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Holy Spirit at work
In Acts 15 is the story of the Jerusalem
Conference on the requirements for
Gentiles who decided to become fol-
lowers of Jesus the Christ. Were they
required to be circumcised as the Old
Testament demanded? The conclusions
are well known. The message from the
apostles in verses 28 and 29 is: “For it
seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to
us to impose on you no further burden
than these essentials: that you abstain
from what has been sacrificed to idols
and from blood and what has been
strangled and from fornication. If you
keep yourselves from these, you will
do well.” Circumcision is not even
mentioned. The evidence of the work
of Jesus and the Holy Spirit in the lives
of the Gentiles was the basis of their
acceptance by the Apostles.
Is it possible the Spirit is leading us

on a parallel path today? Should the ev-
idence of the work of Jesus and the
Holy Spirit in the lives and ministries
of LGBT individuals lead us to accept
them fully as our sisters and broth-
ers?—Ken Long, New Holland, Pa.

What about MCC and MDS?
In Ervin Stutzman’s column (Mennon-
ite Church USA, November), “Letting
our Light Shine,” he mentions a num-
ber of “ministries of our churchwide
agencies.” Conspicuous by their ab-
sence in this listing are Mennonite
Central Committee and Mennonite

Disaster Service. Having served in
both agencies—two years under MCC
in Europe after the war and many of
the earlier disasters, large and small,
with MDS—it is my considered opinion
that these two agencies are two of the
most effective ministries of the church.
In addition, in terms of diversity, not
only do these two agencies serve many
diverse clients, but many diverse peo-
ple work under their umbrella. It is a
shame they were not mentioned in this
article.—Art Smucker, Goshen, Ind.

Response from Ervin Stutzman:
While MCC and MDS are highly valued
partners in ministry, they are not church-
wide agencies of Mennonite Church
USA. Rather they are inter-Mennonite
agencies with staff and board representa-
tion from various “denominations” of
Mennonites beyond Mennonite Church
USA.

New website
I like the new website with the stories,
columnists and blogger choices. Great
job on the clean appearance and kudos
to your webmaster.—Beth Landis,
Eagle, Idaho

Military parallel 
I imagine that most Mennonite
churches see themselves as inviting
and welcoming congregations. For ex-
ample, if someone in full military uni-
form visited one of our churches, we
would give them a warm welcome and
encourage them to return the next
week. If they continued to attend, most
of us would hope that eventually they
would hear the biblical message of
peace and nonresistance. That should
certainly open up healthy conversa-
tions about the teachings of Jesus and
the Bible, and hopefully the new at-
tendee would begin to understand the
theology and experience personal re-
newal leading them to cut ties with the
military. Then we would be excited to
invite them into baptism and member-
ship at that point.
However, if the new guest promoted

the military and attempted to gain lead-

This publication welcomes your letters, 
either about our content or about issues
facing the Mennonite Church USA.
Please keep your letter brief—one or two
paragraphs—and about one subject only.
We reserve the right to edit for length
and clarity. Publication is also subject to
space limitations. Email to 
letters@themennonite.org or mail to 
Letters, The Mennonite, 3145 Benham
Ave., Suite 4, Elkhart, IN 46517. Please
include your name and address. We will
not print letters sent anonymously,
though we may withhold names at our
discretion.—Editors
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ership in the congregation, we would
need to explain the biblical reasons
they could not continue encouraging
members to support or join the mili-
tary. And I don’t think any Mennonite
congregation would invite an active
member of the military to become their
pastor. We would draw the line and ask
them not to promote such ideas among
us while we would still welcome their
attendance.
That is the exact parallel I see with

the issue of homosexuality in the Men-
nonite church. We are inviting and
welcoming but do not accept the un-
scriptural view of full participation for
practicing LGBT individuals any more
than active military personnel. I can’t
see any difference, so why is this such
an issue? If, as we claim, we have a
high view of Scripture and are counter-
cultural, then we should be consistent
by treating the issues of the military
and homosexuality the same.—Nelson
Shenk, Bally, Pa.

The legacy of J.D. Graber
As missions secretary of the “Old”
Mennonite Church, J.D. Graber made
his rounds preaching at churches
across the church.
You didn’t have to listen to him long

before you caught his passion. ”A mis-

sion outpost for every congregation.”
J.D. came back to this vision often dur-
ing the ’40s and ’50s, and it caught on
across the denomination. Many new
church plants were started because of
J.D.’s passion, not only in Franconia
Conference where I grew up but in
many other states as well.
J.D. and his wife, Minnie, were mis-

sionaries in India many years prior to
his mission assignment here. 
It would be fascinating to hear sto-

ries of hundreds of congregations that
were started in those two decades as a
direct result of J.D.’s vision of “a mis-
sion outpost for every congregation.”
I visited one such congregation,

started in a storefront, Finland Mission.
Pastor John Ehst was leading a new be-
lievers’ class. At different times
throughout the year several groups
would be instructed prior to baptism.
It’s no wonder the church had to

begin two services every Sunday. Plus
they had to expand their facilities to ac-
commodate their growing congregation
of over 250, most of whom have no
Mennonite connections. I cannot ex-
plain this growth except for the Holy
Spirit and their enthusiasm.
This movement of the Spirit could

be studied with profit to see what les-
sons we can learn at a time the Men-

nonite Church USA is declining in
numbers.
God is bringing people to our

doorsteps. We can tolerate them, as
many Americans are apt to do, or we
can make them our friends. In Har-
risonburg schools, I’ve heard that im-
migrant students represent about 40
countries. Maybe our future calls us to
be more focused on our new immi-
grants, that they hopefully be im-
pressed by Christ’s love in us.
Should not all members of a congre-

gation be active in inviting neighbors
and friends to join us in worship? And
when guests do visit, are they warmly
received? Do we practice hospitality,
which the Apostle Paul frequently en-
courages in his letters?
The nagging question I am left with

is this—Are we as a denomination mo-
tivated by what the apostles were moti-
vated by, after hearing Jesus give them
his final commission? Only after the
coming of the Holy Spirit on the day of
Pentecost were the disciples equipped
to put into effect Jesus’ great master
plan for the church. The truth and the
excitement is that the Holy Spirit still
equips and empowers us today for that
same unique task.—Eugene K. Souder,
Harrisonburg, Va.
(Continued on page 54)

I N  T H I S  I S S U E

T his issue focuses on Jesus’ birth
and the hope that this infant
child brings us—still today.

Hannah Heinzekehr, director of
communications and marketing for
Mennonite Church USA, shares about
her experience of waiting for her un-
born child as well as the pain of child-
birth. She relates this to what we
learn about waiting for Jesus during
the Advent season and when pain in
our lives and in the church can bring
about something new.
“Sometimes pain and events that

reorient our lives can also make
space for God to give birth to some-
thing new in our midst and give us a

radically different glimpse of the Di-
vine,” she writes on page 14. 
My editorial on page 56 also ad-

dresses birth and Jesus’ infancy, as I
reflect on what babies can teach us.
Furthermore, Isaac Villegas’ col-

umn on page 8 addresses the magis’
visit to Jesus. They were actually
“enemies of the prophets and priests
of God” and yet the first to meet
Jesus, according to the Gospel of
Matthew. 
“Our differences render us strange

to one another, as strange as the magi
seemed to Mary and Joseph, as
strange as Jesus seemed to the magi,
who expected to find a palace, not a

shack, a royal prince, not a peasant
child,” Villegas writes on page 8.
We hope the pages of this issue

help you consider the differences and
varying experiences among us re-
garding LGBT inclusion. Anna
Kathryn Shenk Eby and Anita Hooley
Yoder are among the writers who
share about their personal transfor-
mation on the issue.
While reading and then responding

either in writing or in speech to the
various viewpoints, keep in mind the
directions from Sarah Ann Bixler on
pages 44-46, in which she outlines
how to do nonviolent communication
in a peace church.—Editor
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EMM sends first U.S.-
based YES team in 10
years 
BALTIMORE, Md.—This fall, Eastern
Mennonite Missions sent its first U.S.-
based YES team in 10 years. The team,
made up of four young adults between
the ages of 18 and 21, is partnering in
mission with Wilkens Avenue Mennon-
ite Church in inner-city Baltimore.
After two weeks of training, the

team began service in Baltimore at the
end of September. The team, made up
of Esther Choi, Evan Courtney, Brianna
Maust and team leader Maria Nissley,
is tutoring students and helping teach-
ers at Mt. Clare Christian School three
days a week and teaching English to
immigrants at a local church building.
Team members are also meeting neigh-
bors, getting to know them, and pray-
ing with them.—EMM

Marcus Smucker, pastor,
teacher spiritual director,
dies at 82
TUCSON, Ariz.—Marcus Smucker,
pastor, teacher, spiritual director, died

on Oct. 29 at Lancaster
(Pa.) General Hospital at
age 82. Smucker was liv-
ing at Landis Communi-
ties in Lititz, Pa., since
his retirement. 
“His passing took

place peacefully with his family mem-
bers gathered around him,” according
to Todd Friesen, pastor of East Chest-
nut Street Mennonite Church in Lan-
caster. A celebration of life service was
held Nov. 1 at Mellinger Mennonite
Church in Lancaster.
Smucker’s leadership touched peo-

ple in Lancaster, Pa.; Elkhart, Ind.; and
Portland, Ore. Smucker was featured in
a cover story in the May issue of The
Mennonite by Sue Conrad Howes.
—The Mennonite

Tina Block Ediger, author
of mission book, dies
HAMPTON, Va.—As the 100th an-
niversary of the General Conference
Mennonite Church Commission on

Overseas Mission (COM) approached,
Tina Block Ediger, “the face” of the
agency to churches in the United
States and Canada, was the obvious
person to produce a book to mark the

occasion. That book,
Window to the World:
Extraordinary Stories
from a Century of Over-
seas Mission 1900-2000,
is now a lasting testa-
ment of Ediger’s signifi-
cant contribution to

God’s mission in the world. 
Born April 25, 1931, near Steinbach,

Manitoba, Ediger worked for COM,
predecessor agency of Mennonite Mis-
sion Network, in Newton, Kan., from
1955 to 1981. She organized furlough
visits for many missionaries returning
to Canada and the United States. While
working full-time, she also completed a
bachelor’s degree in English at Bethel
College in North Newton, Kan. Be-
cause of her loving personality and con-
cern for people, she was known as
“Aunt Tina” by many missionary chil-
dren. Ediger traveled to 38 countries

and often gave speeches in addition to
writing, which included research on fe-
male mission workers.  
For two years, Ediger served as the

secretary-bookkeeper at Union Biblical
Seminary in Yeotmal, India. 
Block Ediger died Oct. 16 at the age

of 82. Memorial services were held
Oct. 25 at Bethel College Mennonite
Church in North Newton, where she
attended.—Mennonite Mission Network

Survivor of ISIS massacre
tells story to CPT
IRAQI KURDISTAN—Aswad (name
changed for the reasons of security of
his family members held by ISIS), a
man in his 40s, told members of Chris-
tian Peacemaker Teams (CPT) last
month about his escape from ISIS,
which invaded Aswad’s village Kocho
on Aug. 10. 
The militants insisted that all the

Ezidis (Yazidis) in the village convert to
Islam or die. When they refused, ISIS
gathered around 1,000 people in the
school. They took villagers’ phones,
money, and jewelry. Then ISIS took the
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Goshen students hold hymn marathon fund-raiser
Goshen (Ind.) College students (seen here from a Sept. 15 hymn sing) sang all 658
songs in Hymnal: A Worship Book from Nov. 14-16 in order to raise money for Chris-
tian Peacemaker Teams, an international peacemaking agency. A hymn marathon
fund-raiser began on Nov. 14 at 7 p.m. and went nonstop through late  afternoon on
Nov. 16, in the Goshen College Newcomer Center.—Goshen College

News from the Mennonite world
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—compiled by Gordon Houser

men and drove them in three trucks
several hundred meters from the main
road. There they knocked them to the
ground and shot them with machine
guns, then shot them each in the head
to make sure they were dead. 
When it was Aswad’s turn, the exe-

cutioner heard planes approaching and
ran away, leaving Aswad in agony, with
four bullets in his pelvis and legs. The
rest of the men died on the spot, ex-
cept three who ran away wounded, and
who, as Aswad learned, ISIS later
found and killed.  
Aswad believes his inability to walk

or run saved his life. After about five
hours, crawling in pain, hunger and
thirst, he reached the nearest village
(around two kilometers away). Fearing
ISIS’s revenge, the villagers threw
Aswad out of the village on a blanket
and abandoned him. However, in the

darkness of the night, a teenager from
the village came to him, brought him
water and let Aswad borrow his phone.
Aswad called his friend who, with much
fear and hesitation, came to help him.
His friend kept hiding him, as he lay
delirious with a high fever, in poultry
farms and in an abandoned house.
“Finally,” Aswad recalled, “my

friend took me to hospital in Mosul,
where I was randomly put in the ward
with some 40 ISIS militants. I had to
pretend that I was one of them.”
While in the hospital, an air strike

hit the building. Aswad’s friend took
him to Syria to have another operation.
There the doctors took out three of
four bullets, and after three hours they
came back to Iraq.
Finally, after what felt like a lifetime

for him, he was in Kurdistan. His
cousin picked him up from the check-
point and took him to Baadre, where
CPT members met him.—CPT

Simulation exercise at
Hesston explores Native
American experiences
HESSTON, Kan.—Hesston College on
Nov. 10 hosted a simulation exercise
called “The Loss of Turtle Island.”
About 65 people attended.
Erica Littlewolf, coordinator of Men-

nonite Central Committee’s Central
States Indigenous Vision Center, led
the exercise, which interactively ex-
plores the historic relationship be-
tween Europeans—specifically
Mennonites in the Central States re-
gion—and the indigenous nations that
inhabit what is now the United States.
Since its formation two years ago,

the Indigenous Vision Center has fo-
cused on building relationships with
and among indigenous people to ad-
dress systematic injustices.
Littlewolf is from the Northern

Cheyenne tribe of southeastern Mon-
tana and lives in Albuquerque, N.M.
She is a member of White River
Cheyenne Mennonite Church in Busby,
Mont. She serves on Mennonite
Church USA’s Women in Leadership
Steering Committee, Peace and Justice

Support Network and Roots of Justice
Accountability Circle.—Hesston College

Workers in Algeria 
hold 10th reunion
STURGIS, Mich.—Most of the 40-plus
people traveling to Amigo Center in
Sturgis for an Algeria reunion Oct. 14-
16 hadn’t been in Algeria for more than
45 years, but they came from as far as
British Columbia, California and north-
ern Alberta. 
This was the 10th Algeria reunion

since the last Mennonite had left Alge-
ria in 1978. (Mennonites had worked in
Algeria from 1954 to 1978, sent first
via Mennonite Relief and Service Com-
mittee and later through Mennonite
Central Committee and Mennonite
Board of Missions.) Others attending
the reunion came from Kansas, Iowa,
Manitoba, Virginia, Pennsylvania, Ohio,
Michigan, and Indiana.
Participants got acquainted and re-

acquainted, since not all who attended
were there at the same time. Among
other activities, they studied about
Islam and the Koran and watched the
French-produced film Of Gods and
Men, the true story of the martyrdom
of Trappist Monks in Algeria during a
time of civil war there in the 1990s.
—Marian E. Hostetler

Credit Union observes 
Veterans Day with 
service to community
HARRISONBURG, Va.—Park View
Federal Credit Union lived out its her-
itage of “Neighbors Serving Neigh-
bors” by observing Veteran’s Day in
active service to the community.
PVFCU has roots in the Anabaptist
community, which has a long heritage
of serving others in the name of Christ.
To show their appreciation to many
who have served the community, coun-
try and world, they hosted a Commu-
nity Connection service day on Nov. 11.  
PVFCU employees, along with em-

ployees from some member businesses
served a total of 325 hours in the Har-
risonburg community.—Park View 
Federal Credit Union

Art auction at EMU
Winslow McCagg’s “Burma” is one of
the featured pieces to be auctioned
during the three-week fund-raiser for
Eastern Mennonite University’s visual
and communication arts department.
Photos of artwork with artist biogra-
phies is available online at emuar-
tauction2014.wordpress.com.—EMU
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A word from pastors

Christmas with strangers

T he magi see signs in the night sky, celestial
revelations announcing that the long-awaited
Jewish king has been born. After traveling

for months across the desert, the astrologers from
the East finally arrive in Bethlehem, at the birth-
place of Jesus, where they find the promised child
whom they pay homage with lavish gifts.
In the Gospel of Matthew, after Jesus is born,

the magi are the earliest visitors, not the shep-
herds we hear about in Luke’s Gospel. For
Matthew, the foreigners arrive first, the travelers
from pagan lands enter Jesus’ story first.
To call them “wise men” misses the scandal

of who they really are. They aren’t kings or elders
or sages. They are astrologers, sorcerers, for-
tune-tellers, priests who consort with the gods of
Babylonia, Arabia, Persia, perhaps members of
Zoroastrian priesthoods, ma-
gicians—our word “magi-
cian” comes from the biblical
name “magi.”
People called magi show

up in the book of Daniel.
They are the religious ser-
vants of Babylon, of king
Nebuchadnezzar. Magi are
enemies of Israel, enemies
of the prophets and priests
of God, despised foreigners. Yet they are among
the first to find Jesus.
At the beginning of the story of Jesus, we read

that outsiders and strangers, unacceptable people,
practitioners of a questionable religion, foreigners
with an offensive history, with a genealogy that
ties them to the enemies of God—the people who
shouldn’t belong—end up part of Jesus’ story.
They see God in the flesh.
And not just see but worship. “We have

come to worship him,” the magi announce. When
they enter the house of Mary and Joseph, when
they find themselves in the presence of the Mes-
siah, they kneel down and worship.
To worship, “proskuneo” in Greek, means to

bow down or lie down and kiss someone’s feet—a
gesture of humility and reverence, of submission
and yieldedness. We worship with our bodies,
with our lives, with all we are. And we learn the
movements of worship from the magi in
Matthew’s Christmas story.
I’ve been reading the Rule of Saint Benedict, a

book from the sixth century still in use today as a

guide for the sisters and brothers who live in
Benedictine communities. The book instructs
members of the community into a full-bodied wel-
come when strangers show up, a worshipful ges-
ture of reverence, of yieldedness. “Let all guests
who arrive be received like Christ, for he is going
to say, ‘I was a stranger and you welcomed me,’ ”
Benedict of Nursia urged. “Let the head be bowed
or the whole body prostrated on the ground in
adoration of Christ, who indeed is received in
their persons.” Just as the magi knelt before the
Christ child, Benedict’s monks bowed at the feet
of strangers, lying prostrate in adoration. Because
the visitor is Christ.
Because the foreigner is Jesus. “I was a

stranger,” Benedict quoted Jesus’ words from
Matthew’s Gospel, “and you welcomed me.”

Worship invites us into a
posture of reverence before
one another, because Jesus
lives among us, in us. We
are patient with each other,
because I am learning to see
Christ in you, and you are
waiting to see Christ in me,
even when we are entangled
in a quarrel, as we are now,
in our church, in our denom-

ination. Our differences render us strange to one
another, as strange as the magi seemed to Mary
and Joseph, as strange as Jesus seemed to the
magi, who expected to find a palace, not a shack, a
royal prince, not a peasant child. Yet there, with
Jesus, there’s room for bewildered strangers.
With Jesus there’s room for incomprehensible dif-
ferences.
We have a motley denomination. I know,

because I’ve read your letters and emails, I’ve lis-
tened to your pastors and conference ministers,
I’ve read surveys and reports, I’ve worshiped in
our congregations across the country—from Hub-
bard, Ore., to Harlem, N.Y., from Lancaster, Pa., to
Buras, La. I didn’t grow up in your churches, but
I’ve come to believe that my faith is bound up
with yours, despite our racial and cultural and
liturgical and theological differences. I’ve learned
to sing a verse from a hymn that you’ve taught
me, a song I hope we can still sing together: “May
we all so love each other and all selfish claims
deny, so that each one for the other will not hesi-
tate to die.” 

Isaac Villegas 
pastor of Chapel
Hill (N.C.) 
Menno nite 
Fellowship and
serves on the 
Executive Board of 
Mennonite Church
USA.

Our differences render us
strange to one another, as

strange as the magi seemed to
Mary and Joseph.
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MWC churches and the gospel of peace

I ’m glad to see that the church in the global
south is growing,” a person commented at a
talk I gave on Mennonite World Conference.

“But what do we know about what they actually
believe? Are they pacifists? Are they COs?” 
There were many things about the question

that I wanted to reframe. After all, the 103 groups
that comprise Mennonite World Conference
(MWC) cannot be addressed as “they”—our
brothers and sisters around the world are as di-
verse as the Mennonite groups in North America.
Moreover, the shorthand terms we often use to
describe our convictions regarding the gospel of
peace—words like “pacifism” and “conscientious
objectors”—may not make much sense to Chris-
tians living in different political contexts and cul-
tures. And the question seemed to establish
Mennonite Church USA as the gold standard for
evaluating the theological qualifications of the
other 102 member churches, precisely at a mo-
ment when some of those groups are raising
doubts about our own theological orthodoxy. 
But despite all these reservations, I under-

stand the concern behind the question. 
The North American Mennonite mission

movement in the first half of the 20th century
tended to present the gospel in fairly standard
Protestant terms. In the cross-cultural and ecu-
menical setting of the mission field, a focus on
“nonresistance” or “love of enemy” seemed to
needlessly complicate the straightforward mes-
sage of Christ’s saving work on the cross. Thus,
the churches that emerged from those mission ef-
forts might have inherited the name Menno nite,
but how does their understanding of faith and
practice today connect with the distinctive theo-
logical emphases of the larger Anabaptist-Men-
nonite tradition, particularly regarding peace?
The answer is actually positive. In 2012, the

MWC Peace Commission conducted a “peace
audit” of its member churches. Virtually all the
respondents expressed a clear desire to identify
themselves as a “peace church,” and many listed
significant ways they were working to strengthen
that identity. Respondents also expressed con-
cerns, frequently noting, for example, that a gap
existed between the official statements of their
church and the everyday practice of congregations
and individuals. And they all recognized the need
for more resources and training in their commit-
ment to being a peace church. 

