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Between the Nieuwmarkt and the 
Red Light District is a courtyard, 

surprisingly quiet for its location. Water 
trickles from a fountain. A girl reclines on 
a bench. Two guys pore over a map. Sun 
filters in between the angular shapes of 
Amsterdam’s characteristic tiered facades. 

This is Shelter City, a Christian hostel 
where 180 beds, a handful of sta! and 
volunteers, and an emphasis on love and 

acceptance create a place of community and 
family: a home. 

“For travelers, home is a feeling that 
they are safe, appreciated and can be 
themselves,” says van Essen. She first 
chased that feeling to Amsterdam in 2004 
and has been part of the Shelter family ever 
since.

One of two hostels overseen by Dutch 
organization Tot Heil des Volks (“Salvation 

for the People”), Shelter City is sta!ed by 
Christians, but open to all. 

At 1 p.m. on a Friday, the hostel’s 
cleaners (six guests who work in exchange 
for room and board) and sta! share an 
informal meal of sandwiches. One of the 
cleaners will depart that afternoon. The 
man has been at the Shelter for two weeks 
after wandering through the door by 
chance. Recently separated from his wife, he 

B" M#$%&' (P()*# ’+,) B-.//#(  |  P%.0./ 1" B#'2&3)' 4&' E//#'

Be our Guest
Amsterdam’s unique scents and sounds drift through the city’s Nieuwmarkt. Even by daylight, 

red lanterns glow above windows and neon signs blink incongruously on 15th century buildings. 

Cobblestones and canals, bicycles and boats: Teri (Hansell ’06) van Essen knows that Amsterdam 

can be overwhelming. Yet she’s found her place in this city of extremes.

Teri (Hansell ’06) van Essen, husband Benjamin and daughter Chloë at home in Shelter City.

http://www.gcc.edu


 Fa l l  2011
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has no permanent residence, no clear plan. 
But for two weeks, the Shelter has been 
home.

His story is just one around the table, 
a cacophony of cultures and languages: 
Dutch and British, Korean and Italian and 
Canadian. The international community is 
van Essen’s favorite aspect of Amsterdam.

The girl who dragged her parents to 
every potluck missionary dinner grew 

up fascinated by cultures and eager for 
overseas ministry. Education first, her 
parents said, and Teri followed sister Jody 
’03 to Grove City College. After short-term 
outreach trips and a summer in Ghana, she 
spent a semester of her junior year cooking 
and serving in Shelter City’s café. 

After graduation she returned, intending 
to stay eight months. Plans took a turn 
when romance developed with Benjamin, a 
Dutch sta! member whom Teri had met in 
2004. The couple married in 2008 – twice. 
“We had one wedding in the U.S., and one 
three weeks later in the Netherlands.”

Van Essen describes her husband as 
“easygoing” and “adaptable,” and the biggest 
cultural gaps in their marriage are male-
female, not Dutch-American. Cross-cultural 
marriages are more common in Amsterdam 
than in Teri’s home state of Maryland. 
Daughter Chloë, born in November 2010, 
has two passports and dual citizenship. 
Benjamin speaks Dutch to her, and Teri 
English.

The family’s Amsterdam lifestyle is 
a far cry – or a wide canal – from the 
American suburbs. They commute and 
run errands the Dutch way: by bicycle. 
Benjamin reaches the Shelter in 20 minutes’ 
pedaling. Teri looks forward to Chloë’s first 
ride. Within 10 minutes’ walk from their 
apartment, Teri passes her doctor’s o"ce, 
pediatrician, pharmacy, grocery store and a 
Metro stop. 

At the hostel, Benjamin works full-time 
as a manager and Teri trains sta! part-

time. With the rest of the Shelter team, the 
van Essens practice evangelism with their 
whole lives. 

“Evangelism is di!erent from what you 
learn in a classroom,” van Essen says. “We 
ask every day: What does Jesus mean in my 
life amidst all this?” 

He means a meal. A conversation. A 
bed. In the 1970s, the Shelter building was 
converted from a school to a hostel. “Each 
room held about 48 people; everyone slept 
on the floor; there were no fire regulations.” 
Today guests choose rooms of varying size 
with private lockers.

Far from impersonal, the bright, airy 
space feels inhabited by a family. Art 
created by guests and sta! decorates the 
walls. A high-ceilinged kitchen features old 
stained glass windows and notes on who’s 
vegetarian. The cellar holds homemade 
preserves canned by someone’s mother. 
On biweekly Hostel Nights, when guests 

are o!ered free dinner, as many as 60 or 70 
come to the table. 

The team avoids forcing faith, though 
guests receive Christian literature and are 
invited to nightly Bible discussions. Some 
evenings one person attends; others 10 or 
more. 

“You can’t have an agenda; you have to 
be aware of cultural di!erences. The more I 
work here,” van Essen reflects, “the more I 
learn to really listen to people.” 

And people talk. Travelers are 
often open to sharing about their 
lives, sometimes to being prayed for; 
conversations take paths that no one 
anticipated. 

Long after visits end, the Shelter acts as 
a magnet. People return. Objects return. A 
passerby will hesitantly explain: “I stayed 
here in 1980. Can I walk around?” One 
story ends with a Bible, stolen from the 
hostel as an act of defiance and mailed 
back years later with a note explaining that 
the one-time thief became a Christian. A 
Scottish man named Jimmy, homeless, has 
drifted in and out of the Shelter for years. 
He has a soft spot for Chloë and a growing 
one for Jesus. 

Van Essen can’t label any one place as 
“home” anymore – not America, not the 
Netherlands, or even the Shelter itself. It’s a 
feeling, she says, of having found her spot – 
and of helping others find theirs.

For more information on the Shelter, 
visit www.shelter.nl. Ŷ
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