SLOVENIA Notes, March 2018

Day 1 – Ljubljana, Živi Na Polno
Late afternoon in Ljubljana by a freezing March day. The smile of
the two women who welcome us in an old, elegant building of the
capital city of Slovenia is heart-warming though!
Mojca
Mojca Giacomelli has been leading this Charismatic Catholic
association, called Živi Na Polno [Live a Full Life!], for the last 5
years.
“I met Jesus 27 years ago, she
explains. I wasn’t a Christian before. This encounter
filled a hole in my heart and changed everything for me.”
Mojca has many ‘hats’ but one of them is to welcome
people who come here to talk, to ask for counselling, to
pray – there is a little chapel in a room on the side.
Giving counselling takes up a big part of her days. And
along with other staff members and volunteers, she organises events and seminars to help
Christians grow in their spiritual life and embrace life to the full – especially women. They

hear about the organisation through their church but also through the media (radio or tv
interviews), including the social media.
We also meet Živa Štiglic, 30, who is a lawyer and
whose name seems to define her very well: indeed, Živa
means ‘vivid’ in Slavic and this young woman is full of
energy and smiles. “I met Jesus personally 5 years
ago,” she says. Until then, I was a woman who didn’t
like life very much, I needed healing a lot... I came here
first because I needed help! And now I help others.
Jesus is changing everything and not letting me stay in
my comfort zone! Nowadays, I love dancing, skiing, kite-surfing… Yet in everything I do I try
to put Jesus first.”

Although a volunteer, Živa is very involved in Živi Na Polno. She was very instrumental in
developing seminars for women. These cover many subjects from healing to beauty
(replacing my image with God’s). There are discussions in small groups, prayers, adoration.
These weekend seminars are followed by weekly meetings.
Starting to blossom
This is the first time a ministry has taken place for women in the Catholic Church in Slovenia,
Živa and Mojca explain. And this is answering a huge need:
“These women are starting to blossom, to understand how to be real women in Jesus! It
gives them new hope, new strength. Most of the ones who attend our trainings are Catholic,
but some are also Atheist.”

Živi Na Polno is one of the Christian organisations who
will be taking part in the Bible Society of Slovenia’s
Trauma Healing project organised in collaboration with
the Women’s World Day of Prayer.
“The need for healing is obvious in our society, explains
Živa. Our approach, our tools are to pray Jesus and to
depend on the Holy Spirit. We are deeply convinced
that healing can only be found in Jesus.”
Bible training for trauma healing
But the association was very interested from the start when they heard of this Trauma
Healing training based on the Bible.
“This would bring such an interesting perspective for us – healing from the Bible. This would
deepen what we are already doing, and would be applied directly in practice during our
retreats and seminars.”
Historical traumas
When asked what, in their view, are the main traumas Slovenian women need healing from,
the answer is immediate:
“Guilt. Shame”, says Živa, and Mojca nods in agreement.
They explain that this can be partly explained by the history of Slovenia, which never was a
leading nation and was under the domination of many invaders among the years.
“You have to be humble, humble in the wrong way!” explains Živa. “You are feeling guilty if
you do something good for yourself. This is so typically Slovene!”
One of the highest suicide rates
This situation isn’t to be taken lightly. – “In 2014, 388 people committed suicide,” writes the
Slovenia Times… “It is the first time since records began four decades ago that the figure
dropped below 400… But the suicide rate was thus 19 per 100,000 inhabitants, which puts
Slovenia roughly in the top 20 countries with the highest suicide rate in the world.”
One big trauma is mentioned during this interview – but will be mentioned again and again in
following interviews during this visit: there has been no reconciliation in the country since
WWII. There were ‘The Whites’ and ‘The Reds’ (the ones on the Nazi Germany side and the
ones on the Communists’ side), and this is still an issue, it is still underlying all of Slovenian
politics and life in general today. Nothing is forgiven, nothing is sorted. Mass graves are still
found to this day.