Yet the overall legacy of Mennonite missions—
seen in the larger context of the work of Menno -
nite Central Committee (MCC) and MWC—has
been overwhelmingly positive. During the second
half of the 20th century, a new model of missions
emerged within the Mennonite Board of Missions
of the (Old) Mennonite Church that focused less
on proselytizing and more on “accompaniment”
and “mutuality.” That approach began with a high
regard for indigenous culture and was attentive to
physical and social as well as spiritual needs. It
tended to define the gospel in the language of rec-
onciliation—with God, others and Creation—and
it cultivated a posture of humility and respect.
For nearly a century, MCC has also promoted a

holistic vision of peacemaking: extending material
aid to people in need, regardless of their political,
ethnic or religious affiliation, providing financial
support to dozens of local peace-minded organiza-
tions. And peace theology has been at the heart of
MWC’s identity from its beginnings in 1925. 
Today, the Anabaptist-Mennonite peace

witness is finding a voice throughout our global
fellowship in many settings and expressions.
Much more could be said, for example, regarding
the educational programs focused on reconcilia-
tion and trauma healing in India, Paraguay and
Guatemala; or the creative initiatives in Ethiopia,
Indonesia, the Philippines and Nigeria to promote
peace in contexts of inter-religious conflict; or the
efforts in Colombia to nurture peaceful forms of
resistance to militarization and violence; or the
emergence of alternative service programs in the
face of military conscription in Argentina, Brazil,
Paraguay, Nicaragua and Uruguay; or the peaceful
witness of a well-ordered life in community of-
fered by many colony Mennonites in Mexico, Be-
lize, Paraguay and Bolivia. 
The conclusion of the MWC Peace Commis-

sion audit summarizes well the current reality of
the global Anabaptist-Mennonite peace witness—
and the challenge for North American Mennonites
as well. “The good news is that a consciousness
of being a Peace Church is embedded in the iden-
tity of MWC-member churches that responded.”
The ongoing challenge, the report continued, “is
the pervasive complexity in moving from what is
desired and written on paper, to becoming a
bedrock part of the Christian life and community.”  
In what ways is your church bearing witness to

the gospel of peace? 

John D. Roth 
is professor of
history at Goshen
(Ind.) College, direc-
tor of the Institute
for the Study of
Global Anabaptism
and editor of 
Mennonite
Quarterly Review.

G L O B A L  A N A B A P T I S M
Stories from the global Mennonite church
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the gospel
of peace?
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M I S C E L L A N Y
Items of interest from the broader church and world

Pontius’ Puddle                                                                                                      Joel Kauffmann

©
 Pontius.com

Health-care disaster in Mississippi

A ccess to affordable health care in the United States has been a
major problem for years. Perhaps nowhere has it been worse
than in Mississippi. And the Affordable Care Act (ACA), often

referred to as Obamacare, has not made health care more accessible
or affordable in Mississippi, according to two journalists there. 
Writing for Columbia Journalism Review, Trudy Lieberman praises

Sarah Varney, a senior correspondent for Kaiser Health News, and
Jeffrey Hess of Mississippi Public Broadcasting, who contributed re-
search and reporting, for a “Letter from Mississippi,” which thor-
oughly and poignantly details “how the poorest, sickest state got left
behind by Obamacare.”
Their account, published in the November/December issue of

Politico Magazine and on the Kaiser Health News website, analyzed
“Obamacare’s year-long struggle for respectability and viability in the
poorest state in the union,” writes Lieberman.
They asked the following question: Can a private system of

health insurance and subsidies for buying coverage work in a state
with very poor people who have high rates of disease, lack education,
and for whom buying insurance is like learning Turkish? “Add to that
an uncooperative political infrastructure,” writes Lieberman, “and the
answer at this point seems to be no.”
Given that Mississippi suffers from a high incidence of diabetes,

heart disease, obesity and the highest mortality rate in the nation,
Obamacare barely registered there. In fact, according to one analysis
Varney cites, “Mississippi would be the only state in the union where
the percentage of uninsured residents has gone up, not down.”
Varney blames many factors on this failure, including “political in-

fighting, an overwhelmed federal agency and a surprise decision from
the Supreme Court.” Only about 20 percent of the state’s residents
eligible for Obamacare coverage have signed up. The “most signifi-
cant drag on sign-ups,” Varney writes, “was Mississippi’s decision not
to expand Medicaid,” which left some 138,000 low-income residents,
most of whom are black, without insurance options.
Varney also points out inequalities that are part of the ACA, such

as high deductibles and other high cost-sharing requirements. A 54-

year old waitress got a policy for $129, Varney
writes, only to discover she first had to pay
$6,350 out of pocket. She cancelled the policy.
These articles focus on Mississippi, which

also has the highest rate of leg amputations in
the country (for African Americans, this number
is particularly “startling,” Varney writes) and a
high rate of breast cancer deaths despite a low
incidence rate. However, many of the problems
with health care apply as well to many other
states.
Lieberman makes the point that this story is

not being told many places. She writes: “Sev-
eral of the issues Varney details—like inequal-
ity, the loss of federal funds for safety-net
hospitals, and the continuing political hostility
to health insurance for the uninsured—are not
unique to Mississippi and merit attention from
reporters around the country.”
In my own state of Kansas, for example,

where Medicaid is not being expanded, health
care is not being addressed adequately.
While politicians play political football with

Obamacare, health-care costs continue to rise.
One culprit (of many), according to an article

in Pacific Standard (July/August) notes the
overuse of CT scans, often done before doing a
simple physical exam. When one patient whose
problem was already identified objected to hav-
ing a scan done because of the exorbitant cost,
the doctor said, “Why do you care? Your insur-
ance will cover it.”
The trouble is, too many of us don’t care.

And those making the decisions seem to care
even less about these costs.—Gordon Houser
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—compiled by Gordon Houser
M I S C E L L A N Y

Big government, happy citizens
Although many people say they’d be happier if government stayed out
of their lives, new research suggests otherwise. Using data from sur-
veys conducted in numerous nations between 1981 and 2007, a team

led by Baylor University po-
litical scientist Patrick Flavin
focused on the question: All
things considered, how satis-
fied are you with your life
these days? Respondents an-
swered on a 10-point scale.
Their ratings were then jux-
taposed with four key indica-
tors of government
involvement in the economy,
including generosity of wel-
fare benefits and the extent to
which labor markets are regu-
lated. “Our results,” say the
researchers, “firmly and ro-

bustly point to one conclusion: At least in the advanced industrial
democracies in question, government intervention increases the likeli-
hood that citizens find their lives to be satisfying.” Their data suggest
that the impact of activist government on personal happiness is “quite
substantial,” and benefits the rich and poor alike.—Pacific Standard

A person needs just $3,650—includ-
ing the value of equity in their home
—to be among the wealthiest half of
world citizens.—Jonathan Turley

Christian business?
The chain store Hobby Lobby has been backed by the Christian right
for touting itself as a company run by Christian principles and for fight-
ing the contraception mandate of the Affordable Care Act. Jonathan
Merritt, columnist for Religion News Service, wonders about its Chris-
tian identity, given that much of its merchandise comes from China,
which is known for its “nightmarish labor conditions, inadequate work-
place regulation and rampant child labor” and where family-planning
policies lead to 13 million abortions every year.—Christian Century

Numbers to ponder
• Average number of hours per week U.S. public-
school teachers are required to work to receive
base pay: 38
• Average number they actually work: 52
• Percentage of black public high school students
who say they carry a weapon: 14
• Of white public high school students: 17
• Chance that a poor woman in a predominantly
white Milwaukee neighborhood will be evicted
this year: 1 in 150
• That a poor woman in a predominantly black
Milwaukee neighborhood will be: 1 in 17
• Chance that a U.S. Google employee is black: 1
in 50
• Year in which the World Health Organization
began keeping records on global obesity: 1980
• Number of years since then in which at least
one country has reduced its obesity rate: 0
• Amount that a couple in Sarasota, Fla., earning
$62,040 will receive in federal health care subsi-
dies under the ACA: $8,736
• Amount a couple earning $62,041 will receive:
$0
• Portion of U.S. electrical-power supply that
comes from coal: 2/5
• Average per capita income within three miles of
a major U.S. coal plant: $18,400
• Number of tank cars of crude oil transported by
U.S. railways in 2008: 9,500
• In 2013: 400,000
• Number of states that have reduced their car-
bon emissions by at least 30 percent since 2005:
10
• Number that have seen a concurrent decline in
economic activity: 0
—Harper’s

Muslim scholars tell Islamic State: 
You don’t understand Islam
More than 120 Muslim scholars from around the
world joined an open letter to the “fighters and
followers” of the Islamic State, denouncing them
as un-Islamic by using the most Islamic of terms.
Relying heavily on the Quran, the 18-page letter
released Sept. 24 picks apart the extremist ideol-
ogy of the militants who have left a wake of brutal
death and destruction in their bid to establish a
transnational Islamic state in Iraq and Syria.
—Religion News Service

7 steps to busting stress
Step 1: Become an optimist
Step 2: Become aware of self-talk
Step 3: Ask better questions
Step 4: Employ positive affirmations
Step 5: Set positive goals
Step 6: Practice positive visualizations
Step 7: Laugh long and often
—Spirituality & Health

7,000
Churches close down each
year in the United States.

—Christian Century

46 million, 
or one in seven Americans, rely on food
pantries and meal service programs to

feed themselves and their families.
—Religion News Service

3 
countries don’t use the metric system:

Liberia, Myanmar and the United
States.—Vox 
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Waiting 
in the

messy    
middle

Giving birth to something
new requires patience for
what God will bring.

by Hannah Heinzekehr

Whenever my husband and I
thought about the possibility
of having a baby—whether it
was dreaming about our first
child or when we considered
the somehow more daunting
possibility of adding another
baby to our family—I noticed
that a strange phenomenon
began to occur. I saw preg-
nant people everywhere.
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I’m sure they had been there all along, but for
some reason the idea that I might soon be one of
them meant that I noticed these women more
often. I saw them at the grocery store, walking
around town, picking up a latte at Starbucks. The
list could go on. And this is a phenomenon that
lasts throughout all of pregnancy. 
As I write this, I’m 35 weeks pregnant, and

the baby boy growing in my womb is having a
heyday. In fact, he was so active this morning that
he woke me up long before my alarm went off. By
this point in the pregnancy, I feel tired. I also feel
large and unwieldy. Navigating tight spaces can
become precarious, and I’ve lost count of the
number of times I’ve apologized to someone for
accidentally “belly bumping” them because I
failed to leave enough space to skirt around them. 
By this point in time, we’ve been waiting for

seven-and-a-half months to meet this baby, and if
all goes well, we’ll probably be waiting another
month still. Whether we like it or not, there’s no
way to expedite or automate this long, careful
growth process. Being pregnant and preparing to
give birth to a baby is all about patience. 
And just as I’ve been more prone than usual to

notice pregnant people around me in my day-to-
day life, I’ve also been keenly aware of the many
places in Scripture where the story of a pregnant
woman or labor pains or images of new life show
up. When I was expecting my daughter (now a
highly energetic 2-year-old), the last sermon I
heard prior to going into labor was a meditation on
Revelation 12 and the significance of the pregnant
woman in this chapter. 
“A great portent appeared in heaven: a woman

clothed with the sun, with the moon under her
feet, and on her head a crown of twelve stars. She
was pregnant and was crying out in birth pangs, in
the agony of giving birth. … And she gave birth to
a son, a male child, who is to rule all the nations
with a rod of iron. But her child was snatched
away and taken to God and to his throne; and the
woman fled into the wilderness, where she has a
place prepared by God” (Revelation 12:1-2; 5-6a).
There are many different interpretations of this

text. Some see the woman as a symbol for Mary,
who is here giving birth to Christ, part of John’s
apocalyptic retelling of the gospel. Others see her
as representative of the church, giving birth to the
saints who will bear out Christ’s witness even in
the face of Satan (the dragon). Others with a dis-
pensationalist bent see the woman as represent-
ing the chosen people of Israel who have been
guaranteed a place in heaven. 

The pastor I heard reflect on this passage—at
the La Verne (Calif.) Church of the Brethren—did
not focus her reflections on the identity of this
apocalyptic woman but on the work she was doing
in giving birth to new life in the midst of death
and chaos. And this metaphor of labor pains as
connected to the coming (or sometimes second
coming) of Christ is a trope that occurs several
times throughout the Bible. 
Birth pangs or labor pains are used as a

metaphor for the painful beginnings of something
new and the inbreaking of Christ. Matthew 24:7-8
says, “For nation will rise against nation, and
kingdom against kingdom, and there will be
famines and earthquakes in various places: all this
is but the beginning of the birth pangs.” And in
John 16, where Jesus is talking with his disciples
and foreshadowing his death and resurrection to
come, he says, “Very truly, I tell you, you will
weep and mourn, but the world will rejoice; you

will have pain, but your pain will turn into joy.
When a woman is in labor, she has pain, because
her hour has come. But when her child is born,
she no longer remembers the anguish because of
the joy of having brought a human being into the
world. So you have pain now; but I will see you
again, and your hearts will rejoice, and no one will
take your joy from you.” And lest we forget, the
story we commemorate during Advent is one of a
real birth, and the main protagonist in the story is
Mary, a pregnant young woman. 
Just as we may be tempted to focus solely on

what happens after birth rather than the process
that precedes it, at Advent we may want to skip
ahead to the celebration of Jesus’ coming. 
We’re part of a culture in the United States that

doesn’t have much patience for the “messy mid-
dle” or a long, drawn-out birth story. We are used
to instant gratification, and our stores and media
hop right from Halloween to Christmas, from one
lucrative holiday to the next, without much
thought. We’ve normalized inductions and other
procedures that seek to shorten and keep labor as
pain-free as possible. 

We’re part of a culture in the United States that
doesn’t have much patience for the ‘messy 
middle’ or a long, drawn-out birth story.
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One of my pet peeves is that during Advent we
so often seem to want to skip over the focus on
waiting and watching so that we can get to Christ-
mas and the birth. We sometimes don’t like to
dwell with the questions the unknown holds. We’d
rather sing familiar Christmas songs than deal
with the minor chords and mysterious lyrics of

Advent songs. 
But I’m a firm believer that

if we skip over this mysteri-
ous waiting time, we’re
shortchanging our-
selves. Just as each
week the child in my

womb stays put
and grows is ben-
eficial to his de-
velopment, so is

the time we
spend wait-
ing, watching
and dwelling
with our
ques-
tions as
we pre-
pare
to

think about what it means to meet Jesus again
each Advent. It may feel chaotic. We may long to
have our questions wrapped up and our life neatly
packaged, but there is value in meditating on both
the brokenness and the beauty that can be found
in the midst of this mess. 
Lest we forget, the Christmas story is an

earthy one. It’s about something nebulous or
mystical—God’s Word and Spirit—becoming
something tangible and made of human flesh. It’s
about a new life entering our midst and radically
reorienting our world, just as a new baby comes
and turns our days and nights upside down. 
And the birth of something new is never with-

out pain or loss of some kind. As my doula said
when my daughter was born, “Being born is an
earthy business. And it’s painful. But it is produc-
tive pain. You are working to bring something new
into the world.” 
I’m not one to advocate for redemptive suffer-

ing. I do not believe God willfully doles out pain or
disagreement as part of a divine will or plan. I
think God weeps and walks with us when we
hurt. But I do think there is something to be said
for this idea that—sometimes—pain and events
that reorient our lives can also make space for
God to give birth to something new in our midst
and give us a radically different glimpse of the
Divine. 
In one of his prayers, Michel Quoist, a French

Catholic priest, writes, “The mother left the car-
riage for a minute, and I went over to meet the
Holy Trinity living in the baby’s pure soul. It was
asleep, its arms carelessly laid on the embroi-
dered sheet. Its closed eyes looked inward and its
chest gently rose and fell, As if to murmur: This
dwelling is inhabited. Lord, you are there.” 
Let us not shy away from the questions and

those pieces that make our journeys together
complicated and messy, for they might be the very
experiences and pieces that allow something new
to be born in our midst. 

Hannah Heinzekehr is director
of communications and market-
ing for Mennonite Church USA
and attends New Creation Fel-
lowship Church in Newton,
Kan.

During Advent we so often seem to want to skip
over the focus on waiting and watching so that
we can get to Christmas and the birth.

Ti
na

 D
 / 

cr
ea

tiv
ec

om
m

on
s.o

rg



December 2014  |  TheMennonite  15

Immanuel
Some what-ifs of a familiar Christmas passage

by David Alleman

Isaiah and Ahaz
Look, the young woman is with child and shall bear a son, and shall name
him Immanuel. He shall eat curds and honey by the time he knows how to
refuse the evil and choose the good. For before the child knows how to re-
fuse the evil and choose the good, the land before whose two kings you are
in dread will be deserted. —Isaiah 7:14-16

What if Ahaz (king of Judah) had believed
Isaiah’s word from God that God was with
him? Isaiah gave Ahaz a timeline for the
future of the kings of Israel and of Aram. A
young woman/virgin would conceive, give
birth to a son who would be named “God
with us.” That boy would reach the age of
knowledge of right and wrong, probably 12
years. By that time, the neighboring kings of
Israel and Aram, which Ahaz feared, would
no longer be a threat. But only if Ahaz be-
lieved God was with “us” (and not trust in
an military alliance with Assyria). Read
verses 17 and following to discover the terri-
ble things that would happen if Ahaz did not
listen to the word from God.

What if the angel was reminding
Joseph of Isaiah’s word to Ahaz of
the consequences of not trusting
‘God with us’?

Brenda Clark / creativecommons.org
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What happened: Ahaz made an alliance with As-
syria and traveled there. He liked the altar he saw
there and had one made to use in Jerusalem—he
may have been required by the treaty to erect an
altar for Assyrian gods. Israel became a depend-
ent of Assyria. During the time it took the young
woman’s son to reach 12, the kings threatening
Ahaz and Judah were defeated, and one of them,
Israel, ceased to exist as a nation. 
What would have happened if Ahaz had trusted

in “God with us”?
Five hundred years later
“Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take

Mary as your wife, because the child conceived in
her is from the Holy Spirit. She will give birth to a
son and you will name him Jesus, because he will
save his people from their sins.” This all happened
so that what the Lord did speak through the prophet
would be fulfilled: “Look! The virgin will conceive
and give birth to a son, and they will name him im-
manuel,” which means “God with us.”—Matthew
1:20-23 (NET) [Emphasis from NET]

What if the angel was reminding Joseph of Isa-
iah’s word to Ahaz of the consequences of not
trusting “God with us”? (I am not dealing in this
article with the important questions of the nature
of Jesus’ birth and the incarnation.) Then we
might conclude that part of the message was that
Joseph’s trust in God (Immanuel) was essential in
the days to come. Challenges included social dis-
approval due to Mary’s pregnancy, immigration to
Egypt under the threat of death, and a son would
be born into a world hostile to the message of
“God with us.” 
For Isaiah, Immanuel meant trusting God rather

than turning to military alliances (violence). The
freedom fighters of a century and a half before
Joseph, the Maccabees, decided that only by vio-
lent revolt against Syria and a military alliance
with Rome could the people of God practice their
religion as they should. 
Their contemporary, the compiler of the Daniel

experiences, called for faithful living like Daniel
and his friends, teaching wisdom and trusting the
visions of God’s control of history. 

The “chief priests and rulers” of Joseph’s time
were part of the ruling class that gained power
after the successful revolt against the Syrian (Se-
leucid) government. The Jewish leaders had cho-
sen violence as a way to protect the temple and
their way of worship. 
After the Hebrews gained their independence,

the Romans used the treaty with them as a pre-
text to take over Judah. Some of the chief priests
and legal experts maintained their alliance with
Rome for personal economic advantage as well as
to protect their religious freedom.
Later, the legal experts were frequent oppo-

nents of Jesus during his teaching ministry. At the
time of Jesus’ torture and execution, the chief
priests worked with the Romans to seek the death
of Jesus—Immanuel. Did the angel bring a word
of warning to Joseph because they, like Ahaz, had
made accommodations with the superpower of the
day rather than trusting Immanuel?
What if the Persian astronomers had continued

to look for the star they had seen in the East and

For Isaiah, Immanuel meant trusting God rather
than turning to military alliances (violence).
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gone directly to Bethlehem rather than to
Jerusalem? Although Bethlehem was only five
miles from Jerusalem, it is possible to plot a path
from “the East” directly to Bethlehem. 
One could conclude that they gave in to popular

notions of kingship and went to Jerusalem because
it was the center of political and military power. If
the Persian astronomers had continued to seek the
star’s guidance, would the deaths of the boy chil-
dren around Bethlehem have been avoided?
The “chief priests and keepers of the law” were

more concerned with maintaining their alliance
with Herod than seeking “God with us.” Could
the astronomers have refrained from telling Jesus’
location to Herod? 
A dark shadow extends from Ahaz through the

Maccabees and their descendants, the “chief
priests and rulers” of Joseph’s time, including
with Herod. It continues through Caiaphas and his
allies, who were willing to allow the Romans to
kill Jesus to protect the place of the ruling classes
in Palestine. 

We are compelled to ask whether it extends to
the “collateral damage” of drone strikes and as-
sassinations by order of governments ostensibly
seeking peace, freedom and order. Does it extend
to the displacement of Palestinian Arabs and Syr-
ian Arab Christians from land owned by their fam-
ilies for many generations? The question must be
asked even if we acknowledge some moral dis-
tance between Herod’s massacre of Judean boys
and drone strikes.

