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The bumblebee cannot fly
By Jens Maibom Pedersen, principal of the Diaconal College
The International Line is like a bumblebee. It should not be able to fly – but it flies
anyway. Teaching and fellowship across so
many languages, cultures and backgrounds
and without permanent public support
should not be possible, but at The International Line we do it year after year.
And why has this Line been able to keep flying since 1998, so that we can celebrate a
belated tenth anniversary?
The answer is simple and straightforward:
Because The International Line has many
friends and sponsors. DanChurchAid, Y’s Men
International Region Denmark, YMCA and
YWCA in Denmark, Areopagos, Danmission,
Danish Sudan Mission, Mission Afrika, Diocese of Viborg and many more have backed
the Line by sending participants, raising
funds and being available as teachers and
host families – a big THANK YOU to you all!
We at the Diaconal College cross our fingers
that we also have an International Line in
the future, but we also know that it will not
come easy. We hope for a continued good cooperation in diakonia and development and
trust that our supporting organisations will
continue to sustain The International Line.
Because there is something exciting about
bumblebees …….
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The Danish connection
There was one, there were two, there were
three … and it continues. The Lutheran congregation in the city of Szombathely in western Hungary has almost been the main supplier of young
people for The International Line.
The contact to the Diaconal College goes back to
spring 1999. Blanka Vascy was the first international student from Szombathely, and during her
stay she got contact to Y’s Men in Holstebro.
- Blanka became so enthused by the Y’s work that
she brought the idea back home and established
a local club, Savaria, with point of departure in
the small Lutheran congregation in Szombathely.
She received support from the Hardernes Y’s Men
in Holstebro, and the special tie to Danish Y’s
and the Diaconal College has existed ever since,
tells Izabella Menyhart, who was a student at The
International Line in autumn 2001.
Against prejudice
Izabella Menyhart was new both in the congregation and in Savaria Y’s when she arrived at the
Diaconal College.

- It was very special for me to meet so many
other Lutherans in Denmark, and I also obtained
very close contact to some Danish Y’s Men, tells
Izabella and underlines that especially one thing
taught her a lot.
- It was a special experience to live together
with so many nationalities at the College, and
it contributed to break down prejudice against
each other. After I returned home my perception
of other countries and population groups is different, when I know somebody personally. I still
have that feeling.
Take up the challenges
Since Izabella Menyhart returned to Hungary, she
has been the cashier of the Y’s Men Club.
Together with the church, through local fundraising and support from Y’s Men Region Denmark
they take up social challenges.
- Now we have a diaconal work for the disabled, two homes for the elderly, a Lutheran primary school and lately we inaugurated a youth
centre with an open café. A number of our staff
and volunteers have been trained at The Inter-

›
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Knud Æbelø from
Hardernes Y’s Men Club
(third from left) visiting
Szombathely. In front of
him is Izabella Menyhart
and two former students
of The International Line
are also in the group.

Izabella Menyhart
I wish that you can maintain the good
work, and that we may keep our good
contact – it is important. I hope to hear
more about the Diaconal College, also

ten and twenty years from now. In spite
of economic crisis and many changes,
my wish for you is that you maintain the
special atmosphere by living together in a
Christian and international fellowship.

national Line of the Diaconal College, explains
Izabella and counts quickly.
- Eight young people from Szombathely have
been to The International Line. Our staff members
have got a lot of good ideas, and we will continue
to send students if we have the opportunity.

›

Savaria Y’s differs from its Danish mother
club by a member average age of 30 years,
by accepting both men and women, by having a majority of women and that almost all
members are actively engaged in the same
local congregation.

Mark Chongor from Szombathely attended The International Line in autumn 2009.
- I work as a volunteer in the congregation, and I was very happy to be in Denmark. I have learnt a lot about diaconal
work, leadership and organisation that will
be very useful for me in the future.

______________________________________________________
Knud Æbelø from Hardernes Y’s Mens Club:
- We were asked to become mother club for Savaria Y’s Men, and I
met Izabella at the inauguration in May 2001 and when she attended a
course in Denmark. Since then it has developed to a personal friendship.
- The education the young people receive at The International Line is
of great importance for their work. They benefit a lot, and I also believe
that they change by experiencing our way of organising our institutions,
e.g. in relation to democracy.
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Once upon a time ...
Highlights in the history of The International Line
The fall of the Wall
The starting signal for The International Line
sounded when the Wall fell and the communist
block was dissolved. After several years of oppression, the churches in Eastern Europe faced
huge challenges. One of the biggest was the need
for education of young leaders who could participate in fighting the many social problems the
countries were facing.
Three actors
DanChurchAid, Y’s Men International, Region
Denmark and the Diaconal College in Aarhus all
had contacts to churches in Eastern Europe that
wanted to learn more about democracy and diakonia based on the Danish model. The three organisations formed a partner group for the first project called “International Diakonia”. A steering
committee was formed, a coordinator employed,
and in autumn 1998 the first international class
started with eleven students from Eastern Europe.
Economy
All clubs in Y’s Men, Region Denmark, raised funds
for the project in 1998, and many of them continued their support up to now. The Diaconal College provided the physical frame for the course,
and especially DanChurchAid supplied students

