
INSIDE:
•  A new exodus

•  Drones are demons
•  Our sin problem

•  The benefits of reading liteary fiction
•  We are a Menno mosaic



2   TheMennonite  |  July 2015  |  www.themennonite.org  

 Ryan Harker, 2015 graduate, Greek instructor, co-chair of Rooted and Grounded Commit ee 

LIFELONG LEARNING
ONLINE. ON CAMPUS.

MORE WAYS TO CONNECT
Join a webinar: www.ambs.edu/webinars
Apply to AMBS: www.ambs.edu/apply
Come to Seminary Preview Day: www.ambs.edu/visitambs

Located in Elkhart, Ind., AMBS educates Christ-centered leaders with masters-level programs and non-traditional 
learning opportunities. Prepare for wherever God takes you. Email admissions@ambs.edu to get started.

ROOTED AND GROUNDED: 
A CONFERENCE ON LAND
AND CHRISTIAN DISCIPLESHIP
October 1–3 
Explore biblical and theological themes of  
care for the land with scholars, teachers, 
pastors, creation care advocates, farmers  
and gardeners
www.ambs.edu/rootedandgrounded

ONLINE SHORT COURSE
6 WEEKS, NON-CREDIT, ONLINE
Creating a Scene in Corinth:  
Conflict in 1 Corinthians 
With Reta Halteman Finger, PhD
September 2–October 13
Learn how Paul addresses conflicts in the 
church ... and speaks to our lives today. 
Read more and register online:
www.ambs.edu/churchleadershipcenter/
bible-short-courses.cfm
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Following Jesus’ priority
What does Jesus’ priority in his “high 
priestly prayer” (John 17:20-23) the 
night he was betrayed have to do with 
how we relate to each other over how 
to deal with those who say they are 
homosexual?

In my study of the biblical passages 
and their contexts dealing with homo-
sexuality, I conclude that the historical 
view is the correct one. If my church 
decides differently, should I leave—
declaring they are wrong and joining 
another group that believes as I do—to 
keep the church pure and myself un-
contaminated?

Jesus’ priority concern the night he 
was betrayed should be instructive. Of 
all the issues Jesus taught his disciples 
during his three years with them, why 
did he choose the one he did? Jesus 
chose to pray about the crux of his mis-
sion. How could these selfish, self-cen-
tered, self-made people, called by 
Jesus, be changed? How could they join 
others to give and receive counsel and 
reflect an unheard of unity? The only 
explanation is an inbreaking of power 
pointing toward God sending Jesus into 
the world. He prayed the same prayer 
for those who later would believe—for 
us. Painful truth: Our divisions are 
the major hindrance to our evange-
listic work.

So, if my congregation and/or 
conference or denomination decides 
differently from me about how to re-
spond to LGBT individuals, I will not 
split because Jesus has called me 

to follow a higher priority: not to 
break unity. And from church history 
I learn that some beliefs/practices may 
turn out to be called deviations and be 
corrected or affirmed a generation or 
many more later. I believe the Holy 
Spirit is alive and active throughout 
history.—Harold Bauman, Goshen, Ind.

Important work
After reading the editorial “Dialogue 
Takes Courage” (May), the cover story 
and interesting and varied news items 
in the April issue, including “Church 
Reaches Out to Mosque after N.C. 
Shootings,” the AMBS insert, “Trac-
tors for Ukraine: the Origins of MCC 
Relief” (May), I am impressed with the 
variety and important work of the staff.  
And Don R. Martin’s “Don’t Compro-
mise Scriptural Teaching” (Opinion, 
May) is indeed timely.—Wilma Shank, 
Goshen, Ind.

Clean up your own backyard
It’s 2015, and groups like the Menno-
nites are persisting in their fruitless 
quest to bring peace to the Middle 
East. They want the Jews and Arabs 
to settle their disputes in a “Christian 
manner.” I haven’t seen any noticeable 
progress, but you can’t blame a person 
for trying.

We have no business flying to the 
Holy Land when there are so many 
Muslims in America who truly are 
peaceful and find themselves on the 
receiving end of violence perpetrated 
by alleged Christians. In the city where 
I live, people have been assaulted for 
“looking Arab.”

Ponder the adage “clean up your 
own backyard.” The odds of our yards 
being clean are greater than Israel’s.  
—Troy Cox, Wichita, Kan.

The message of salvation
Oh yes, The Mennonite has gotten a 
lot more “glitzy” or polished and up to 
date, but that is not what is important. 
The former The Mennonite and the 
Gospel Herald used to have helpful arti-
cles written by knowledgeable students 
of the Bible. Maybe we’ve lost all focus 
on the gospel and are just concerned 
with Mennonite navel gazing and 

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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news clips about the fringe of those 
who comprise Mennonite Church, 
USA. This publication has abandoned 
edifying subjects based on Scripture to 
become just another electronic social 
media outlet that is attempting to show 
how up to date and cutting edge Men-
nonites are.

How much more important is 
the message of salvation? All else is 
miniscule (inconsequential) in com-
parison. We cannot even talk about sin 
anymore, even though acknowledging 
our fallen nature and our own sin, is the 
first step toward salvation. Then comes 
repentance and then forgiveness. 
Somewhere we’ve gotten sidetracked 
with the first couple of Jesus’ words, 
“neither do I condemn you,” and have 
forgotten the “go and sin no more.”  
Also note that he didn’t say there was 
no sin; he offered forgiveness if there 
was indeed genuine repentance.

We’ve succumbed to the first temp-
tation Satan presented in The Garden 
of Eden: “Did God really say?” Yes, 
he did. Are we really listening?—Jay 
Aeschliman, Grand Marais, Mich.

Global climate change is happening
“Scientists Judge Climate Change 
Reporting” (Miscellany, May) left 
me unfulfilled and a little confused. 
The article offers no viewpoint as to 

whether global climate change is really 
happening and, if it is happening, what 
we can or should do about it. You quote 
“New York Times climate reporter 
Justin Gillis” but not as to what is 
really happening. I noticed that several 
years ago the New York Times stopped 
printing arguments both pro and con 
as to whether global climate change is 
happening. Since then, its articles on 
climate change—which appear nearly 
every day—either state or assume that 
global climate change is upon us.  

There no longer seems to be 
serious doubt among the scientific 
community that we are in the throws 
of global climate change. Many sci-
entists and reporters opine that this 
phenomenon, if left unchecked, may 
bring about the end of human life on 
earth. Along those lines, renowned 
political commentator Noam Chomsky 
has written about “the likely end of 
the era of civilization.” (See The End 
of History? at inthesetimes.com.) Bill 
McKibben and scientists James Hansen 
and Neil deGrasse Tyson do not seem 
to harbor doubts about the reality of 
the onset of global climate change. Your 
reporting would be more fulfilling and 
helpful if it offered some opinions and 
conclusions—of your own or by prom-
inent scientists—about what is really 
happening to our climate. As you noted, 

“Editors still make the call about what 
gets published.”—Jim Musselman, San 
Francisco

Why care about the environment
Todd Wynward’s article “Why care 
about the environment?” (May) 
prompts several concerns about the 
care of theology.

Wynward begins by claiming that 
God’s incarnation—God’s material 
inhabitation of creation—began with 
the beginning of the cosmos. The con-
ception of Jesus by the Holy Spirit, he 
says, began only “the human incarna-
tion of God.” Scripture does testify that 
creation reveals and praises its Creator 
(e.g., Psalms 19, 104; Romans 1).

However, the claim that “God mate-
rialized” when God created the cosmos 
has no biblical basis and undercuts the 
Christian doctrine of creation that there 
is a clear distinction between God the 
Creator and what God has created. For 
if God “materialized” and “inhabited” 
the cosmos by the very act of creating 
the cosmos, then God materially inhab-
its the entire cosmos from beginning 
to end, such that God is effectively 
coextensive with the cosmos, in which 
case there is no essential difference 
between God and cosmos.

This claim also entails that there 

IN THIS ISSUE

Joanne Dietzel (cover and page 
12) has been a longtime leader in 
Lancaster (Pa.) Conference who 

has a passion for helping nurture 
people’s faith. She also has a passion 
for prayer and serves as coordinator 
of Mennonite World Conference’s 
Prayer Network. The MWC Assem-
bly will be held later this month (July 
21-26) in Harrisburg, Pa.

Beryl Forrester (page 17) draws 
on his many years of service in Africa 
to outline a prescription for Anabap-
tist renewal.

Cindy Voth (page 21) sees the 
Jerusalem Council in Acts 15 as a 
model for how we may seek to work 

at reconciliation in church conflicts.
Isaac S. Villegas (page 24) and 

Titus Peachey (page 27) provide 
theological and biblical reflections 
on drone warfare. This addresses a 
concern reflected in the Faith Witness 
Amid Endless War Resolution that 
comes to delegates at KC2015.

Speaking of the delegate assembly, 
which will be in session when some 
of you receive this issue, people 
continue to express their views on 
topics to be discussed there. See Ron 
Helmuth’s article on Romans 1 (page 
29) and the many letters to the editor 
(pages 4-5, 54, 47).

The big news in our offices is that 
Anna Groff, executive director of The 
Mennonite, Inc., has resigned (page 

34). In October, she will begin full-
time as executive director of Dove’s 
Nest, an organization that works 
to equip faith communities to keep 
children safe in their homes, churches 
and communities.

Anna and I have worked together 
for more than nine years, and I have 
come to appreciate her many gifts. We 
all will miss her very much.

In our News Analysis (page 44), 
Dan Shenk tells how Goshen, Ind., 
came to admit its racist past as a 
“sundown town.”

In my editorial (page 56), I write 
about the #WeAreMenno storytelling 
campaign, which tells stories that 
illustrate the beautiful mosaic of Men-
nonite Church USA.—Editor

(Continued on page 54)
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NEWS BRIEFS
News from the Mennonite World

The Mennonite, Inc., 
MennoMedia win 
Everence funds
TUCSON, Ariz.—The Mennonite, Inc., 
and MennoMedia received the highest 
vote totals in Everence’s Rebate for 
Missions program. Each organization 
will receive $8,100 from Everence 
Federal Credit Union.

In April, The Mennonite, Inc., was 
nominated as a global grant recipient 
for Everence’s 2014 Rebate for Mis-
sions™ funds by the Everence exec-
utive team. Online voting took place 
during the month of May.

The other global nominees, in 
addition to The Mennonite, Inc., and 
MennoMedia, included Church of the 
Brethren, Friends General Conference 
and Rosedale Mennonite Missions.

Each year, Everence Federal Credit 
Union tithes to church and mission 
work 10 percent of its interchange 
income from the use of its Visa credit 
cards. In addition to the amount award-
ed to the global organizations, a portion 
is donated to local community charities 
through branch offices.

Since the Rebate for Missions pro-
gram began in 1995, Everence Federal 
Credit Union has given nearly $400,000 
in grants.—The Mennonite

Salford Mennonite hosts 
seminar for veterans
HARLEYSVILLE, Pa.—Salford Men-
nonite Church hosted a seminar May 
13-14 focused on veterans’ experiences 
and how to provide support for veter-
ans and their families.

“The Journey Home from War” was 
sponsored by the Strategies for Trauma 
Awareness and Resilience program of 
the Center for Justice and Peacebuild-
ing at Eastern Mennonite University in 
Harrisonburg, Va.

Participants included veterans, 
spouses of veterans, representatives 
from social service and community de-
velopment agencies, veterans’ network 
leaders and members of congregations 
from a variety of denominations.

The 31 attendees represented many 
contrasts—combat veterans and war 

protesters, those suffering post-trau-
matic stress and those providing care 
for friends and loved ones who do, 
pacifists and nonpacifists, clergy and 
laity.—Franconia Mennonite Conference

Trinity Mennonite begins 
summer food program
NORTH NEWTON, Kan.—Norma 
Duerksen, new pastor at Trinity 
Mennonite Church in Hillsboro, Kan., 
met with city leaders last winter to talk 
about how the church might help fill 
gaps in the community.

The leaders encouraged the church 
to care for the poor in town and work 
with children. The church then col-
lected ideas and prayed 10 days for 
discernment.

The church wanted to provide food 
for the children during the summer, 
says Duerksen. Over 200 children 
receive free or reduced lunches during 
the school year, and those needs do not 
disappear during the summer. 

The church decided to work with 
the Kansas Food Bank to provide nu-
tritionally balanced meals every noon 

hour Monday through Friday. Since 
this would cost more than the congre-
gation could handle itself, Duerksen 
wrote for grants. The church received 
a Western District Conference “Loaves 
and Fishes” grant of $500. A church 
member went door-to-door to busi-
nesses in town to ask for support. The 
local newspaper wrote an article about 
the project.

“Now every day,” writes Duerksen, 
“the mail contains a check supporting 
what has become our citywide proj-
ect.”—WDC Seeds

AFFN launches website
NORTH NEWTON, Kan.—The 
Western District Conference Resource 
Commission held an Anabaptist Faith 
Formation launch June 12-13 at Bethel 
College in North Newton. Katherine 
Goerzen, chair of the event’s planning 
committee said it was “designed to 
build on the momentum of the Year of 
Bible, which was launched in 2013.

In his opening address, “Claiming, 
Aiming and Framing: The Ecology of 
Faith Formation,” Andy Brubacher 

Documentary to examine Mennonite experience
This is a scene from a new documentary film examining the experience of Men-
nonites in America, which is in production, according to the Anabaptist Center for 
Religion and Society and Buller Films LLC, both of Harrisonburg, Va. The documen-
tary seeks to understand the role Mennonites have had in American political, social 
and economic culture, all viewed through the lens of peace for which they are most 
well-known. At a consultation this month, historians, theologians and sociologists 
will work with the production team to identify potential themes and topics as well as 
potential spokespeople.—Burton Buller

M
CC photo
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—compiled by Gordon Houser

Kaethler, who teaches at Anabaptist 
Mennonite Biblical Seminary (AMBS), 
Elkhart, Ind., noted that “faith forma-
tion” goes beyond earlier movements 
of Christian education and discipleship.