Consider, then, the line connecting Isaiah’s un-
derstanding of Immanuel with the wisdom teach-
ers in Daniel—who anticipate shining like stars if
death came (Daniel 12:3)—rather than doing vio-
lence. The line extends to the angel’s challenge to
Joseph to trust Immanuel and to the angel’s mes-
sage of peace at Jesus’ birth. The line extends to
and beyond Jesus’ weeping over Jerusalem: “If
only they knew what made for peace.”*
Today many people of God argue that good-

ness/justice/freedom of worship can only continue
through ultimate reliance on military solutions
(although some acknowledge the need for devel-
opment and diplomacy). The consequences of this
choice in Isaiah’s time and in Joseph’s and Jesus’
time should challenge us to reexamine these texts
for guidance today. The answer begins with our
willingness to hear Isaiah and the angel’s mes-
sage, Immanuel: God with us.

*Isaiah, the Daniel editor and the Gospel writers
see faithful covenant living as an essential basis
for trusting Immanuel. I hope I have not obscured
that basis by focusing on the issue of political/mili-

tary alliances and the reliance
on violence versus trust in
God.

David Alleman is a member of
Weavers Mennonite Church in
Harrisonburg, Va.

Today many people of God argue that
goodness/justice/freedom of worship can only
continue through ultimate reliance on military
solutions.
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I’ve read too much
poetry for that

Poetry, personal transformation and peace

by Anita Hooley Yoder

You could say that I am a poetry convert. For me, literature—
especially poetry—has channeled new ways of believing and being,
bursting open my understanding of what is true and just. I didn’t
need poetry to convert me to belief in Jesus or to the way of peace.
But it was poetry that enabled me to enter, if just for a moment,
someone else’s psyche and worldview and rich internal life. And
once there, I found my perspective changing.

Alan Trotter / creativecommons.org
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I suppose it began with Mary Oliver. I met
her work in my late teens (and it felt like an en-
counter, as if someone had pushed through the
page to speak with me). Oliver’s words soon be-
came like a second set of Scriptures for me. I read
them when I woke up in the morning and before I
went to bed at night. I memorized them during
long walks in the woods, speaking their rhythm in
time to the plodding of my feet. When I heard that
my normally indefatigable mother was struggling,
I sent her one of Oliver’s poems, hoping it would
help her. When my younger sister wondered
about her place in the world, I used Oliver’s
words to assure her: 
Whoever you are, no matter how lonely,
the world offers itself to your imagination,
calls to you like the wild geese, harsh and 

exciting—
over and over announcing your place
in the family of things. (from “Wild Geese” in

New and Selected Poems, Vol. 1)
Oliver used the stuff of the natural world to

pose surprisingly stark questions: “Who made the
world? … / Who made the grasshopper? / This
grasshopper, I mean— …” (from “The Summer
Day”). “Have you ever tried to enter the long
black branches / of other lives … ?” (from “Have
You Ever Tried to Enter the Long Black
Branches”). “… what is it you plan to do / with
your one wild and precious life?” (from “The
Summer Day”). Oliver’s words felt like a home-
coming for me—to the self, the Spirit and the
world. 
Soon after it was published in 2006, I came

across Oliver’s volume Thirst while browsing in a
Pittsburgh bookstore. The poems in Thirst were
more personally revealing than much of Oliver’s
previous work. Now it was impossible to miss her
Christian convictions; the poems brimmed with
allusions to the Psalms, to church, to “the Lord.” 
Thirst was also permeated with hints about the

death of someone Oliver held fiercely dear. The
book’s back cover described the collection as
Oliver’s “grappling with grief at the death of her
beloved partner of over 40 years.” I had never
considered Oliver’s sexual orientation before. But
paging back through Thirst, I saw how clearly she
was speaking about her longtime partner/lover
Molly Malone Cook, to whom the volume was
dedicated. And what love was present there. What
holy, healthy desire. When I returned home, I
looked at the various volumes of Oliver’s poetry I
owned. They were all dedicated to Molly Malone.
I knew that some people—people I respected—

in my religious tradition thought that homosexual-
ity was a sin. But I also knew there was nothing
sinful about the kind of erotic dedication I had
been reading about, explicitly or implicitly, in so
much of Oliver’s work. My love and acceptance
for queer folks in all their being ultimately devel-
oped due to real relationships with gay, lesbian
and transgendered people, and through serious
biblical study with open-hearted companions. 
Yet all through this evolution, this refining, of

my understanding, Mary Oliver was there, whis-
pering her words in my ear. Oliver’s poetry and
person opened me to a different way of loving the
world and living in it—a way I experienced as
beautiful, even if not my own. This transforma-
tion, this blossoming, this deepening, has helped
form me into a person more filled with peace—
not a stolid and staid peace but a wide-open peace,
one that welcomes and wonders instead of draw-
ing lines, frowning. 

Perhaps it happened next with Rumi. I had
encountered pithy quotes from this medieval Sufi
poet in several different contexts before I saw The
Essential Rumi on clearance at a bookstore. I
bought the book and found myself immersed in a
new articulation of the sacredness that felt famil-
iar. Rumi said things simply and clearly but with
all the mystery still there (I never lost any of it,
like I so often did in church services, where it
seemed we shattered the mystery we approached
more often than we reverenced it). 
Rumi modeled the intrinsic longing for God that

Christianity takes so seriously without nailing it
down with a name, keeping his vision both per-
sonal and grand. “My soul is from elsewhere, I’m
sure of that, / and I intend to end up there,” he
wrote, continuing later in the poem, “I didn’t
come here of my own accord, and I can’t leave
that way. / Whoever brought me here will have to
take me home” (from “Who Says Words With My
Mouth” in The Essential Rumi).
Rumi often sounded more like a poet for the

21st century than the 13th, employing stunning
descriptions of God and humanity. His poetry was
peopled with names familiar (Solomon, Moses,

When my younger sister wondered about her
place in the world, I used Oliver’s words to 
assure her.
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Abraham) and unfamiliar (Husam, Ayaz, Hallaq).
Rumi even spoke of Jesus in ways that seemed
fresh and not at all disconcerting, such as: “The
miracle of Jesus is himself, not what he said or did
/ about the future. Forget the future. / I’d worship
someone who could do that.” (from “There’s
Nothing Ahead”) Or: “Where Jesus lives, the
great-hearted gather. / We are a door that’s never
locked” (from an untitled poem).
But Rumi didn’t have a “personal relationship

with Jesus,” did he? How dare he speak of “our”
Christ? How dare he write one poem about Abra-
ham or Jesus and another about Muhammad or
the Qur’an? And how dare he be so perceptive, so
clearly in touch with what it means to love God, to
love the world, the soul, the self? 

Before Rumi, I had considered myself generally
open to the insights of other religions and re-
spectful of their adherents. But after Rumi? After
Rumi, I could no longer explain (to myself or any-
one else) that being a Christian was the best way
out of many options, the means of getting closest
to God. No, Rumi was there, where I wanted to
be, and he seemed to arrive there not through
Jesus (or not only through Jesus) but through
mystical conversation and whirling dances,
through bowing to every child and butcher who
crossed his path. 
Reading Rumi, I did not lose my attachment to

Christianity or my belief in the importance of
Christ in my life. Far from losing its grounding,
my faith only seemed to grow deeper. But it was
also growing wider, spreading out as well as bur-
rowing down. Despite all the news stories about
radical Islam, all the theological arguments I had
heard about the necessity of Christ, I could not
pretend I didn’t read that poetry, didn’t drink from
that cup of truth. 
“Out beyond ideas of wrongdoing and rightdo-

ing, / there is a field,” Rumi wrote. “I’ll meet you
there.” (from “A Great Wagon”) I wanted to run

through that field and brush hands and hearts with
the people who lived there. And poetry was my
mode of transportation. Taking that transporta-
tion, that transformation, has left me more at
peace with myself, with others and even with
God. I began to perceive, or re-perceive, simple
things: God is big. God includes. God loves. Sim-
ple things but ideas that I now knew could and
perhaps should change my thinking and my life. 
My poetic encounters helped me see the

church’s understanding of LGBT individuals and
its view of other religions as “peace issues.” In
today’s postmodern world, peace churches face
the threat of being torn apart internally by de-
bates about the queer community. We also face
the threat of becoming irrelevant externally if we
refuse to engage and embrace other faiths. How-
ever, being truly transformed into a church—or a
person—of deep and broad peace does not only
mean expanding views of those who are outside
the normal boundaries. It also means dealing with
one’s own history. 
It was another poet, Julia Spicher Kasdorf,

who helped me grapple with (and grab, like
Jacob’s hold on the wrestling angel) my own reli-
gious and cultural heritage. I was introduced to
her work while studying literature at a Mennonite
college, the same college Kasdorf had attended. A
Mennonite poet. A poet like me. Here were sto-
ries I knew, realities my ancestors lived, crafted
into poetic form: women organizing leftovers,
abiding enemy love, long-ago relatives with bon-
nets and beards. 
Kasdorf’s work carried a simultaneous critique

and celebration of her/our heritage. There were
certainly difficult, disturbing things she revealed
about the conservative Mennonite background
and family stories she inherited. Kasdorf spoke of
Mennonite faith as a hard-fought, hard-working
faith, tinged with a masculine sternness. Yet it
seemed a kind of celebration simply for her to
deem this faith heritage worthy of the painstaking
craft a poem requires. There is a reverencing in
simply remembering the past and speaking of it,
even while exposing its nasty underbelly. The
title poem in Kasdorf’s second collection, Eve’s
Striptease, affirms her mother who let Kasdorf
learn for herself 

… all the desires
a body can hold, how they grow stronger
and wilder with age, tugging in every direction
until it feels my sternum might split
like Adam’s when Eve stepped out,
sloughing off ribs.

Being truly transformed into a church—or a 
person—of deep and broad peace does not only
mean expanding views of those who are outside
the normal boundaries but also dealing with
one’s own history.



At first I was disappointed to learn that Kasdorf
had not “stayed Mennonite,” imagining she had
sloughed off our tradition like Eve sloughing off
Adam’s ribs. She had left the rural Indiana college
we both attended for the cultural prospects of
New York City. Her poems spoke not only of the
Mennonite memories of her parents but of her life
in Brooklyn, in Pennsylvania coal country, in aca-
demic halls. I learned that she had married and di-
vorced and now attended an Episcopal church.
But eight years after I first encountered her work
and 20 years after the publication of her first po-
etry collection, I met Kasdorf at a writing confer-
ence and saw that she was still Mennonite,
through and through. Something about her humil-
ity, her interest in younger Mennonite poets and
her careful cultivation of her connection with the
church showed there was no clean break, no turn-
ing back in disgust, no hurtling of sloughed-off
ribs, at least not anymore. 
Being a Mennonite does not only have to do

with religion. It has to do with heart and heritage.
People did not need to conform to my or anyone
else’s definition of “Mennonite”—and neither did
I. Once again my definitions were expanding, and
so was my hope. Perhaps there is a wider space
than we realize in the harmony that has been a
hallmark of Mennonite worship, an image Kasdorf
uses this way: “Unaccompanied on Sundays, /
those hymns in four parts, our voices lift with
such force / that we lift, as chaff lifts toward God”
(from “Mennonites”). Chaff is a negative image in
most of its biblical citations, but here I think it has
mixed connotations, a metaphor for a people of
misplaced desire and admirable nonconformity.
Even if we are chaff, we can lift toward God to-
gether—if we work at honoring each voice that is
part of the song. 
Kasdorf’s work reveals what a complicated his-

tory we have to deal with as Mennonites. There is
no simple narrative of a quiet, faithful people who
held to their convictions against the evil world.
There was an evil world within, too, a world of
abuse and rigidity and fear. There still is, I sup-
pose. Mennonite creative writing prompted my
perception that being a “peace church” is not only
an outward distinction; it also means we must be
at peace with our past—not an easy peace that
comes from glossing over historical wrongs or in-
consistencies but a just peace that comes from
dredging up the details and offering them to God
(and each other) for redemption. Poets can help
us do this, as they are often our most committed
“dredgers,” the most honest voices we have. 

After a decade of reading, writing and
studying poetry, I find myself spoiled toward cer-
tain viewpoints I used to hold or considered hold-
ing. I cannot think queer people are farther from
God and God’s Spirit—I’ve read too much poetry
for that. I cannot believe other religions are less
true or real than mine—I’ve read too much poetry
for that. And as my perception expands, I cannot
forget about the joys and challenges of my own
tradition—I’ve read too much poetry for that. 
I do not mean to imply that every poetry-loving

person—or every faithful person—must conclude
that homosexuality is not a sin, that other reli-
gions are as true as Christianity and that our
Mennonite heritage (or whatever heritage) is im-
portant to both criticize and celebrate. But we in
the church must talk about these things, prefer-
ably in the church. We must learn how to have
peace-filled conversation and cooperation among
ourselves so that others will note that these His-
toric Peace Churches, which have been such a
valuable witness in our world, still know how to
be about peace. We have to know that ourselves,
in our hearts, heads and bodies. 
I hope that there will come a point when we

have all read too much poetry for that—too much
for hatred and bigotry and misunderstanding, and
too much for the easy peace that comes from ig-
noring differences (outside and within our own
body). For poetry teaches how to listen. It lets an-
other consciousness, which some may see as holy,
break through. May poetry convert us over and
over, individually and communally. And may peace
prevail, within us and through us, to the world. 

Anita Hooley Yoder is a 2014
graduate of Bethany Theological
Seminary. She is working on
several writing projects. She and
her husband live in Cleveland
Heights, Ohio. This article is
adapted from her prize-winning
essay in the 2014 Bethany 

Theological Seminary essay contest.
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Being a Mennonite does not only have to do
with religion. It has to do with heart and 
heritage.
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Our pathway to
God Lessons from John 7 and 8

by John F. Murray

I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness but will have the light of life.—John 8:12

Our pathway is to follow Jesus who also lights our pathway. This text follows
an interesting story that some people would like to remove from the Gospel
of John because they think it gives a light view of sin, adultery in particular.
But this story belongs here because it fits the pattern of John’s Gospel.
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This controversy has existed for a long
time. The earliest manuscripts of the New Testa-
ment that exist today are from around A.D. 300.
Some ancient manuscripts leave out this story of
the woman found here. But then copiers put it in
at the end of the Gospel. It appears their con-
science was against leaving it out altogether. 
Another manuscript of that time puts this story

in the Gospel of Luke, after 21:38. William
Barkley in his commentary The Gospel of John,
Vol. 2 wrote that the story existed as early as A.D.
100. And it appears in all the later manuscripts.
Saint Augustine, who was born in A.D. 354 and

died in 430, was a bishop in North Africa. He
wrote that some people wanted to leave this story
out because it appears to take a light view of adul-
tery, that the woman was forgiven too quickly and
too easily. 
In an appendix to his volume, Barclay includes a

more detailed discussion on the pro and con argu-
ments for including this story in the Gospel of
John.
In studying John 7 and 8, I see a progression of

ideas that confirms that this story of the woman
taken in adultery fits well into the discussion of
what takes place in these chapters.
“After this, Jesus went about in Galilee. He did

not wish to go about in Judea because the Jews
were looking for an opportunity to kill him” (John
7:1). They wanted to kill him, a theme that runs
through chapters 7 and 8.
Then Jesus did go up to Jerusalem for the feast

of the Tabernacles, knowing that the Jewish au-
thorities wanted to kill him. He confronted the
Jewish authorities with the Law of Moses: “Did
not Moses give you the law? Yet none of you
keeps the law. Why are you looking for an oppor-
tunity to kill me?” (John 7:19). The law says,
“Thou shall not kill.”
The crowd recognized Jesus as the one the Jew-

ish authorities wanted to kill. “Now some of the
people of Jerusalem were saying, ‘Is this the man
whom they are trying to kill? And here he is,
speaking openly, but they say nothing to him! Can
it be that the authorities really know that he is the
Messiah?” (7:25-26).
The authorities responded to these whispers of

the crowd as follows: “The Pharisees heard the
crowd muttering such things about him, and the
chief priests and Pharisees sent temple police to
arrest him” (7:32). Since when do we judge peo-
ple by the muttering in the crowd, the political
poll?
But then Nicodemus said to the authorities:

“Our law does not judge people without first giv-
ing them a hearing to find out what they are
doing, does it?” (7:51). 
The obvious answer to Nicodemus is, “No, we

don’t kill anyone without knowing what he is
doing.” So they set up a situation with the woman
as a trap in which they hoped to find reasons to
accuse Jesus as follows.
“The scribes and the Pharisees brought a

woman who had been caught in adultery; and,
making her stand before all of them, they said to
[Jesus], ‘Teacher, this woman was caught in the
very act of committing adultery. Now in the law
Moses commanded us to stone such women. Now
what do you say?’ They said this to test him, so
that they might have some charge to bring against
him” (8:3-6).

We will come back to this story shortly. First
let’s see how this theme of killing Jesus goes on
through chapter 8.
In John 8:13-59, the Jewish authorities engage

Jesus in more conversation until Jesus claims that
he existed before Abraham, and with that the
Jews gathered up stones to kill him.
So these two chapters are about the scribes

and Pharisees trying to find a reason to arrest and
kill Jesus. They bring in this woman to set up a
trap to find reasons to kill Jesus. This story fits
here and the place is the Temple.
Now let’s return to the story of the woman

taken in adultery and examine it carefully.
Some teachers of the law and Pharisees brought

to Jesus a woman they claimed to have caught in
the very act of adultery; and they said to Jesus,
“The Law of Moses commands that she be
stoned. Now, what do you say, Jesus?” 
Jesus responded by writing twice upon the

ground. We don’t know what he wrote. But the
original Greek word for writing in the first case is
“katagrapho” which means to record a law or de-
cree. So Jesus may have written something like
this: “The Law of Moses says, ‘The man who
commits adultery with another man’s wife … both
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Some people wanted to leave this story out 
because it appears to take a light view of 
adultery, that the woman was forgiven too
quickly and too easily.
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the man and woman, the adulterer and the adul-
teress, shall be put to death’ (Leviticus 20:10).
Now, teachers of the law, if you caught this woman
in the very act of adultery, the man must have
been there. Why did you bring only the woman?
Why did you forgive the man and let him go free?
If you are so eager to keep the Law of Moses,
why didn’t you bring the man also?” Why are you
disobeying the very law you want me to uphold?
After Jesus had pointed out their disobedience

to the law, their sin in letting the man go free, he
stood up and said to the accusers of the woman,
“Let anyone among you who is without sin be the
first to throw a stone at her” (8:7b). 

Then Jesus bent down again and wrote a second
time on the ground. The word used here for writ-
ing is “grapho” which means to record an accusa-
tion as in a court of law. As Jesus was writing this
second time, the accusers left, one by one, from
the oldest to the youngest. So it appears Jesus
was listing the sins of the accusers. Perhaps these
men were the adulterers with this woman.
Why would I say that?Well, these men said

they were there and caught this woman in the

very act of adultery. But they did nothing to stop
that adultery.
When all these fellows had left, Jesus stood up

and said to the woman, “Where are [your accus-
ers]? Has no one condemned you?” She said, “No
one, sir.” “Neither do I condemn you,” Jesus said.
“Go your way and do not sin again.” Or, as the
King James Version says, “Go and sin no more.”
Or, “Go, and from now on, sin no more.” Forgive-
ness means that we leave our life of sin.
It is also significant that this story took place in

the Temple. The Temple was a place to confess
one’s sin, repent and receive forgiveness—re-
lease from one’s sin and guilt through the mercy
of God. But in this story the teachers of the law
and Pharisees wanted to turn the Temple into a
place of judgment and condemnation. But Jesus
returned the Temple to its real purpose—a place
to release people from sin and help them begin a
new life. This is what Jesus did for the woman.
Chapters 7 and 8 are about the ways people

were not keeping the Law of Moses. In these
chapters there are five illustrations of ways peo-
ple were disobeying the Law of Moses.
1.  In 7:19 Jesus said, “Did not Moses give you

the law? Yet none of you keeps the law. Why are
you looking for an opportunity to kill me?” The
Law of Moses said, “Thou shalt not kill.”
2. In responding to the muttering of the crowd,

“the chief priests and Pharisees sent temple po-
lice to arrest him” (7:32). Since when is it proper
to judge people or situations by the muttering of
the crowd, the political poll?
3. Nicodemus, who had gone to Jesus earlier

and who was one of their own number, said, “Our
law does not judge people without first giving
them a hearing to find out what they are doing,
does it?” (7:51).  The answer understood is: “No,

Let us learn from them the ways that we are not
to use the Scriptures, lest we who claim to follow
the Scriptures come under the condemnation of
the Scriptures we claim to follow.
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we don’t kill anyone without knowing what he is
doing.” So in 8:3-6, these leaders set up a situa-
tion with the woman taken in adultery as a trap in
which they hoped to manipulate Jesus into giving
them reasons to condemn him.
4. In 8:1-11, the scribes and the Pharisees dis-

obeyed the law concerning adultery. They wanted
to condemn only the women taken in adultery and
let the man go free.
5. Also in these verses, the scribes and the

Pharisees were disobeying the ceremonial law of
the Temple, which declared the Temple the place
to receive forgiveness of sin and restoration to
new life. But these leaders were trying to use the
Temple as a place of judgment and condemnation.
But let us not judge those leaders. Rather let us

learn from them the ways that we are not to use
the Scriptures, lest we who claim to follow the
Scriptures come under the condemnation of the
Scriptures we claim to follow.
This brings us back to our text. Jesus said, “I

am the light of the world. Whoever follows me
will never walk in darkness but will have the light
of life.” The story of the woman taken in adultery
illustrates four things about the light of Jesus:
1. The light of Jesus reveals the true meaning of

Scripture.
2. The light of Jesus reveals sin. He revealed

the sin of the accusers of the woman.
3. The light of Jesus reveals forgiveness. He

forgave the woman.
4. The light of Jesus reveals a new life. He said

to the woman, “Go and sin no more.”
As a retired pastor and an overseer in the

Mennonite Church, I have four great concerns:
1. That we not be like the accusers of the

woman who used the Scripture to manipulate,
control and condemn other people.