from her many Eastern European partners.
During the first years of the project, the College
applied for financial support through various
foundations, and not least The Democracy Fund
contributed large amounts.
From project to line
Originally “International Diakonia” was a threeyear project, but the good feed-back from the
students and the ongoing need for such an education resulted in a continuation of the project.
When the Democracy Fund was discontinued, the
project was attached directly to the Diaconal College. Thus the international students were able
to obtain the special Danish state support for
students at folk high schools, which reduced the
expenses. It also meant that the course could be
targeted directly to the needs of the participants,
as Danish language and Danish culture were
no longer compulsory. The name of the course
changed from “International Diakonia” to “The
International Line”.
Broader base of support
At the same time a number of mission societies
were included in the partner group and the steering committee was increased. Thus, Areopagos,
Mission Afrika and Danmission have participated

for a number of years at organisation level, but
also YMCA and YWCA and representatives from
the diocese committees of the Council on International Relations of the Evangelical-Lutheran
Church in Denmark have been involved in the development of the line. The course also became
more international as more countries were included, e.g. China, Madagascar, Honduras, Palestine
and Liberia.
Ecumene
The international students come from many different churches and traditions. Over the years,
Orthodox, Lutheran, Pentecost, Seventh Days Adventists and both official and unofficial Chinese
churches and many more have been represented.
It has given both challenges and discussions,
but the large majority of students recall that it
has widened their understanding of and respect
for other Christians. Not least the daily morning
prayers created a bond across the differences.
Adjustment
During all the years, The International Line has
been forced to adjust itself. Some years presented positive opportunities for EU-support to students from the new EU countries. Other changes
were negative, as e.g. in 2004 the Diaconal College could not be under the Folk High School law.
The consequence was that international students
could no longer obtain Danish state support. New
requirements from the Danish Immigration Service further meant that students outside the EU
could no longer obtain residence permit for five
months.

In 2008 The International Line faced a serious
crisis, but was saved in the last minute. Extraordinary fundraising among the Y’s Men Clubs created a financial buffer, and the costs were reduced
by terminating the permanent staff of the Line
and reducing activities to only one annual threemonth course.
The vision is still valid
The International Line is therefore still alive –
due to its vision, its faithful supporters and its
ability to adjust to changing conditions. This
ability is also used in the current development of
the course, so that the concept is always meeting
the present needs of the students. However, the
primary goal is the same: To equip young people
to meet the diaconal challenges they face in their
respective countries through social activities and
development work.

We learned democracy
In 1998 Tatiana Kotova travelled from Sct.
Petersburg to Aarhus to participate in the first
course of The International Line. That stay had a
decisive influence on her further career.
-I came from the Soviet system in which the state
is considered something that obstructs you. So,
it was a great experience for me to be part of the
social life at the Diaconal College. It helped me
enormously to understand the Danish system, in
which you take responsibility for each other and
for the society. For the first time in my life I un-
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derstood that the system is there for the citizens,
says Tatiana Kotova.
Decisive factor
Tatiana is now Regional Representative for DanChurchAid in Central Asia, and she considers her
course at the Diaconal College a decisive factor
in her career.
-I started my NGO activities in Sct. Petersburg
in a church-based grass roots movement, where
we worked in a hospice among cancer patients.
When I returned from Denmark, I was invited to

work in a diaconal umbrella organisation with approx. 20 smaller NGOs. At first I worked as project
coordinator, and later I assisted in organisational
development, tells Tatiana. In 2004 she was employed by DanChurchAid where she has continued
her career.
-For me The International Line became the
starting signal to work at international level, because I later joined various working groups, e.g.
within the World Council of Churches.
Understanding democracy
-Ican still remember a lot of what we learned at
the course, e.g. various aspects of social work
and models for communication and cooperation.
But at hindsight the most important is my general understanding of democracy and how it can
work – because in Russia we still do not believe
in it, says Tatiana with a regretful smile.
She tells that in her home country there is no
tradition for education within development work,
and she finds it important that also in the future
the Diaconal College will offer these international
courses.
-The best is that these courses give an opportunity for many committed people who cannot go
to university. Over the years the course has developed towards stronger focus on project development and management. I know around 25 former
participants, and they come home changed. They
get useful inspiration in many areas, and for many
it has been a landmark in their lives, says Tatiana.

