In July 2004, Jenny Howenstine ’98, Assistant Director of Admission and Renne Sauter ’95, former Coordinator of Wellness Programs, along with six St. Olaf students embarked on a service visit to Morocco under the International Service Learning program associated with the St. Olaf College, Lilly Grant Program, Lives of Worth and Service. Read below for Jenny’s story. 

Thanks to the Lilly grant, Renee Sauter, six St. Olaf students and I spent three weeks in Morocco this summer. We went with the goal of hearing the stories of Moroccan women and returned having learned just as much about ourselves and our ideas about vocation.

Through the assistance of Dr. Aicha Lemtouni (who did her graduate work at the U of MN), we spent the first half of our trip in the capital city of Rabat. Most of our volunteer work was done in the oncology ward of the Children’s Hospital and depending on the day, we played with the children, delivered snacks, gave the mothers hand massages, and painted a mural. We lived at the “House of Parents” where families stay while their children are at the hospital. It was simple lodging (no hot water!) but we enjoyed living in a neighborhood that was a taxi ride away from the westernized downtown area, where we could witness the daily life of people in Rabat. During our free time, we enjoyed the beach, shared meals in the homes of people we met, meandered around the Medina, and drank strong mint tea while journaling in a seaside café.

A week and a half into the trip, we moved on to Marrakech. Our guide Khadija Benbourahel (who has worked with other St. Olaf groups over the years), spent the entire week with us. She introduced us to many local women’s organizations, shared her own stories, and welcomed us into her home. We volunteered in an orphanage and visited with a women’s cooperative who raise rabbits to support their Berber Village. On the same day that we met with illiterate women in the countryside, we met Dr.Touria BineBine who is a professor at Cadi Ayaad University. Through the Soroptimist Club (which she founded in Morocco), she has built a dormitory that will allow girls to be able to come in from the villages and go to school in the city. She encouraged us all to take risks and to say “yes” quickly and figure out how to make it happen afterwards.

After listening to the stories of other women during the day, we shared our own thoughts during many group discussions, most unplanned, throughout the trip. To be able to take a step back from our busy lives at home and reflect on ideas of how to best lead “lives of worth and service” was valuable for us all. My own ideas about vocation evolved into realizing that it is not only about a career. The women we met confirmed this. Many had impressive jobs, but their other initiatives were even more inspiring and at the core of their stories. We saw that the most positive changes can be made by one person taking notice of something that can be improved upon and then connecting others together to work toward a common goal.

Please seek out the women who went to Morocco this summer and ask them to share their own stories with you! The St. Olaf students who went on this trip are: Solveig Harriday ’06, Lindsey Nygaard ’06, Rachel Favero ’05, Jenna Johanson ’06, Jenna Kubat ’05, and Sarah Beisser ’06.

The Lilly Program includes funds to “build upon St. Olaf’s long standing tradition of looking outward internationally, to provide opportunities for service-learning abroad which will encourage students to reflect on their faith and lead them to live out their vocation in context of ethnic, cultural and religious diversity. 