The evening worship on June 12 
focused on the story in Mark 6:30-44 
of Jesus feeding the multitude. Rachel 
Miller Jacobs, who also teaches at 
AMBS, spoke on “My Story, Our Story, 
God’s Story.”

On June 13, Shana Peachey Boshart 
of Central Plains Conference and 
Rachel Gerber of Mennonite Church 
USA introduced the Anabaptist Faith 
Formation Network’s website, www.
anabaptistfaithformation.org and invit-
ed people to go there for resources, 
information and to submit their own 
resources and suggestions for aiding 
faith formation.—Gordon Houser

Creating community
BLUFFTON, Ohio—It’s called the 
Community-to-Classroom (C2C) Liv-
ing-Learning Community, but “com-
munity” isn’t the only word you might 
hear more than once in a discussion of 
the campus program that debuted in 
2014-15.

First-year education majors who 
spent the year together on the fourth 
floor of Neufeld Hall also talked about 
“bonds,” “family,” “friends” and 
“home” when describing their shared 
experiences this spring.

C2C was designed to be a commu-
nity that blurs lines between classroom 
and residential environments—“a 
classroom without walls,” where 
students taking introductory educa-
tion classes together could continue 
academic conversations, says Caleb 
Farmer, director of residence life.

Education faculty involvement is 
also part of the equation, including 
spending time on the floor and some-
times joining in activities with the 
students, he said. The idea for the 
program emerged from faculty con-
versations about how to better engage 
students, adds Julie DeGraw, vice 
president for student life and dean of 
students.—Bluffton University

In jail, students from 
different backgrounds 
build bridges
GOSHEN, Ind.—On a Tuesday morn-
ing in a large, bare room deep in the 
Elkhart (Ind.) County Correctional 
Facility, 15 women stood in a circle 
holding hands, and sang a song called 
“I found God in myself,” based on a 
Ntozake Shange quote.

The women were in the Inside-Out 
Prison Exchange course. Half the stu-
dents were from Goshen College and 
the others were “inside” students.

For three weeks, three hours each 
morning, students in both classes cir-
cled up, alternating inside and outside 
students, and discussed ideas of restor-
ative justice and their own experiences. 
In all, 19 Goshen College “outside” 
students and 20 “inside” students took 
part in the two classes.

The women’s course, “Borders, 
Boundaries and Bridges,” was led by 
Michelle Milne, who teaches theater 
at Goshen College, and Saulo Padilla, 
immigration education coordinator for 
Mennonite Central Committee U.S. 
The class examined the criminal justice 
system through the lens of both literal 
borders, such as between the U.S. and 
Mexico, and metaphorical boundaries, 
such as religious or cultural differenc-
es.—Goshen College

Cyclists ride to oppose 
Atlantic Coast Pipeline
HARRISONBURG, Va.—After 300 
miles, 10 days and several flat tires, a 
group of 30 college students, including 
four from Eastern Mennonite Univer-
sity (EMU), crossed Virginia on bike, 
sparking dialogue and voicing concerns 
about the proposed Atlantic Coast 
Pipeline. The event, officially called 
the Atlantic Coast Pipeline Resistance 
Ride, was organized by the Virginia 
Student Environmental Coalition, a 
group committed to “growing a student 
environmental movement in Virginia.”

Jordan Luther, Christopher Lehman, 
Briana Nolt and Ryan Swartzentruber 
participated in the May 9–19 trek.       
—EMU

Connecting Families East 
meets at Laurelville
MT. PLEASANT, Pa.—More than 80 
individuals gathered May 15-17 for 
Connecting Families East at Laurelville 
Church Center, Mt. Pleasant.

Connecting Families East is an affil-
iation primarily of members of Menno-
nite Church USA and of the Church of 
the Brethren.

This group has met annually since 
1990 to provide safe space for people of 
differing sexual and gender identities 
and their families to fellowship, wor-
ship and share stories and concerns.

The keynote input from Loren 
L. Johns, a New Testament scholar 
who teaches at Anabaptist Mennonite 
Biblical Seminary, Elkhart, Ind., offered 
guidelines for effective conversation 
on what the Bible says about human 
sexuality.—Connecting Families East

Migrant Trail walkers
Participants in the Migrant Trail walk 
enjoy a dinner hosted by Shalom 
Mennonite Church in Tucson, Ariz., on 
May 26. Eleven Mennonites/Anabap-
tists walked 75 miles in the Migrant 
Trail May 25-31 from Sásabe, Sonora, 
to Tucson. This was the 12th annual 
walk. The Migrant Trail is a multicul-
tural and spiritually diverse group that 
walks to remember people who have 
died while crossing the border. Since 
the 1990s, more than 6,000 men, 
women and children have lost their 
lives crossing the U.S.-Mexico border.
—Anna Groff
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GRACE & TRUTH
A word from pastors

I am not alone

Iam sitting here at the computer feeling grumpy. 
I’ve been sick for the past week. Nothing 
life-threatening, just really inconvenient. 

Doesn’t my body understand that I’ve got import-
ant things to do? Apparently not, because my body 
is taking its own sweet time getting better.

The most frustrating part of my current 
malaise is that I’ve lost my voice. It’s been gone 
for over a week now. I had a part in a wedding 
this weekend. People told me I sounded like the 
Marlon Brando character in The Godfather. They 
wondered when I’d tell them about the offer they 
can’t refuse. It was funny and made me feel a little 
less like a failure. Still, not good.

Yesterday I stayed home from church for 
only the third time in my pastoring years. The 
worship leader read the sermon I’d written. 
Another member performed 
the baby dedication and 
the recognition of our high 
school and college grads. Ev-
erything went well without 
me. Madison Mennonite is 
that kind of congregation. 

Now it’s Monday, and I 
am still moping around. The 
infection in my eye makes 
me look like Popeye before 
he’s eaten his spinach. My 
voice sounds like it did when 
I was going through puberty, 
skipping from one tone to 
another without regard for my dignity. Blah. 

It’s not been all bad. I’ve learned that I can 
read fairly well with one eye closed. I’ve watched 
a couple of movies. I’ve taken naps and slept with 
no thought of setting the alarm clock. 

Even better, I just finished eating a meal 
brought to me by a member of our congregation. 
It was delicious and a mood enhancer. I’ve gotten 
texts and emails from family and friends, wishing 
me well and asking if I need anything. Members 
of the congregation signed a get-well card for me.

In fact, when I think about those people and 
their gifts, I find myself feeling a lot less grumpy, 
a lot less sorry for myself. I’ve got a community 
around me. Some are just a short drive away. Oth-
ers are a short email away. A community of people 

looking after me. A community of people who love 
me and are church to me. 

Now I’m feeling grateful. My body still feels 
crummy. But my head and my heart are looking 
up. I am not alone. I am surrounded by the com-
munion of saints, the visible manifestation of the 
hope I have in Christ. I am not alone. 

Four small words, and I’m feeling better. I am 
not alone. 

When I am feeling well, it is easy for me to see 
myself as entirely independent. Self-sustainable. 
I can take care of myself, thank you very much. 
That old American individualistic spirit takes hold 
of me and fools me every time. Community? I can 
take it or leave it. Church? Don’t call me, I’ll call 
you. 

Sitting here typing away with one eye closed 
it seems so obvious. How 
arrogant! How foolish to 
think that I am ever on my 
own! How foolish that I am 
ever capable of managing on 
my own! How foolish that 
I don’t need anyone else to 
make it through this life in 
one piece!

I’ve attended church-
es all my life. I know the 
church isn’t perfect. I know 
it can be a source of commu-
nity and healing and loving 
support. And it can be the 

source of abuse and pain and neglect and abandon-
ment. I have few illusions about the church. We 
are as good at doing harm as we are at doing good. 

But I keep coming back. We keep coming 
back. Because at our best we listen to the voices 
of those we’ve failed, and we repent and work 
to do better. At our best, we are there for each 
other whether we feel a need or not. At our best, 
we resemble the Jesus whose teachings we seek 
to follow. At our best, we really are the body of 
Christ. 

It’s time to take a pill and a nap. But before I 
go, I want to bask a little bit longer in those four 
words. I am not alone. That’s what my church 
tells me. And right now I believe it. TM

Ron Adams
is pastor of
Madison (Wis.)
Mennonite Church.

At our best, we are there 
for each other whether we 

feel a need or not.
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GLOBAL ANABAPTISM
Stories from the global Mennonite church

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.

Mennonite renewalist groups abound

On Jan. 27, 1907, an unusual article appeared 
in the Portland Oregonian. Under the 
headline “Frenzied by Religion: Strange 

Proceedings at a Recent Mennonite Revival in Or-
egon,” the article described a scene at the “Men-
nonite Mission” in Albany that included “men and 
women moaning and weeping in fanatical frenzy,” 
with some people “lying prostrate on the floor, 
trembling and hysterical, and others chattering 
in a language which seemed to be a mixture of 
Chinese jargon and the chatter of a bird.” 

Nine months earlier, a similar revival had 
broken out in Los Angeles. Marked by miracles, 
ecstatic spiritual experiences and speaking in 
tongues, the Azusa Street revival of 1906 is recog-
nized today as the birthplace of the 20th-century 
Pentecostal movement. Earnest Swing Williams, 
the main preacher at the Mennonite Mission, had 
been present at Azusa Street and was now an itin-
erant apostle of the gospel of Pentecostalism to 
anyone who would listen, including Mennonites. 

There is much about this news story that 
awaits further research. It is not yet clear, for 
example, exactly which group of Mennonites 
were involved in this event or what the lingering 
impact of the encounter was on the Mennonite 
participants. The story is fascinating in part be-
cause Mennonites in North America have gen-
erally responded to Pentecostal forms of revival 
with great skepticism. 

For many groups in the global Anabaptist-Men-
nonite family, however, dramatic expressions of 
Spirit—in the form of healing, miracles, prophetic 
visions, or speaking in tongues—are a regular 
part of daily life and worship.

 Today, the fastest growing segments of the 
Christian church are Pentecostal, Charismatic and 
neo-Charismatic groups. Although estimates vary, 
as many as 600 million Christians—more than 25 
percent of the entire Christian church—consider 
themselves part of this “renewalist” movement. 
Some renewalists, like the Pentecostals, have 
made speaking in tongues a crucial marker of a 
true “baptism in the Spirit.” Charismatics, by con-
trast, generally embrace a wider range of spiritual 
manifestations and emphasize renewal within 
larger traditions. The so-called neo-Charismatics 
tend to be attracted to western-style megachurch-
es and the gospel of health and prosperity. 

In his book Signs and Wonders: Why Pentecos-
talism is the World’s Fastest Growing Faith (Jossey-
Bass, 2009), Paul Alexander—a Pentecostal 

pacifist and friend of Mennonites—explains some 
of the reasons behind this rapid growth. Pente-
costal and Charismatic groups, he notes, tend to 
emerge as indigenous movements, free from any 
connection to colonialism or traditional Western 
denominational structures. Renewalist groups 
generally do not have elaborate educational 
requirements for pastors or complex procedures 
for credentialing leaders. Their worship practices 
move easily across cultures and are often driven 
by deep emotions of joy, liberation and belonging 
rather than duty or guilt. Direct access to the 
Spirit gives a sense of power and agency to those 
who are poor and marginalized. Above all, the 
Bible is filled with stories of visions, miracles, 
spontaneous healing and speaking in tongues. 
At their best, Pentecostals and Charismatics are 
simply recovering biblical practices that have 
gone out of focus in Western cultures dominated 
by science and reason.

Like many other renewalist movements, 
most Anabaptist groups in the 16th century 
strongly emphasized the living presence of 
the Spirit. Today, many members of the global 
Anabaptist-Mennonite fellowship carry forward 
these same renewalist impulses, though each in 
its own distinctive way. Mennonite churches of 
Ethiopia and Kenya, for example, flourished in 
the aftermath of the East Africa Revival, with the 
Ethiopian Meserte Kristos Church moving in a 
Pentecostal direction, while the Kenyan Menno-
nite Church has been more Charismatic in nature. 
The Indonesian JKI church, which has seen rapid 
growth in the past few decades, would be an ex-
ample of a neo-Charismatic group. 

This summer at the Mennonite World Con-
ference assembly in Harrisburg, Pa., heirs of the 
Anabaptist tradition from more than 50 countries, 
will gather to sing, pray and learn from each other. 
All of us, shaped by our cultural and theological 
contexts, will bring our distinctive spiritual un-
derstandings and preferred styles of worship. Like 
those gathered in Jerusalem at Pentecost, we will 
speak many different languages. 

If you, like many Mennonites in North Amer-
ica, tend to be skeptical of Pentecostals and 
Charismatics, consider the MWC assembly as an 
opportunity to learn more about these expres-
sions of Christian life from the fastest-growing 
parts of our body. Listen; learn; be attentive. 

Whatever form it takes, may the gathering in 
Harrisburg be a time of Spirit-filled renewal. TM

For many 
groups in 
the global 
Anabaptist- 
Mennonite 
family, 
dramatic 
expressions 
of Spirit are 
a regular 
part of daily 
life and 
worship.
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MISCELLANY
Items of interest from the broader church and world

ers were poor; more than half were women; 
and many didn’t know their actions were 
considered illegal.

4. Relationships between pimps and 
prostitutes are not what we think. A study 
of street prostitution in New York and Atlan-
tic City shows that fewer young sex workers 
than commonly thought have pimps, and for 
those who do, relationships are more nuanced 
than conventional wisdom would have it. The 
research raises the question of whether arrest-
ing and prosecuting pimps can actually hurt 
underage sex workers in the end.