The International Line is important for DanChurchAid, because it gives our partners technical skills and motivation. They learn how to
plan, implement and administer a development
project. They have an opportunity to reflect
on why they are involved in this kind of work
and the world view it implies. If they are clear
about this, they are better prepared for a broad
cooperation when they come home. We see that
the participants become better in organising the
work and to explain both to their own local supporters and sceptical authorities why the Church
engages itself in justice for the poor. This was
needed in Eastern Europe ten years ago and
that is why DanChurchAid joined in establishing
this course.
DanChurchAid is now participating in building
up the new ACT Alliance, which is a close cooperation between the church-related development
organisations around the world. Many of these
know how and why they do the work. But some
partners need solid education to understand and
formulate this. Therefore, we are happy that the
Diaconal College has made their capacity available for DanChurchAid and our partners for this
activity.
Jørgen Thomsen, Coordinator for Eastern Europe
and Central Asia, DanChurchAid.
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Welcome to Denmark

Times are changing
Contrary to earlier years, the present international
students have often travelled abroad before, and the
Danish Railways have a direct connection between
Kastrup Airport and Aarhus. This means that the
students are able to travel on their own all the way
to the Diaconal College.
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Countless times and at all hours of the day,
Johs and Margit Christensen have received students in Kastrup Airport on behalf of The International Line. They always carry a sign with the
name of the student, but sometimes the name
did not indicate whether it was a woman or a
man they should pick up. And the pronunciation
of the name was not easy when it was Russian,
Chinese or Armenian. But hospitality overcomes
all language barriers.
- It has always been exciting to receive the students. Especially during the first years, the young
people were on their first flight ever, and you
could actually see relief and happiness in their
faces when they saw their name and felt that
somebody would take care of them, tells Margit.
Insist on help
- At that time there was not direct train to the
airport, and it was our job to help the students
to get to the Central Station and put them on the
right train to Aarhus. And when going home after
the course, we saw to it that they came on the
right plane. The departure was often very early
in the morning, and some of the airline counters
were still closed. It was easier for us as Danes to
find the right counter and sometimes bang the
table and insist on their assistance if e.g. the
ticket had to be altered, explains Johs.
Board and lodging
When the connections between train and plane
were bad, Margit and Johs often took the students home to their house in Espergærde.
- I think that over the years around 20-25 of
them have stayed the night. If there was more
than one, some of them often slept on a mattress
on the floor in the sitting room, says Margit.
She does not know how many lunch packets
she has prepared over the years for the students’
onward travels, but many.
- When we met them in the airport they were
usually very polite and said that they were not
hungry. But several times I have seen through
the train window that as soon as they had found

Funny stories
- Once a police officer came out to us in the arrival hall with a student. The officer did not understand the student’s broken English, and in his
confusion he asked us if we understood Danish.
Of course we did! It turned out that the student
seemed suspicious because he walked through
the customs without any luggage. He thought
that it was automatically checked in all the way
to Aarhus, says Johs with a smile.
At departure he has often experienced the
opposite problem – students with too much luggage.
- I still remember a pastor who collected all
kinds of Bibles. In order not to pay overweight,
he had put on two big overcoats and filled all
the pockets with Bibles just before checking in.
Johs also laughs a little recalling when they
sent off a group of students from the Central
Station and then found out that he still had
their flight tickets in his pocket. And the times
when he helped students to find their place in
the train and did not get out when the train
took off.
- And there was Margit on the platform. She
had to wait for me until I was back from the
first stop the train had after Copenhagen Central
Station.

their seat, they also found their lunch packet,
says Margit.
Funny job
In spite of the many hours of waiting in the airport and the many trips to and from, Margit and
Johs would not have missed them.
- It has been a funny job giving us so much joy,
especially when there were two courses a year.

»
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And it has given us an insight into other places
in the world and contact to wonderful people. We
often think of those students and pray for them,
they say.

through their membership of the Y’s Men movement as stand-ins – one week before the first students arrived!

For the students it meant a lot that Johs and
Margit were there as the first persons to welcome
them to Denmark and the last to say good bye.
It is mentioned in the student evaluations, but it
also shows in other ways.
- We still have contact to several of them and
receive mails and Christmas cards from China and
other exotic places in the world, the two hospitable hosts explain, who got this job in 1998

› Johs and Margit with students from Uganda and Armenia
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From vision to reality
Karl Georg Pedersen has been a
crucial, driving force in the steering group since the beginning of
The International Line. Here he
tells a little about the vision.

- It started when I as Regional head of the
Y’s Men Movement chose diakonia as the primary theme for 1998/99. In a discussion with the
then principal of the Diaconal College, Henrik
Stubkjær, he happened to mention that he had
previously discussed the idea of an international
diakonia course with DanChurchAid, but that it
got stranded due to lack of financial means. On
my way home from the meeting it struck me: An
international diakonia course is simply the perfect regional project, as it can disseminate the
diakonia aspect even more and at the same time
strengthen the international concept of the Y’s
Men movement.
- Both DanChurchAid and the Diaconal College
liked the idea, and we met and formed a kind
of steering group together with Alice Pedersen,
who was employed to become the head of The
International Line. DanChurchAid wanted a threeyear project, but in the Y’s Men structure we work
mostly with one-year funding for the Regional
projects. We solved the problem by allocating one
year’s fundraising for a three-year period.
- When I look back over the ten years, I really
think that the vision has become true. It has created a huge commitment and spill-over effect
in the clubs, because so many people have engaged themselves in arranging the local practicum weeks for the international students. This
way we also made good contact to the diaconal
work in the local area. At the same time, the international perspective has been of much greater

›

When I look back I think the vision has come
true, says Karl Georg Pedersen

importance than I had imagined. Finally, some of
the international students went home and started
Y’s Men activities in Eastern Europe. So this is another spill-over effect. The most important effect
is probably outside Denmark. I refer to the more
than 200 students who graduated from the course
in international diakonia, and most of them are
making a huge difference in many church-related,
diaconal institutions in their home countries, either as leaders or as important employees. Here
they are making a difference every day for the
many people who are still living in deep poverty,
are suppressed or have social problems.
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Challenges, highlights and frustr
Alice Pedersen, Head of the Line 1998-2001
and responsible for implementing The International Line

be the Danish Immigration Service. It was a real
trial to make the Service
approve the residence applications so the students
could arrive in due time!
- There were so many
unpredictable challenges:
Conflicts when different
cultures met, new food
culture, home sickness,
integration into the life
of the College, language
problems etc. Many tears were shed, and the international students often needed extra attention
and care.