2. That we have congregations with an atmos-
phere where people feel free to come, confess
their sins, receive forgiveness and new life. More
people would feel free to come if we would record
sin like Jesus did. He wrote the sins of the accus-
ers in the sand, where time and weather would
wash out the record.

3. That we allow the light of Jesus to shine in
our own lives and change us. Let his light reveal
sin, but let his light also reveal his forgiveness for
our sins. Let his light reveal the pathway to vic-
tory and the new life in him.
4. That we would be kind and loving and help

each other find forgiveness and walk in the light
as Jesus is in the light, so that we can have fellow-
ship one with another and overcome our sins and
together build God’s kingdom in our homes, con-
gregations, communities, nation and world. 

John F. Murray is a member of
Hesston (Kan.) Mennonite
Church.

Jesus wrote the sins of the accusers in the sand,
where time and weather would wash out the
record.
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Dare to be a
Daniel

A brother and sister 
are reunited.

by Anna Kathryn Shenk Eby

I hold a torch for Daniel,
my brother. I was 8
when he was born, the
youngest of our parents’
five children. As part of
our birthday celebra-
tions, my father and
mother recounted with
awe the amazing event.
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Throughout the long night of his birth, the
song “Dare to be a Daniel” wafted through our
mother’s mind. “Dare to have a purpose firm; /
Dare to stand alone.”
My father, who had a passion for committing

Scripture to memory, paced outside the birthing
chamber and recited the Book of Daniel. When
our parents came together, they said in unison,
“His name is Daniel.” As chief babysitter, I loved
this wiry, resilient little brother.
After college, Daniel settled in New York City,

continuing his education as he wedded theology
and psychology at Union Theological Seminary.
Following his graduation from Union in 1985, he
was ordained as an American Baptist minister by
Judson Memorial Church in New York City.
For several years he served as a case worker

and spiritual provider in a Harlem residence for
people who were homeless and/or mentally ill. He
was also a prison chaplain for 11 years, serving in
prisons in Virginia, including Virginia State Peni-
tentiary, as well as on Rikers Island in New York
City.
At the beginning of the AIDS epidemic, Daniel

continued to be an astute, compassionate advo-
cate for the marginalized.
In 1983, he became one of the cofounders of

AIDS Resource Center (now known as Baily
House), which pioneered in providing housing for
people with AIDS (PWAs), who, because of the
ravages of the disease, were no longer able to
work and were being forcibly evicted from their
apartments by landlords and sometimes even
roommates.
At the earliest stages of the epidemic, he be-

came known as one who could be counted on to
minister last rites as well as perform countless fu-
neral services, even as many clergy were still
avoiding contact with PWAs.
For six years he co-led a support group for

PWAs, their partners and caregivers. Over this
time, 16 of the participants who’d been part of the
group died.
During those years, Daniel did not show up at

our family events, especially the celebration of
holidays, citing that this was the loneliest time of
year for the marginalized he ministered to.
It was much later, in the early 1990s, at my urg-

ing, that Daniel spent a weekend in my home. I
will always remember a night of reconnecting as
the rest of the household slept.

I discovered that the beloved friend (now de-
ceased) that Daniel often referred to was actually
his partner of unconditional love and support, as
they empowered each other to be all they could
be.
Daniel told me that he had reasoned years be-

fore that by moving to New York City he would
live and work below the radar of his godly Men-
nonite family of missionaries and ministers, thus
avoiding an embarrassment to the rest of us.
Daniel and I wept together that night as I

begged him to forgive me for my obtuseness and
preoccupation with my life. He forgave me, but
how nearly I lost him!
Not long ago, Daniel sent me this missive:

“Way back when I was at Union Theological Semi-
nary, I went through a very dark time in which I

came to an inward conclusion that in the coming
years, contact with my family would become less
and less and ultimately diminish altogether. I as-
sumed that all my nieces and nephews were going
to be fundamentalist evangelical Christians and
that contact with the next generation would be-
come nonexistent. Looking back on that time, I
see how much I hurt you and Omar, who were
both in Virginia and hearing less and less from
me. I’m so sorry. I was living out that old cliché of
leaving you before you could leave me. In the end,
it was you, right after Edwin died, who had to ask
me if I was gay.”
Again and again, Daniel has been the trusted

spiritual counselor to my children and the children
of my siblings. He has opened doors and windows
not only to me but to my dearest ones.
I say this loud and clear, “Thank you, Daniel, for

welcoming me to the Lord’s table.”

Anna Kathryn Shenk Eby lives in Harrisonburg,
Va. Dan is a chaplain serving with the Healthcare
Chaplaincy Network at St. Mary’s Center in
Harlem, N.Y., a combined adult day health-care pro-
gram and skilled nursing facility for people with
HIV/AIDS.

At the beginning of the AIDS epidemic, Daniel
continued to be an astute, compassionate 
advocate for the marginalized.



28 TheMennonite  | December 2014  | www.themennonite.org   

Drought among the
Maasai
A North American worker’s perspective

by Corinna Clymer Olson

Iam faced daily with the desire to love my neighbors in the midst of a cultural, environ-mental and spiritual crisis that is beyond our control. The Maasai people of Kenya are
facing vast challenges far more complex than I can articulate and even understand. In

this story, I outline my observations and experience in trying to infuse my interactions with
my neighbors with dignity and love in the middle of the dichotomy of helping versus disem-
powering. 
This year, our region missed the long rains (two to four weeks of heavy rains between

March and May). Our neighbors comment about the intensity of the drought every time we
exchange greetings.
We hand cut our grass, baled it into five bales and donated it to the neighbors for their hun-

gry cows. The two wives came and carried them on their backs south along the path to their
homestead. After that, the husband sent his wives every few days to cut a bag from what is
left around the edges. They also collect the dried seed pods from under the big acacia tree
for the cows in order to help them make more milk.
Many men of various ages have taken some or all their cows to far-flung places. There are

large ranches on the other side of Nairobi where you can essentially “rent a meadow” and
pay per cow per day to graze. Some go south toward Magadi into “olpurkel,” the wilderness.
Homesteads now don’t have milk for the family’s favorite daily drink/food: “shaai.” This is

half water, half milk with a sprinkle of black tea leaves, brought to a boil, sieved, then loaded
with sugar. Instead, they drink “strong tea,” which is plain black tea. The remaining main-
stays are now “ugali” (white corn meal boiled in a large stiff chunk) and porridge (cooked
white flour and water). The men move around a lot, going to community events and town
and so they get meat and potatoes more frequently than the women at home.
If the drought continues until the next rains, expected for one to three weeks be-

tween October and December, things could become dire. The people will get hungrier, and
the cows, goats and sheep will start dying.
Why would things get so dire when there are thousands of head of livestock in this region?

Couldn’t these easily be sold to fund the purchase of food and household needs for all the
people through any drought, let alone feed the people from butchering? The main reason is
the essence of the Maasai people. Tradition.
The tradition of cows and livestock is so strong here that a man is not considered worth

listening to if he has no cows. This is an oral culture, so being listened to is a big deal. How
can he marry wives or have traditional ceremonies or pass on inheritance to his sons if he
doesn’t have cows? We’ve heard that people come around and mourn with someone who has
lost his cows in a drought like it is a funeral.
Large parts of the Maasai community suffer greatly in a drought because of this tradition.

Many people watch their wealth decrease until it dies and becomes only the value of its hide.

Preservation of a
community and its
culture will require
new coping 
mechanisms. 

The author bails grass in Najile,
Kenya. Photo provided
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As recently as 15 years ago, there was much
more communal land, fewer fences. The pastoral-
ist tradition was that the people and their cow
herds moved with the cycles of the weather so
that the seasons of plenty and drought were ex-
pected. There were coping mechanisms built in to
the Maasai lifestyle.
But the digital modern age has invaded

Kenya. You see cell phones in almost every Maa-
sai hand, and the huge city of Nairobi is only 50
kilometers away. Internal conflicts occur inside
each Maasai person. Do we choose tradition or
material progress? What do we leave? What do we
take as we move forward?
And the population is exploding. In the last 10

years, Kenya’s population went from about 30 mil-
lion to about 40 million. In the rural areas, where
the tribes traditionally practice polygamy, the pop-
ulation growth is astounding, with huge numbers
of children per husband.
The Maasai of our region are caught between

the new stationary lifestyle of land with fences
and the traveling ways of old. Preservation of a
community and its culture will require new coping
mechanisms. Adhering to tradition also leads to a
slowness to embrace alternative coping mecha-
nisms to deal with internal and external commu-
nity pressures and drought.
Men and women of the younger generation

have been to school, even university. This group
has at least an understanding of using livestock as
a commodity, knowing when to buy and sell cows
to make money instead of watching them die. But
their fathers are still in control of the herds.
Outsiders, including development organiza-

tions, have for many years come in to hand out
food when a drought comes. This causes grief for
the Maasai. The community as a whole has not
been required to take a serious look at them-
selves in order to face their changing world.
The result is a disturbing expectation that it is

the responsibility of outsiders to come in and res-
cue them. This keeps them from breaking free
into the wealth and vitality they actually have as a
community. It keeps the community from requir-
ing their leaders to stand up and make hard
choices to save their culture, traditions and val-
ues. It keeps the men from having to take a look
at how they are caring for their cows versus their
wives and children.
In the midst of this culture-wide situation, many

people end up suffering. The least powerful in a
community—the women and children—get the
worst end of it.

How does all this affect my work and life
here in Kenya in a Maasai community? We talk
constantly with our food security partner organi-
zations about how they are addressing these
things. They are Maasai themselves, and we can
see even in them, the ones meant to be catalysts
for change, that adjusting the way they arrange
their lives is not easy.
Then there’s my immediate neighbors. I watch

the wives, my friends, getting leaner and leaner,
knowing their limited diet, knowing my never-
limited diet. Here I am in their midst, knowing
that if I were to hand out food and try to rescue,
I’d be feeding into the mentality of dependency. I
would not be allowing room for the painful shove
that comes after the proverbial push that causes
us humans to change for our betterment.
So what can I do? Only small things, like a drop

in an ocean.
I sing the songs of how to call people out of de-

pendency in my work with the Maasai folks who
implement the three projects we work with. I
keep encouraging two young neighbors that have
shown interest to grow their own kale garden by
their door with the gray water they use during the
day. I grow my own kale patch and periodically
send neighbors home with a bagful (especially the
pregnant ones). I give bits of work here and there,
as I can find it, and often I make them shaai when
they visit, with extra milk.
Most of all, I look into my neighbors’ eyes, hold

onto their hands and show them with all that is in
me that they are dignified, valuable, capable peo-
ple. And I pray they can hear what I’m saying.

Corinna Clymer Olson works with Mennonite Cen-
tral Committee as food security coordinator in Na-
jile, Kenya.

Note: These are
complex cultural
situations and I
have one perspec-
tive: my own. I can-
not presume to
understand the
profundity of the is-
sues in only two
and a half years of
living side by side
with my Maasai
neighbors.

The author (right)
with her Maasai
neighbors in their
Manyatta. Photo pro-

vided
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A word from Mennonite leaders

Leading in anxious times

I t’s a sleepless night. I can’t remember another
one. Short nights, yes. But one entirely with-
out sleep? No. At least not since those notori-

ous all-nighters during college to cram for a test.
Am I anxious? Probably. Our family fabric is

threatening to fray. Our denomination is feeling
fragile and in danger of fracturing. Political paraly-
sis and polarization pervade the nation. And it’s
dreadfully cold in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan.
My job as president of Anabaptist Mennonite

Biblical Seminary (AMBS), a binational school,
brings me to these windswept northern plains.
Earlier this week, it was Winnipeg, Manitoba, and
the Mennonite Economic Development Associa-
tion annual meeting, where the spirit of innova-
tion and entrepreneurship moves courageously to
meet the challenge of anxious times by “creating
business solutions to poverty.”
A week earlier, AMBS, in partnership with

Mennonite Mission Network and Mennonite
Canada Witness, convened business, mission and
faculty leaders to imagine how to provide learning
opportunities for multivocational leaders with en-
trepreneurial skills that are grounded in a holistic,
Anabaptist missiology. The generative conversa-
tion seemed especially vigorous precisely be-
cause we live in anxious times. 
The times are a’changing, and so fast that

we’re in danger of losing our balance, losing our
bearings, losing sleep. Whole industries, including
theological schools across North America, need to
reinvent ourselves simply to survive. The market
is shifting unbelievably. 
As an educator by training, I know how impor-

tant it is to the vitality of our faith communities
that we attend to both continuity and change—
continuity with the wisdom of our faith tradition
and the possibility for innovative, adaptive change.
Rootedness in the rich soil of God’s vision in the
Scriptures and readiness to risk new growth.
Unless we leaders are lovingly alive with Jesus’

mission to preach good news, release captives,
open eyes, and free the oppressed, our work will
lose its transformative vitality. We will lose our
way, disoriented by rapidly shifting sands.
Jesus, the early Christians and the Anabaptists

lived in times of great anxiety and conflict. They
model for us how staying rooted in the rich tradi-
tion of the Scriptures empowered them to be-
come innovative leaders of revitalization. They

broke with the consensus of their time because
they glimpsed God’s surging, joy-filled Jubilee vi-
sion for healing and hope.
My work on Anabaptist Ways of Knowing high-

lighted philosopher and scientist Michael
Polanyi’s “Society of Explorers.” Polanyi con-
tended that a great tradition provides the grounds
both for its being maintained and for adaptive in-
novation. Exploration, he said, requires both au-
thoritative, traditional frameworks that provide
accountability and an openness to original, inno-
vative insights from individual explorers.
The Anabaptists rediscovered the wellspring

of their Christian tradition. They rediscovered the
stories of Jesus and the early church. The ancient
Scriptural tradition, with the Holy Spirit’s inspira-
tion, provided them with the link to their commu-
nity’s origins. Their devotion to Jesus liberated
them to preach good news to the poor and release
to captives. Their renewal movement dramati-
cally showed that a great tradition provides the
grounds both for continuity and revitalization.
I come from a family of entrepreneurs in busi-

ness, mission and education. My parents wanted
to capture the imagination of their children with
their love for the Bible. Mother and Dad engaged
in small business ventures to help support educa-
tion that awakens people to the world creating
biblical vision of God’s good will for new contexts
and generations. 
I am grateful for the rootedness in the rich soil

of the Bible they and many good teachers since
have provided me and countless others.
To be a leader with integrity and wisdom in

anxious times requires deep knowledge of God’s
mercy-filled vision for this messed-up marvel that
is our world, found in the Scriptures. 
To be a leader who is resilient, courageous and

just in anxious times requires an understanding of
the transformative power of God’s vision that no
one will “hurt or destroy on all my holy mountain;
for the earth will be full of the knowledge of the
Lord as the waters cover the sea.” 
To be a leader with bold imagination who is pre-

pared to chart new paths in anxious times re-
quires a nonanxious ability to speak the truth in
love, graciously and transparently.
Perhaps now I can sleep, remembering that

“God is our refuge and strength, a very present
help in trouble.” 

Sara Wenger
Shenk
is president of 
Anabaptist 
Mennonite Biblical
Seminary in Elkhart,
Ind.

L E A D E R S H I P
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O P I N I O N
Perspectives from readers

Both sides are strong and also limp

I grew up Old Mennonite (Mennonite Church,
MC), graduated from Goshen (Ind.) Biblical
Seminary and pastored two Old Mennonite

congregations, one dual-conference congregation
and one former General Conference Mennonite
Church congregation. I am now retired and a
member in a former GC church.
When I supported the merger of the two de-

nominations, I was not aware of the profound dif-
ferences between the two groups. As I see it now,
the two denominations began living together
without getting married.
We didn’t effectively combine the different

ways we worked together and made decisions.
The former MCs traditionally had a
top-down, hierarchical bishop/con-
ference system, and the former GCs
were congregational. This living
arrangement worked until we came
to the discussion around homosexu-
ality.
Then the two ways of resolving

issues collided, and the current liv-
ing arrangement is not working. At
the same time, the lines have
blurred. Now there are progressives
and conservatives across all area
conferences.
Some of us call for unity and con-

tinued talking. However, that does
not address the real issue for conservatives.
As I see it, the two groups have different un-

derstandings of Scripture and church discipline.
For many, what is at stake is simply a different in-
terpretation of Scripture, and continuing talking is
the most logical thing.
On the other hand, with a conservative under-

standing of Scripture, the issue seems clear and
unmistakable.
1 Corinthians 5:1ff. says, “It is actually re-

ported that there is sexual immorality among you,
and of a kind that is not found among pagans. …
And you are arrogant! Should you not rather have
mourned, so that he who has done this would
have been removed from among you?… Do you
not know that a little yeast leavens the whole
batch of dough? … I wrote to you in my letter not
to associate with sexually immoral persons. …
But now I am writing to you not to associate with
anyone who bears the name of brother or sister

who is sexually immoral or greedy, or is an idola-
tor … do not even eat with such a one. … Drive
out the wicked person from among you.”
It seems to me that different interpretations of

Scripture passages such as this form the back-
bone of our differences. Progressives tend to see
Scripture more as a guide that needs to be inter-
preted in the light of Christ and under the guid-
ance of the Holy Spirit, while conservatives tend
to see it as more like a rule book.
Someone may say Jesus was inclusive, that he

reached out in love and continued talking and that
that is what we should do, but Jesus apparently
did not face this situation.

In the case of the rich young
ruler, a case of possessions, not
sexual immorality, Jesus simply let
him walk away. I can imagine some
of today’s liberal people running
after him and trying to convince
him to continue talking.
We have been talking and talk-

ing, and it seems those who support
same-sex marriages will not be
changing their positions. 
They do not see it as sinful, so

what is a conservative to do? For
the conservative, to remain in fel-
lowship with what seems like fla-
grant immorality makes them a

partner in sin.
Would it be possible to let the various area

conferences do the “GC thing” and be account-
able only to themselves and responsible for them-
selves. Individual area conferences would not be
responsible for or accountable to the other confer-
ences.
As we are now doing, individual congrega-

tions could line up with conferences where they
feel comfortable.
I don’t know if this would satisfy the conserva-

tive conscience or not, but unless we can relieve
the sense of accountability/responsibility for
“wrong” decisions made in another far-off confer-
ence, congregations/conferences will continue to
walk away.
I do not want to see more divisions in our

church. We have had too many already. I believe
both sides have their strengths and both also
limp. How can we move forward together? 

Don Nofziger
is a member of
Eighth Street 
Mennonite Church
in Goshen, Ind.

The views 
expressed do not
necessarily 
represent the 
official positions 
of Mennonite
Church USA, 
The Menno nite or
the board for The
Mennonite, Inc.
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G ulf States Mennonite Conference (GSMC) delegates
met Nov. 1 at Des Allemandes (La.) Mennonite
Church to vote on whether to withdraw from mem-

bership in Mennonite Church USA. Sixty percent voted to
withdraw, but a two-thirds majority is needed to change the
conference’s constitution, so the vote fell short.
More than double the usual number of delegates attended

the meeting, according to one source.
Mark Roth, GSMC moderator, said in a telephone inter-

view on Nov. 1 that delegates agreed to initiate a task force
to work on how to move forward. “We have to deal with the
reality of 60 percent of our members wanting to withdraw
from Mennonite Church USA,” said Roth, a district minister
who lives in Clinton, Miss., and attends Open Door Menno -
nite Church in Jackson, Miss.
GSMC consists of around 700 members in 12 congrega-

tions, and all but three or four of these congregations have
said they want to leave, said Roth.

The task force is made of people from the conference’s
executive committee, leadership commission, delegate body
and pastors’ council, Roth said. It will announce its report by
Jan. 31, 2015. The churches wanting to withdraw will wait
until then, he said.
“For me this is a day of grieving,” said Roth, “that we

can’t stay together and focus on the things we agree on.”
Those congregations wanting to leaveMennonite

Church USA have said they cannot agree with the direction
the denomination is going.
Dave Weaver, a district minister in GSMC, said on Nov. 3

that many people in the conference “have compromised over
and over for the sake of staying together with others who
openly promoted views that were unscriptural and in dis-
agreement with our denomination’s stated beliefs.” He said
he believes “it was our willingness to compromise in the
first place that has brought us to this place.” 
Nevertheless, he said, he prays that “we can separate am-

icably and with love. It will not be without a sense of sorrow.
Looking forward, however, brings the encouragement that
we can go and make disciples without the ongoing, never
ending discussion on human sexuality.”

Charlene Clay, a member of the host church, read several
passages from Menno Simons, then said, “If we leave Men-
nonite Church USA, we will not be losing our Anabaptist
roots; we will be rediscovering them.”

Terry Shue, director for leadership development for Men-
nonite Church USA, spoke at the meeting and urged the
group to wait until at least the upcoming delegate survey
this spring in order to use their influence to help shape the
direction of the larger church. 
In a Nov. 7 email, he said that “members of [the] task

force who are charged to discern a way forward are truly in
my prayers.”—Gordon Houser

Gulf States vote falls short of two-thirds majority
A task force will discuss how to move forward and report back next Jan. 31.