5. Trafficking can hide in plain sight. Ille-
gal labor trafficking practices can be hidden in 
some legal migration programs. Social scientist 
Daniéle Bélanger of the Université Laval in 
Quebec surveyed and interviewed Vietnamese 
labor migrants who had returned home after 
working abroad in several countries. She found 
that migrants often find work through nongov-
ernment “recruiters,” who charge fees (over 
and above government fees and paperwork) to 
set them up with jobs. Nearly two-thirds of her 
interviewees had mortgaged their homes to 
pay the fees. Still, most of the Vietnamese who 
returned from labor abroad reported positive 
outcomes of the work they had been doing in 
terms of earnings and other benefits.

Trafficking is clandestine and illicit, writes 
Kecskemethy. “The result is numerous unsub-
stantiated claims … but little reliable infor-
mation with which to start devising efffective 
solutions.” It’s an immoral activity that needs 
to be better understood.—Gordon Houser

The complexities of human trafficking

Every moral person is against human trafficking, right? Yes, but 
do we understand it? If we want to fight it, says Tom Kecske-
methy in Pacific Standard (May/June), we should start by under-

standing it more clearly.
For one thing, Kecskemethy writes, we don’t really know the 

scope and the nature of the problem. For example, when the Euro-
pean Union tried to estimate the extent of trafficking in 27 nations, 
it had to rely on self-reported data from those nations, which 
differed in their definitions of trafficking. “Add to that countries 
such as Argentina and the Dominican Republic, which, according 
to Georgetown professor Denise Brennan, report numbers that are 
unreliable because of the threat of U.S. economic sanctions,” writes 
Kecskemethy, who is the executive director of the American Acade-
my of Political and Social Science.

Five different studies show the complexity of human trafficking:
1. Trafficking is probably less about sex than we think. Crim-

inologists Amy Farrell and Rebecca Pfeffer looked at trafficking case 
files in 12 U.S. counties and found considerable confusion among 
police, prosecutors and victim service providers about what human 
trafficking actually is. Many police departments interpret “traf-
ficking” as encompassing only prostitution rings, sex crimes and 
vice networks. This means other trafficking crimes, such as labor 
trafficking, are being overlooked.

2. Trafficking of minors isn’t always abusive. Political anthro-
pologist Neil Howard of the European University Institute in Flor-
ence investigated the case of teenage boys who move from Benin to 
work in Nigeria’s gravel quaries. Howard found that the boys don’t 
self-identify as victims. Many of them willingly left their farms, and 
the quarry work at times was less challenging than what they would 
have faced at home. Howard concludes that laws aimed at the blan-
ket elimination of child labor are, at the very least, wrongheaded.

3. It isn’t necessarily a very organized crime. A study of traf-
ficking networks in Cambodia found “these networks were family- 
or friend-based, weak, amateurish and had no clearly formulated 
plan.”  Eighty percent of those incarcerated in Cambodia as traffick-



July 2015  |  TheMennonite  11

A sterling young black economist
On April 24, Roland Fryer won the John Bates Clark medal, the Amer-
ican Economic Association’s second-highest honor after the Nobel 
Prize. He is its first black winner. Awarded to the most promising 

American economist under 
40, the Clark medal was 
given for Fryer’s work on 
improving “our understand-
ing of the sources, magnitude 
and persistence of U.S. racial 
inequality.” His research 

has sought to explain why black children do so much worse in life than 
their white peers—and why relatively few have, like him, overcome 
their rough backgrounds.

One of his early studies looked at why black kids do worse than 
whites at school. He found that, after controlling for such things as 
income, there was no gap in kindergarten. But over time, black pupils 
lost ground in virtually every subject. By the middle of the third grade 
(at around 9), they were 20 percent less likely than whites to be able to 
perform tasks such as multiplication.

He found that black pupils do not study hard because those who do 
are accused by their peers of “acting white”—and ostracized. To solve 
this, Fryer suggested offering small cash rewards to children who meet 
certain goals, such as memorizing their times tables. This was sur-
prisingly effective. One experiment showed that for every 10 percent 
increase in incentive payments, pupils worked 8.7 percent harder. (By 
comparison, a similar increase in wages spurs adult males to work only 
3.2 percent harder.)

Fryer next plans to test whether there is a racial bias in police 
shootings.—The Economist

U.S. less Christian than seven years ago
The United States is a less Christian country than it was seven years 
ago. That’s the top finding in the Pew Research Center’s newest report, 
“America’s Changing Religious Landscape,” released May 12.

Christianity still dominates American religious identity (70 percent), 
but the survey shows dramatic shifts as more people move out of de-
nominations, shedding spiritual connections along the way. Atheists and 
agnostics have nearly doubled their share of the religious marketplace, 
and overall indifference to religion of any sort is rising as well. Only the 
historically black Protestant churches have held a steady grip through 
the years of change.—Religion News Service

The rhetoric and actions of the 
U.S. government and its agents, in 
their outsize response and their tar-

geting of specific communities, have prob-
ably done as much to create an imagined 
worldwide community of jihadists 
as have the efforts of Al Qaeda and 
its allies.—Masha Gessen in Harper’s

MISCELLANY
—compiled by Gordon Houser

Numbers to ponder
• Portion of children born in the United States 
each year whose mothers receive Medicaid bene-
fits: 1/2
• Factor by which the annual number of U.S. mea-
sles cases has increased since 2013: 11.7
• Portion of California children between the ages 
of 1 and 3 who are insufficiently immunized, 
according to the CDC: 1/3
• Percentage of Americans who believe that vac-
cines are safe and effective: 53
• Who believe that houses can be haunted: 54
• Projected portion of global wealth that will be 
held by the richest 1 percent of the world’s popu-
lation by the end of 2016: 1/2
• Percentage change since 2010 in the average 
income of white U.S. households: +8
• Of all other U.S. households: -11
• Percentage by which a white patient with back 
pain is more likely than a black patient to be given 
a prescription for opiods: 20
• Than a Hispanic patient: 67
• Number of Americans who die from alcohol 
poisoning each day: 6
• Portion of those who are men aged 35-65: 3/4
• Number of square miles of seabed in interna-
tional waters that were under contract for mining 
operations in 2000: 0
• That are today: 463,323
• Percentage change in the rate of global carbon 
emissions in 2014: 0
• Number of previous years on record in which 
the global economy grew and the carbon-emis-
sion rate did not: 0
• Percentage of women’s college-sports teams 
that had female coaches in 1972: 90
• That do today: 43
—Harper’s

Class warfare is over
Class warfare in America is over, says Nick 
Carnes, and the well-to-do have won. The result 
is that the less well-to-do are being shut out of the 
decision-making process. Very few working-class 
Americans get into government, even at the state 
level. Running for office is so expensive that only 
wealthier Americans aspire to elected office. Once 
in office they reflect their own class. “Social safe-
ty net programs are stingier, business regulations 
are flimsier and tax policies are more regressive 
than they would be if our politicians came from 
the same mix of classes as the people they repre-
sent,” says Carnes.—Christian Century

3.6 million
Americans are impulsively angry and 

carry guns in public.—Harper’s
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Opening doors
    into a church 
of change

Joanne Dietzel has learned to ‘live 
joyfully from the inside out’ in 
her work with the church.

by Laurie Oswald Robinson

When Joanne Dietzel was 18, 
she says she was watching a 
Billy Graham crusade on TV 
and marveled at how many 
people received Christ as their 
personal Lord and Savior. It 
caused her to ponder, What 
happens after the altar call? 
Who will help nurture all those 
new believers to deepen their 
ongoing discipleship? 

Jonathan Charles
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At that point, Dietzel, who grew up in Lan-
caster (Pa.) Mennonite Conference (LMC) in 
the 1950s and ’60s, says she had no thoughts of 
becoming a pastor to help nurture people’s faith. 
Yet, because of affirming experiences in early faith 
and church life, Dietzel as a young woman felt a 
strong pull toward ministry.

 “One of my prayers as a young adult was, 
‘God, open doors to use me in nurturing ways 
and let me know which door you are inviting me 
to walk through,’ ” she said during a telephone 
interview in March from her LMC office in 
Lancaster. It’s where she serves as conference 
coordinator and as coordinator of Mennonite 
World Conference’s Prayer Network. It’s a prayer 
ministry supporting the upcoming MWC’s global 
assembly—Pennsylvania 2015—July 21-26 in 
Harrisburg, Pa.  

God opened many doors for the willing-spirit-
ed Dietzel, now 64. After high school graduation, 
she served as a volunteer for Eastern Mennonite 
Missions in Anderson, S.C. Upon her return 
home, she served as an administrative assistant 
and dorm adviser at Lancaster Mennonite School 
(LMS), where she met Dan Dietzel. After they 
married in 1978, they raised a family of two chil-
dren—Angela and Andrew. 

Dietzel stayed at home when the children 
were small. After they went to school, she worked 
as a part-time administrative assistant at the Lan-
caster campus of Eastern Mennonite University. 
She later took college and seminary classes part-
time for 10 years before graduating in 2014 from 
Eastern Mennonite Seminary with a two-year 
certificate in pastoral studies. 

Before those studies began, in 1995, Ervin 
Stutzman, former LMC bishop and moderator 
(staff position), hired Dietzel as his assistant—a 
role that in 1998 expanded into the conference 
coordinator position. Prior to that time, LMC 
had not called women into work with the bishop 
board. However, Stutzman, executive director for 
Mennonite Church USA, says her giftedness and 
spiritual depth prompted his risking change. 

“Strengths I saw in her were gifts for organiz-
ing and worshipful work—organizing events as 
an extension of her commitment to Christ that 
entails a respectful listening to and conversation 
with the Spirit,” he said during a March telephone 
interview. For years, she was the only woman at 
bishop board meetings. Today that is no longer 
true. With gracious strength and negotiation abili-
ties, she led the way for others to follow.

“She could hold to her convictions without be-
coming resentful of those who didn’t share those, 
and she didn’t alienate people,” he said. “She 

quietly used her gifts to function well in a time of 
unrest, questions and differences. Joanne loves 
the church, and she is able to live fruitfully in the 
tensions that arrive in a diverse setting.”

Some of this balance was no doubt honed 
for Dietzel during her LMS dorm adviser days 
during the 1970s, when students were question-
ing long-held dress codes. She said she learned 
one shouldn’t write people off because they can 
change. Teenagers may have some issues they 
work through later on with God. “You just never 
know who they will turn out to be and what they 
will do in their life,” she said. 

For example, one student after every school 
year burned her covering in the parking lot. “To-
day she doesn’t carry any of that anger or frustra-
tion and is a testimony to God’s transformation,” 
Dietzel said. 

Dietzel’s open attitude toward others still 

[Dietzel] could hold to her convictions without 
becoming resentful of those who didn’t share 
those, and she didn’t alienate people.
—Ervin Stutzman

Joanne Dietzel and 
Dan, her husband. 
Photo provided

Jonathan Charles



marks her ministry today, says Lee Schmucker. 
She is one of Dietzel’s mentors and provides 
resources to Mennonite Church USA-related 
organizations through leadership trainings and 
other services. Dietzel took the first Values-based 
Leadership Program (vblp.org) in 2002 and later 
served as a small-group leader in trainings for 
others.   

“Joanne is a gentle challenger—someone who 
leans in without pushing in,” said Schmucker in a 
recent telephone interview. “She focuses on re-
lationship-building first. She is a relater and leads 
by example. I don’t see her playing it safe, but I 
don’t see her pushing things like the gender issue 
in your face, either. Her imprint is much larger 
than her visibility.” 

Often invisible to the public eye are the bur-
dens Dietzel bears in her heart, even as her calm 

reason and compassionate collegiality prevail. 
She confesses that serving amid the tensions 
sometimes is a labor of love laced with losses and 
limitations, though not void of hope.

“One of my greatest losses in life has been 
the realization that the church is not perfect,” 
she wrote in a 2011 spiritual journey essay. “The 
church is made up of imperfect people like me. 
The greatest joy is seeing transformation in the 
church—new life, new ways of being church, new 
people, new opportunities.”

Early farm, church families form solid 
sense of self 

Affirmation coming from several sources 
likely helped form her proactive perspective. 
She was born on July 8, 1951, to Isaac and the 
late Elizabeth Hostetter. The family grew crops, 
livestock, garden produce and six hardy girls who 
did the “boy” chores. The girls were born within 
13 years, followed by the birth of a baby brother 
when Dietzel was 25.

Despite immersion in a conservative culture, 
their parents did not make the girls wear plain 
clothes. They wore coverings, but they were 
allowed to cut their hair. And they had a TV, which 
was different from many of her friends. Her father 
trusted his girls to do challenging farm work—a 
trust she carried over into her church life, Dietzel 
said. “When I was asked to be president of our 
youth group or to teach Sunday school, I didn’t 
feel it was something I couldn’t or shouldn’t do.”

In addition, a flood of God’s grace into her 
heart as a teenager reinforced her sense that even 
though she was imperfect, she was a beloved 
child of God. “I still remember the moment when 
it dawned on me who Jesus really was—an inti-
mate friend and not somebody out there I couldn’t 
reach or touch,” she said. 

Much later Dietzel realized the magnitude 
of the gift that church connections were for her. 
These connections included nurture from Sunday 
school teachers, biblical literacy in Bible quizzing 
and wholesome social activity with youth group.

Her appreciation for these church connec-
tions was piqued further when she did genealogy 

Joanne (center 
back) with her sis-
ters, back from left: 
Kim, Karen, Linda 
and Judy. In front 
are her sister Sally, 
her father and her 
brother Brad. Photo 
provided

She confesses that serving amid the tensions 
sometimes is a labor of love laced with losses 
and limitations, though not void of hope.
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work for a class at Anabaptist Mennonite Biblical 
Seminary in Elkhart, Ind. She discovered that 
her family has had generations of involvement in 
church—particularly on her father’s side. For ex-
ample, her great-grandfathers Abram Martin and 
Isaac Eby were bishops in Lancaster Conference. 