“It is still an open wound,” confirms Živa. “Most of the participants to our seminars, who come
in search of healing in their life, have jobs, they have money, and yet they behave the same
way as 3 generations back because the traumas of our country were never dealt with, never
healed. At this point, this can only come to an end through mercy and prayer. And
forgiveness is a big element in our seminars.”
Very few Slovenes aren’t caught in that ‘game’, and nothing is done at a national level
because there is no reconciliation nor will to dig deep into the past.
Živa and Mojca are both looking forward to starting the training with the WWDP/Bible Society
Trauma Healing Project. No doubt that this will better equip them in their ministry and
contribute to the healing of this deeply wounded country, one Slovene at a time.
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Day 2 – Bela Krajna and Ljubljana
Bela Krajna
On the morning, I travelled to Bela Krajna, South East of
the country, with a WDP photojournalist team to meet
with Rezka Arnuš, the painter who had painted what is
now the ‘poster’ of the WDP for Slovenia. This had been
organised for me by the WDP Committee but I didn’t
feel that this would be of interest though for funding
Bible Societies. So I will focus on the meeting in the
afternoon in Ljubljana. But let me know if you would like
more information about this as I could provide it.
Ljubljana
In the afternoon, I visited Materinski Dom, a mothers’ home run by a Catholic organisation
related to Caritas. The home can have 6 mothers stay with their children for one year. I met
two of the workers: Susanna Gliha Škufca (38) and Tina Lap (32). The director was on
holiday that day, but I asked Eva Strajnar, Fundraiser at the Bible Society of Slovenia, to ask
her a couple of questions (please see file Slovenia Notes – Day 2 – Part 2).

Susanna has been working in Materinski Dom for 14 years. Before that, she had been
working for several years in their other ‘unit’. She explained that as the start, there were
mothers fleeing abusive husbands in Materinski Dom. But now there are shelters around
Slovenia, so the mothers come here for other kinds of difficulties (have lost their home after a
divorce – expelled – got pregnant and their families thrown them out, widows whose
husbands left them lots of debts, etc.).
Susanna explains that when the mothers arrive, the staff
seats down with them and draws a personal plan with
their help in order to see what they want to achieve
during that year. The majority want to get some training
in order to get a job and a flat for themselves. Most of
them have never had their own source of income.
Most of the mothers have been in a fight to survive when
they arrive. “So we get them the help they need, Susanna says. We help them fill the papers
to apply for help. We get them help from a lawyer. We get them psychotherapy… We want to
empower them to move forward. Many got into this trouble because they never received help
to deal with their abusive childhood. And some are recreating this with their children… So we
ask for the help of psychotherapist and a pedo-psychologist to help them a good relationship
with their children. So really we need experts in all kinds of areas.”
Susanna says that as a Christian she is excited to hear about the upcoming trauma-healing
training offered through the Bible Society and World Day of Prayer. “We always value more
training, better ways to provide support to the women we
are here to help, she tells us. My faith affects every
aspect of my life, my work included. And it is so good to
be able to pray with co-workers about difficult situations.”
Her co-worker Tina, 32, who has only been working here
for 3 weeks, confirms how she enjoys working with a
team that is truly empathetic and friendly.

Interview with Lidija Jerebic, director of Materinksi Dom in
Ljubljana

Please tell me a few words about yourself. How did you end up working here? What
do you enjoy about your work? How long have you been working here?
I am a social worker and I have been working in this profession for more than 10
years. My husband was the General Secretary of Karitas, a major Catholic charity
organization, in Slovenia. Karitas saw women in need on a daily basis, calling for
help. The need was huge, all these women needed to have a place where they could
find hope and rebuild their life. But at that time Slovenia didn't have such a place.
That is why in 1990 our Materinski dom was founded, at the initiative of Karitas and
several priests. Since then, more than 800 women and children have gone through
the program.
Even though as a social worker I see a lot of traumas on a daily basis, I was quite
naive when I started to work in the mother's home. As a social worker were, I used to
spend a few ours with these women, but it's a huge difference when you live with
someone 24/7 per day. I was not prepared for how deep these women were
wounded. I have seen that I need to build on myself more, to increase my spirituality
so that I can help them. I have experienced many disappointments, many stories
which were really sad, but I insisted. It's because of God's help. I could not do it
myself.