For me this is a day of grieving, that we can’t
stay together and focus on the things we agree
on.—Mark Roth

If we leave Mennonite Church USA, we will 
not be losing our Anabaptist roots; we will be
rediscovering them.—Charlene Clay
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O n Oct. 25, after a deliberate process led by the At-
lantic Coast Conference’s executive committee in
September, ACC delegates accepted Frazer as a full

member of ACC.
John Denlinger, moderator of ACC, said that unity among

delegates—despite differing views on LGBT inclusion—was
possible through reframing the question.
The question for the leaders at their Sept. 18 meeting

was not, Do we support LGBT inclusion? said Denlinger on
Oct. 7.
“We were not making a theological statement. Instead we

were saying that Frazer has met the full membership qualifi-
cations as stated in our conference bylaws,” he said. “So the
vote was really about following our ACC history and practice
of congregational polity and not a theological position in re-
gard to LGBT issues.”
Denlinger acknowledged that not everyone is at the same

place regarding LGBT inclusion within ACC.
“But for the purpose of the October vote, we saw them as

separate issues,” Denlinger said.
The ACC executive committee recommendation

passed with an 88 percent approval from ACC delegates.
The vote was part of the ACC fall delegate assembly at

Blossom Hill Mennonite Church in Lancaster, Pa.
Frazer transferred from Lancaster Mennonite Conference

in June 2013, as it was in conflict with Lancaster Confer-
ence’s expectations for membership policies, among other
reasons. ACC invited the congregation to become an associ-
ate member.
Frazer claimed the identity of being a “welcoming, con-

necting and healing ” place long before “welcoming” took on
a certain meaning related to a position on LGBT individuals,
said Brenda Martin Hurst, the church’s pastor, on Oct. 29.
Changing from Lancaster Conference to ACC was “never

only about our response to LGBT individuals seeking mem-
bership,” she said.
In addition to this reason, Frazer wanted to belong to a

conference with a clear and unified commitment to Menno -
nite Church USA, congregational representation in decision-
making and a shared calling to practice unity amid diversity,
she said.
ACC has other LGBT-welcoming churches—for example,

Community Mennonite in Lancaster; Manhattan Mennonite
in New York; and Boston Mennonite—but Frazer has been
more public because it is a new church in the conference.
“We are delighted and celebrate that Frazer is a full mem-

ber of ACC,” said Denlinger on Oct. 27.
“Being full members finally settles the question of

Frazer’s conference affiliation after three years of some un-

certainty,” Martin Hurst said. “We can now focus our atten-
tion and energies on other priorities.”
The process leading up to the recommendation for

the delegates began with a day hosted by the executive com-
mittee to gather all ACC credentialed leaders.
“We really wanted this recommendation to have broad

ownership—not just from the executive committee but from
all pastors,” said Denlinger.
Throughout the day they worked slowly at table groups.
(The churches from New York City were not present at

the September leaders gathering, but they would have rep-
resented a similar spectrum, said Denlinger.)
By the end of the day, the leaders were able to say, “For

now, we are responding to Frazer and accepting the church
as a full member, but we’re not coming out with a statement
on LGBT inclusion,” Denlinger said.
“When we sat there at the end of the day, we realized

God’s Spirit was at work. It was clearly beyond us,” he said.
“Frazer was a gift to us and allowed us to talk freely about
this issue.”
The credentialed leaders agreed to go back to their con-

gregations and communicate this process after the gather-
ing.
Since being received as an associate member, Frazer has

been participating just like a full member by being fully pres-
ent at all the conference gatherings and supporting the con-
ference financially.
During the business session, delegates received a request

from Sandy Hill Community Church, Coatesville, Pa., to be
released from ACC. They will join the Alliance of Mennonite
Evangelical Congregations, according to Denlinger.—Anna
Groff

ACC accepts church despite diverse views
Frazer (Pa.) Mennonite Church joins Atlantic Coast Conference in October.

N E W S

Brenda Martin Hurst, pastor of Frazer (Pa.) Mennonite Church

Photo provided
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R eacting to a proposed change in Japan’s ban against
making war outside of its borders, Japanese Mennon-
ites issued a statement reaffirming its antiwar stance.

The protest issued in September was in response to the
Japan Cabinet’s decision in July to reinterpret the country’s
pacifist postwar 1947 constitution that limits the use of force
to defend Japan. The proposed change would allow the East
Asian nation to take offensive action outside its borders to
help defend allies “in close relationship.” 
The Hokkaido conference of churches has long estab-

lished that their antiwar stance is based on faith in Jesus.
The Sept. 20 statement sent by the Peace Mission Center of
the Nihon Menonaito Kirisuto Kyokai Kyogikai (Japan Men-
nonite Christian Church Conference), the conference of
Mennonite churches of Hokkaido, Japan, to the administra-
tion of Japan Prime Minister Shinzo Abe, reads in part:
“It is contrary to the hopes for peace—not only of Japan-

ese people but also people in the rest of the world—to per-
mit the exercise of the right of collective self-defense. We
Christians, who follow the nonviolent way of life of Jesus
Christ and eagerly support peace and justice as disciples of
Jesus Christ, serve people suffering from various acts of vio-
lence because of wars, poverty and injustice. As a result, we
strongly ask for the withdrawal of the decision of the current
administration because it violates the principles of the Con-
stitution, and we are against any further related revisions.”
The government has not responded to the statement. 
Within and outside Christian circles, Hokkaido Menno -

nites are letting their convictions be known and encouraging
others to do likewise. Yukari Kaga, pastor of Obihiro Men-

nonite Church and Peace Mission Center board member,
said that unlike large denominations, our small conference is
united in the stance that “the peace of Jesus is foundational
in our faith.” 
As a result of the antiwar controversy, young people are

also speaking out, taking a stand and becoming aware of
free-speech issues and the free exchange of ideas.
“For the school newspaper, they write about what they

perceive as odd, and their comments are read by the whole
student body,” says Yasuko Momono, a high school teacher
and newspaper advisor, who is a member of Furano Nozomi
Mennonite Church and a Peace Mission Center board mem-
ber. 
Mary Beyler, a Mennonite Mission Network worker who

serves with Mennonite congregations in Hokkaido, says the
church asks for prayer to be faithful followers of Jesus in the
way of peace.
“Recently, I frequently hear Japanese Mennonites speak-

ing about what we can and should be doing as Japan seems
to be heading back to being a country that makes war,”
Beyler says. “If we stay silent now, if we don't express and
act on our convictions now, we won’t have a voice later
when the situation worsens.”

In surrendering to the United States to end World War II,
Japan agreed to no longer initiate war. Its current Self De-
fense Force was established in 1954 for only domestic and
narrow military support operations. Recent interpretation al-
lowed backing of U.S. troops in Afghanistan with infrastruc-
ture support. Some Japanese politicians and citizens want
the self-defense limits to be lifted, for fear of aggression
from neighboring countries in northeast Asia. 
Japanese Cabinet members were criticized by China and

South Korea for paying tribute to Japan’s militaristic past by
visiting Tokyo’s Yasukuni Shrine for war dead in October.
Prime Minister Shinzo Abe was also criticized for sending a
ritual offering there. The shrine is considered a symbol of
Japan’s past militarism. Japan occupied parts of China before
and during World War II, and Japan colonized Korea from
1910 to 1945.
No longer considered an enemy since the outbreak of the

Korean War from 1950 to 1953, the United States supports
the policy change of its ally, Japan.—Wil LaVeist of Menno -
nite Mission Network

Japanese Mennonites protest government’s proposal
Statement asks for reversal of reinterpretation of pacifist postwar constitution.

Pastor Yukari Kaga and mission worker Mary Beyler at Obihiro
(Japan) Mennonite Church
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The peace of Jesus is foundational in our faith.
—Yukari Kaga, Japanese pastor 
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C hester Wenger’s “Open Letter to my Beloved
Church” went “viral” in the beginning of November.
Wenger, 96, is a retired pastor and church leader.

His 1,604-word letter (see page 36) explains why he offi-
ciated his son Phil Wenger’s same-sex marriage ceremony
in July, as well as how Lancaster (Pa.) Conference responded
by terminating his credentials. 
“We believe this is an opportune moment for the church

to boldly proclaim a pastoral, grace-filled readiness to in-
clude both homosexuals and heterosexuals within the bless-
ing of a marriage covenant designed to be wholesome and
God-honoring,” Wenger writes.

The Mennonite staff posted the letter on its website on
Nov. 6. By Nov. 11, major news outlets had picked up the
story, including People.com, Fox News, Huffington Post, the
Miami-Herald, the Houston Chron.com and many Pennsyl-
vania news sources.
In the letter, Chester writes that he reported his decision

to Lancaster Conference leaders.
“They responded with grace-filled pastoral listening,

while acknowledging that what I’d done was out of step with
established credentialing agreements with other Mennonite
conferences,” he writes.
On Nov. 7, Keith Weaver, moderator of Lancaster Confer-

ence, said: “Following a review process that was experi-
enced as mutually gracious and respectful, the Lancaster
Mennonite Conference Credentialing Commission took ac-
tion to terminate Chester’s retired credential. This action
was based on LMC’s commitment to the guidelines for
membership in Mennonite Church USA, which state that
pastors holding credentials in a conference of Mennonite
Church USA may not perform a same-sex covenant.”

In less than six days, Wenger’s letter had over 164,000
unique pageviews, according to Google Analytics for the
website (see box). (Unique pageviews refers to the number
of individual visitors who have looked at the page, and repeat
viewers will only be counted once.) This is four times the
amount of unique pageviews the entire website received in
the month of September.
“That’s a massive response in a denomination with less

than 100,000 members,” writes blogger Tim Nafziger. 
In the weeks following, readers posted more than 233

comments to the online letter. The majority of comments af-
firmed Wenger and his decision, although others questioned
his actions.
On Nov. 7, Lancaster Online and WGAL covered the

news of Wenger’s letter and Lancaster Conference’s re-
sponse, which drove traffic to The Mennonite’s website.
Chester and Sara Jane, his wife, have eight children (one

deceased). He is a former pastor and current member of
Blossom Hill Mennonite Church in Lancaster. He held major
leadership positions with Eastern Mennonite Missions and
Meserete Kristos Church in Ethiopia.—Anna Groff

‘Open Letter’ goes viral with unprecedented response
Online post receives more than 164,000 unique pageviews in six days.

Statistics
Unique pageviews: 164,000

Facebook shares: 31,000

Tweets: 133 tweets

Comments: 233 comments on www.themennonite.org

In five days, readers posted more than 210
comments to the online letter.
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I am profoundly reluctant to write this letter because I
know there are those it will wound deeply. But I have
also come to the conviction that I can no longer hide the

light the Lord has lit within me under a bushel. I want to
share with you what the Lord has been telling me and my
dear life companion.
First, a defense of my ministry—if you will allow me to

paraphrase the words of the Apostle Paul from Philippians
3:4ff.
If someone else thinks they have reasons to put confi-

dence in the flesh, I have more: 
• Baptized into a Virginia Conference Mennonite church

as a young boy, youngest son of a Mennonite evangelist and
second president of Eastern Mennonite School (now East-
ern Mennonite University in Harrisonburg, Va.), A.D.
Wenger.
• Mothered by a diligent student and teacher of the Scrip-

tures, the oldest daughter of a Lancaster (Pa.) Mennonite
Conference (LMC) bishop and faithful to her church in every
way.
• At the request of LMC ordained in 1949 by Virginia

Mennonite Conference for mission work in Ethiopia.
• Appointed by Eastern Mennonite Missions (EMM) of

LMC as the educational director for the Mennonite mission
in Ethiopia.
• Founded and taught Bible in the Bible Academy of

Nazareth Ethiopia, which was established to train potential
leaders for the budding Meserete Kristos Church (MKC).
• First elected chairman of Ethiopia’s MKC, now the

largest Mennonite church in the world.
• Happily turned the MKC chairmanship over to an

Ethiopian who later was chosen and served as president of
Mennonite World Conference.
• Began and taught in various educational programs in

LMC that were centered on Bible teaching (e.g., Keystone
Bible Institutes, Paul Timothy Program).
• Former director of Home Missions of EMM.
• Former pastor and still a member in good standing of

Blossom Hill Mennonite Church in Lancaster, a thriving
congregation of many young adults and young families.
• Lifelong student of the Bible, and when it comes to

quoting Scripture passages, I would be ready to compete
with anyone.
• Father of eight children (one deceased), all of whom

love the Lord and serve his kingdom.
• Pleaded for patience when my congregation decided

to leave LMC over the women’s leadership issue to join
Atlantic Coast Mennonite Conference.
• Loyal member of LMC to this day.  

• When it comes to my desire to be faithful to the laws of
God and to walk uprightly with my Lord and Savior Jesus
Christ, my children and many, many Ethiopian and U.S. wit-
nesses will vouch for my integrity.
My life has been filled with much joy seeing God at

work in numerous settings. God’s grace has been shown
daily on my behalf. But as the Apostle Paul has said so well,
“Whatever were gains to me I now consider loss for the
sake of Christ. What is more, I consider everything a loss
because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my
Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things.” 
So, with all of the above acknowledged, what is the light

I’ve been hiding under the bushel?
• When our gay young adult son about 35 years ago was

excommunicated from the Mennonite Church by a church
leader without any conversation with him or his parents, my
wife and I grieved deeply.
• For many years, in the company of other grieving par-

ents of homosexual people, we have told our stories, read
and reread the Scriptures. Most striking to us is that God,
who created the world, who gave us Eden, also gives us the
“leaves of the tree for the healing of the nations.”
• The world we live in is no longer the idyllic Eden. It is

a broken, complex, messy, violent yet wonderful world.

An open letter to my beloved Mennonite church
Retired pastor and missionary, 96, urges the church to bless same-sex marriage.

Chester and Sara Wenger

Photo provided
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God’s mercy-filled grace infuses our broken world with a
goodness that keeps surprising us with joy—and healing.
God’s grace also calls us to faithfully love God and neighbor
above all else.
• The church we belong to has the power to bind and

loose. Today’s church, much like the early church, has the
Spirit-given power to rethink whether or not “circumcision”
will continue to define who is in and who is out.
• Because of the brokenness of all sexualities that abuse,

lust, access pornography, have sex with unmarried partners
of the same or the other gender, the church must rise up to
reclaim a godly and wholesome sexuality:

◆ a godly sexuality that is wholesome because it is
covenanted, accountable to and blessed within the church
(not left to fend for itself outside the church);

◆ a godly sexuality that is wholesome because it calls us
all to recommit our bodies (whether heterosexual or homo-
sexual) to be temples of the Holy Spirit, seeking first the
kingdom of God and covenanting to follow Jesus every day.
• When my wife and I read the Bible with today’s frac-

tured, anxious church in mind, we ask, what is Jesus calling
us to do with those sons and daughters who are among the
  most despised people in the world—in all races and commu   -
nities? 
• What would Jesus do with our sons and daughters who

are bullied, homeless, sexually abused and driven to suicide
at far higher rates than our heterosexual children?
• We know from Deuteronomy that eunuchs were a sex-

ual minority, loathed and considered unacceptable for admis-
sion to the “assembly of the Lord,” yet in Isaiah 56 the Lord
says: “Do not let the eunuch say, ‘I am just a dry tree.’…. I
will give them a name better than sons and daughters … for
my house shall be called a house of prayer for all peoples.”
• Sara Jane, my dear wife, and I love all our children. We

give thanks for the remarkable kingdom work each of them
is doing. We know that several of our children believe that
the church should not endorse same-sex marriage. And sev-
eral of our children believe that same-sex marriage is a faith-
ful and godly choice when blessed by the church.
• While the tension around this issue is painful in our

family, we continue to love each other, to sing, pray and play
together. Our children all honor us with deep devotion and
faithful care—and genuinely enjoy each other.
• My wife and I are devoted to our Lord, with a firm com-

mitment to the authority of the Scriptures. We strive to be
faithfully obedient to Jesus.
• We invite the church to courageously stake out new

territory, much as the early church did. We invite the church
to embrace the missional opportunity to extend the church’s
blessing of marriage to our homosexual children who desire
to live in accountable, covenanted ways.
• We know that while many of us hear different things

from the Scriptures, God’s deepest desire, as made known in

Jesus Christ, is “to seek and to save that which was lost.”
We believe this is an opportune moment for the church to
boldly proclaim a pastoral, grace-filled readiness to include
both homosexuals and heterosexuals within the blessing of a
marriage covenant designed to be wholesome and God-hon-
oring.
This is the light that has been burning more and more

brightly under my bushel, and I am now prepared, finally, as
a 96-year-old, still zealous missionary, to let it shine. So …
• When the laws of Pennsylvania changed in July, our gay

son and his committed partner of 27 years went immediately
to apply for a marriage license. Subsequently they asked me
if I would marry them. I happily agreed. We held a private
ceremony with only six people present. Our son and his
partner are members of an Episcopal congregation, but they
chose my wife and me to share with them in this holy
covenant of marriage. For a short meditation I used the
words of the Apostle Paul to the Ephesians: “Be kind and
compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in
Christ God forgives you.” 
• When I reported this event to LMC leaders, they re-

sponded with grace-filled pastoral listening while acknowl-
edging that what I’d done was out of step with established
credentialing agreements with other Mennonite confer-
ences. Afterward, the LMC Credentialing Committee met
on Sept. 10 and retired my credentials. I am at peace with
their decision and understand their need to take this action.
• I know people will accuse me for my transgression, but

my act of love was done on behalf of the church I love, and
my conscience is clear. I feel that my act of love in signing a
marriage license for our son and his companion was in line
with the actions of Peter and Paul, who led the church of
Christ to welcome the uncircumcised into the fellowship of
the family of God. 
• Paul and Peter both received harsh criticism for years

for their deeds, but the Holy Spirit led the Jerusalem confer-
ence to heartily approve their testimony and leadership. My
prayer is that our church leaders in their next assembly will
likewise not only approve but warmly invite into congrega-
tional fellowship those believers in Christ who have suffered
exclusion from membership in our Mennonite church. Let
us pray the Spirit of Christ will teach us all how to love and
welcome the outcasts as Jesus did. 
• My dear companion of 70 years and I declare our endur-

ing love for LMC, for Mennonite Church USA, for the
Meserete Kristos Church and for all God’s people. We carry
no bitterness or regret for our actions. Our hearts are filled
with love for all. 
• We pray that our love in family and church will bind us

together in God’s family even when our understandings of
God’s will may differ. Christ’s prayer for oneness in John 17
can be attained.
With joy that abounds, Chester Wenger 
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How to use The Mennonite’s new website
A step-by-step guide to exploring themennonite.org and viewing an issue

O ur new website launched in October, and we invite
you to explore it. You will find that under “The Lat-
est,” our website includes several sections of con-

tent.
1. “Features” include longer, feature-style pieces, mostly

from the print magazine.
2. “Opinions” include columns from the print magazine

as well as many web-exclusive pieces written in first person. 
3. “Daily News” includes original news pieces written by

The Mennonite staff as well as press releases from Menno -
nite Church USA agencies and related organizations. 
4. Finally, the “Blog” features a variety of writers.

How to comment on an article: At the bottom of the
article, fill out your name (required) and email (required, but
it will not be published) and a website (This is optional. For
example you could list your personal blog URL.) Then leave

your brief comment in the “comment” field. Finally, to keep
spam off our site, please fill out the captcha text (retype
what you see in the box) to verify yourself. Then click “sub-
mit comment.” Your comment will be reviewed by the web-
site moderator within a day and then posted.
How to view the current issue in a viewer-friendly

PDF: Go to this page: https://themennonite.org/the-maga-
zine/current-issue/ and scroll down to “Make suggested fee
to view issue.” (There is a minimum of $1 to cover credit
card processing.) Fill out the fields for your email, credit
card information (this is a secure payment system) and you
will create a password. Once you do that, you will be able to

click on and view the PDF. You will receive two email re-
ceipts—one for the charge and another email with your login
information. Finally, this page allows you to manage your
subscription online: https://themennonite.org/subscribe/.
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D esigns for equipping multivocational leaders with en-
trepreneurial skills and a view toward mission took
shape as 23 business, mission, pastoral and educa-

tional representatives gathered for a three-day consultation
in Chicago.
Anabaptist Mennonite Biblical Seminary (AMBS), Men-

nonite Mission Network and Mennonite Church Canada Wit-
ness hosted the consultation on multivocational
entrepreneurial ministry Oct. 31-Nov. 1.  
All the pastors who participated combine congregational

ministry with other occupations. For some it is a necessity.
Yoel Masyawong, pastor of Grace Lao Mennonite Church,
Kitchener, Ontario, said he works several other jobs so “I
don’t need to burden the church.”
Others choose to combine ministry with another occupa-

tion. “If I find myself in bivocational ministry, it’s because I
can’t make up my mind,” said Gerry Binnema. He is pastor
of United Mennonite Church, Black Creek, British Colum-
bia, and an airline safety consultant. 
Leonard Dow was involved in banking when he felt a call

to ministry in his congregation, Oxford Center Mennonite
Church in Philadelphia. “I didn’t walk into my call; the call
jumped on me,” he said. Conversely, Jeremy Shue, member
of the pastoral team of Silverwood Mennonite Church,
Goshen, Ind., said that when he studied at AMBS in Elkhart,
Ind., “I knew I had a call to ministry and that I had a call to
business.” 
While the stories from participants were interspersed

through the weekend, an environmental scan provided con-
text for the discussion from the beginning. AMBS staff re-
ported from recent research on student educational debt,
showing upward trends in the burden of debt students carry
into ministry. Mennonite Mission Network and Mennonite
Church Canada Witness staff reviewed how educational debt
has become a disincentive for people who feel called to
serve in mission.  
SaeJin Lee, research assistant for AMBS, pointed to the

Christ-given gifts for apostles, prophets, evangelists, shep-
herds (pastors) and teachers, highlighted in Ephesians 4:11-
13. This text became a recurring theme in the following
discussions, as participants emphasized the need today for
the gifts of apostles, prophets and evangelists, describing
them as generative, entrepreneurial gifts.
Participants learned that the websites of Mennonite

Church Canada and Mennonite Church USA list more than
80 pastoral openings, with about half being half-time posi-
tions. Kay Nussbaum, facilitator for the gathering and a lead-
ership consultant from Minneapolis, reported that
approximately half the congregations in the North American

Mennonite denominations have fewer than 150 members, so
they also may struggle to pay full-time salaries for pastors.
Several pastors affirmed the concern that immigrant con-

gregations have difficulty paying full-time pastoral salaries.
Madeline Maldonado explained that her congregation, Iglesia
Evangelica Menonita Arca de Salvación, Fort Myers, Fla.,
has members who are migrant workers. “Their income isn’t
that much, and most of them tithe to their home churches in
their countries.”
Participants considered four options for effective and

sustainable models to prepare leaders for a changing church:
an intensive summer institute, congregational- or commu-
nity-based learning centers, a certificate program and a new
concentration in an already existing Master of Divinity de-
gree. Vision, content, delivery methods, time frames and
other factors were suggested for AMBS and the mission
agencies to consider.