“In light of what I’ve been doing for the past 
20 years, it amazes me, the things that unfold in 
a person’s life,” she said. “What struck me is that 
the appreciation I have for the church isn’t some-
thing I nurtured on my own. I feel like it has been 
passed down from generation to generation. I am 
more aware of that now that I have a granddaugh-
ter. What is passed on has an important influence 
on one’s life.”

New generations lead in new ways
There is some holy irony in the fact that the 

late bishops’ great-granddaughter serves along-
side today’s bishops in ways that would have been 
unthinkable in their era. Dietzel has also served 
in several committees and leadership roles within 
Mennonite Church USA. 

As coordinator of MWC’s Prayer Network, 
Dietzel’s ministry has broadened still further. 
She is part of the network’s planning team and 
coordinates communications between groups and 
individuals around the world. They are praying 
that the assembly be Spirit-filled, Spirit-led and 
Spirit-detailed. 

“So often I have seen God intervene in direct 
ways that were way 
outside the box of 
what we were plan-
ning or hoping for,” 
she said. “Many times 
we invite people to be 
our presenters two 
years in advance of an 
event. And God puts 
on their heart exactly 

what the conference needs in the present.”
Dietzel said she is relying on God’s timeliness 

and faithfulness to unify the mammoth gathering 
of people from diverse cultures whose languages 
include French, German, English and Spanish. 
The network participants’ prayers include inter-
cession for inspired worship planning, on-time 
visas and passports, smooth transportation con-
nections, effective communication and affordable 
accommodations.

This will be her first MWC global assembly—
held every six years in different countries. Yet 
she’s heard past stories about MWC’s Zimbabwe 
2003 Prayer Network that testify to the power 
of prayer in calling forth God’s resources and 
shaping genuine hospitality. “That country had so 
little,” she said. “Yet the hosts had such a strong 
belief that God would make everything happen in 
terms of having enough food and volunteers.”

She experienced a similar faith-filled hospital-
ity when she traveled to Africa several years ago 
with an LMC delegation. It’s where their brothers 
and sisters in Christ dropped everything they 
were doing to receive them, she said. “So often 
in North America, we believe we are too busy to 
take five days off to do something like this,” she 
said. “It is not about having things look a certain 
way or about us saying the right things. It is about 
the openness of the heart.”

Relationships fuel her soul 
Her ministry has been fulfilling, she said. Yet 

it’s her family, friends and personal relationship 

The MWC Prayer Network participants’ prayers 
include intercession for inspired worship 
planning, on-time visas and passports, smooth 
transportation connections, effective communica-
tion and affordable accommodations.

Joanne Dietzel at her 
graduation from high 
school in 1969. Photo 
provided
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to God that calls her back to her center. They all 
connect her heart, first formed as young farm girl 
to love Jesus and neighbor, to be a beloved child of 
God among God’s other children. 

One of her key relationships, she said, includes 
her three-plus-decade marriage to Dan, who 
retired this spring after 41 years of teaching at 
LMS. They live in Strasburg, Pa. He has been one 
of Dietzel’s biggest cheerleaders, she said.

“Dan has never tried to tie me down and has 
given me freedom to explore and develop my 
gifts,” she said. “He has been fully supportive of 
all the roles I’ve taken on. It is such a joy to be in 
a relationship with someone who wants to see me 
grow.”

Their family has grown, too. Angela, who has 
a college degree in elementary education, has 
come back home to live with her parents while 
she works as a logistics coordinator for the MWC 
gathering. The couple is also enjoying its first 
grandchild, Adelyn, 2, born to son Andrew and 
daughter-in-law Julie. In fall 2014, Julie gave birth 
to a second daughter, Nora Anne, who was still-
born, the day before Thanksgiving.

The grief of that loss—in addition to the 
heaviness of uncertainty about whether LMC 
will remain with Mennonite Church USA because 
of differing convictions—are sapping some of 

Dietzel’s spiritual and emotional resources, she 
said. She is seeking renewal through support she 
receives from her congregation, Ridgeview Men-
nonite Church in Gordonville, Pa., as well as from 
her relationship to God. 

The family is still experiencing raw grief, and 
it is hard not to feel jealous of other people who 
gave birth to healthy children near that time, she 
said. “I understand in a much deeper way that just 
like the rain falls on all different kinds of people, 
so do these kinds of situations,” she said. “We can 
ask, Why me? Why us? But there are some things 
we will not fully understand.”

She has cut back to 80 percent time at work, 
which gives her Mondays to spend with grand-
daughter Adelyn. “Watching her develop and grow 
brings me so much joy in the midst of the pain,” 
Dietzel said. 

In the desert, hope for rain 
Dietzel said she is currently navigating a dark 

night of the soul that has sown some spiritual dry-
ness. During this time, she has been challenged to 
live according to her life vision statement: “living 
joyfully from the inside out.” The statement chal-
lenges Dietzel to remember that with the Lord 
there is always a promise of new rain. 

“My hope is that God is still very active, and I 
think we need to strive to keep connected to what 
God is doing in this world and get on with the real 
work of the church,” she said. “I just don’t think 
God wants it to be as complicated as we make it. I 
hope we can live beyond the complications.”

What she hoped for so long ago—the oppor-
tunity to nurture people in their faith—has come 
true and will persist as the dominating passion 
of her life. Still, she said, she feels deep sadness 
over the prospect that the denomination may 
unravel because of its current tensions regarding 
sexuality. It would be a great loss for her person-
ally, given how the Mennonite church has shaped 
and fed her for a lifetime, she said. 

“Many people think the church is dying or 
going way,” she said. “I rather think the church 
is changing rapidly, but there is hope in change. 
As long as I am in this role, I don’t want to lose 
the hope that this is God’s church—not LMC’s 
church, not Mennonite Church USA’s church. 
That hope makes all the difference.”

Laurie Oswald Robinson is a 
free-lance writer in Newton, 
Kan., and the author of Forever 
Family.

We need to strive to keep connected to what 
God is doing in this world and get on with the 
real work of the church.—Joanne Dietzel

Joanne and Dan 
(right) with, from 
left, Angela, Julie, 
Adelyn and Andrew. 
Photo provided
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A new 
exodus
A prescription for 
Anabaptist renewal

by Beryl Forrester

The spiritual itinerary: from 
Satan to Christ
Sometimes I speculate what my life 
would have been like had I been 
born into an animistic West African 
family. For me, after living many 
years in West Africa, it doesn’t take 
much guesswork to know what it 
would have been like; nearly all 
my African Christian friends came 
through that kind of a family life and 
cultural setting. The world view and 
values I would have been handed 
would look like this: 
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• There is a supreme being, God, but he is 
distant and essentially uninvolved in our lives, 
however his name is occasionally invoked.

• The chief spiritual power that helps us and is 
closely involved in our lives and destiny is Satan. 

• The satanic presences we are most con-
cerned about are the spirit beings of our ances-
tors; our deceased family members. We are con-
stantly vigilant about displeasing them because 
they can bring good or ill to our lives and control 
our well-being from the spirit world. 

• We are always ready to repay evil done 
against us by visiting a far greater and punitive 
evil upon those who harm us.

• We devalue and aggressively marginalize 
women and children, people who are not of our 
ethnic group, and the sick and handicapped (be-
cause they are cursed). 

• We solicit and trust the intervention of sor-
cerers who have access to powerful demons. We 
diligently invoke their curses and their guidance.

• We do not trust our spouse, children or other 
family members; they may be plotting evil against 
us.

• We patronize people who are richer and 
more powerful than we are, with the expectation 
that they will help us in time of need.

This entire agenda is satanic from start to 
finish. It has but one objective: to mar and destroy 
the glory and beauty of God’s entire creation, 
including mankind.

The task of the missional disciple of Christ is 
to invite and facilitate movement out of that sa-
tanic agenda into the light, healing and wholeness 
of God’s reign. The process by which people in an 
animistic culture move from the satanic agenda 
into becoming disciples of Christ is described by 
missiologists as a “spiritual itinerary.” The Old 
Testament Exodus story is a perfect metaphor on 
this spiritual itinerary. My task as a cross-cultural 
missionary is to model that ministry and equip 
Africans to become missional disciples to their 
cultures, which they are far more adept at dealing 

with than I am. It has been a particular blessing 
for me to see and be part of the unfolding and ex-
tension of God’s kingdom in this part of the world. 

In West Africa, as we invite people to become 
disciples of Jesus, we make sure they understand 
that their decision to join God’s people starts 
them on a journey that will be transitioning the 
above satanic worldview into something radically 
different; one that will look like this:

1. We are a Christlike community dedicated 
to reflecting Jesus’ character, Spirit, life, teach-
ings, relationships, servanthood and dedication to 
the will of the Father. Jesus Christ is the ac-
knowledged head of the community, and it is our 
purpose, both individually and collectively, to be 
growing up into our Head.

2. We are “built on the foundation of the 
apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus himself 
being the cornerstone.” We regard the first-cen-
tury community of Jesus and his apostles as an 
authoritative model for the faith and life of the 
church through the ages, made real within our 
own cultural context. We must challenge our own 
traditions and cultures and evaluate them in light 
of Christ and the apostolic witnesses. 

3. We are a community of peacemakers, 
showing consideration, mercy, pardon and love 
toward everyone, even our enemies. We know 
that peacemakers are in opposition to the divisive, 
destructive tactics of the enemy, and we are pre-
pared to suffer in the proclamation of the gospel of 
peace and righteousness.

4. We are in submission to our Head, Jesus 
Christ and to each other as we are filled and em-
powered by the Holy Spirit. We give and receive 
counsel within the brotherhood, enabling us to be 
in oneness with Christ and each other.

5. It is of primary importance for us to be 

The task of the missional disciple of Christ is 
to invite and facilitate movement out of that 
satanic agenda into the light, healing and 
wholeness of God’s reign.
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fully engaged with God’s mission of salvation; 
bringing and doing God’s will on earth as it is in 
heaven and making known “the mystery of his 
will, according to his purpose, which he set forth 
in Christ as a plan for the fullness of time, to unite 
all things in [Christ], things in heaven and things 
on earth.”

6. We are a community of worship, declaring 
the righteousness and sovereignty of Christ both 
in our gathered times and by our daily conduct as 
we move among the general society. 

7. We have a high sense of responsibility for 
each other. We share with those among us who 
have material needs, we mentor and admonish 
each other in our walk with Christ, we suffer with 
those who are suffering and we celebrate with 
those who rejoice and celebrate. 

8. The leaders among us are those who 
emerge with Holy Spirit-empowered gifts of 
caring for the flock and equipping the saints for 
the work of ministry. Leaders may be appointed 
and credentialed, but they are in no way elevated 
above anyone else in the community. Leaders 
are first and foremost servants, not masters. The 
source of authority in the community is the gath-
ered believers, who together discern the will of 
the Lord and provide direction for the community.

9. The church is a welcoming, inclusive com-
munity, accepting among us people at whatever 
faith level they come with. We welcome people to 
join us who are hungering and thirsting for righ-
teousness and open to the transforming power of 
Christ, teachable and ready to find identity among 
us. We are a community of pardon, forgiveness, 
mercy and patience. Condemnation and judgment 
may be in order on rare occasions, but grace and 
hope freely abound among us.

10. We believe God’s salvation is for all peo-

ples, therefore we understand the community of 
faith as a place where former walls, divisions, hos-
tilities and prejudices have been eradicated by the 
reconciling death and resurrection of Christ. We 
regard ourselves first of all as citizens together in 
God’s kingdom because the things that separated 
us, such as gender, race, tribe and social status, 
are no longer obstacles to our oneness in Christ. 

11. We are a people of eschatological hope. In 
our life together under the Lordship of Christ, 
we are already realizing the fruits of the eternal 
reign of Christ, wherein we are set free from the 
powers that mar and destroy God’s good creation. 
At the same time, we live with the limitations 
of human mortality and fallenness with our eyes 
of faith fixed on the future culmination of God’s 
victory over Satan, where all evil, mortality and 
the enemies of God will be judged and forever and 
eternally banished.

Transitioning from the satanic into the Christ-
like worldview is a slow process; it may even 
need a couple of generations. But steady, firm 
growth into Christlikeness can happen in the 
context where there are self-giving disciplers, 
unfailing resources of grace and patience and the 
unflinching focus on the eschatological vision that 
one is about Jesus’ prayer—“Thy kingdom come 
and thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.”

North America: the spiritual journey in 
reverse

I find myself experiencing what long-term mis-
sionaries call reverse culture shock when I catch 
up on North American news via the Internet or I 
return to the United States for a visit. Specifically, 
I am disturbed at the progress this same satanic 
agenda is making in the North American culture 
and church community where I grew up and spent 
most of my adult life. In North America, it seems 
the spiritual itinerary, the journey toward Christ, 
has gone into reverse, and the church is accom-
modating to the satanic agenda, becoming less and 
less Christlike. 

When I compare the two worldviews above 

Christians are being given the green light from 
their churches (including Mennonites) to devote 
most of their lives to laying up treasures on 
earth.
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and see what is happening in the North American 
church, Mennonites included, I ask, What is going 
on here?

Here are some of the indications that the 
church in North America is moving away from 
Christ that are particularly disturbing to one who 
has largely a global South orientation:

1. Racism appears to be rampant in the hearts 
and minds of many Christians. The political right 
is determined to undo the presidency of the first 
nonwhite U.S. president. The opposition to Mr. 
Obama is far deeper than just a different political 
agenda; most American evangelicals can’t stand 
the fact that a person of color is now at the helm.

2. Many want an impenetrable wall on the U.S. 
borders where people from other ethnicities and 
races are not allowed in and where those who are 
there need to be deported.

3. Many Christians are determined to block 
the poor and marginalized from medical care.

4. With the support (patronage) of Christians, 
the wealthy are becoming increasingly rich and 
powerful.

5. Christians are being given the green light 
from their churches (including Mennonites) to 
devote most of their lives to laying up treasures 
on earth.