Can you share a few words about your own faith?
How does it help you in your work? Or is it sometimes
a 'problem' in your work?
I have the privilege that God gave me faith and that I
can pray. As a director of a Mothers’ home, I began to
work more on myself, that I could find hope among all
the wounds and help these women to heal. My faith is
my biggest support for my work. More and more
women are coming, and when some of them are just
able to stand on their feet, new women come to the
house. Therefore, for me, this is a great test, not to fall
into despondency, but to keep my faith and hope. The
great deal for me is also how to put off the worries.
And that's exactly where faith helps me the most.
I am also following other mothers’ homes in Slovenia, and I notice how impossible it
is to heal wounds without God. Also the leaders there cannot withstand. They start
to become sad and disappointed. But continuity is necessary in such homes and my
faith helps me to stay.
Education only (in the field of abuse, violence, addiction...) is not enough. It does not
heal. They may physically recover and get on their feet, but they are lacking
spiritually and do not withstand everyday pressure. But what they really need is to
be fully recovered. They must be also spiritually strengthened. But in Western
Europe, we are doing too much only on a rational level, instead of strengthening the
spiritual level. The healing process would be much easier if we put God in the
process!
I've learned a lot from women here, especially in the field of faith. These women lost
the spiritual dimension. They think if others don't love them (if they are beaten by a
partner, if they have been abused, if they have unloving parents ...), God cannot love
them either. And that God doesn't care about them. But our mission is to help them;
to give them hope that God loves them regardless of the past. That God loves them
as they are. And will always love them.
What do you feel about the upcoming trauma healing training? How do you think it
can help you in your context/work?
I always wanted to do a practical job and that is what I really like here. Everything is
so concrete - I'm looking at all these women coming to us really wounded, and it is so
precious to see how slowly they open up, how they heal. They are opening for a
change, for new life, for hope. They are slowly accepting that they are loved, that
they are worthy, they begin to have faith in life. It is wonderful to observe how they
find all that. And how they find that it is never too late to start a new life.
The Trauma healing project seems wonderful to me, because it supports precisely
what is the most important thing in healing: that women can be completely restored.

Not only physically but also spiritually. After such traumas it is necessary to build
yourself, to grow – and without the Bible, this is not possible. We are trying to
convey the faith in some way through workshops and it would be very helpful for us
to learn how to help all those women through the Bible.

SLOVENIA Notes, March 2018

Day 3 – North-East - PUŠČA
Pušča is a Romani village. In Slovenia, decades ago, Romani people have settled in villages
– and actually Pušča, which according to Wikipedia has 526 inhabitants today, is about 100
years old.
We visit the village to meet with Sonja Horvat, who was
born in the village and still lives there today. Ten years
ago, she created a Romani Catholic women association
called ‘Mary the Helper’. The aim of the association is “to
help the women in the village be more independent, to
be proud of themselves, to embrace a better life”,
explains Sonja.
A hard life
Although to some, Pušča is seen as a ‘model’ village
because of its relative openness to the outside world,
life is hard there as most people are unemployed. They
are unable to find jobs mostly due to discrimination
against Romani people, but this is made worse by the
fact that unemployment is rife in this part of Slovenia,

near the border with Hungary. Some of the men are able to find jobs in nearby Austria, where
they do very hard jobs in the building industry or in leather fabrics. Most of the women stay at
home and, traditionally, most of them never leave the village or even their home.
The only shop in the village
Sonja’s husband, Marjan, comes from another village, and opened the only shop in the
village which sells “a bit of everything”. Sonja herself went to school, graduated from high
school and worked as a secretary in a nearby town hall for 40 years. So her outlook on her
village and life in general is different from many women in the village.

“One thing we achieved with our association which I am very proud of is that some women
now are able to go away for a couple of days on holiday”, Sonja tells us. “For example we
took a holiday in another Romani village for 2 days, we met other Romani women, made new
friends. For most of the women in our village, it was the first time they had left their house!
Also, for the last 2 years now, we have taken a group of children and their mothers to the
seaside. It may last only 3 days, but it is their only holiday during the year and they had never
seen the seaside before!”
Very excited
Sonja is very excited that her association was contacted to be part of the Trauma Healing
project of the WWDP/Bible Society of Slovenia. She explains that the association has a
prayer group for women where they can share about their daily burdens and pray together.