Phil Bontrager, CEO of Sauder Manufacturing, Archbold,
Ohio, and member of the listening committee, noted “an au-
thentic desire to be grounded in a deep theological center.”
Anna Geyer, a participant from Kalona, Iowa, who has

started several businesses on her farm, reported from one
group discussion: “Could there be a curriculum on the road
where we collaborate among our institutions so the colleges,
seminaries and other organizations could take education to
places within the Mennonite church that need the training
but cannot access the seminary very well?”
Recommendations and counsel included an invitation by

Jim Miller, former pastor and now a business leader from
Sarasota, Fla., to think in ways that redefine what is impor-
tant for biblically grounded, entrepreneurial leaders. An-
other recommendation was to build partnerships with
immigrant churches, reading the Bible with them and learn-
ing to be bilingual, intercultural, church-planting social en-
trepreneurs.
Tim Froese, representing Mennonite Church Canada

Witness, said, “In so many of your stories there was a spark
or two of God’s touch … that moved you in a direction that
was further nurtured by bumps and bruises and mentors and
education. It didn’t start with the school or the business; it
was that imperceptible touch. Where does that spark come
from?”—Mary E. Klassen of AMBS

Preparing multivocational, entrepreneurial pastors
Student debt, small congregations, immigrant congregations affect pastors.

Approximately half the congregations in the
North American Mennonite denominations
have fewer than 150 members.
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T he world has followed the tragic abduction of more
than 200 schoolgirls from Chibok, Nigeria. Yet that
tragedy is just one incident in an increasingly bloody

attempt by Boko Haram insurgents to make northeast Nige-
ria into an Islamic caliphate.
Caught in the middle is Ekklesiyar Yan’uwa a Nigeria

(EYN, the Church of the Brethren in Nigeria), the largest
Christian denomination in the area of northeast Nigeria
where Boko Haram is taking territory. This year, EYN has
seen many of its churches and congregations destroyed, as
thousands of church members have been killed and pastors
and their families have been among the hundreds more peo-
ple abducted since the Chibok schoolgirls were taken. Most
of the schoolgirls were from EYN. Estimates are that more
than 90,000 EYN church members have been displaced by
the fighting this year.
Now the situation of EYN is dire, as its headquarters

property and Kulp Bible College have been taken by Boko
Haram. The attack on the headquarters on Oct. 29 occurred
as Boko Haram fighters were on their way to attack and take
the nearby city of Mubi, near the Cameroon border.
People living at the EYN headquarters fled for their

lives, including families of denominational staff and Bible
college students. It is believed that most of those at the
EYN headquarters escaped alive, but many people in Mubi
and surrounding villages were killed, and others are now
trapped in the control of Boko Haram.
The EYN staff is now displaced, and the church leader-

ship is working to regroup. They are faced with the prospect
of having to rebuild church offices and relocate staff and
their families, at the same time the church continues to aid
thousands of members who have been displaced. In addition,
hundreds of pastors who were serving churches in the con-
flict zone also are displaced without jobs or means to provide
for families.

The Rev. Dr. Samuel Dante Dali, president of EYN, is
calling for urgent help from the international community for
the people affected by violence in northeast Nigeria. In a let-
ter he sent to the Church of the Brethren in the United
States last month, he also called for the Nigerian govern-
ment to give serious attention to the suffering of the people.
“We need urgent help from the international community

if the global community can have compassion on us,” he
wrote in the email. “The future of Nigeria is getting darker
and darker day by day, but Nigerian political leaders do not
seem to take the suffering of the people seriously. The gov-
ernment of Nigeria with all its security seems weak and
helpless in handling the crisis.”
“Our hearts are broken about what’s happening in

Nigeria,” says Stanley J. Noffsinger, general secretary of the
Church of the Brethren in the United States. “However,
we’re not so overwhelmed by this horror that we have be-
come inactive. We are making a bold response. The board of
the Church of the Brethren has committed up to $1.5 million
to a new relief effort in Nigeria, in cooperation with EYN.”
The American church also is beginning a more concerted

advocacy effort to bring international attention to the crisis
in northeast Nigeria. The effort encourages nonviolent solu-
tions, such as an international effort to cut off Boko Haram’s
weaponry and funding, and international humanitarian aid for
the hundreds of thousands of Nigerians who are internally
displaced or are refugees in Cameroon and Niger. The
Church of the Brethren calls for international pressure on
the Nigerian government to better serve its people—those
who have lost loved ones in the conflict, orphans, women
who have been brutalized, men who have lost jobs and the
means to support their families, those living in camps or
sheltering with extended family elsewhere without the
means for food, shelter, and medical care.
The relief work that the Church of the Brethren is help-

ing to carry out with EYN already has begun, including pro-
viding food and supplies to the displaced and building
temporary shelters at “care centers” in safer locations in
central Nigeria, among other priorities that now include the
relocation of the EYN offices and staff.
In 1923, Church of the Brethren members from the

United States began the mission effort that led to the emer-
gence of EYN as an indigenous African Christian church
that, up until recent destruction wrought by the insurgency,
was estimated to have an attendance of close to 1 million in
Nigeria and has mission efforts in neighboring countries.
For more information about Ekklesiyar Yan’uwa a Nigeria

and the Church of the Brethren mission in Nigeria, go to
www.brethren.org/nigeria.—Mennonite Church USA

Boko Haram overruns Nigerian Brethren headquarters
Church of the Brethren calls for international attention to crisis in Nigeria.
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A ccording to the official count, 143 participants repre-
senting 29 Western District Conference (WDC) con-
gregations gathered Nov. 15 at Eden Mennonite

Church, Moundridge, Kan., to talk about polity in response
to a resolution brought to the conference’s delegate assem-
bly in July by Rainbow Mennonite Church, Kansas City, Kan.
That resolution calls for congregations being able to decide
for themselves whether or not their pastor can perform
same-sex covenant ceremonies.
The WDC Reference Council is a group that meets annu-

ally to advise WDC staff. WDC moderator Richard Gehring,
who is pastor at Manhattan (Kan.) Mennonite Fellowship,
explained that it is not a decision-making body but seeks to
promote dialogue and provide information to WDC congre-
gations.
At the July assembly, delegates agreed to put off voting on

the resolution from Rainbow until next year’s assembly,
which is now scheduled for October 2015. They also ap-
pointed a discernment task force, which sent out a survey to
all WDC members. WDC leaders decided to use this refer-
ence council—and another one next April—to talk about is-
sues related to the resolution.
Discernment task force report: Jim Schrag, chair of the

discernment task force, summarized the results of the sur-
vey, which he acknowledged was not scientific. Instead, he
said, it “helps form a general portrait of WDC self-under-
standing.”
One of the questions the survey tried to address was,

Who can decide what about matters of faith and practice?
Schrag said. The survey looked at four areas related to this
question: (1) statements from or about the Confession of
Faith in a Mennonite Perspective (COF), (2) Mennonite
Church USA Membership Guidelines, (3) polity and unity,
and (4) views of same-sex relationships.
Schrag noted that the survey showed that about half the

respondents agree that COF is a “standard for judging faith-
fulness.” And a large majority agree that Scripture is an “au-
thoritative voice and standard” for discerning truth from
error.
The survey also showed strong support for conferences

having discretion to determine practices, Schrag said, while
over half the respondents opposed the disciplining of pastors
who perform same-sex covenant ceremonies, and over half
said that performing these is like previous changes in the
church, such as acceptance of divorce and women in leader-
ship.
“There is clearly a shift going on in views of homosexual-

ity and marriage,” Schrag said.
In terms of polity and unity, Schrag reported that over 80

percent of respondents agree that WDC should be in rela-
tionship with Mennonite Church USA, and two-thirds say
unity is not uniformity. Two-thirds also believe WDC unity
can be preserved if congregations are allowed to choose dif-
ferent practices.
Statement by Hispanic church leaders: Gilberto Flo-

res, who associate conference minister for WDC, reported
on meetings he has had with Hispanic leaders in WDC con-
gregations. Flores said that these leaders said three things:
(1) they don’t want to leave WDC, (2) they obviously dis-
agree with same-sex relationships, and (3) they want to ex-
press their own views about love, unity, communion and the
reason for the church to exist.
These leaders, Flores said, don’t want to talk about the

issue of same-sex relationships anymore. They will not try
to change churches who want to be more welcoming, and
they don’t want to be judged by others. If WDC organizes its
assemblies around issues of disagreement, they said, they
don’t want to participate. They want to focus on the things
we agree on, Flores said.
Table groups: Reference Council participants met in

table groups and discussed the results of the survey. In re-
porting to the larger group, two of the table groups said they
felt the statement from the Hispanic churches showed lead-
ership for how to proceed.
Later, the groups discussed the strengths and hazards of

congregationalism. One table reported that the tension be-
tween congregational autonomy and a conference-led ap-
proach was “necessary for a healthy church.” Several said
that some balance of both is good, combining some guide-
lines with local autonomy. Another suggested the need for
managing polarities, focusing not on our fears but on what is
good in both systems.—Gordon Houser

WDC Reference Council talks congregational authority
Report from Hispanic leaders affirmed by Western District representatives.

Brett Klingenberg (left) and Janet McGillivary discuss a question.

Laurie O
sw

ald Robinson
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What North American Mennonites can and should
learn from the world

A lthough the title “Going Global with God” might have
implied the topic of Christian mission to the world,
Menno Simons lecturer Walter Sawatsky took it in a

different direction.
Sawatsky, professor emeritus of church history

and mission at Anabaptist Mennonite Biblical
Seminary, Elkhart, Ind., was the speaker for the
annual series Oct. 26-28 at Bethel College in
North Newton, Kan.
Sawatsky was “returning to a theme touched

on in these lectures before,” said John Thiesen,
Bethel co-director of libraries and lecture series
organizer, introducing Sawatsky, “understanding
Mennonite Christianity from a global perspec-
tive.”
Sawatsky gives “a persistent challenge to us as students

and to the church to look beyond our own North American
culture for light and for truth,” said Mark Jantzen, Bethel
professor of history, in his introduction to a later lecture.
Or, as Sawatsky stated, “Why telling the story from a

global perspective matters.”
He went on, “Since the Mennonite world assembly in

2009 in Paraguay, it’s become rather trendy [among Men-
nonites] to speak of ‘the global church,’ having in mind only
the Mennonites or perhaps only the Anabaptists.
“The church that came into being at Pentecost was de-

scribed as being ‘the body of Christ,’ and that’s what ‘global
church’ must refer to. Are we really still thinking that only
our little body constitutes ‘the global church’?”
He devoted much of his first lecture to a historical sketch

of the Russian Mennonite experience in the late 19th and
early 20th century “as a paradigm.”
The story he referred to most, however, was not the one

many North American Mennonites know—the 1874-78 mi-
gration west of Mennonites from what is now Ukraine to the
Great Plains of Canada and the United States, what
Sawatsky called “a remarkable logistical achievement.”
But theirs is “the minority story,” he said. “The majority

actually ended up deported to central Asia and Siberia,
where they were repressed and forcibly repatriated, the
means by which Soviet authorities were trying to crush reli-
gious belief.”
In Sawatsky’s second lecture, he referred to the Last Sup-

per, as recorded in John, where Jesus prayed for his disciples:
“that they may be one … that the world might believe.”
Yet in 2014, Sawatsky went on, “there were 40,000 ‘bod-

ies’ around the world not relating to each other—Catholic,

Protestant, Orthodox. How much reconciliation do we still
have to do?”
In the third lecture, Sawatsky returned to his theme of

“what North American Mennonites can learn from the global
church.”
“The global contextualization of the gospel had

changed much,” he said. “The ‘sins taught by the
missionaries’ are not the ones of most importance
[in the developing world].” Rather than sin as re-
flected in the Ten Commandments, for example,
what needs to be addressed more immediately are
such things as poverty, economic disparities, social
injustice and political repression.
In his concluding lecture, Sawatsky moved

from Russian Mennonite and worldwide Christian
mission paradigms to what could be learned from

the peacemaking efforts of secular bodies around the world.
“How we frame our histories, how we frame our failures

and recoveries, matters. To tell and teach Mennonite history
without reference to the others, except that ‘those others
did bad things to us,’ is to sustain a lie.”—Melanie Zuercher
of Bethel College

Peacebuilding through a medical lens

I n his book I Shall Not Hate, Izzeldin Abuelaish traces his
journey from an impoverished childhood in the Gaza
Strip to medical school in Egypt and eventually, in the

face of enormous barriers, to become the first Palestinian
doctor on the staff of an Israeli hospital. The book also de-
scribes his commitment to peacebuilding in Gaza, Israel and
beyond—a commitment that was improbably deepened after
three of his daughters and a niece died when his house was
shelled by Israeli tanks in 2009.
During a Nov. 4-5 visit to Eastern Mennonite University

in Harrisonburg, Va., Abuelaish shared what he described as
a “message of hope and of justice” that
views peacebuilding through a medical
lens.
“The unit structure of our body is

the cell. If one cell is sick, the whole
body will react. My peace is linked to
your peace. I am not in peace as long as
others are not,” said Abuelaish during
his Suter Science Seminar speech, ar-
guing that seemingly distant violent
conflict affects everyone in the world.

In a separate interview, Abuelaish also used medical lan-
guage to prescribe a first step people can take to address
conflict elsewhere in the world.

Speakers address Mennonite Church USA colleges
Sawatsky, Abuelaish and Hauerwas speak at Bethel, EMU and Bluffton.

Walter Sawatsky

Izzeldin Abuelaish
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“We need to dig deeper to find out the root causes of the
problem,” he said. “As in medicine, we … learn the history
in order to reach accurate diagnosis. Accurate diagnosis is
the light, is the truth, which helps us set up the right treat-
ment and not to be stereotyped or deceived or misinformed
anymore. That’s what is important, the first step.”
An obstetrician and gynecologist by training, Abuelaish is

now an associate professor at the Dalla Lana School of Pub-
lic Health at the University of Toronto. He also oversees the
Daughters for Life Foundation, which was established in the
memory of his three daughters to provide scholarships to
women from the Middle East. Abuelaish is a vocal advocate
for women’s education and empowerment to become
“agents of change in our world.”
For several years, students supported by Daughters for

Life have been studying at universities in Gaza, Israel and
several other Middle Eastern countries, and in August, five
women from the region began studying at the New College
of Florida. During his visit to campus, Abuelaish expressed
interest in a partnership that would send students from
Daughters for Life to study at EMU, and met with President
Loren Swartzendruber to discuss the possibility.
“I lost my daughters but I didn’t lose hope,” Abuelaish

said. “I am here because of hope … [but] hope is not just a
word … it needs someone to carry it, to believe in it, to
move forward with it. Everything starts small. Start doing it.
Others will follow you. Don’t wait for others. You need to
start for yourself.”—Andrew Jenner of EMU

Remember the poor, says noted theologian

S tanley Hauerwas suggests that the apostles’ request
for Paul to remember the poor should be at the heart of
Christian living.

“Care for the poor was thought by Paul to be a necessary
hallmark of the corporate life of Jesus’ followers,” said
Hauerwas, theological ethics chair at the University of Ab-
erdeen, Scotland, Nov. 10 at Bluffton (Ohio) Uni-
versity.
Hauerwas, a professor emeritus at Duke Uni-

versity Divinity School and named “America’s
Best Theologian” by Time magazine in 2001, de-
livered the annual Keeney Peace Lecture at
Bluffton.
While he suggests that charity is central to the

Christian faith, the intentions and effectiveness of
charitable giving are often broadly challenged.
“Almsgiving is indicative of what it means to be a
Christian, yet how Christians have cared for those
who have had less has recently come under severe criti-
cism,” he told the audience. 
“We seem to be living in a time where people have lost

confidence in giving,” which can be attributed to four criti-
cisms of charity, Hauerwas said.
The first criticism is that poor planning causes aid to be

ineffective in helping the poor. “Money is simply thrown at
the problem with little idea of how the money could best
used to make a positive response to a definite need,” he
elaborated.
But even when the aid is properly planned, charitable giv-

ing can still be panned as an inherently negative process.
“Aid creates dependency, and those who receive that aid can-
not be easily rectified,” he said, paraphrasing the criticism.
The third criticism of charity is that it cannot actually fix

poverty. “Aid simply is a bandage on a wound that is much
deeper than aid can address” and cannot overcome unjust
global economic structures, he said. “Globalization is but an-
other name for capitalism in which those who have can con-
tinue to have, and those who do not have can do little to
counter the power of the haves.”
Finally, some people believe the practice of almsgiving is

just not designed to work in our world. It is said that “the
bottom line is, the poor got left out of the development of
advanced economies, and there is little one can do to rectify
that reality,” Hauerwas said.
Even disaster relief efforts are criticized by some as con-

venient ways for developed countries to pursue imperialist
goals in other countries, leaving charity works in other na-
tions to feel like “agents of foreign policy,” he said.
But amid the doom and gloom of charitable giving, Hauer-

was believes that charity is an intrinsic part of Christian life
that is rooted more deeply than acts of kindness. 
For him, charity is an act of giving to God—like an act of

worship—as much as it is an act of giving to those in need.
“In Proverbs 19:17, we’re told whoever is kind to the poor
lends to the Lord and will be repaid in full by the Lord,” he
said. “To give to the poor is not just another act of charity
but an encounter with God.”
And because charity brings us closer to God, it is for

every Christian, not just the well-off, Hauerwas said.
“Indeed, it is particularly important that Christians who

are poor understand that they, too, must be chari-
table. To be poor does not mean to lack the means
to expend charity to another. You may lack money
or food, but you have the gift of friendship to over-
come the loneliness that hits the lives of so many,”
he told the audience.
To begin helping the poor effectively, Hauerwas

calls Christians to practice the discipline of listen-
ing as part of their worship. “We must listen to the
stories that the poor have to tell, because only by
listening to such stories will we have the means to
know how to go on,” he said. 

“It is crucial to remember that for the church, the care of
the poor cannot be separated from our worship of God. Wor-
ship makes possible, I hope to suggest, that Christians have
the time to be with the poor, but even more strongly, Chris-
tians can imagine being poor,” he said.—Chay Reigle of
Bluffton University

Stanley Hauerwas
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T hroughout his life and ministry, Jesus both modeled
and called his followers to a life of nonviolence. The
Mennonite faith tradition takes this call seriously. Our

commitment to nonviolence has guided many generations’
response to military service and witness to justice and
peace. Here, nonviolence takes an outward direction, from
the church toward the world. But as we now find our church
in a time of discernment that can involve disagreement, our
distinctive peace witness is at stake. 
Our Confession of Faith in a Mennonite Perspective re-

minds us that our core value of nonviolence is not only a wit-
ness to the outside world but fundamental to our life
together in the church. “Led by the Spirit, and beginning in
the church, we witness to all people that violence is not the
will of God [emphasis added].” If the church is indeed the
first place where believers witness to nonviolence, then
nonviolent communication can help shape the way we treat
one another in the church. Even where disagreement is in-
evitable, it matters how we disagree.
While disagreeing, people naturally express their values

and feelings with passion. Anxiety rises when we sense a
threat to our values or identity. Sometimes, however, words
can come across in a violent manner as we express heartfelt

convictions. We may react quickly, responding out of fear
rather than faith. I am troubled when I hear comments such
as, “Have you forgotten Christ’s call to justice?” or, “You
don’t believe the gospel” within our church. Is there a way
we can disagree and hear one another with respect and com-
passion?
Violent communication is at play when we speak to

one another with the sole purpose of judging who is right
and who is wrong. This usually means we are trying to
prove ourselves right and the other wrong. Whenever some-
one—be it an individual or a group—uses their power over
others to win at their expense, harm is done. In this way,
communal discernment in the church can become violent

when demands and judgments are made. Contrary to the old
saying, sticks and stones may break our bones, but words do
hurt us. In reflecting on the disagreement I see throughout
Mennonite Church USA, I am grieved when I hear our wit-
ness to nonviolence undermined by the way we speak to one
another. 
What about Jesus’ teaching on accountability and the his-

toric use of “the ban” in the Anabaptist tradition? How do
we honor both our commitment to nonviolence and our core
convictions? Jesus rejects judging others (Matthew 7:1-5)
but also teaches about holding one another accountable in
the faith community (Matthew 18:15-20). These are not mu-
tually exclusive. 
For example, in this article I am seeking to hold us in

Mennonite Church USA accountable to our core value of
nonviolence without adding more violence to the conversa-
tion by judging people with whom I disagree. I try to avoid
language that accuses or attacks, seeking instead to write in
an invitational manner. 
How we disagree matters.When we show compassion,

we aim to understand the other’s experience and connect
with them through empathy. As we interact nonviolently, we
may even be able to recognize in someone else the same
needs and values that we ourselves cherish. 
Simply keeping silent about what really matters is not the

answer to disagreement, either. In reflecting on my own ap-
proach to conflict, I told my seminary professor I tend to re-
main silent for the sake of the peace of the church. She
challenged me, “Is it true peace if you still carry the conflict
inside you?” 
Using this approach, I may avoid outer conflict but at a

great cost to my inner self. When we suppress our true feel-
ings, we do not move closer to unity with our brothers and
sisters; rather, we may harbor resentment. When conflicts
(whether inner or outer) are not fully addressed, we damage
the integrity of ourselves and our community. 
Nonviolent communication (NVC), developed by Mar-

shall Rosenberg, offers a way for us within a peace church to
love our neighbors as ourselves. It provides tools for manag-
ing conflict, focusing on the underlying needs and values
that lead to intense feelings. The NVC process guides us in
a compassionate flow of communication, based on observa-
tions, feelings, needs or values, and requests:

• We make observations that affect our well-being. We
describe what we see others doing without labeling or judg-
ing their behavior.

