap time.

The mothers return again in the afternoon, and a 
social worker checks in with them to make sure they 

Jerry and Christy Shannon spend lots of time on the floor 
cuddling and playing with their young clients, as do their own 
children, Caia and Micah, pictured above.