- At the beginning we spent time securing the
economy and organising the framework for the
cooperation with the promoters of the project.
- Everything was new. We had to plan the
teaching and make a syllabus for all the subjects. In addition there were all the administrative tasks, e.g. employment of time rate teachers,
and at the same time we had to keep contact to
the organisations that recruited students for the
Line. The idea was that the students should be
sent to us by a church or church-related organisation, and during the first few years I worked a lot
in the evenings and weekends holding information meetings and creating the necessary support
from our backing groups. In the starting phase I
often worked more than 60 hours a week.
- One of the constant challenges turned out to
__________________________________________________________________________________
Heidi Paakjær Martinussen,
Head of the Line from 20012006
-It was a unique experience to
work with The International
Line. Personally, my horizon was
widened, especially when meeting the Orthodox tradition. A
Christian fellowship across different denominations and geographical borders is fantastic
– and also forms a basis for educative discussions.
- At The International Line I met fiery souls
who in their daily work experienced a completely
different social reality than we have in Denmark.
It was an exciting challenge to plan the teaching
so the student could bring home and make good
use of what they learnt here. I also think that the
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students learnt a lot from discussing the situation
in their respective countries, from comparing and
practising their new knowledge through themeand practicum weeks in Denmark.
- After I left the Diaconal College I have met
former international students in different jobs
around in Europe. When I hear that they look
back on their stay in Denmark as a good and instructive time and that the course has meant a
difference in the way they meet their new challenges, I am convinced of the value of such a
course. Through these courses many bright young
people have got more strength to meet the many
big diaconal challenges they are now facing in
Europe, Asia and Africa. We can be proud of them.

rations
Niels Hviid, Head of the Line 2006-2008

-My best memories are the sharing of experiences, thoughts, faith and dreams with the
students, whether in the classroom, during the
morning prayers or at excursions. Among the
highlights are the discussions in the classroom
when I felt that the students took a stand, grew
and got a broader view. And I should not forget
to mention all the wonderful coffee breaks,
funny farewell parties and the study excursions
to Copenhagen.
- The worst of The International Line was the
economy. During my two years as Head of the
Line the government support was dramatically
cut, and consequently the student payment became doubled. Therefore, many of the supporting
organisations were no longer able to send off the
same number of students as before.
- The most horrible experiences at The International Line are linked to the Danish Immigration
Service. During my two years it became more and
more difficult to obtain Danish residence permit
for our students. The last few months before term
start were full of mails to embassies and frustrated students respectively as well as an increasing
number of phone calls to the Immigration Service
asking for the residence permits.
- For the same reasons the course was changed
from five to three months, as the case work became easier. This adjustment was a quite exciting
process that built on evaluations of the earlier
courses as well as discussions with both supporting organisations and teachers. I experienced
one revised three-month course, but I am happy
that the Diaconal College has been able to carry
through the course several times.

“Some of the highlights are
the discussions in the classroom when I felt that the students took a stand, grew and
got a broader view.”

»
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Priya Peter, part-time Coordinator in
2008 and 2009

“When students give the
teachers a present it is an expression of appreciation and
part of our culture. It is difficult for Danish teachers to
handle the situation, because
they are not used to it.”
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- I come from India and therefore in a way I’m
“international”. It can be both an advantage and
the opposite, and it poses different challenges
to be able to see things from both angles. I
know from experience what the international
students think and feel, but at the same time I
also know the demands and expectations in the
Danish educational tradition. So it has been a
great challenge for me to find a balanced communication between the Danish and the “international” way of thinking. For instance, many
Danes are used to reflecting independently when
making a report, because it is part of the education here. However, for others it is something
new and strange that is difficult to understand,
because we were not schooled in it. The same is
the problem when students give the teachers a
present. For us, it is an expression of appreciation and part of our culture, but it is difficult
for Danish teachers to handle such a situation,
because they are not used to it.
- I think I have learnt a lot from the intercultural life at the Diaconal College. It was exciting to be able to see things from both sides, but
sometimes also demanding. Even if you can see
the problems, you cannot always find a solution.