6. Some Christians are undoing God’s created 
order pertaining to gender relations and sexual 
orientation. 

7. Many Christians have fallen hook, line and 
sinker for Satan’s third temptation of Christ: 
To make an adulterous, heretical alliance with 
worldly political powers as a means to bring about 
God’s kingdom.

8. “In God we trust” is a great slogan, but it is 
reality for few North American Christians. A far 
more honest slogan would say that our trust is in 
military might, economic dominance and political 
prowess.

Every one of these issues is clearly in opposi-
tion to God’s plan for the salvation of his creation 

and the mission and ministry of Messiah Jesus. 
Each of them belongs to the satanic side of the 
ledger. Each of them is contrary to the teachings 
of Christ and the apostles, and each is anathema 
according to the current Mennonite confession of 
faith and its historical precedents.

I’m not all that surprised when my Baptist 
friends buy into this anti-Christian agenda. They 
belong to the Constantinan/Augustinian corrup-
tion of the church; the right-wing agenda fits 
appropriately with their theology. 

But I am really disturbed and disappointed by 
Anabaptist folks I assumed were firmly committed 
especially to points one and two of the Christian 
worldview above. We are supposed to be a radical 
church based on the teachings of Christ and the 
apostolic deposit. We are failing to critique North 
American culture, and we are not finding our way 
through the culture to faithfulness to Christ.

I have coined a term for this movement away 
from Christlikeness: “foxidation.” It’s a takeoff 
from the chemical process where iron is mixed 
with oxygen and the once solid iron is reduced to 
rust. It’s what happens to Mennonites who move 
off our foundation of Christ and the apostles in 
favor of Constantinism. Far too many Mennonites 
are daily slurping the fear-mongering swill that 
can only be described as political pornography, 
amply provided at the Fox TV trough. Friends, 
when you feast on that garbage, beware that soon 
you are going to be looking like it. Any garbage, 
regardless of its source, that is un-Christlike and 
anti-Christ needs to be off limits for the disciple of 
Christ. 

I am grateful that signs of hope are appearing, 
indicating that we are opening up to a new exo-
dus. I am grateful to Lancaster (Pa.) Mennonite 
Conference leaders along with other Mennonite 
Church USA leaders who are willing to move the 
church forward in the direction of faithfulness 
we are calling Anabaptist renewal. As we move 
forward, transitioning in our faithfulness to Christ, 
two realities must accompany this exodus:

• We are most certainly going to need a new 
organizational structure. Mennonite Church USA 
has acknowledged that our current structure is 
not equipped to take us through the exodus.

• The exodus, if it is for real, needs to go far 
beyond the single, red-herring, gender issue that 

has consumed our energies for 
the past decade. 

Beryl Forrester works with 
Eastern Mennonite Missions in 
Senegal.

Far too many Mennonites are daily slurping the 
fear-mongering swill that can only be described 
as political pornography, amply provided at the 
Fox TV trough.
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Listen to God
and each other
The Jerusalem Council models 
reconciliation in church conflicts

by Cindy Voth

In Acts 15, we read of a transformative experience called the 
Jerusalem Council, where some ethnocentric Jewish believers 
who follow Jesus insist that Gentile believers must also abide 
by Jewish cultural laws, such as circumcision and observing the 
food purity laws, if they want to follow Jesus. So church leaders 
gathered in Jerusalem to discuss the conflict. Would there be a 
continuation of things “as they’ve always been done,” or will 
there be a “new creation”? This conflict evoked a variety of 
deep feelings. 
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After Peter shared about God’s abundant and 
all-encompassing grace in giving the Holy Spirit 
to Gentiles as well as Jews without discrimina-
tion, we are told in verse 12, that “the whole 
assembly became silent as they listened.” 

How often do we fail to listen, truly listen to 
each other in the midst of a conflict, especially 
within a conflict that we care about deeply? 

John Paul Lederach, who has devoted his life 
to peacemaking and reconciliation, has recently 
published a revised edition of his book Reconcile: 
Conflict Transformation for Ordinary Christians 

(Herald Press). In this book, he has a whole 
chapter devoted to the Jerusalem Council and its 
implications for today’s church. 

He writes: “Our capacity to listen to God is 
only as great as our capacity to listen to each 
other when we are in conflict. I mean that literally. 
We test our real capability to listen, not when it 
is easy but when it is most difficult. Listening is 
much more than a technique devised to improve 
communication. Listening is about the process of 
relationship, engaging Truth and finding God.” 

As participants in the Jerusalem Council 
met, every voice was represented. The coun-
cil decided to send some representatives back 
to Antioch with a letter outlining the council’s 
decision to allow for room for the Spirit to lead 
in different ways in different contexts. Lederach 
clarifies it this way: “In essence they decide, ‘We 
recognize new things that God has envisioned for 
the church, things that from our tradition we did 
not expect. We are changing our beliefs to match 
this new understanding of God moving among us. 
However, we recognize important things from our 
past that we must not let go, and we share them 
explicitly with our brothers and sisters.’ ”

The letter instructed the church in Antioch to 
abide by only three regulations instead of hun-
dreds: abstain from food sacrificed to idols, from 
meat of strangled animals and from sexual immo-
rality. Keeping in mind their context, all three of 
these are connected with idol worship. The first 
two are related to food deemed unclean or offered 
to idols as an act of worship. They were also 
to abstain from sexual immorality as related to 
temple prostitution connected with idol worship, 
and incest, which was present in their culture. 
These regulations would not be new or a surprise 
to anyone, since Leviticus 17 and 18 applies these 
rules both to Jews and to aliens living in Israel.

Acts 15:31 tells us that upon hearing the words 
of the letter the people in Antioch were glad for 
its encouraging message. They took it to be an 
affirmation of their faith, of the activity of the Holy 

How often do we fail to listen, truly listen to each 
other in the midst of a conflict, especially within 
a conflict that we care about deeply?
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Spirit in their lives and a proclamation of the unity 
that can be realized under and through and by the 
Holy Spirit. 

Webster’s dictionary defines “reconciliation” 
as “the act of causing two people or groups to 
become friendly again after an argument or 
disagreement; or the process of finding a way to 
make two different ideas, facts, etc. exist or be 
true at the same time.” At the heart of reconcili-
ation is the ability to name and embrace our differ-
ences as well as those things we agree on, the 
things that will forever keep us connected. 

We, the reconciled church, have become the 
new creation Paul writes about in 2 Corinthians 
5:17-18: “So if anyone is in Christ, there is a new 
creation: everything old has passed away; see, 
everything has become new! All this is from God, 
who reconciled us to himself through Christ, and 
has given us the ministry of reconciliation.”

Within this new creation of the church, we are 
reminded that it is by God’s grace, as a gift, that 
we can experience salvation, a new beginning. 
And furthermore, God does not make a distinction 
between Jew and Gentile; instead God is a God of 
equality. This leads Paul to make the startling and 
grace-filled claim in Galatians 3:28: “There is no 
longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or 
free, there is no longer male and female; for all of 
you are one in Christ Jesus.” The new creation is 
realized and being lived out in the early church. 

Today, as in the time of the Jerusalem Coun-
cil, we live in a period of uncertainty, and we are 
striving to discern together difficult questions. In 
the conflicts we face, I wonder:

• What are the confining boxes we have placed 
around God? 

• Where has God said, “My grace is for all,” 
while we say and live out, “Yes, but these people, 
must clearly be unworthy of God’s grace?”

• Where do we give lip service that God’s 
grace is for all yet within our body of faith not 
treat others as full brothers and sisters? 

• Where are we making distinctions within the 
body of Christ that God is not making?

In his study of Acts in the Believers Church 
Bible Commentary, Chalmer E. Faw writes that 
for the past century the church has been wrestling 
with distinctions arising from race, ethnic origin, 
education, economic level and gender. Now we 
add sexual orientation to Faw’s list of distinctions. 
If we agree with Lederach that “our capacity to 
listen to God is only as great of our capacity to 
listen to each other when we are conflict,” how 
are we doing hearing God? 

I am not advocating for a certain position. 
The only “position” I’m articulating is that God’s 

grace, the invitation to salvation, the message 
we are instructed in Acts 1:8 to proclaim to the 
ends of the earth, is for all—no questions need 
be asked by you and me, for it is a gift of God that 
we are invited to proclaim as part of a missional 
ministry of reconciliation. 

Each of us is a sinner saved only by God’s 
grace. Since not many of us come from Jewish an-
cestry, most of us are only in fellowship because 
the Jerusalem Council extended the table and we 
were invited to come. It is my hope and prayer 
that once we are reminded of our own salvation, 
of God’s all-encompassing grace that has em-
braced each of us, we will be compelled not to 
remain silent in proclaiming God’s grace. As we 
proclaim God’s grace to all, may we also actively 
join the Holy Spirit in the transformative ministry 
of reconciliation—a ministry needed in our church 
and world today.

Cindy Voth is pastor of commu-
nity life at Waterford Mennonite 
Church in Goshen, Ind. This is 
an adaptation of a sermon she 
preached at Waterford Menno-
nite Church in Goshen, Ind., on 
April 19.

Since not many of us come from Jewish ancestry, 
most of us are only in fellowship because the 
Jerusalem Council extended the table and we 
were invited to come.
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Drones are demons
Just as the early church called for prayer against demons, 
we are called to pray against drones.

by Isaac S. Villegas

In February, The Guardian reported that a U.S. Unmanned Aerial Vehicle 
(UAV), a weaponized drone, killed Mohammed Tuaiman, a 13-year-old boy 
in Yemen. When Mohammed’s brother Maqded 
arrived at the scene of attack, he was 
horrified: “I saw all the bodies 
completely burned, like 
charcoal,” he said. “We 
couldn’t move the 
bodies so we just
buried them 
there.” 
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In an interview last year, Mohammed spoke about what it was 
like to live with the terror of drones: “A lot of the kids in this area 
wake up from sleeping because of nightmares from them, and some 
now have mental problems.” He explained: “They turned our area 
into hell and continuous horror, day and night; we even dream of 
them in our sleep.”

I have read through story after story of people who have been 
suffering the terror of U.S. drones, interviews compiled by Amnesty 
International and Living Under Drones, a joint report of the Stanford 
Law School and New York University School of Law. “The drones 
are all over my brain; I can’t sleep,” reports a man from a village in 
Pakistan. “When I hear the drones making that drone sound, I just 
turn on the light and sit there looking at the light.” A politician from 
that same community talks about the suffering of his people who 
“often complain that they wake up in the middle of the night scream-
ing because they are hallucinating about drones.” Night terrors are 
part of drone warfare. 

“Children have lost their mental balance; they are afraid all the 
time,” says Nabeel from North Waziristan, a region of Pakistan that 
suffers from recurrent drone attacks. “My young nephew is always 
scared and crying, running toward his mother saying the drone could 
come.” Another resident of Waziristan comments that his friends 
“are mentally disturbed as a result of the drone flights.” He contin-
ues, “We can’t sleep because of the planes’ loud sound. Even if they 
don’t attack, we still have the fear of attack in our mind.” 

“Because of the noise, we’re psychologically disturbed, women, 
men and children,” another person reports. “Twenty-four hours, a 
person is in stress and there is pain in his head.” 

Head pain, terrorized brains, fear overwhelming the mind—
those are some of the effects of drone warfare. When I read about 
the horrifying power of weaponized drones, I notice the resonances 
with how Christians through the ages have talked about demons. 
Flying things in the air, horrors in the heavens, the hum of death 
evoking panic, possessing minds, screaming in brains, spiritual forc-
es of evil infiltrating bodies and terrorizing people from within.

In his early 17th-century manual, the Italian priest Francesco 
Maria Guazzo diagnosed a variety of diabolic manifestations he 
observed in his work as an exorcist. “If the demon is in his head, [a 
person] feels the keenest pain in his head,” he wrote. If the demon 
is in “the heart or lungs, he causes panting, palpitation and synco-
pe.” Lastly, if the demon “is more toward the stomach, he provokes 
hiccoughs and vomiting.” Dr. Sulayman Afraz, a psychiatrist in 
Waziristan, reports cases of “hysterical reactions” in his patients, 
“physical symptoms without a real basis, aches and pains, vomit-

We can’t sleep because of the planes’ loud sound. Even if they 
don’t attack, we still have the fear of attack in our mind.—a 
resident of Waziristan
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ing”—the same demonic symptoms Francesco 
Guazzo observed in the 17th century. 

Militarized drones are demons: “powers 
of this present darkness,” “forces of evil in the 
heavenly places,” as we read about in Ephesians 
6:12. From the New Testament and through the 
Middle Ages, spirits have been thought of as ma-
terial. Demonic spirits are not the opposite of the 
physical; they’re just a different kind of physical. 
They can look like shadows, they smell and make 
sounds. 

“The noises of the apparitions were terrible, 
and their outbursts ferocious,” Anthony the 
Great remarked in the Egyptian desert. He was 
a third-century monk who battled demons in the 
wilderness. 

In the 11th century, French priests witnessed 
spirits fall from the sky into their group. “Sudden-
ly,” the account says, “they saw descend among 

them a demon in the likeness of some sort of little 
beast.”  

In his Divine Comedy, Dante repeated popular 
notions about demons when he described them as 
sounding like echoing sighs in the air, announcing 
themselves with noise. You can hear them before 
you can see them. 

Karl Barth, the 20th-century Swiss theologian, 
wrote that demons were the concretization of 
nothingness—demons as the materialization of 
death, “always invading and attacking.” 

“The drones are like the angels of death,” 
commented a shopkeeper in Miranshah, a town in 
Pakistan. “Only they know when and where they 
will strike.” 

After a long day working in the local mine, 
Ahsan returned home to the Pakistani village of 
Zowi Sidgi in time for prayers at the mosque. As 
he prayed, Ahsan heard the hum of drones. When 
he walked outside, he saw them hover in the sky, 
then fire missiles into the village. “Body parts 
were scattered everywhere,” Ahsan said of the 
scene of death, “bodies without heads and bodies 
without hands or legs.” 