• We state our feelings about what we observe. We own
these feelings rather than accusing others of making us feel
that way. 

It matters how we disagree
How to do nonviolent communication in a peace church

If the church is indeed the first place
where believers witness to nonviolence,
then nonviolent communication can help
shape the way we treat one another in
the church.
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• We express the core needs or values that create our
feelings. We share what we need or value, which the other
person’s behavior may bring to light but does not cause. 

• We make requests (not demands) that will enrich our
life. We ask for clear, concrete actions from the other person.
(Or we become aware of how we’d like to change our own
behavior, in which case we make a request of ourselves).

The NVC process gives careful attention to how observa-
tions, feelings, needs and requests are expressed. NVC is
much more than making “I” statements. Consider, for exam-
ple, if someone were to disagree by saying, “Because you
don’t take the Bible seriously, I feel like you aren’t a true
Christian. I need you to believe the real message of the
gospel. Please consider God’s truth instead.” One can only
imagine that the person on the receiving end of this com-
ment would feel angry or defensive. Let’s try using NVC to
break this statement down and uncover its underlying vio-
lence, then rebuild it in a nonviolent way. 
Observations. “Because you don’t take the Bible seri-

ously.” While this may seem like the speaker is describing
what he/she sees, it is actually a judgment. The speaker is
judging the way the other person reads and interprets the
Bible.
Feelings. “I feel like you aren’t a true Christian.” When a

statement about what one feels includes the word “you,” it
is a red flag that another judgment is being expressed. Feel-
ings are about us, not the other person. Here again, the
speaker is judging the status of the other person’s faith. 
Needs. “I need you to believe the real message of the

gospel.” Again, a statement of what we need should not in-
clude the word “you.” This sounds more like a demand than
a need or a value. The speaker is also making a judgment
that he or she knows the real message of the gospel, and the
other does not. 
Requests. “Please consider God’s truth instead.” While

this may be a request, it is a violent one. The speaker is im-
plying that he or she knows God’s truth and the other does
not. Requests should be made in a way that respects the
other person, not tears them down. 
How might some of the same ideas be shared nonvio-

lently? I can imagine this conversation happening without
violence if the speaker would say, “When you cite biblical
references for your point of view (observation), I feel uneasy
(feeling) because I’ve always understood the Bible to say
something different. I value a different kind of biblical inter-
pretation (value). Would you be willing to listen to my per-
spective and then share how you came to another
understanding (request)?” 

When we suppress our true feelings, we
do not move closer to unity with our
brothers and sisters; rather, we may 
harbor resentment.

Mennonites have a distinctive peace 
witness that the world desperately needs,
but we in the church need it, too.
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Another key part of NVC is listening. After we have
shared our observations, feelings, needs and requests, we
listen as the other person responds. Rather than thinking
about what we will say next, we are fully present and listen
carefully for their core needs and values even if they are not
spoken outright. What is at stake for the other? What really
matters to him or her? Although we may have different ways
of meeting these needs or living out these values, we con-
nect with the other’s heart when we understand their needs,
values and desires. We repeat back what we hear, asking
questions to make sure we fully understand. It makes all the
difference in the world when those disagreeing feel they
have been heard, valued and understood. 
Throughout the Gospel of Matthew, Jesus calls his follow-

ers to a higher righteousness. In the Sermon on the Mount,
long regarded by Anabaptist-Mennonites as the capstone of
Jesus’ teaching, Jesus expands the law and the prophets by
shifting each command from the visible to the invisible.
Among many things, Jesus renounces anger, retaliation, ha-
tred of enemies and a judgmental spirit. He explains, “All
who exalt themselves will be humbled, and all who humble
themselves will be exalted” (Matthew 23:12). This can
shape how we speak to one another in the church. Compas-
sion and humility are essential for our communication.
After people in conflict have shared and truly heard one

another in a respectful manner, they may still find them-

selves holding different beliefs. This is OK; NVC does not
expect everyone to agree. Members of Mennonite Church
USA will continue to disagree, and some may even deter-
mine they can no longer belong to the same denomination.
But throughout the process, we all can continue to witness
with integrity that violence is not the will of God. We can af-
firm our commitment to nonviolence by expressing our ob-
servations, feelings, needs or values, and requests, then
compassionately hear others share their own. Mennonites
have a distinctive peace witness that the world desperately
needs, but we in the church need it, too. It really matters
how we disagree. 

Sarah Ann Bixler has served throughout Mennonite Church
USA in education, youth ministry, curriculum writing, church
planting and conference leadership. She is a Master of Divinity
student at Princeton (N.J.) Theological Seminary.

To learn more about nonviolent communication, read Nonvio-
lent Communication: A Language of Life by Marshall Rosen-
berg (PuddleDancer Press, 2003) or Transforming Church
Conflict: Compassionate Leadership in Action by Deborah van
Deusen Hunsinger and Theresa Latini (Westminster John Knox
Press, 2013).
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D ove’s Nest’s first annual “Protecting Our Children
and Youth Conference and Worship Gathering” took
place Nov. 7-9 in Omaha, Neb. The theme verse was,

“How steadfast is your unfailing love, O God! All your chil-
dren take refuge in the shadow of your wings.”
Keynote speaker Deondra Brown, cofounder of The

Foundation for Survivors of Abuse, told her story of surviv-
ing and thriving after being sexually abused by her father.
Brown shared how spiritual leaders in her local faith com-
munity walked with her through the difficult early days after
confronting her father and continued to support her as she
found her way on the path to healing. She also discussed leg-
islative efforts to eliminate statute-of-limitation laws so that
abuse survivors have the option to seek prosecution on their
own timeline if they so choose.
Seven breakout sessions equipped pastors and faith com-

munities to prevent child abuse and keep children safe. Ad-
ditional sessions offered training on the Circle of Grace safe
environment curriculum (available at no cost to Mennonite
Church USA congregations), procedures to help a faith com-
munity be accountable to its child and youth protection poli-

cies, and a discussion of ways in which the peace position
may increase vulnerability to abuse. The conference also in-
cluded times of networking and worship.
Dove’s Nest began within Mennonite Church USA

and now has a national board comprised of Mennonites and
members of other denominations. Two staff members lead
the organization’s day-to-day work. More than 500 Menno -
nite Church USA congregations or affiliated organizations
have received a free copy of the Circle of Grace safe environ-
ment curriculum, and more than 100 congregations have
participated in a Dove’s Nest training event. “It’s exciting
and fulfilling to realize the impact we are having and the new
places we are now reaching,” says Jon Stanton, executive di-
rector. “We have sent several copies of Circle of Grace to
Spanish-speaking churches in the United States and over-
seas and have conducted training in Spanish as well.”
Since the “Protecting and Nurturing our Children and

Youth” resolution was approved by delegates at the 2013
Convention, Dove’s Nest (www.DovesNest.net) has contin-
ued to work with Mennonite Church USA leaders to help
congregations implement its recommedations.—Dove’s Nest

Keeping children and youth safe
Dove’s Nest holds first annual conference and worship gathering
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                   45 Years of Value Added Travel
 

In 2015, come with us to Alaska, Australia/ New Zealand, Cuba, Europe, 
Hawaii, Haiti, the Holy Land, Kenya/Tanzania,  Mexico, Russia/ Ukraine, 
South America, Uzbekistan, and more. Or choose 1 of 4 North American 
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CALENDAR

Fairlawn Haven Auxiliary Open
House and Auction, Founder’s Hall,
Archbold, Ohio, March 26-27, 2015.

WORKERS

Benedict, Neal, was licensed as associ-
ate pastor of Erisman Mennonite Church,
Manheim, Pa., on Nov. 2.

Elkins, Scott, was installed as lead pas-
tor at Old Road Mennonite Church, Gap,
Pa., on Oct. 26.

Gusler, Todd, was installed as lead pas-
tor of Rossmere Mennonite Church, Lan-
caster, Pa., on Nov. 16.

McQuitty, Ryan, was licensed as associ-
ate pastor for youth ministry of Mount Joy
Mennonite Church, Mount Joy, Pa., on Oct.
26.

Prins, Andres, was licensed for local and
global outreach at Groffdale Mennonite
Church, Leola, Pa., on Oct. 12.

OBITUARIES

Delagrange, James L., 71, Woodburn,
Ind., died Sept. 21, of cancer. Spouse:
Marie Eicher Delagrange. Parents: Joseph
and Anna Delagrange. Children: Jeff, Jayne
Delagrange Newala, Melissa Freehling,
Mike; 11 grandchildren. Funeral: Sept. 26
at North Leo Mennonite Church, Leo, Ind.

Eigsti, Mervin Jacob, 83, Denver, Colo.,
died Oct. 29 of Lewy Body Disease.
Spouse: Ardith Eigsti. Parents: Emery and
Edna Wenger Eigsti. Children: Stan, Becky
Widmer, Randy Landis-Eigsti, Brad; nine
grandchildren; six great-grandchildren. Fu-
neral: Nov. 8 at Glennon Heights Mennon-
ite Church, Lakewood, Colo.

Fisher, Midred H., 92, Belleville, Pa.,
died Oct. 9. Parents: Christian K. and Min-
nie S. Stoltzfus Fisher. Children: Violet J.
Metzler; three grandchildren; five great-
grandchildren. Funeral: Oct. 13 at Mill-
wood Mennonite Church, Gap, Pa.

Gingrich, Blanche E. Kreider, 87, Lan-
disville, Pa., died Sept. 25. Spouse: John M.
Gingrich. Parents: Edison and Mary Gin-
grich. Children: Donald, Ann Martin, David,
Nelson, Kenneth, Sharon Umble, Beverly
Kerry; 15 grandchildren; 21 great-grand-
children; one great-great-grandchild. Fu-
neral: Oct. 4 at Landisville Mennonite
Church.

Gingerich, Frances A. Helmuth, 74,
Goshen, Ind., died Oct. 31. Spouse: Alton
“Al” Gingerich. Parents: Alvin and Mary
Miller Helmuth. Children: Darrell, Lloyd,
Steven; six grandchildren. Funeral: Nov. 5
at Walnut Hill Mennonite Church, Goshen.

Groff, Weyburn W., 92, Goshen, Ind.,
died Oct. 2. Spouse: Thelma Miller Groff
(deceased). Parents: Simeon and Violet
Snyder Groff. Children: Raechel White,
Margaret Groff, Cheryl Groff Hess, Ed;
three grandchildren. Funeral: Oct. 11 at
College Mennonite Church, Goshen.

Holaway, Barbara J. Thut, 81, Elkhart,
Ind., died Oct. 2. Spouse: LaMar Holaway.
Parents: Ira and Dorothy Yoder Thut. Chil-
dren: Brian, Brent, Bruce; five grandchil-
dren; two great-grandchildren. Funeral:
Oct. 10 at College Mennonite Church,
Goshen, Ind.

Hostetler, David E., 84, Reinholds, Pa.,
died Oct. 27. Spouse: Rosanna Yoder
Hostetler. Parents: Emerson and Luella
Lehman Hostetler. Children: D. Michael, J.
Marcos, James D., Marcella Hostetler, Mon-
ica Harnish; 13 grandchildren; five great-
grandchildren. Funeral: Nov. 1 at Scottdale
Mennonite Church, Scottdale, Pa.

Hostetler, Eldon E., 87, Milford, Neb.,
died Oct. 12 of a stroke. Spouse: Eileen
Ehrman Hostetler. Parents: Elbert and Clara
Burkey Hostetler. Children: Bonnie
Hostetler, Roger, Marcia Van Andel; five
grandchildren; five great-grandchildren.
Funeral: Oct. 16 at Bellwood Mennonite
Church, Milford.

King, Lois I. Zook, 94, Belleville, Pa.,
died Oct. 12. Spouse: Mark S. King (de-
ceased). Parents: Frank and Sadie Stoltzfus
Zook. Children: Larry M., Karen S. Zook.
Funeral: Oct. 15 at Maple Grove Mennon-
ite Church, Belleville.

Lehman, Alice B. Bachman, 102, Cas-
torland, N.Y., died Nov. 6. Spouse: Norman
Lehman (deceased). Parents: Joseph C. and
Barbara M. Virkler Bachman. Children:
James, Sanford B., Clifford B., Geneva
Virkler, Janice Crofoot, Janet Tuley; Elsie
McElheran; 19 grandchildren; 27 great-
grandchildren. Funeral: Nov. 11 at First
Mennonite Church, New Bremen, N.Y.

Lilley, Charles Leslie, 57, Telford, Pa.,
died Sept. 19. Spouse: Terri S. Lilley. Par-
ents: Charles C. and Shirley Ann Lilley. Chil-
dren: Chatham, Derrick; five grandchildren.
Funeral: Sept. 26 at Salford Mennonite
Church, Harleysville, Pa.

For the Record is available to members of Mennonite Church USA. Births and marriages appear online at www.themennonite.org.
Obituaries are also published in The Mennonite. Contact Rebecca Helmuth at 800-790-2498 for expanded memorial and photo insertion
options. To submit information, log on to www.themennonite.org and use the “For the Record” button for online forms. You may also sub-
mit information by email, fax or mail: Editor@TheMennonite.org; fax 316-283-0454; 3145 Benham Ave., Suite 4, Elkhart, IN 46517.
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Shirk, Frank E., 89, Leola, Pa., died Oct.
8. Spouse: Erica Hege Shirk. Parents: Peter
N. and Joanna H. Shirk. Children: Louise
Longenecker, Sylvia Shirk, Hilda Shirk, Ed
Shirk, Eric Shirk, Mim Shirk, Peter Shirk,
Dorothy Shirk, Philip Shirk; 18 grandchil-
dren; six great-grandchildren. Funeral: Oct.
14 at New Holland Mennonite Church,
New Holland, Pa.

Smucker, Marcus G., 82, Lititz, Pa., died
Oct. 29. Spouse: Dorothy Wenger Smucker.
Parents: John and Anna Stoltzfus Smucker.
Children: Deb Smucker, Greg; two grand-
children. Celebration-of-life service: Nov. 1
at Mellinger Mennonite Church, Lancaster,
Pa.

Springer, Ralph, 88, Hopedale, Ill., died
Oct. 12. Spouse: Clarabell GarberSpringer.
Parents: Aaron J. and Naomi M. Atkins
Springer. Children: Mike, Ted, Jan Rhein-
heimer, Pat Shoemaker, Peggy Reese; seven
grandchildren; nine great-grandchildren.
Funeral: Oct. 18 at Hopedale Mennonite
Church.

Steider, Dorcas A. Miller, 72, Goshen,
Ind., died Oct. 11. Spouse: Don Steider (de-
ceased). Parents: Lester and Mary Holaway
Miller. Children: Dawn Summerton, Deidre
Bias; step-children: Janell Harris, Bryan
Steider, Brendan Steider; eight grandchil-
dren. Funeral: Oct. 14 at College Mennon-
ite Church, Goshen.

Strauss, Lyle Keith, 66, Nappanee, Ind.,
died March 15 of cancer. Spouse: Blondine
J. Jost Strauss. Parents: Lewis Leroy “Roy”
and Pearl Hochstetler Strauss. Children:
Karen Strauss Nichols, Keith Jerel Strauss;
two grandchildren. Funeral: March 18 at
First Mennonite Church, Nappanee.

Trucksess, Joan Shirley Workman, 79,
Telford, Pa., died Oct. 20, of cancer.
Spouse: Robert Lane Trucksess. Parents:
Andrew and Esther Duckloe Workman.
Children: Kurt Von Trucksess; three grand-
children. Funeral: Oct. 25 at Franconia
Mennonite Church, Telford.

Zehr, Robert “Boomer” L., 84, New
Bremen, N.Y., died Oct. 24. Spouse: Arletha
M. Archer Zehr. Parents: Reuben Zehr and
Marion Lehman Zehr Grau. Children: Lynn
R., Jill Hoch, Lisa Lee, Jack; four grandchil-
dren; three great-grandchildren. Funeral:
Oct. 27 at First Mennonite Church, New
Bremen.
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Practicing Christian Doctrine: An Introduction to Thinking
and Living Theologically by Beth Felker Jones (BakerAcademic,
2014, $22.99) takes an evangelical and ecumenical approach to
doctrine and emphasizes the importance of practicing what Chris-
tians affirm to be true. It affirms evangelical theology while draw-
ing on the tradition offered by other voices and movements in the
global church.

Presence and Encounter: The Sacramental Possibilities of
Everyday Life by David G. Benner (Brazos Press, 2014, $15.99)
provides a simple but profound guide to experiencing the pres-
ence of Christ (even in absence) in everyday life. Benner ap-
proaches discipleship from the perspective of depth psychology.

The Drama of Living: Becoming Wise in the Spirit by David F.
Ford (Brazos Press, 2014, $19.99) offers insights into living wisely
in the Spirit in a culture of distraction, in the middle of complex
situations, relationships, responsibilities, ongoing dramas and
challenges.

Taste the New Wine: It Will Change Your Life by Bernie
Loeppky (EAF, 2014, $10) is a 33-lesson interactive study of the
Sermon on the Mount designed for individual study, small groups

and young adult/adult Sunday school classes. Developed in an
adult Sunday school class at Grace Mennonite Church in Winkler,
Manitoba, it is available from EAF, Box 323, Winkler, MB R6W 4A5
Canada, or contact eafellowship@gmail.com. The cost does not
include shipping and handling.

Dear Abba: Morning and Evening Prayer by Brennan Manning
with John Blase (Eerdmans, 2014, $10) lays out a month of hon-
est, poignant prayers to God—whom Manning affectionately
calls “Abba”—in a devotional format designed to guide and in-
spire the reader’s own prayers. Each entry presents a Scripture
passage, an excerpt from Manning’s books and a prayer. The book
was completed shortly before Manning’s death in April 2013.

Beginning with the Word: Modern Literature and the Ques-
tion of Belief by Roger Lundin (BakerAcademic, 2014, $24.99)
explores modern literature’s endless wrestling with Christian wit-
ness and biblical narrative with thoughtfulness, passion and per-
sonal commitment.

Straw and All: A Christmas Poetry Collection by Ruth Naylor
(WorkPlay Publishing, 2014, $12.99) contains many poems that
have been published in The Mennonite over the years. The poems
were written during the Christmas seasons between 1969 and
2013.
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Are you gifted in sharing a relevant Anabaptist vision inspiring to
the church today? Blooming Glen Mennonite Church
(www.bgmc.net) is seeking a dynamic and dedicated lead pas-
tor with strong preaching and leadership skills. We are people on
a journey with Jesus committed to growing together in a nurtur-
ing community of believers. Our congregation is located in Penn-
sylvania, halfway between Philadelphia and Allentown. Our
weekly attendance is approximately 330. If you are interested in
exploring the possibilities at Blooming Glen Mennonite Church,
please visit the church website for details and email the search
committee at bgmcpastorsearch@gmail.com. 

First Mennonite Church, Vineland, Ontario, seeks a full-time
pastor to lead our semirural congregation of 75 people in various
stages of life. We are looking for someone with a strong commit-
ment to Anabaptist values, a keen understanding of peace and so-
cial justice, and a love of music. We are the original Mennonite
Church in Canada and have a rich history of leadership. If inter-
ested contact Henry Paetkau, MCEC Conference Minister.
hpaetkau@mcec.ca.

Eastern Mennonite University seeks qualified applicants for
an assistant professor of chemistry and chemical hygiene
officer. Teaching load (18 SH) in the chemistry department as
well as administrative load (6 SH) to develop and implement the
chemical hygiene plan. Courses include chemistry, nonmajors
chemistry, as well as upper level courses in the area of the candi-
dates expertise. Doctorate in a field of chemistry. Previous safety
training, knowledge and use of GHS, MSDS and experience in
working with potentially hazardous materials. Position to begin in
the 2015 academic year. Send letter of application, curriculum
vitae, transcripts (unofficial acceptable at first), recent course eval-
uation (if applicable) and three letters of reference to: Tara Kish-
baugh, Professor of Chemistry, Department Chair, Biology and
Chemistry, Eastern Mennonite University, 1200 Park Road, Har-
risonburg, VA 22802. For more information visit our website at
www.emu.edu/humanresources. Persons who bring diversity are
encouraged to apply. EOE.

Executive director. MHS Consulting, a national consulting
practice that supports nonprofit organizations in their leadership
and strategic direction, seeks an executive director to serve as a
key leader in our mission to provide faith-grounded resources to
Anabaptist and other Christian nonprofits. Responsibilities include
leadership and development of the practice, as directed by the
board and in alignment with the parent company, MHS. Proven
ability to lead a mission-driven team, build a business and work
within an Anabaptist perspective. MBA or related graduate degree
preferred. Position requires significant travel and active engage-
ment in serving members and clients. Send cover letter and re-
sumé to hr@mhsonline.org or contact Rick Stiffney at
rick@mhsonline.org.