Useful

- In my daily work I often remember ideas and
examples from my time in Denmark. And now I
can use them, says Lusik Muradyan.
She attended The International Line in autumn
2006, and when she went back to Armenia she
was employed in a social centre of the Armenian
Church where she worked formerly as a volunteer.
Today she is head of the department for social
work and responsible for six permanent social
workers and 20 volunteers.
- In Armenia we experience problems we never
had before. For instance, our social centre works
with prostitution, trafficking, HIV/AIDS and violence against women. We help through practical
activities, but also by organising and involving
the different groups in the society. We work with
200 families and focus a.o. on enlightenment and
education through self-help groups and club activities, says Lusik.
She is especially interested in vulnerable groups
such as children and women, but also the disabled.
- We have just implemented a very interesting
project, in which disabled persons get vocational
skills in order to become independent of others
and to be able to participate in the society like
everybody else and with dignity, she tells with a
smile.

Ideas and inspiration
It is difficult for Lusik Muradyan to tell in a few
words what The International Line meant to her.
- I learnt so many different things, but if I
have to highlight something it will be the practicum I had in institutions and various diaconal
activities. It gave me many ideas and inspiration
that I am still using in my work. Besides that I
learnt to write applications, administer projects
and how to be a good leader. It has been very
useful for me.
Missing
Lusik confesses that while she was at the course
in Denmark, she missed Armenia. Now she realizes that she is missing the international days at
the Diaconal College.
- I learnt so much from getting together with
the other international students and meeting the
different cultures. I realized that not only Armenia had problems, but that people had the same
challenges in China and Nigeria and that we could
learn from each other.
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It is about development
Theory and practice
Peter spent three years in the Solomon Islands as
programme officer for DanChurchAid, and besides
his university teaching he has had development and evaluation jobs in Africa. The students at The
International Line now benefit from the combination of scientific and practical experience.
- We have a course curriculum during which the
students work in groups across nationalities and
live through all the phases of a project from idea
to the final project document, explains Peter.
The final exam is a kind of role play where each
group represents a church-related NGO and presents it project proposal to a donor organisation,
which decides if the project qualifies for financial
support.

Peter Crawford taught at The International
Line almost since it started. Other teachers and
students express themselves through a global variety of English accents, but Peter is known for
speaking British-English correctly, because he
grew up in England. He teaches project - and
development work, and this subject has proved
to be very relevant and with growing importance
over the years.
- At the first courses, two days were scheduled
for teaching how to make a development project,
but it soon turned out that it was not enough.
Many of the students came exactly to learn that,
so within a short time it became one of the main
subjects, tells Peter Crawford, anthropologist and
development consultant.
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Fruitful
In the classroom the approved projects are rewarded with a symbolic chocolate gold bar, because it is always secured against changes of the
exchange rates, says Peter Crawford with a smile.
But also in the real world the education makes
“profit”.
- I have heard about former students who,
based on their course on development projects
at The International Line, have implemented projects. Or they come home and improve their efforts in the development work they are involved
in for the church or an organisation. The subject

Peter Crawford
- Project work is both very simple and very
complicated. The problem is often that you
immediately think in solutions – instead
of analysing the problems thoroughly and
preparing a well-founded plan of action.

The subject of project and development work makes 76 lessons in the schedule. In addition the
international students have 42 lessons in “Organisation and Management”.

is important, because project management, economy and administration are usually non-existent
in many of the countries the students come from,
says Peter Crawford.
The concept is developing
According to the teacher, the teaching concept
of the subject has not undergone big changes
over the years. The students still learn the basic principle of developing a project from idea to
implementation. On the other hand the level has
increased.
- Ten years ago most students began from
scratch. In general the level is higher, and a
number of them have some experience with development work. Language-wise they have a bigger
vocabulary, and more or less everybody can use
or has a computer. Blackboard and overheads are

replaced by the projector, and much of the literature and manuals they are working with can be
downloaded on the internet.

› The international students give a final touch to
the project applications they have worked with
from idea to final proposal
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From hosts to friends
- In a way we have double contact to The International Line, as we are members of Fonnesbæk Y’s Men and active in Ikast Church that has
a friendship congregation in Romania, tells Sonja
and Per Damgaard from Ikast.
Several times they have hosted international students, and so far it has led to two visits to Romania plus a standing invitation to visit Kyrgyzstan.
- Especially in the case of Madalina from the
friendship congregation the relationship has developed from hosts to friends. She stayed with us
when she arrived and during her practicum, but
she often visited us during the free weekends at
the college, and she became part of the family,
tells Sonja.
Part of the family
Madalina Belcescu confirms this. In autumn 2006
she attended the course at The International Line.
- At the Diaconal College we were one big family,
but Per and Sonja have become “my” family, she
tells and remembers her first visit in their home.
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›

At the Diaconal College we were one big
family, but Per and Sonja from Ikast
have become “my” family,
says Madalina Belcescu from Romania.

- At first we were quite silent, but then Per
found an atlas and then we talked. When the
week was finished, we could not stop talking,
says Madalina smiling.
- When I needed to get a short break from the
college I could just go to Ikast. The door was always open and I could behave as a member of the
family: relax, be myself, chat on the computer or
sleep late.
Mutual benefit
The hosts also enjoyed the fellowship with the
international students.
- Personally we have benefited a lot. We have always focused on positive and relaxed social interaction during which you want to open up and tell
about your home as well as personal issues. This
has led to many good talks and knowledge about
other countries’ geography, culture, religion and
history, tell Per and Sonja.
To be continued on page 22

› Students from Kyrgyzstan, Madagascar and Romania

have enjoyed the hospitality in Ikast. The roles were
reversed when the host family visited Romania.

