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Ruby Pratka

Stefan Cherry has spent most of his career planting seeds. Now he and his family are in Vanier to plant a church. Cherry and his wife, Pascale, run Ottawa’s two-year-old Mennonite congregation, The Village Church.He was raised in Montreal, in a Québécois-Ameri-can family, but spent much of his time overseas. “My training was in sustainable agriculture, and I spent ten years working in Africa,” explains Cherry, who speaks English, French and Portuguese along with “a couple of African languages.”“I was training farmers and working with local church 
groups. When I first went to Cameroon I wasn’t even a Christian; I was just there as an environmenta-list, but when I was there I just had a very powerful conversion.”Cherry says he was drawn to the Mennonite church while working on a graduate degree in Ithaca, N.Y. “Ilike the sense of community it brings,” he says. “Andit’s a peace church. The Mennonites were persecu-ted in Europe because they wouldn’t take up arms.”“When Jesus said ‘Love your enemy,’ I think he pro-bably meant don’t kill them,” Cherry says, quoting a favourite bumper sticker. “I renounced my US citi-zenship when America started bombing Iraq; I just 
went to the consulate, talked to the consular official and turned my passport in.” The seeds for The Village Church were planted in 
June 2008. “I’d just finished seminary and spent some time pastoring in Waterloo,” he says. “My son 
was five weeks old. My wife and I spent some time fasting and praying and wondering what plan God had for us, and that plan was to plant a new church in Vanier. We followed Jesus here.”

When Cherry first arrived in Vanier, he said he “spent a lot of time just walking around in the neighbou-rhood.” He grew to love Richelieu Park, which he calls a great place to get away from city noise.“I love the outdoors,” he says. “It’s a place where God can speak to us so clearly. I try to take walks in 
the forest a lot. Our society is so busy it’s very diffi-cult to hear God, and every now and then I need to just separate myself.” The church was born in the Cherry family’s living room. Then Cherry says he was contacted by St.Margaret’s Church on Montreal Road and asked if the Mennonites wanted to share space. That’s where services are held now, on Sundays at 2 p.m. Cherrysays he can expect around 40 people to gather for the services, which are “intentionally multicultural and multilingual.”“Our primary language is English, but we incorpora-te French and Spanish into prayers, songs and other things,” he says. The environment is very important for Cherry and his congregation, who have started a community garden in Vanier. “We’re doing such a disservice to our planet,” he says. “The earth is a gift, and when you’re given a gift what do you do with it? You don’t trash it.” Community activism is also essential for the church, Cherry says.  The church has helped organize the neighbourhood block party and they were approa-ched by the City of Ottawa to maintain the RichelieuPark ice rink. “It doesn’t just take people to build a church; it takes a neighbourhood,” Cherry says.
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