“I believe that this trauma healing training will encourage women in the village and help us to
provide better help to them,” she says. “Already now I can see that when we pray together,
they feel better, they connect with each other better, they feel less lonely from being home
every day by themselves.”
But Sonja realises that training is needed for herself and other women in charge of the group
to really help the women in the village in a lasting, deep way.
“They lack confidence,” she says. “And it isn’t easy to share about
what is happening at home – for example your husband beating
you. I am convinced this project will help them open up and share in
order to support each other. It will also enable us to know how to
deal with deeper traumas when we wouldn’t be able to at the
moment.”
The association, as shown by its name, is deeply Catholic. “Romani
people love Mary!” says Sonja. “Around the village there are lots of
statues of her.” Sonja also loves the Bible and the words of wisdom
she finds in it. In her view, the fact that the trauma healing project is
Bible-based is crucial!
“The Bible provides answers to every situation,” she explains whilst her friend Joža nods with
a smile. “In the Bible, every person can find a sentence that will speak to them and touch
them.”
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Day 3 Part 2 – North-East - Maribor
Also in North-East Slovenia, Maribor is close to the
borders with Austria and, a bit further, Hungary. The city,
the second in Slovenia after Ljubljana, has been badly
hit by economic crisis over the years. Although very
pretty, it is obvious that many buildings are in need of
renovation which their owners can’t afford.
We meet Vladimira Mesarič, the pastor in charge of the
Maribor Lutheran parish for the last 20 years. Since 2002, she has also been a chaplain in
the Army. Although there are only 7,000 soldiers in Slovenia (a small country of 2 million
inhabitants), a number of them are based in Maribor and one third of Vladimira’s
congregation is in the Military.
Make the Bible relevant
Slovenia has a Christian history, it is connected with Christianity. But Vladimira sees that for
many people, everything to do with the Bible is old, dusty, conservative. “It is very important
to make the Bible relevant and current,” she says. “We have the freedom to do whatever we
want! But not everything is good. With freedom comes responsibility.”

When we talk about the upcoming Trauma healing organised by the Bible Society and
WWDP, Vladimira is enthusiastic:
“As a believer, I believe the Bible is the
Word of live, full of wisdom and God’s
mercy,” she says. “If faith can move
mountains, it can also heal people.”
Bible-based healing and education
And in her ministry she sees first-hand the
need for healing. She also sees the need for
a Bible-based education:
“It is very important that people know the Word of God well, in its context, so that they cannot
take some sentences out of the Bible, out of the context, to cover their actions.
“There are so many beautiful stories about Jesus and his relationship with women. How can
men lack respect towards women? We need to educate people so that they know the Bible
better! Education also heals the heart that is damaged.”
Women who need help
Vladimira is involved in a women association called Evangeličanka, who cares for women in
Slovenia – women who need help one way or another.
“We notice in our society that there are lots of lonely
older women who stay alone in their big houses which
they can’t afford,” Vladimira says. “These traditional
houses have been built for the whole family to live
together. But the unemployment is very high in the area,
so the children left to study and get a job elsewhere.
Then when the husbands die, the women stay at home
all by themselves. And some people try to steal their
houses from them. Evangeličanka tries to help these women by giving them some food and
some education (Internet for example as they don’t know anything about it). The situation of
these widows is really difficult as their pensions can’t allow them to survive. They are lonely,
they are poor, they don’t drive...”
Then there is the situation of single mothers, who sometimes have been abused. Vladimira is
also involved in an association called Dakonia who helps these mothers, in a material way
but also to rebuild themselves.
A priority
“These women who were abused need their confidence back,” Vladimira says. “And they are
a priority for me for the Trauma healing project of the Bible Society/WWDP. These women
sometimes think what happened to them was their fault! We organise seminars for 3 days for

these women… there are lots of tears of sadness and joy then. They share their lives’
stories, they realise they aren’t alone, there is someone who can listen – or who even
sometimes has a story sadder than theirs! At the end they say they are hoping for another
chance to attend another one of these seminars.”
Vladimira thinks the Trauma healing training will bring a lot to this ministry, helping to bring
both Bible-based education and healing.
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From left to right: Anja Rajter, Darja and Franci Pečnik, Kristina Kosmač, Katarina
Nzobandora, Fr. Tomaž Mikuš.
Day 4 – Ljubljana - Zavod Živim
We meet the young and friendly team of
Zavod Živim, a Catholic pro-life organisation
in Ljubljana that was founded in 2011 by
Katarina Nzobandora.
“God was calling me”
“Ever since I was a child, I felt God was
calling me,” Katarina says. “When I was
pregnant, I started to see that my calling was
to help in relation with abortion.
Then I lost a still-born baby at 9 months and my vision slowly broadened. I created a
Facebook page which immediately had a huge answer and that led to me creating ‘Zavod
Živim’ (organisation ‘I live’).”
Zavod Živim also uses the Rachel Vineyard method (American project started in 1993 and
now run on all the continents) which is about the power of the Word and the power of the
Community (confession is the only 1-to-1 time).