“Personally we have benefited a lot. We have always focused on positive
and relaxed social interaction during which you want to open up and tell
about your home as well as personal issues. This has led to many good
talks and knowledge about other countries’ geography, culture, religion
and history.”
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FRIENDSHIP ACROSS
BORDERS
Through its friendship diocese in Romania, the
diocese committee in Viborg of the Council on
International Relations of the Evangelical-Lutheran Church in Denmark supports education of
young people at The International Line.
- We do not want to spend the money on
travelling ourselves. Instead we give support to
the youth so they can travel to Denmark to learn
about diakonia and democracy and bring inspiration back home, tells Erland Sørensen, long time
member of the committee.
Almost every year one or two students from
Iasi Diocese have attended The International
Line.
-

It has proved to be a very good idea

that really gives something. Viborg Diocese
establishes strong ties to the church in Iasi Diocese, and this gives us a lot of inspiration to get
to know the youth. The International Line plays
an important role, and we appreciate very much
the relationship to the Diaconal College.
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Still in contact
Since then, the friendship congregation in Romania has visited Ikast, and both Madalina and her
mother participated. Ikast Church congregation
has also visited the Romanian congregation.
-We also travelled on our own to visit Madalina
after her stay in Denmark. We actually parked our
camper in the driveway of the family’s house in
the small village she comes from, and now it was
our turn through the host family to experience
daily life in a different country, tells Per.
He and Sonja maintain contact to the four students they have hosted.
- It is mostly through e-mail and sms, but we
also receive Christmas card from Madagascar. One
day we received a parcel from Kyrgyzstan, and
we exchange photos with Madalina. After periods
with little contact we can always continue where
we stopped last time, because the mutual trust is
there once and for all, underlines Sonja.
The course makes a difference
According to Per and Sonja the international students change during their stay in Denmark.
- They arrive with different qualifications, but
the education and the international fellowship do
something to them.
The Romanian “family member” agrees.
- The course at The International Line completely changed my life. It may sound exaggerated, but I changed as a person and got visions.
I have learnt to look, think and act differently at
things. Personally, I have become more patient,
more organised and better at prioritising; but it
is a struggle to maintain it when you go back to
the old system, says Madalina.

Students broken down on countries
Hungary

25

Slovakia
Bulgaria
Poland

21

Estonia
Macedonia
Tanzania
Georgia
Ukraine
Albania
India
Yugoslavia
Latvia
Lithuania
Mongolia
Nigeria
Honduras
Madagascar
Namibia
Uganda
Egypt
Bangladesh
Belarus
Kazakhstan
Liberia
Moldavia

17

Palestine
Sierra Leone

1

20
19
17
14
10
7
5
5
5

33 DIFFERENT COUNTRIES

4

A total of 221 students from 33 different

4

countries attended The International Line

3

1998-2009

3
3
3
3
3
3
2
2
2
2
2
1
1
1
1
1
1
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Mentor and friend
In a foreign place with foreign customs it is good to have a Danish
fellow student to ask for advice. It leads to practical guidance – and
to friendship, when Danish contact students help the international
students with their daily problems.
Hanging out with them
Jesper JESPERSEN has been contact student for
international students since he started his education as a deacon.
- During the first semester at the Diaconal College my neighbour was one of the international
students, but I never really met her, because they
kept themselves to themselves. The college talked a lot about the importance of interaction between the Danish and the foreign students, but it
did not seem to work. However, I began to hang
out with them in their common room, talked and
played football. Socially I benefited a lot, and
next semester I volunteered as contact student,
tells Jesper.
He liked the contact to the international students so much that he continued to be at disposal – also after he graduated as a deacon.
- At the Diaconal College I used to organise a
visit to Skagen for the international class, and I
have done it a number of times since then. Even if
I did not know the students before, I have always
enjoyed being together with them and showing
them some of Denmark.
Learnt a lot
For Jesper it was important that the international
students did not feel neglected. He thinks that
the reason for the Danish students being hesitant
in contacting them is the language.
- Maybe they were afraid of sounding stupid,
but I have learnt that it does not matter. What
matters is that you are interested in them, says
Jesper and considers his English very insufficient.
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The contact with the international students
has helped him to maintain his English, but he
has learnt much more.
- It has been very interesting to meet other
cultures, and we have often had a unique fellowship. It is characteristic for the international
students that they are forgiving and not judgemental. They respect each other in spite of all the
peculiarities, says Jesper.