U.S. drone pilots call this a “bug splat.” People 
on the ground call it “hell on earth.” 

Demons are the powers of hell ravaging the 
earth. The U.S. military locates its drone warfare 
program within the sphere of demonic power. 
They’ve named their weaponized drone after a 
demon: the MQ-9 Reaper. The emblem is the 
Grim Reaper, the angel of death. The U.S. Reaper 
fires hellfire missiles from the heavens—fire from 
hell, falling from the sky. The military invokes the 
demonic with its naming of drones and missiles. 
Their weaponized drones are the demons of hell. 
Drone warfare is demonic warfare. Demons are 
not a metaphor for militarized drones. Drones are 
demons, material manifestations of “the spiritual 
forces of evil in the heavenly places.” 

Pastors and theologians in the early church 
said that when Jesus was resurrected, he battled 
aerial demons. Resurrection was a victory against 
the forces of evil hovering in the sky. “The air 
is the sphere of the devil,” wrote Athanasius of 
Alexandria in the fourth century. “But the Lord 
came to overthrow the devil and to purify the air 
… for being thus ‘lifted up.’ He cleansed the air 
from all the evil of the enemy.” 

Through prayer we proclaim the power of 
Christ’s resurrection over demons, the devil’s 
agents polluting the sky with death, Grim Reap-
ers with their hellfire missiles. But, as Jesus 
said, some evil spirits—for example, weaponized 
drones—require diligent prayer and fasting. At 
the Interfaith Conference on Drone Warfare at 
Princeton Theological Seminary in January,  an 
imam called us to prayer because he knew that 
prayer is how we combat enemies not of flesh 
and blood but spirits, demons, drones. The imam 
ended his exhortation with words from a song by 
Kareem Salama, a popular Egyptian-American 
musician: “We can bend iron with our prayers.”

With our prayers, we can break the wings 
the U.S. military’s demonic Reapers. With our 
prayers, we can extinguish the military’s hellfire. 
When we pray against drones, we join the prayers 
of countless people who suffer the terror of “an-
gels of death.”

Isaac S. Villegas pastors Chapel Hill Mennonite 
Fellowship (N.C.) and serves on the governing board 

of the N.C. Council of Churches 
as well as the executive board of 
Mennonite Church USA. This 
reflection is adapted from his 
presentation Jan. 23-25 at the 
Interfaith Conference on Drone 
Warfare at Princeton Theological 
Seminary.

U.S. drone pilots call this a ‘bug splat.’ People on 
the ground call it ‘hell on earth.’
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Fire from heaven
A reflection on Luke 9:51-56

In this text, two of Jesus’ 
most beloved disciples are 
ready to engage in what we 
may describe as an act of 
terror by calling down fire 
on their social enemies, the 
Samaritans. And the disciples 
are explicit … they intend 
this holy fire from heaven to 
destroy the Samaritans.

by Titus Peachey
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Just before this incident, Jesus and the disci-
ples had a mystical experience on the mountain, 
where they met Moses and Elijah. In the book of 
2 Kings in the Hebrew Bible, we read how the 
prophet Elijah had called down fire on 100 ser-
vants of King Ahaziah, so perhaps this precedent 
of “fire from heaven” was on the minds of the 
disciples as they were on their way to Jerusalem, 
arguing about who would be the greatest.

Jesus rebuked the disciples, and they went on 
to another village. 

It’s only a few days later in Luke’s narrative, 
in chapter 10, that Jesus recounts the story of the 
traveler going from Jerusalem to Jericho who was 
attacked by thieves and left beside the road to die. 
As we know the story, respected religious leaders 
come by, a priest and a Levite, and neither of 

them attends to the wounds of the traveler. Imag-
ine then the disciples’ chagrin when the one who 
stops to aid the wounded man is not a fisherman, 
like many of them, but a Samaritan.  

Here in this story, Jesus reaches back to the 
experience several days earlier, picks up one of 
the hated Samaritans the disciples wanted to de-
stroy with fire from heaven, and inserts him into 
the story as the one offering God’s grace, healing 
and mercy. In the context of the social animosity 
of the time—and the disciples own lived experi-
ence—this must have been shocking.

Here are several reflections that would be 
relevant to drone or a more conventional air war:

1. If the impulse to resort to an act of terror 
is in the hearts of Jesus’ most beloved disciples, 
surely it is in our hearts, too. In some translations 
of the text, Jesus says, “You don’t know what 
spirit you are of.” The impulse to use violence and 
give it divine blessing is a strong temptation that 
Jesus rejects. The use of violence, at its deepest 
level, is a spiritual issue, and as a faith community 
we must ask ourselves the spiritual question, Do 
we know what spirit we are of? What is the spirit 
of the drone?

2. In this encounter at the Samaritan village 
and the story we often describe as the Good Sa-
maritan, Jesus does not engage in detailed ethical 
arguments about fire from heaven—when, where, 
against whom and under what circumstances it 
may be used. Instead, Jesus introduces an entirely 
new paradigm by demonstrating that the disciples’  
social enemies, the Samaritans, can be instru-
ments of God’s grace and healing. Through Jesus’ 
intervention, borne out of his own relationships 
with the Samaritan community, the enemy be-
comes human—capable of mercy—and the entire 
framework changes. Is this not our task? Have 
we as a faith community endeavored to know and 
witness to the humanity of those caught in the 
crosshairs of our government’s drone strikes?  

3. Finally, it is interesting to note that the dis-
ciples longing to call down fire on the Samaritan 
village required divine intervention. An interven-
tion Jesus firmly denied. We, on the other hand, 
have presumed to package fire from heaven in 
high-tech weaponry that can deliver death when 
and where we choose from within the safety of 
our own communities—without any consultation 
with the divine. Are we and our systems of secu-
rity becoming gods unto ourselves? Have we lost 
touch with our own humanity? 

What is the spirit of the drone? Do we know 
the humanity of our enemies? What has become 
of our own humanity? Let us reflect in silence.

Prayer:  
O God who calls us to love with heart, soul, 

mind and strength, we confess that we have used 
the genius of our minds and the skill of our hands 
to create a “fire from heaven” that falls out of 
clear blue sky on a people we do not know. Their 
blood cries from the ground, many of our soldiers 
are troubled in mind and spirit, and we are not 
secure. Is there no other way?

Have mercy, O God. Inspire our minds with 
the spark of your imagination. Free us from the 
fears that bind us so that we may be bound instead 
by the power of your love to our brothers and sis-
ters in your many-peopled human family. And may 
we find great courage, beauty and liberating joy as 
we seek to walk together in the way of peace on 
the path of justice. 

Amen.

Titus Peachey is peace educa-
tion coordinator for Mennonite 
Central Committee.

The use of violence, at its deepest level, is a 
spiritual issue, and as a faith community we must 
ask ourselves the spiritual question, Do we know 
what spirit we are of?
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For this reason
God gave them up
A reflection on Romans 1 and homosexuality

by Ron Helmuth

For Christians looking to the Bible for what to believe about homosexuality, 
Romans 1 is front and center. The possible conclusions about homosex-
uality from Romans 1 span the gamut. A cursory reading of part of the 

passage will lead to certain condemnation, while a careful reading of the entire 
passage is more complicated. Some will find it troubling and bewildering, while 
others will find it enlightening.

This passage gives us detailed reasoning behind a biblical author’s view of ho-
mosexuality. Every Christian should read and carefully study this passage, setting 
aside our passionately held beliefs and understand what Paul is actually saying 
about homosexuality rather than simply mining it to confirm our beliefs. Further, 
we should study it for ourselves rather than looking to experts, for they, like all of 
us, can be so eager to advocate their own points of view that they simply ignore or 
dismiss the parts of this passage inconvenient to their prejudices. 

Romans 1 is accessible. Spend an hour with the text. Study it, seeking the 
meaning of each word, finding what stands alone, how the entire passage holds to-
gether and how other Scripture texts speak to it. Believing Scripture to be sacred, 
we anticipate that God will illuminate, inspire and even comfort us. Tools such as 
online Bible dictionaries and Greek-English interlinear Bibles can help. One may 
even diagram the passage as a visual help. And while commentaries may shed 
light, they may also detract from fully engaging the text on its own terms.

The term “homosexuality” will not be coined for another 1,800 years, and gay 
referring to homosexuals not for an additional 100 years. But Paul speaks clearly 
of same-sex attraction (passions) and same-sex acts. 

Paul is straightforward in Verses 26-27: “For this reason God gave them up to 
dishonorable passions. Their women exchanged natural relations for unnatural, 
and the men likewise gave up natural relations with women and were consumed 
with passion for one another, men committing shameless acts with men and 
receiving in their own persons the due penalty for their error” (RSV). Paul thus 
condemns not only homosexual practice (acts) as shameless/indecent but same-
sex attractions (passions) as dishonorable/not to be honored.” Paul thus unequivo-
cally condemns homosexuality.

But that’s not the whole story. If we let verses 26-27 stand on their own, 
we may agree with Paul’s condemnation. But just as certainly, the phrase “For 
this reason, God gave them up” tells us to look for context. For what reason, and 
whom does God give up? 

Verses 26-27 are part of a long, carefully constructed argument. Paul writes in 
verse 16 about the life-giving power of the gospel and its ability to save all who 
believe. Then, as contrast, he presents the worst possible response to this gos-
pel—suppressing the truth about God. In verse 18, he starts his argument: “For 
the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and wickedness 

We should study Romans 
1 for ourselves rather than 
looking to experts, for they, 
like all of us, can be so 
eager to advocate their 
own points of view that 
they simply ignore or 
dismiss the parts of this 
passage inconvenient to 
their prejudices.
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of men who by their wickedness suppress the 
truth.”

Paul then crafts a sequence connected by 
terms such as “therefore,” “for although,” “and 
since,” “because” and “for this reason.” Those in 
question first suppress the truth, then deny proof 
of God’s existence, do not honor him, become 
fools and worship false gods. 

As part of this argument, Paul inserts a little 
gem that nature-loving Christians have always 
found inspirational and affirming. By looking at 
the created world, Paul asserts in verse 20, one 
can know everything important about God.

But woe to those who ignore this knowledge, 
for they fall into idolatry. And then God, in his 
wrath, gives them up. He gives them up to im-
purity, to dishonoring their bodies among them-
selves, to dishonorable passions and shameless 
acts. Finally, God gives them up to a base mind 
and improper conduct.

And whom does God give up? Who exactly 
are they? In fact, the third person pronouns they, 
them, and their used in verses 19 to 32 all take 
their antecedent, their reference, from verse 18, 
“men (humans) who by their wickedness sup-
press the truth.”

Paul is explaining where homosexuality comes 
from, his “theory” of homosexuality.

We all start out natural (or heterosexual), and 
we all start out knowing God. But suppressing the 
truth about God eventually incurs his wrath, and 
he gives the offender up to dishonorable (homo-
sexual) passions. 

In case you didn’t get the punishment part, 
Paul states it clearly. Homosexuals are “receiving 
in their persons (or their bodies) the due penalty 
for their error.” “Due penalty” thus neatly caps 
off his argument, which started with “the wrath of 
God.”

For Paul, homosexuality (both the passions 
and the resulting acts) is God’s punishment for 
suppressing the truth about him. No wonder Paul 
is so antihomosexual.

The phrase “God gives them up” is ambigu-

ous. Does God actively cause homosexuality, or 
does he merely allow hidden passions to come 
out? It’s not clear. But the phrase “for this rea-
son” is clear. God somehow intervenes. For Paul, 
suppressing the truth about God and homosexu-
ality are cause and effect, crime and punishment. 
Paul condemns it.

Paul would be astounded at the current contro-
versy in the Christian church. That homosexuals 
would even want to be in the church, let alone 
asking for full rights and responsibilities, flies in 
the face of his main premise, that homosexuality 
is the consequence of God’s wrath upon those 
who suppress the truth. Having suppressed the 
truth, why would they want anything to do with 
church?

Many of us have experiences very different 
from Paul’s perspective in Romans 1. We know 
or know of committed Christians who struggle 
with their sexuality. There’s the nephew who so 
enthusiastically and with great piety sought to 
know God from childhood, denying throughout 
his teenage years this terrible secret, that he was 
sexually attracted to boys and not to girls. We 
hear testimony from Christians who have prayed 
and pleaded to be healed of their same-sex attrac-
tion and, when not delivered, agonize over their 
sexuality. And what of the Episcopal bishop Gene 
Robinson or the great Christian apologist Henry 
Nouwen? Was their homosexuality the result of 
denying God? 

We also know atheists who are not homosex-
uals. Where is God’s wrath against them? And 
what of those whose concept of God contradicts 
biblical revelation? Would not any outside the 
Judeo-Christian tradition (thereby suppressing 
the truth) risk incurring God’s wrath and being 
given up to homosexuality? Instead, we find the 
percentage of those with same-sex attraction 
more or less constant, regardless of religion, piety, 
spirituality or theology, inside and outside Christi-
anity and Judaism.

This is the difficulty of Romans 1. There’s 
no doubt that Paul condemns homosexuality in 
verses 26-27. Yet Paul’s explanation of homosex-
uality’s cause in verses 18-25 is troubling. Our 
acquaintances who are sexually attracted to their 
own gender simply don’t fit Paul’s argument. 
They are often committed Christians. Further-
more, current scientific thinking is that sexual 
attraction is more or less determined at a young 
age, at or even before birth, long before being 
able to suppress the truth about God. And what 
of those with same-sex attractions who remain 
celibate? Where in Paul’s argument do they fit? 

Most jarringly, Paul seems to portray a petu-

Paul would be astounded at the current 
controversy in the Christian church. 
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lant and vindictive God who is angered by those 
who deny him, striking them with the most abom-
inable affliction imaginable—same-sex attraction, 
an image in stark contrast to the gracious, loving, 
inviting father portrayed by Jesus in the parable of 
the prodigal son, who also denies his father.