An answer to prayer
“I followed some training as part of the Project Rachel in the USA organized by America’s
bishops’ conference,” Katarina says. “It is the only Bible-based training in this context, when
most others are ‘New Age’ orientated. It made me realised that I really needed training in
trauma healing. And then I heard about the trauma healing project developed by the Bible
Society of Slovenia and the Women’s World Day of prayer that will precisely offer training in
trauma healing… This is an answer to prayer: I needed it and God sent it to me!”
Kristina Kosmač, who is a therapist and specialist in psycho-dynamic psychotherapy,
explains that Zavod Živim has organised about 350 talks between 2012 and early 2018 all
over Slovenia, talking about abortion but other subjects as well like the theology of the body.
For example, they see the importance of training teenagers, so that they are well informed
before ‘crisis time’, i.e. when they are pregnant with a child they haven’t wanted.
Lost a child
Zavod Živim also provides support for women who have
had a miscarriage. “Two years ago, we organised a
weekend for parents who had lost a child during pregnancy
or after birth,” Kristina says. “They were all Christians and it
gave them the opportunity to talk about their grieving
sometimes for the first time: many women don’t talk about
their miscarriage as some people consider that ‘there is no
life until you see it’.
In a few weeks’ time, we’ll organise a weekend for women
only, as they experience the grief in a different way and
really need to talk about their loss. This will be the first step
in healing their trauma, then if needed we’ll offer therapy.”
Theology and psychotherapy
Kristina tells us that she studied theology and psychology and that these two fields were
completely separated, there is no studies that combine these two aspects in Slovenia. She
also studied family therapy at the Catholic faculty, and it wasn’t even Bible based. So she is
excited about the upcoming training offered by the Bible Society of Slovenia and the
Women’s World Day of prayer.
Zavod Živim believes that every life is a gift. Really every life: also the mother’s. One of the
things the organisation does is that it helps mothers who decide to keep the child but who
have nothing.
Franci Pečnik, who with his wife Darja leads several programs in Zavod Živim, explains: “We
help them in a material way, in a holistic way. We help with the relations in the family in order
to accept the child, with the in-laws, but also with the finances, we provide counselling if
needed.

“The socio-economic situation is key: the
family stays in the program for one year, and
then we re-evaluate their situation. We also
help families with young children (youngest
child up to 4 years). And we help in
situations of miscarriages.”
Abortions
Zavod Živim also offers counselling to
women who have had an abortion.
The main question is “What would Jesus do?” – pray for God to have mercy, and for the
person to find Him again, to find peace. The Christian approach however is only used when
the person is a Christian: “We try to talk to them in a way they can accept”, Katarina explains.
“Most people who come here aren’t Christian, or they have lost faith. We need to understand,
to ‘feel’ where they are in order to help them.”
In Slovenia, abortions have been paid for by the government (about €300-500 per abortion)
since 1956. Women don’t have to pay anything. There has been 700,000 in the country
since then. It is estimated that for decades, one third of Slovene women aborted. Then there
is also the traumas linked to WWII that have never been dealt with and are still very much
part of life in Slovenia, with lots of hatred… Not to mention all the physical and sexual
abuses, and the trauma of divorce, in which children are even more affected.
There is no trauma healing help for all this… and according to a study, in 2015 only, 500,000
packets of pills against depression were given in Slovenia! “It is difficult to convince people
here that it is OK to take good care of yourself, to be compassionate to yourself,” Katarina
explains.
Back to God
“The Bible is the best way to help,” says
Father Tomaž Mikuš, a Jesuit priest who
also cooperates in Rachel’s Vineyard team.
“Because the experiences of the Bible allow
us to talk about our own experiences. God
intervened in the lives of people in the Bible
– and he can intervene in my life too. By
working with Bible-based projects, we bring
God into our story.”
“Wounds of miscarriage, of abortion, bring
people back to God,” adds Father Tomaž. “And we want them to feel welcome in the
Church.”