Also spiritual fellowship

It was a small international group in the church
that originally made Carsten Andersen volunteer
as contact student.
- Some of the international students participated in our group in the church, and they were
so grateful both for the fellowship and for being
invited to experience other Christian traditions.
All of us had different backgrounds and added
different traditions to the fellowship. Many had
a more traditional understanding of Christianity,
and to some it was a huge challenge to meet and
use God as a kind of friend in your daily life, tells
Carsten Andersen and adds that joining the group
was a blessing for him.
Deep and good friendships
Therefore, Carsten volunteered as contact student
during the following years of his deacon studies.
- It was mostly practical things, e.g. finding
information or ordering something on the internet, and most of all helping people to get from
one place to the other. In the daily life it was an
experience of being something for somebody who
needed you, but for me it was also about meeting
interesting people from other parts of the world.
It has led to some deep and good friendships

across cultures, he says.
A different fellowship
- It is also interesting that you develop a different form of being together. The humour changes
when both has English as their second language,
and therefore the body language means much
more, says Carsten who also later has enjoyed the
fellowship with the international students.
- I have visited Poland and Hungary in my summer vacation, and it was fantastic to visit them
in their own environment. I also met a number
of them in a Lutheran summer camp in Hungary
where we spent a week together. Later I was invited to a wedding at one of the international
students. It was good to see them again and feel
that the fellowship continued.

Deacon Carsten Andersen (no. two from left) experienced both spiritual and practical fellowship with
the international students at the Diaconal College. Here he is in a summer camp in Hungary together
with some former students from Slovakia, Hungary and Poland respectively.
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Before and now
Radu Brinza is priest in the Orthodox Church in
Romania and was a student in the very first badge
when The International Line started in autumn
1998.
- It was a good experience for me and affected
me deeply. We had just left a communist society
where education in social work was very theoreti-

cal. So, it was a big and positive surprise when
in Denmark we were exposed to very practical and
concrete teaching including the biblical perspective. I experienced a different way of thinking in
relation to social work and diakonia, and I learnt
concrete, practical and direct problem solving, he
tells.
Differences
Before the course Radu Brinza speculated a lot
about the differences between the West-European
system and the Romanian system.
- I imagined that I should look for sophisticated answers, but during the five months at
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The International Line in Denmark I discovered
that the differences were quite simple: When you
decide to do something, you just do it. In our
system it often ends in nothing but talk without
action, he explains.
Not copy, but adjust
For Radu the mentality in his home country made
it difficult for him to evoke response for all the
new ideas he brought home.
- Eventually, I have obtained good results with
the things I learnt in Denmark, but I have also
learnt that we cannot just copy. We have to adjust the Danish system to our culture, a process
that requires patience in order for it to penetrate
our society. But I have used the ideas about e.g.
fundraising, and not least our youth work has
succeeded with international contacts, he tells.

CHRISTIANS FROM THE SAME ROOT
As an Orthodox priest, Radu Brinza found many
surprising things in Danish church life because
they were new and unknown.
- Eventually, I also found many common traditions. I can still remember the impression the
paintings in Viborg Cathedral made on me, because they were close to the Orthodox tradition. I
saw that even if we are different as Christians, we
come from the same root. I also learnt how important it is to see the person behind the dogma and
to meet each other with respect.

In her uncle’s footsteps
In autumn 2009 we find Radu
Brinza’s niece, Elena Davidescu, at
the Diaconal College. Elena has often heard her uncle tell about his
stay in Denmark, and he has tried
to prepare her for her stay.
- He has told me a lot about the
course, but naturally a lot has
changed in ten years, smiles Elena.
Her uncle has told her how they
fought over one of the school’s
computers and how difficult it was
to contact their home.
- He was so proud, because he
bought his first mobile phone in
Denmark, says Elena, who has a
mobile phone and a laptop like
most of the other students, and
who is in daily contact with family
and friends at home through Skype
or facebook.
Expectations
Radu Brinza’s positive stories
have not coloured the expectations of his niece.
- Usually I do not imagine anything in advance in order not to be disappointed, even if my uncle has told so much positive
about the course, the fellowship and life in Denmark. The last six years I have worked together
with him in the church, and after three months
in Denmark I can recognize the results of what
he learnt in Denmark; how he implemented the
diakonia and how he became good at organising,
says Elena.

we consider other church communities outsiders.
It is quite different to see them in practice, so
by being here and from discussions with class
mates from six different cultures I have learnt a
lot about accepting other people.

Especially in one area she has learnt the same as
her uncle did ten years ago.
- I come from a very Orthodox background where
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It’s rewarding
– so we continue to give
- WE HAVE SUPPORTED The International Line
since the first year when it was a Regional Project, tell Gerda and Aksel Bach from Rougsø-Sønderhald Y’s Men Club.
And up to now The International Line is constantly in the budget of the Club.
- One year after the Regional Project expired, a
couple of our members participated in an orientation meeting at the Diaconal College, and they
reported back to us very positively. So, we agreed
that this project was to our taste and that we
would continue our support.
Not just money
TheClub also volunteered to host international
students during their one-week visit to the area.
- I think we were hosts for the first time in
2001, and we established a Diakonia Committee
that has functioned since then. The Committee arranges programme and stay for the young
people, tells Gerda Bach who together with her
spouse have been members of the Committee for
4-5 years.