Bluffton University invites applications for a full-time
tenure-track position in physics to begin fall 2015. Ph.D. in
experimental chemical-physics or experimental physics required.
Ph.D. in related discipline will be considered. For position descrip-
tion visit www.bluffton.edu/employment. Review of applications
begins Jan. 1, 2015, and continues until an appointment is made.
Compensation is commensurate with education and experience
within the university pay scale. Bluffton University welcomes ap-
plications from all academically qualified persons who respect the
Anabaptist/Mennonite peace church position and endorse Chris-
tian higher education in a liberal arts environment. Members of
underrepresented groups are encouraged to apply. EOE.

Anabaptist Disabilities Network (ADNet), a small nonprofit
in Elkhart, Ind., seeks half-time director. ADNet is dedicated to
transforming faith communities when individuals with disabilities
enjoy full inclusion in the body of Christ. Director roles include
donor development, overseeing office and staff, guiding organiza-
tional communications, relating to board of directors. Job descrip-
tion posted at www.adnetonline.org. Send resumé to
becky.gascho@gmail.com.

Visit Europe the Mennonite Way! Multiple Hotel Tours focus-
ing on Mennonite-Anabaptist history in Holland, Belgium, Ger-
many, Switzerland, Poland and Ukraine. Organized by
Mennonite Heritage Tours, www.mennoniteheritagetours.eu

New from Cascadia Publishing House LLC

www.CascadiaPublishingHouse.com
contact@cascadiapublishinghouse.com

available Amazon.com, BN.com, and more

Discovering Forgiveness: Pathways 
Through Injury, Apology, and Healing,  

Larry A. Dunn, who “offers a stream of
provocative stories—of real people in 

honest conversations. These stories create a
deep grounding in . . . how forgiveness

emerges.” —John Paul Lederach 122p $14.95

Reading the Bible As If Jesus  Mattered, Du-
ane Beachey, who “issues a call to a radical
discipleship that has always been counter-
cultural and always will be. Jesus matters.”
—Danny Duncan Collum 166p $16.95

READING
BIBLE
JESUS

MATTERED

as
if

DUANE BEACHEY

th
e

True Confessions of a God Killer: A  Post-
modern Pilgrim’s Progress, Emily Hedrick.

“Not for the faint of heart, this tale lures the
reader off safe paths into utter darkness and
then toward tantalizing glimpses of healing

light.” —Marlene Kropf 156p $14.95

True
Confessions
of a

GodKi�er
A Po�modern
Pilgrim’s Progress

E M I L Y H E D R I C KE M I L Y H E D R I C K
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N E W  V O I C E S

T ape measure in hand, I circled the oversized
table crammed into a small dining area. Du-
tifully I measured the fabric hanging from

each edge, ensuring that the worn vinyl table
cloth was centered. I placed the two glass candle-
sticks on either side of the pinecone spray.
This level of attention to detail felt ridiculous.

By this time in our relationship, Mrs. P was not
able to get up from her bed to come and check if I
had painstakingly measured (as apparently was
her practice). But for four hours every Thursday
afternoon, I was her charge, and I aimed to
please. I didn’t want to end up like the previous
string of hospice volunteers who had been dis-
missed after a week or two for not being up to
snuff. 
Five years ago, after completing four months

of training, I found myself standing on the slanted
cement doorstep of a small
ranch house in the middle of
town. Nervous, I fiddled with
my professional-looking
name badge, waiting for
someone to answer the door.
Despite my pastoral care
training, I wasn’t sure what
to expect behind the 1950s-era wooden door.
From the volunteer coordinator’s description of
the assignment, I knew there was a challenge
coming. 
While my new friend was exacting in her re-

quests, I realized we learned to know each other
well over the weeks, having such a concentrated
set of hours to share. In the beginning, I made
meals, and she shuffled out to check that I’d cut
the onion finely enough or to taste the seasoning
in my sloppy joes. Each week, I washed the lunch
dishes and tidied the kitchen before joining her
for the daily soap opera. Sometimes I arranged
the seasonal décor or altered her favorite slacks
so they stayed on her shrinking frame. 
Each week, after completing her list of chores, I

settled into the padded chair in the corner of her
bedroom and pulled a novel out of my bag. She as-
sured me I should use the time to read, but after I
turned a few pages, she struck up a conversation,
wondering what I was cooking for dinner that
night or what my weekend plans were. 
I always tried to engage her, learning about her

life and family. And as it turned out, the end

wasn’t so immanent for this dear soul. Our
weekly ritual continued over many months.
Whether she intended it or not, she was having an
impact on my life. 
Because my time with her overlapped with

the holidays and because this is the time of year
when I turn reflective and assess where I am in
life and what hopes and dreams I have for the
coming year, I pulled out my journal to remember
the lessons Mrs. P shared with me as I witnessed
her wrestling with the reality of losing physical
abilities and dancing with death. 
• No matter where you are in life, there is al-

ways greener grass. It’s easy to see perks and
benefits in others’ lives. How can we cultivate a
heart of gratitude for our present circumstances? 
• The habits you cultivate over your lifetime

will continue. It may become your legacy, so con-
sider how you are who you
are. There’s no time like the
present to be the kind of per-
son you really want to be.
• Who you are is more im-

portant than what you do.
You may not always have a
career to define yourself, so

keep working at being who you are called to be
more than doing what you may choose to do. Your
identity will be with you no matter what title, role
or position you hold or lose.
• Each day has its gifts and challenges. Find

something to love about every day. You don’t
know how many you have, and you may have
more than you think. How are you making the
most of the time you do have?
• Invest in people. Enjoy your time with family.

You may not always be able to get together. Treas-
ure the good times and savor the memory-making
opportunities you do have. Strong relationships,
dear friends and sweet memories can get you
through many difficult things.
• When facing a terminal illness, ultimately,

money can’t buy your health. And having nice
stuff won’t make you feel better. Having a house
full of stuff just leaves more for you to care for,
sort through and give away. Money and posses-
sions are great distractions, allowing for the illu-
sion of control. 
• Crisis brings perspective. Don’t sweat the

small stuff—and most of it is small. 

Lessons Mrs. P taught me

By and about young adults

Sherah-Leigh
Gerber is director
of advancement for
Virginia Mennonite
Missions. She lives
with her husband
and two young chil-
dren in Harrison-
burg, Va.

Don’t sweat the small
stuff—and most of it is

small.
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M E D I A C U L T U R E
Reflections on the effect of media and culture on our faith

M ennonites are a tiny percent-
age of the U.S. population and
don’t usually get much atten-

tion from the wider media.
In November, however, a couple of

stories brought Mennonites to the at-
tention of at least some secular media.
On page 35 of this issue, Anna Groff

writes about the explosion in social
media and beyond of interest in the
story of Chester Wenger, a retired Men-
nonite pastor and missionary in Lan-
caster, Pa.
Groff describes the piece as going

viral, which refers to a post getting ma-
sive attention.
Elise Moreau, a trends expert,

writes that “countless articles and
books have been written claiming to
teach anyone how to create viral con-
tent that takes on a life of its own after
it’s sent out into the online world.” But
really, “nobody knows the secret for-
mula.”
In this case, we’re left to guess

what it is about this particular piece
that drew so much attention.
Let me take a few stabs at guessing. 
First, it’s a story. Stories draw peo-

ple more than arguments or diatribes.
Granted, Chester Wenger includes lots
of his personal opinion in the piece and
makes an argument. But much of the
piece is a narrative of his life and what
led him to make the decision he did,
which is itself an act, a part of a story.
Second, it’s unusual, which is the

definition of news. It goes against peo-
ple’s expectation to have a 96-year-old
speak out for same-sex marriage.
Third, it’s personal. It’s first about a

family and the love shared by its mem-
bers, particularly that of a father and a
son. 
But in the end it’s guesswork. You

can have those elements in a dozen or a
hundred other posts that don’t get
nearly that much attention.
Another item that got the attention

of the secular media in November was
the work of Mennonite Disaster Ser -

vice (MDS). On Nov. 6, the New York
Times published an article by Helene
Stapinski called “After Catastrophes,
Mennonite Disaster Service Helps to
Rebuild.”
The article tells the story of Karen

Dougherty, whose home in Broad Chan-
nel, N.Y., was damaged two years ago
by Hurricane Sandy.
To survive, she climbed into her attic

crawl space. Now, two years later, MDS
is finishing work on her house, making
it livable again.
“People came and said they would

help, took my money and then never
came back,” Dougherty says in the arti-
cle. “But these people, they didn’t ask
for anything. These are strangers. And
they’re like lifesavers. I want to go
home with them.”
Mennonites have long been la-

beled “the quiet in the land”—and crit-
icized for it, usually by ourselves. We
want to make our faith known.
Here are two examples of that hap-

pening, to some degree. What are the
elements of that witness?
One, again, is story. These two arti-

cles revolve around the actions of Men-
nonites. In one case, a man whose life
exemplifies service takes an action that
goes against church authorities and
costs him something. 
In the other, a group simply does

what it’s been doing for many decades,
offering loving, caring service to people
in need. The unique element is that,
while many other groups show up ini-
tially after a disaster, few stick around
for years to make sure people are back
on their feet. MDS does that.
Perhaps we can learn from these two

examples of getting attention from the
wider media something about our wit-

ness to Christ’s
work among us.

Gordon Houser is
associate editor of
The Mennonite.

Mennonites in the newsFILM REVIEWS

Interstellar (PG-13) is an ambitious film
about space exploration to find other hab-
itable planets, since Earth’s resources are
running out. The film includes much infor-
mation about wormholes, black holes,
multidimensional reality and relativity, and
its pacing is uneven—at times thrilling, at
other times ponderous. The complex narra-
tive may lose some viewers. It also gets
sentimental in places and ties up things a
bit too tidily.—Gordon Houser

Birdman, or (The Unexpected
Virtue of Ignorance) (R) is about a
washed-up actor who 20 years earlier
played a superhero called Birdman. Now
he wants to be recognized as a serious
artist by directing a play based on a Ray-
mond Carver short story. Director Alejan-
dro González Iñárritu’s satire skewers
blockbusters and theater while presenting
some serious questions about our search
for significance and recognition. Michael
Keaton’s performance is outstanding.—gh

BOOK REVIEWS

The Good of Politics: A Biblical, His-
torical and Contemporary Intro-
duction by James W. Skillen
(BakerAcademic, 2014, $22.99) argues
that “the inauguration of God’s kingdom
in Christ neither dislodges nor disbands
our human political vocation.” Skillen con-
siders the Bible and history, then looks at
political engagement today. He dismisses
pacifist social ethics and offers a conserva-
tive political theology.—gh

Liberty to the Captives: Our Call to
Minister in a Captive World by Ray-
mond Rivera (Eerdmans, 2012, $18) calls
Christians to follow four principles of holis-
tic ministry: liberation, healing, community
and transformation. Rivera draws on Scrip-
ture and his many years of experience as a
pastor. He is founder and president of the
Bronx-based Latino Pastoral Action Center
and worked in various churches and min-
istries in New York City.—gh
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L E T T E R S

Here is the first four weeks of a 52-week Anabaptist
lectionary. To see the full year’s lectionary, go to
https://themennonite.org/feature/anabaptist-lec-
tionary-for-2015/

Jan. 4: If any want to become my followers, let him
deny themselves and take up their cross …—Luke
9:23-26
Anabaptists had a strong emphasis on disciple-

ship, on walking with Jesus in faith. When one is
converted to Christ rather than simply to church,
the next question is how one understands and fol-
lows Christ Jesus in life. Discipleship is not a le-
galism but a relational faith.
11: If the Son makes you free, you will be free in-

deed.—John 8:31-38
Anabaptists witnessed that the new life in

Christ is a life of inner freedom, a release from
being dominated by sin, but they affirmed that
this was not perfectionism. This inner release in

grace stood in contrast to a works righteousness
of religious exercises. We need to discover how to
behave our beliefs as a walk in the Spirit.
18: If anyone is in Christ, there is a new cre-

ation.—2 Corinthians 5:15-17
Menno had a strong emphasis on the new birth

as a new life in the Spirit. He was converted as a
priest after a 10-year struggle. In 1536, he found
peace in Christ. This emphasis as well as that of
the believers’ church marked his preaching.
25: The one who believes and is baptized will be

saved.—Mark 16:14-20, Acts 2:37-42
Felix Manz of Zurich strongly emphasized be-

liever’s baptism. He died as a martyr on Jan. 5,
1527, by being drowned in the Limmat River in
Zurich. As a prominent evangelist, in and out of
prison, he was faithful to the death.

Myron Augsburger is an evangelist in Harrison-
burg, Va.

A proposed Anabaptist lectionary for 2015
by Myron Augsburger

As a 
prominent
evangelist,
in and out
of prison,
Felix Manz
was faithful
to the
death.

Recommends book
I urge all my faith sisters and brothers
to please read God and the Gay Chris-
tian by Matthew Vines.
I recommend this book especially to

those who see the church’s movement
toward fully welcoming our faith sib-
lings of the LGBT community as (1) an
obvious disregard for what the Bible
teaches and (2) sinful behavior that
faithful Jesus followers cannot support.
Vines makes a convincing case that

Christians who affirm the full authority
of Scripture can also affirm committed,
monogamous same-sex relationships.
In simple, clear language, Vines ad-

dresses the six main biblical passages
most often used by those whose con-
victions assure them that Bible-believ-
ing Christians must not (cannot)
welcome into full fellowship people of
the LGBT community—that to do so is
to disobey God. Vines explains what
the biblical language most probably
communicated to its original readers. 

Years of research and digging into
recent scholarship that sheds light on
the biblical passages stand behind his
crisp language and powerful words.  
Vines writes: “Like most theologi-

cally conservative Christians, I believe
all of Scripture is inspired by God and
authoritative for my life … [and] is
‘useful for teaching, for reproof, for cor-
rection, and for training in righteous-
ness’ (2 Timothy 3:16-17).”
Vines ends his introductory remarks

with this: “My prayer is that it opens
up a conversation in the Christian com-
munity that is truly in the spirit of
Jesus. The fiercest objections to LGBT
equality—those based on religious be-
liefs—can begin to fall away. The
tremendous pain endured by LGBT
youth in many Christian homes can be-
come a relic of the past. Christianity’s
reputation in much of the Western
world can begin to rebound. Together
we can reclaim our light.” 
I sincerely wish the same for those

in my faith family who read the book.
—Twila Miller, Akron, Pa.

Thanks for letters
Thank you for your recent publication
of letters in support of individuals who
are gay. I left the church in the ’80s, in
part because of the church’s lack of fe-
male leadership support and in part be-
cause my friends and family who were
openly gay were not able to join the
“club” I felt the Mennonite church had
become. Reading these letters has
been enormously healing, as I know it
must be for the individuals (including
me and my Mennonite-raised husband)
who have gay relatives and friends. 
Thank you for letting these voices

be heard. I know the Mennonite church
isn’t for everyone. But for those who
have left the church because of this
issue, hearing the voices of those will-
ing to share their story at least ac-
knowledges pain that the Mennonite
church has caused certain individuals
and families and thus offers at least a
window of opportunity for healing.
—Cynthia Yoder, Princeton Junction,
N.J.

(Continued from page 5)
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A matter of conscience

Ervin Stutzman
is executive 
director of 
Mennonite Church
USA.

Paul looked straight at the Sanhedrin and said, “My
brothers, I have fulfilled my duty to God in all good
conscience to this day.”—Acts 23:1, TNIV

S everal times in his letters to churches, the
Apostle Paul spoke of the importance of con-
science. He voiced the intent to live with a

clear conscience and to protect the consciences of
others. 
Not that it made his life easy. His comment

to the Sanhedrin, cited in Acts, caused the high
priest Ananias to order him struck on the mouth
for his impudence. Paul fired back a rebuke to the
insult, then apologized for having spoken against a
ruler of his people.
Martin Luther, the 16th-century reformer, made

a major impact on church history with a declara-
tion of conscience. He vowed to a council not un-
like the Sanhedrin of Paul’s day: “I consider
myself convicted by the testimony of Holy Scrip-
ture, which is my basis; my conscience is captive
to the Word of God. Thus I cannot and will not re-
cant, because acting against one’s conscience is
neither safe nor sound. God help me. Amen.”
Scores of Christians from our own Anabaptist

faith heritage have made similar assertions, de-
claring their loyalty to Scripture and conscience
against the objection of magistrates, ecclesial
councils or even fellow church members. They
viewed their disobedience to human authorities
as faithful dissent, a response to God’s higher
calling. 
In the last few years, people with varying

convictions regarding same-sex marriage have ap-
pealed to the role of conscience, acting on their
beliefs in the face of contrary council.
What then is the role of conscience in a Believ-

ers’ Church? What shall we do when convictions
clash, with people with different takes on an issue
appealing to conscience shaped by the testimony
of Scripture? How can one detect the difference
between courageous conscientious conviction and
everyday stubbornness? Between prophetic in-
sight and insistent self-centeredness? Between
Christ-centered communal discernment and rigid
social conformity?
In a recent meeting of the Constituency Lead-

ers Council (CLC), we studied Romans 14:1-15:7.

In this Scripture passage, the Apostle Paul hon-
ored individual convictions in the face of disagree-
ments on ethical issues such as observance of
Jewish dietary laws. “You, then, why do you judge
your brother or sister?” he asked. “Or why do you
treat your brother or sister with contempt? For
we will all stand before God’s judgment seat” (Ro-
mans 14:10).
Even so, Paul did not believe that ethical con-

victions were purely a matter of individual con-
science. Speaking further of dietary practices, he
said: “If your brother or sister is distressed be-
cause of what you eat, you are no longer acting in
love” (14:15). 
And he spoke much more strongly regarding

sexual sin in Corinth: “What business is it of mine
to judge those outside the church? Are you not to
judge those inside? God will judge those outside.
‘Expel the wicked person from among you.’ ”
(1 Corinthians 5:12)
As the CLC studied the Scriptures together,

we struggled to understand the proper application
of Paul’s counsel for our day. Some members felt
that Paul’s advice to the Romans about Jewish di-
etary laws or other “disputable matters” could
give us helpful guidance in the current contro-
versy over same-sex unions today. Others were
convinced that Paul’s advice to the Corinthians
regarding sexual immorality (see 1 Corinthians
5:1-12) was much more applicable. The disagree-
ments seemed to hinge on differing convictions
about sexual ethics.
Like Paul, we must find a way to honor both in-

dividual conscience and the value of Gelassenheit
(yieldedness) in the face of disagreements. Fur-
ther, we must distinguish the difference between
disputable matters and those issues that require
communal agreement. 
Above the din of arguments arising from a clash

of conscience, I hear Paul’s plea to the Romans as
good counsel for our day: “Let us therefore make
every effort to do what leads to peace and mutual
edification” (Romans 14:19). 

How can one
detect the 
difference 
between
courageous
conscientious
conviction
and everyday
stubborn-
ness? 
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F R O M  T H E  E D I T O R

Anna Groff

And she gave birth to her firstborn son and wrapped
him in bands of cloth, and laid him in a manger, be-
cause there was no place for them in the inn.—Luke
2:7

G od sent Jesus as an infant to the world cen-
turies ago. This remains a message we
desperately need to hear today.  

While discussing high schoolers and technol-
ogy at a dinner gathering in October, I said, “I
hate to say this, but I worry about the world my
daughter will grow up in.” 
Someone at the table asked, “Why? Because

you sound like a parent?”
Exactly. 
2014 is not 1984, which is not 1914—which is

definitely not the same world that Jesus came into
as a little baby. 
As Gordon Houser wrote in a Christmas article

in The Mennonite last year, “The Almighty Cre-
ator took shape as a mewling, hungry baby born
to a Jewish girl in an animal trough in an obscure,
backwater village in the outskirts of the Roman
Empire millennia ago.”

However, in the midst of the globalization, em-
piricism, materialism, perfectionism and general
busyness of today, a needy, tiny infant offers a pro-
found message. 
Sure, the idea of Jesus as a helpless and hum-

ble baby is not new, but as a first-time parent I
have a new appreciation for what adults can learn
from babies—and how that relates to what we can
learn from Jesus’ life which began as a baby. 

1. Babies teach us to live in the present.
Nothing distracts me more than my daughter’s
laugh or smile. We can lose ourselves while gaz-
ing into the face of an infant and experience a love
unlike any other. Jesus gently chided his disciples
for rushing or thinking that doing was better than
being.
2. Babies allow us to care for them. In most

cases, babies do not put up a fight when an adult
offers a diaper change or a feeding or a soothing
touch. Far more radical as an adult, Jesus allowed
people to wash his feet and pour perfume on
them.

3. While babies are born more or less the
same way, each baby and birth story is unique. I
relish hearing the stories of my friends becoming
parents, as well as sharing my own. Some of us
want all the details—what the mother ate when
she went into labor, how they got to the hospital
or birth center, how the father felt and what the
parents thought when they first saw their baby.  
Traditional church pageants omit the pain,

stress and bodily fluids of giving birth—distancing
Jesus’ birth from our birth stories. We often ele-
vate the Christmas story as an untouchable birth
story, yet Mary’s body experienced the same
stages of labor and delivery as I did. 
As Hannah Heinzekehr writes on page 14:

“Lest we forget, the Christmas story is an earthy
one. It’s about something nebulous or mystical—
God’s Word and Spirit—becoming something tan-
gible and made of human flesh.”
Yes, Christ’s birth was a miracle, but what is

also miraculous is that—despite medical and tech-
nological advances—childbirth remains a mysteri-
ous experience shared throughout history.
This season, notice the babies around you.

What can you learn about Jesus and his love from
observing an infant? Also, listen to the birth story
with fresh ears and a creative imagination. Let’s
not overlook the mystery of Christ’s birth.—ag

A baby for today

We often elevate the Christmas story as an untouchable
birth story, yet Mary’s body experienced the same stages
of labor and delivery as I did. 