Those troubled by Paul’s argument will 
likely react thus: “You can’t be serious. Same-
sex feelings are God’s punishment? How are you 
reading this text? What is your concept of God? 
Do you not have any gay friends or family?” 

Good questions. How are we to be faithful to 
this Scripture? Does God call us to accept Paul’s 
condemnation of homosexuality in verses 26-
27? If so, are we also called to reconcile Paul’s 
argument in the rest of the passage with current 
scientific thinking and our own experiences? 
Is it important to note that Paul writes from a 
first-century cultural and prescientific perspective 
foreign to us?

In any case, the challenge presented at the 
beginning of the article remains. Carefully study 
this passage, setting aside your passionately held 
beliefs. Understand what Paul is actually saying, 
rather than simply mining it to confirm your 
beliefs. Furthermore, study it for yourself, rather 

than looking to experts (or to this article). 
Notwithstanding its difficulties, let’s take 

guidance from this Scripture and in the same way 
from the other Scriptures dealing with sexuality, 
humbly asking for God’s grace and understanding. 
Our work will determine how we invite homosex-
uals to faith and how we accept the homosexual 
Christians among us, a great responsibility.

Ron Helmuth and his wife, 
Elena, live in Bethlehem, Pa., 
and attend First Presbyterian 
Church, Allentown, Pa. They 
have attended Presbyterian and 
Mennonite churches throughout 
their lives.

Paul seems to portray a petulant and vindictive 
God who is angered by those who deny him, 
striking them with the most abominable 
affliction imaginable—same-sex attraction.
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LEADERSHIP
A word from Mennonite leaders

Leadership perspectives from along the road

At the Mennonite Church USA conven-
tion in Kansas City, Mo., we will use the 
Emmaus road story as the biblical teaching 

for our fellowship and discernment. I hope we 
marvel at the surprising ways the Spirit of God is 
made known to us as we gather. There has been 
much preparation and posturing. Perhaps we will 
all be surprised by how God appears among us. 
The Emmaus road story is about a surprise. But 
it’s about other things as well. 

Since I interact with institutional leaders 
across the church and well 
beyond the Anabaptist 
community of faith, I read the 
Emmaus road story with my 
heart inclined to what it can 
teach us about leadership. 

Let me reframe this com-
pelling story. Jesus, the prophet, teacher, healer 
and sage, has been crucified a few days before. 
Cleopas and at least one other despondent friend 
are walking along the road to Emmaus. A strang-
er comes upon them. He asks, “Why are you so 
despondent?” They tell him they are sad because 
the one they believed in was crucified in Jerusa-
lem a few days before. These folks walk together 
on the road, and only later, over an evening meal, 
do they realize the stranger is indeed Jesus. He 
was with them again. And they didn’t perceive it.

How can the story speak to us about the 
character of leadership? A lot. But it’s about the 
Risen Christ as leader. It’s about the folks on the 
road. Let me explain.

It’s been said that in the matter of organi-
zational development, culture trumps strategy. 
Said another way, culture eats strategy for lunch. 
I realize that for a religious publication this is 
rather direct. However, the point is that this 
euphemism suggests the strategy or plan can fail 
if the underlying culture, values and habits don’t 
support the implementation of the strategy. The 
same can be said of leadership. Character trumps 
or eats competence for lunch.

To be sure, effective leadership requires mea-
sures of competence. Good people, people of high 
moral character, without some competence (tools 
in the tool bag) won’t lead very effectively. They 
can even be well-intentioned but dangerous. 

But the opposite is even truer. Competence 
without character can lead to incredibly unhealthy 
and destructive ends. Think about the moral 
failures of some high-profile national leaders and 

the demise of some well-respected religious lead-
ers—some within our own community of faith. 
This is why Barton, Bennis, Blanchard, Bordas, 
Greenleaf, Kantor, Kouses and Posner, Maxwell, 
Palmer and others say that at the heart of wise 
leadership is the heart of the leader.

The story of the Emmaus road can teach us. 
Let me suggest four simple takeaways.

1. Those on the road were despondent, broken, at 
a loss for what to do. Jesus met them and revealed 
himself to them. In time, these same individuals 

became powerful leaders in 
the life of the early church. 
God took the broken ones 
and empowered them to lead. 
Years ago, Henri Nouwen said 
there is a mystery in how 
God uses our woundedness 

in the healing of others. He invited us to embrace 
the idea of the wounded healer. Perhaps the 
Emmaus road story invites us to embrace the fact 
that we don’t need to be perfect. We are, in fact, 
“wounded leaders.”

2. The friends who were walking grew tired as 
the day got longer. They rested. They even invited 
their new friend to join them for a meal. Had they 
not paused to rest, had they done fast-food at the 
drive-through, would they have even encountered 
the Risen One? Slowing down, resting, nourishing 
the body and soul may be critical for us to even 
perceive the presence of Christ.

3. For these friends, the encounter with Jesus 
literally turned them around. They returned to 
Jerusalem. Are we willing to “turn around,” let go 
of our plan and go a different direction? 

4. Finally, the followers praised God and gave 
thanks. Max DuPree, a well-known executive and 
author on leadership, suggests that wise leader-
ship begins with a sense of thanksgiving—thanks 
that we have colleagues, that colleagues are lean-
ing in and that we even have followers. He says 
that wise leadership begins and ends with a sense 
of thanksgiving. We are indeed debtors. 

Character trumps competence. May we un-
derstand that it is in our woundedness that God’s 
presence is known. May we take enough time to 
rest and stay attentive that our hearts and minds 
are shaped by the power of God. May we look out 
for the surprising ways God’s presence is real 
in the challenges we are facing. Perhaps we will 
need to turn around and go in a different direction. 
But in all things we give thanks. TM

Rick Stiffney
is president/CEO of 
Mennonite Health 
Services Alliance 
and a member of 
Southside Menno-
nite Fellowship in 
Elkhart, Ind.

Are we willing to let go of 
our plan and go a different 

direction?
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OPINION
Perspectives from readers

John K. Stoner
is a member of    
Akron (Pa.) Menno-
nite Church.

Our sin problem

Most would agree that we humans rou-
tinely mess up through thoughtlessness, 
carelessness and selfishness. And all too 

frequently, we harm others through acts driv-
en by covetousness, pride and despair. These 
behaviors are the shadow side of our capacity to 
reflect, plan and act. 

Yet when the universal human experience of 
sin is spoken of within the church, an expanded 
and highly theological meaning is often added. 
Our sin offends God, thereby separating us from 
God. This relational rupture 
is described as the crucial 
reason we need a savior; 
it is the core of what many 
churches refer to as “our sin 
problem.” 

Since this understand-
ing is so prominent in 
Christian theology, we 
would expect to find Jesus 
of Nazareth speaking of it 
often in the Gospel accounts. 
But that isn’t what we find. 
Instead, we find Jesus de-
scribing God as sending rain 
on the just and the unjust, 
forgiving us as we forgive 
each other, standing on the 
front porch watching for 
our return from a long and 
fruitless journey and as eager to meet our needs 
as any human parent to feed her hungry child. 

Yes, Jesus often engaged people who were es-
tranged from God; recall, for example, his encoun-
ters with people possessed by evil spirits. But 
always the estrangement was rooted in the human 
side of the relationship. Never did Jesus suggest 
God has a score to settle with us.

Some parts of the Bible do support the notion 
that our sins prompt God to turn away from us in 
disgust. More often, however, such portions de-
scribe the real-life consequences of sin, not God’s 
rejection of us as sinners.

If it is theologically incorrect to say God re-
jects us because of our sins, then why do we need 
a savior? Why did Jesus feel compelled to bear 
such suffering on our behalf?

Behind every First Testament call to “repent,” 
and there are many, is the assumption that the 
Israelites were able to repent, to make a different 
choice. Yet repentance must have been nearly 

unimaginable for them. The world worked by 
violence, coercion and greed; most everything 
in their experience confirmed this. Though the 
prophets called for repentance, it seemed beyond 
the people’s reach. 

This is the sin problem the Apostle Paul 
writes about in Romans. God’s justice and peace 
are on display all around us, but we are blinded 
by false gods and deceitful power structures that 
find great advantage in the exploitation of our 
sinfulness. Thus, we mistakenly conclude that 

the world is what it is. We 
can imagine no alternative, 
and repentance again seems 
out of reach. Until we look 
at Jesus. In him, the “righ-
teousness of God has been 
disclosed” (Romans 3:21). He 
breaks the stranglehold of the 
imperial worldview, reignites 
our imagination and raises 
high a standard of compassion 
and justice that shines a light 
on all that is violent, tawdry 
and deceitful.

Jesus did this by his life, 
death and resurrection. The 
memory, power and vision of 
his life are what empower our 
repentance still today.

From Genesis to Rev-
elation, we read of God opposing empires and 
structures of coercion. It is most obvious in the 
story of the Hebrew exodus from Egypt, but the 
same dynamic was at work in the movement 
launched by Jesus. Paul wrote of it often, espe-
cially in Colossians: “(God) disarmed the rulers 
and authorities and made a public spectacle of 
them” (2:15). This is the truth often rejected by 
the church in its acceptance of principalities and 
powers, kings and empires, as better teachers and 
examples than Jesus of how to live this life and 
run the world. 

Though deceit, greed and violence are the 
stock in trade of the empire, we as individuals 
also need to repent of them. Because we have 
seen the world set right in Jesus, and because we 
have come to recognize empire’s evil designs, we 
are able to believe Jesus is the way and to repent, 
turn and walk in newness of life. Yes, we still have 
a sin problem, but in Christ the scales have fallen 
from our eyes. Thanks be to God. TM

The views 
expressed do not 
necessarily 
represent the 
official positions 
of Mennonite 
Church USA, 
The Menno nite or 
the board for The 
Mennonite, Inc.

Jesus breaks the 
stranglehold of the 
imperial worldview, 

reignites our imagination 
and raises high a standard 
of compassion and justice 
that shines a light on all 

that is violent, tawdry and 
deceitful.

Berry Friesen
is a member of East 
Chestnut Street 
Mennonite Church 
in Lancaster, Pa.
Stoner and Friesen 
are co-authors of If 
Not Empire, What? 
A Survey of the 
Bible. Go to www.
bible-and-empire.
net.
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NEWS

Groff to transition from The Mennonite to Dove’s Nest
The Mennonite, Inc., board will look for a new executive director

Anna Groff submitted her resignation to the board of 
directors of The Mennonite, Inc., on May 26. Groff 
has worked for The Mennonite, Inc., for over nine 

years. 
In October she will begin full-time as executive director 

of Dove’s Nest, an organization that works to equip faith 
communities to keep children safe in their homes, churches 
and communities.

Groff began working for The Mennonite, Inc., in May 
2006 as a half-time web editor, and the position grew into 
associate editor. 

When former editor Everett Thomas 
left The Mennonite, Inc., in January 
2014, the board of directors named Groff 
interim editor and then executive direc-
tor in February. 

As interim editor, Groff launched a 
new website, www.themennonite.org, 
which experienced a record-breaking 
increase in web traffic and social media 
engagement this fall. In addition to 
editing two ezines— TMail and Meno 
Acontecer—for more than seven years, 
she also started an online edition of The 
Mennonite in May.

“These past nine years with The 
Mennonite, Inc., have been enriching, 
challenging and invigorating,” says 
Groff. “I appreciate the many opportu-
nities and responsibilities I have been given during my time 
with The Mennonite, Inc. I am grateful to have been able to 
serve Mennonite Church USA in this way.” 

Gordon Houser will continue as editor of the print mag-
azine, The Mennonite. Houser has been associate editor of 
The Mennonite since 1998. From 1992-1997, he served as 
editor of The Mennonite, the General Conference Mennonite 
Church publication, which merged with Gospel Herald in 
1998.

“I have absolute confidence in the current staff and their 
ability to carry The Mennonite, Inc., through this transition,” 
says Groff. “I have learned a lot from staff and the board over 
the years.”

The board of The Mennonite, Inc., and the Executive 
Board of Mennonite Church USA, which must approve the 
selection of Groff’s successor, will coordinate the transition 
to a new executive director. 

Hannah Heinzekehr, director of communications and mar-
keting for Mennonite Church USA, is the liaison between 
the Executive Board and the board for The Mennonite, Inc.

Dove’s Nest began as a grass-roots movement among 
concerned Mennonites at the 2009 Mennonite Church USA 

convention. In early 2012, the Dove’s Nest Board made the 
decision to broaden their scope beyond Mennonite churches 
and to incorporate as an independent 501(c)(3) organization. 
Dove’s Nest offers training and consulting across the United 
States and Canada. Recently, a new opportunity also pre-
sented itself, with Dove’s Nest being asked to help facilitate 
relationships between the Amish and Old Order Mennonites 
and social services in New York. The Dove’s Nest team 
looks forward to increased opportunities for helping faith 
communities keep children and youth safe.

Jonathan Stanton, former Dove’s 
Nest executive director, completed his 
tenure on March 31. Stanton was hired 
as the first program coordinator in 2013 
and was named executive director in 
2014. 

“It is an absolute honor to join 
Dove’s Nest,” says Groff. “I firmly 
believe that church should be a safe and 
positive place for children and youth. 
I look forward to the significant work 
of empowering churches to protect 
children in church settings and beyond. 
This is vital and timely work, and 
Dove’s Nest is leading the way.”

Groff, originally from Lancaster, Pa., 
graduated from Goshen (Ind.) College 
in 2006 with a journalism degree. She 
earned a Master of Public Adminis-

tration (nonprofit management focus) from Arizona State 
University in May 2013. She also worked as grant director 
for the White Mountain S.A.F.E. House in Pinetop, Ariz., in 
2013. 