Besides visits to schools, social institutions
etc. it is a permanent event in the programme
that the international students are invited to
dinner in different private homes, and that one
evening is set aside for meeting all the Club members.
- We think it is so positive and that we learn
so much through their visits. They ask a lot of
questions, and we talk seriously with them about
e.g. democracy. We also learn about life in their
countries, and it is very beneficial for us. It is
people-to-people interaction in the right way!
Every year we say to each other that this project
is the best we have, and we try to involve other
clubs for support, says Gerda Bach.

›
Every year Rougsø-Sønderhald Y’s men Club
support The International Line. Not only with
money, but also by being hosts for international students. Hannah Julsgaard (left) and
Gerda and Aksel Bach agree that meeting the
international students is very beneficial. Here
they are together with Mark from Hungary and
Julian from China, whom they hosted in 2009.
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They need our support

- A number of times we opted to support The International Line. Primarily we give money, but we
also offer to drive for them at excursions etc. I
have met the students several times and made
presentations in the class, tells Preben Sondrup
from Marselisborg Y’s Men Club in Aarhus.
Like other Y’s Men Clubs his club contributes
money to both national and international projects and wants to help across borders.
- We advocate development and democracy and
therefore we support people who want to influence the development in society in a positive
way based on Christian values. Thus it has almost

ABOUT THE ECONOMY
The price for a course at The International Line
is approx. DKK 45,000.
Most of the international students are sponsored
by their Danish partner organisations, such as
DanChurchAid, mission societies or dioceses.
Support from different Y’s Men Clubs makes it
possible for qualified students to participate if
they cannot get support from other sponsors.

become a good
habit to support
The International Line, says
Preben Sondrup.
The course
makes a difference
International
students have visited Marselisborg Y’s Men Club
to make presentations, so the Club knows how
the money is spent.
- It is not a matter of knowing which student
we support, or which country they come from.
Our primary interest is to support young people
from poor countries and communities in getting
an education with a social and church-related
angle, and they get that at the Diaconal College.
This is confirmed through the feedback we get
from former students when they tell that they
obtained leading positions when they returned
home. So we are confident that the course really
makes a difference, and that is why we happily
continue our support, says Preben Sondrup.

Some students working with development have
obtained support from their Danish partner organisations through Danish Missionary Council’s
Development Department.
Support to The International Line is acknowledged with thanks and can be paid into the
bank account of the Diaconal College with:
Jyske Bank, Viby Branch, Reg. no. 5077 account no. 2005398, SWIFT: JYBADKKK, IBAN:
DK5150770002005398. Please mark “International Line”.
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Built on values
›

DanCHURCHAID is known for her values saying
that all human beings are created in the image
of God and therefore equal. We can agree to the
so-called rights-based approach to development
work that characterises the work of both Danida
and other international development organisations, when it is based on the Christian values:
that everybody is created by God, is loved by Him
and thus has a right to a life in dignity.
Diaconal development work is characterised by
the fact that we always maintain the hope - the
hope that we are in God’s hands no matter how
bad the situation.
DanChurchAid is working both with relief including here-and-now diakonia with distribution of
food, tents and medicine, and the follow-up after
the disaster. Diakonia also means a broader perspective interlinking relief and development aid.
Our partner organisations benefit immensely from
The International Line by understanding the values of diakonia and learning how to sustain the
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Henrik Stubkjær,
General Secretary of DanChurchAId

development activities on that foundation. In
addition the course gives a lot of professional input. And it is my experience that life in a Danish
folk high school in itself gives an introduction
to democracy and democratic decision processes.
Another important issue is the network that is
created among the international students during
their stay at the Diaconal College – a network
they continue to use and where they can find encouragement.
Finally it is a strength that the course includes
practicum, study tours and visits to a number of
organisations and institutions. There is a good
combination of theory and practice from which
the students bring home good experiences. The
students obtain a higher level, and quite a few
have used the education as a stepping stone in
their career to obtain more responsibility both as
leaders and strategically. From the very beginning
it was the basic idea of the course that the students should be better qualified and then go back
home and apply their new skills and knowledge.

Visions for the future
By Jens Maibom Pedersen, Principal at the Diaconal College
In many Ways, The International Line is an
important part of the educations offered at
the Diaconal College. In the education we activate the diaconal basic values and perspectives in development work across borders;
and in the personal interactions between
Danish and foreign students the little backwater of the Diaconal College is challenged
by experiences and insights from the big
world. Concurrent with a more and more natural globalisation process and the increasing
demands for international educations, the
advantages of The International Line become
more and more obvious. So, hopefully the
Line is here to stay.
We hope the future will bring more common
curricula across The International Line and
the other educations at the Diaconal College.

›

Both the deacon education and the new profession bachelor in Christianity, Culture and
Communication could learn a lot from the international perspectives taught in the Line
– and vice-versa. In a further perspective we
could imagine common optional subjects, extended practicum, common Europe and International Line, exchange scheme with Danish
students, common development projects etc.
There are many possibilities, and the steering committee will continue to implement
ideas and visions so that the international
students can get the best possible preparation for their task: To work with diakonia and
development in their local environment for
the benefit of poor and marginalised fellow
human beings.

Principal Jens Maibom Pedersen chairing a steering committee meeting with the agenda of turning
the vision for The International Line into reality.

31