She serves as an elder at Shalom Mennonite Church, 
Tucson, Ariz., and is married to Brian Miller, a family doctor 
with the Indian Health Service. They have a 1-year-old 
daughter, Ella. She will work for Dove’s Nest from her home 
office in Tucson.—The Mennonite staff

Opening for Executive Director for 
The Mennonite, Inc.
The Executive Director brings broad vision for a digital con-
tent-delivery system for Mennonite Church USA and beyond.
To apply, send a resumé, cover letter and contact information 
for three references to application@themennonite.org. 
Optional: Send a digital portfolio.
Go to www.themennonite.org for a full job description and 
more details.
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www.hopevillage.org
503.266.9810

1535 S. Ivy Street Canby, OR 97013

Discover why Hope Village has been a wise choice for seniors since 1997.  
Call us today and schedule a personal tour.  Find out more about a lifestyle worth living!

Hope Village is a faith-based not-for-profit Senior Living 

community that provides life enriching residential and 

health services for seniors. Our 39-acre campus located in 

the heart of Oregon’s beautiful Willamette Valley features 

expansive 2 and 3 bedroom Garden Homes and Cottages 

to call your own as well as two 1 and 2 bedroom affordable 

apartment complexes.  What’s more, our campus features a 

variety of social, cultural, spiritual and recreational activities 

to make your retirement lifestyle even more fulfilling.  

• Centrally located in the heart of Oregon’s beautiful 
Willamette Valley only 30 minutes from downtown 
Portland and Salem.

• Easy walking distance to shopping, dining, cultural 
events and services.

• Freedom from home maintenance and yard work.

• Large community center offering numerous amenities 
for residents, including:

✓ Multi-purpose room for large gatherings (equipped 
with modern prep kitchen)

✓ Fitness and Wellness center
✓ Recreation Room
✓ Woodshop
✓ Quilting and sewing room
✓ Vegetable garden boxes
✓ Practice putting green
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Peace website audience is growing
Language4peace.org launched in 2014 as a resource for educators

Language educators are exploring the theological and 
pedagogical implications of teaching English from an 
Anabaptist perspective. The process of learning a 

language can actually break down barriers between people, 
since language and culture are intimately connected in 
influencing a person’s ability and way of thinking. How a 
person thinks and what they believe often determines how 
they behave toward others.

It’s been a year since the Language for Peace project 
website launched as a forum to explore ways to incorporate 
an Anabaptist perspective when teaching various languages.

Language4peace.org is generating interest. 
The website is populated with various resources and 

ideas for language instructors. For example, an article 
titled “It Takes a (Global) Village” promotes that value and 
richness of diversity in languages and cultures. There are 
various classroom activities, such as one that explores the 
role of creative writing and poetry in peacebuilding. There 
is an article about the concept of active listening, where the 
listener, in their own words, tells the speaker what they 
heard. When done successfully, active listening confirms that 
an understanding has been achieved between people. An ar-
ticle describes research showing that language learning can 
change a person’s worldview. German and English speakers 
described the same event differently based on the linguistic 
differences of the two languages.

Language4peace.org hosted a webinar, “Stories of Lan-
guage Learning, Faith, and Building Peace,” on March 12 
that drew 12 participants, and there have been an average 
of about 150 monthly visitors to the website, says Cheryl 

Woelk, formerly of Mennonite Mission Network and now 
coordinator of the project. Speakers shared their experienc-
es teaching and learning languages abroad. Among various 
topics, they discussed why language learning is often un-
successful, like when you forget high-school Spanish shortly 
after the course ends because the emphasis was on master-
ing grammar rules. 

Rules are important, but when people focus on develop-
ing real relationships with other people, retention increases 
as the language is spoken regularly in real-life natural situa-
tions. Integrating faith experiences and stories when inter-
acting with other people also increases language learning. 

“The goal of the webinar was to share specific exam-
ples of how three educators are integrating peacebuilding 
and language learning in their contexts,” Woelk says. “It’s 
giving participants ideas of how they could do this in their 
settings.”

The webinar can be viewed here: http://language4peace.
org/2015/03/12/live-webinar-stories-of-language-learning-
faith-and-building-peace/. 

Abigail Long, a former teacher at Connexus Language 
Institute in South Korea, discovered the website after she 
began a self-guided research project on thinking more deeply 
about peacebuilding as a language teacher. She is now a 
contributor to the website.

“When I found the site, I was so excited to find such a 
treasure trove of resources to look into,” Long said. She 
watched the webinar, which included Karen Spicher Lee, the 
head teacher at Connexus, a former Mission Network work-
er and now also working with an international peacebuilding 
program supported by the Network. 

“As I listened to her (Spicher Lee) and the other guests 
speak about language teaching, they really kept coming 
back to the importance of community in language learning,” 
Long says. “I realized that I was also looking for a learning 
community to help me not only be accountable to study but 
to bounce ideas off of and learn from.”

The website project is coordinated by Mennonite 
Partners in China, which is experienced in developing theory 
and practice for English-language teaching in China and in 
North America. Mennonite Mission Network is a supporting 
partner. Other supporting agencies are Mennonite Central 
Committee, Mennonite Church Canada Witness and Eastern 
Mennonite Missions.

Since the website’s May 2014 launch, Woelk has been 
promoting it the via Mennonite publications, institutions and 
conferences. She plans to offer a presentation at the Menno-
nite Church USA Convention this month.

To receive regular updates about the website project, 
visit Language4peace.org and subscribe to the newsletter.  
—Wil LaVeist of Mennonite Mission Network

Cheryl Woelk talks about the intersections of language and peace 
during a seminar. 

M
en

no
ni

te
 M

is
si

on
  N

et
w

or
k 

ph
ot

o



July 2015  |  TheMennonite  37

NEWS

Congregation tends needs of undocumented neighbors
Iglesia Menonita Rey de Gloria in Brownsville, Texas, helps many

We’re just a small church doing what we can,” says 
Lupe Aguilar, pastor of Iglesia Menonita Rey de 
Gloria (King of Glory), a South Central Mennonite 

Conference congregation in Brownsville, Texas. This is 
his refrain when speaking about the work of his communi-
ty. “We’re not organized or incorporated. We don’t have a 
creed. We’re a church, and we do what we can.”

The congregation of Rey de Gloria formed in 1999 around 
a commitment to working with undocumented people and 
serving those who might otherwise fall through the cracks. 
They help people find housing, offering places to stay in 
the church or hosting people in their homes. With the help 
of Mennonite Central Committee (MCC), they offer health 
kits, clothing and food. They give people rides to work, help 
children get to school, take them to the doctor and connect 
them with the services they need. “Anything you can imag-
ine,” says Aguilar.

“The majority of my church is undocumented,” says Agu-
ilar. “So we have the undocumented helping themselves.”

Every summer they provide a free day-care service. 
Many kids who attend are U.S. citizens, but their parents are 
undocumented. The day care provides breakfast, lunch and 
a snack before they go home, “because they probably won’t 
have a meal when they get home,” explains Aguilar. 

Rey de Gloria members also teach carpentry to people 
who come to the community without a skill. They offer 
instruction in roofing, drywalling and painting, among other 
things. One graduate of the program became a contractor 
and built a large shed behind his house, where the church 
now meets. 

Difficult encounters
Word has traveled about Aguilar and his small congrega-

tion, which has an attendance of 40 to 60 on any given week. 
People in the community know that this is a safe place to 
go for help, and they come asking for “el pastor de Rey de 
Gloria.” “They call me that,” says Aguilar. “But it is not just 
me. We’re working together.”

“I’ve got stories galore,” he says, sharing accounts of 
violence, unjust treatment and heartbreak experienced by 
people he has accompanied and of the risks they have taken 
to survive. 

He says he was going down a long street close to his 
house, and there was a lady waiting for the bus. He stopped 
and noticed she was crying. He told her the bus wouldn’t 
come anymore—it was late. She told him she had worked 
that day from 6 a.m. until 7 p.m., and the lady had given 
her $10. After bus fare it would have been a profit of eight 
dollars. So he took her home and gave her $20.

Aguilar’s name got around, and a woman contacted him 
from Sioux City, Iowa. She was undocumented, and her 
two kids were being detained near here; she had sent them 

across the border with a coyote (smuggler). She wanted to 
come down to Brownsville to pick them up, so Aguilar and 
others went to pick up her kids. It was so dangerous to cross 
the river, and her children had crossed alone.

One woman was raped in front of her husband, and he 
was beaten to the point of death. They were sure it would 
happen, so she was taking birth-control pills.  

Another woman was raped and became pregnant; she 
had the baby, but it died. They had to bury the baby, so they 
found some money to prepare the body for burial. The baby 
was buried in a pauper’s graveyard, where you have to dig 
the grave yourself. Aguilar remembers how they dug the 

grave. He was down inside the grave and asked her to hand 
him the little box — a small cardboard box the size of a Bible 
—and she didn’t want to let it go. It is a sad situation that 
repeats itself time and time again.

Two girls from El Salvador gathered enough money to 
pay some men to help them get past the checkpoint 100 
miles north of Brownsville. The girls were in a hotel room 
being abused by these men, and the men wanted more 
money. The girls called Aguilar, and he and others went in 
and got the girls and another boy who was there. “The guys 
were drunk and didn’t stop us,” he says. “We were taken 
into custody by border patrol because the undocumented 
girls were with us. We were locked up by the patrol. We 
were let go; we were not smugglers. The girls were deport-
ed, and we are still in contact with them.”

A call for compassion in action
Aguilar notes the visible and urgent needs of the un-

documented people he encounters. “They have such little 
access,” he says.

And yet, in Aguilar’s experience, very few Christian con-
gregations have been willing to lend a hand or support Rey 
de Gloria in its work. “I have experienced a lack of sympathy 
from many in the church,” he says. “We see each other ev-
ery day—the documented and the undocumented. And there 
are so many of us who could help them but don’t.”

“I came to the Lord at Iglesia Menonita del Cordero,” 
Aguilar recalls. “I was taught that I was supposed to serve.”

“Every one of us has the right to dignity,” he continues. 
“More congregations and organizations should be working 
with the undocumented. Our Lord Jesus was undocumented 
in Egypt with his family.” 

 “We are just a church that does what it can,” he says. 
“And there is work to be done.”—Janie Beck Kreider for 
Mennonite Church USA

Every one of us has the right to dignity.
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Phoenix church reaches out to youth
On Wednesday nights, about 40 children attend Bible studies at the church

Over two decades ago, Carolyn Yost’s mother told her 
that First Mennonite Church in Phoenix, Ariz., was 
going to become a mission field. She was prophetic.

Carolyn Yost, now 80 and a former elementary school 
teacher, teaches a class of first through sixth graders every 
Wednesday night.  

On Wednesday nights, Pastor Al Whaley and Carol, his 
wife, start their routes to pick up about 40 children at 6 p.m. 
from their homes for Bible study and music at First Menno-
nite.

“Our concern is reaching people who don’t know Jesus,” 
said Yost on May 15. 

Then they spend a half hour at the McDonald’s up the 
street, where the kids are treated to an item from the $1 
menu. At 8:30 p.m., the children return to their homes in the 
vans. 

Carol drives one van, Al the other. A third driver is being 
sought to handle the overflow. Often the vans do not com-
plete their runs until almost 10 p.m.

“We have no modern equipment, no bands to entice the 
kids,” said Carol on May 18. “But we offer great big hugs and 
smiles and tell them about Jesus. We love them no matter 
what.” 

The teachers mostly originate or improvise their own Bi-
ble studies.  This may include memorizing Scripture, games 
and singing—often from Sing the Journey.

It started eight years ago with only about six children. 
Carol, who teaches piano lessons from her home, realized 
that many of her students came from broken homes. She 
thought an evening at church would be beneficial to them. 
When the group size grew to 12, the other teachers were 
amazed. 

No one envisioned the program growing to the size it is 
today, said Carol.

“More and more keep coming. The children spread the 
word about it,” she added.

A 15-year-old who comes from a home with abusive par-
ents told Carol that she wants to serve the Lord. 

A young man, now 20, first started coming to the 
Wednesday nights when he was 14. Carol taught him piano 
lessons and then brought him to church. He found friends, 
stability and encouragement in the youth group.  Now he 
wants to be a pastor, said Carol.

About seven of the neighborhood kids also come to 
Sunday morning worship. 

On Mother’s Day, about 70 people were at church, and a 
good portion of the attendance was because of the Wednes-
day night youth and their families. A typical Sunday is 
around 35-40 attendees. 

First Mennonite also offers a food pantry to the children 
who attend on Wednesdays.  

Scottsdale (Ariz.) Bible Church, a megachurch, gave First 
Mennonite $150 a month to help this food pantry when it 
heard of the church’s need. 

“It’s another form of ministry,” said Yost. “Just yesterday, 

Volunteers and children at the Wednesday night youth group at 
First Mennonite in Phoenix, Ariz. Adults from left: Eddy Parris, Mele-
na, Carolyn Yost and her son David Yost.

Laurie Yost
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two teens left church with two bags each for their families.”
The youth program was born partly out of conflict. When 

the outreach to the local youth first began, four or five fami-
lies left. 

This was painful for First Mennonite, said Yost, but 
through it all God had a purpose. 

“We were hurting so badly when various things happened 
in our congregation, we felt lost. But the secret is to let God 
take over,” said Yost. 

Also, Carol and Al have had personal pain. Their son lives 

in Tucson, Ariz., with his family but does not speak with 
them or allow them to see their grandchildren. 

“We learned about hurt and pain, how to deal with the 
raw emotions and how rejection feels,” Carol said. “Through 
our pain and struggles, our ministry here has blossomed.”

Carol said they know that God is in all this. “We know 
God loves us all, and we continue to share the gospel with a 
hurting world,” she said.—Anna Groff

A 15-year-old who comes from a home 
with abusive parents told Carol that she 
wants to serve the Lord.
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Speaker encourages graduates for a harvest of justice
Of the 15 AMBS graduates, 10 are involved in or seeking pastoral ministry work

In her commencement address on the day before Pen-
tecost, May 23, Nancy Bedford reminded graduates of 
Anabaptist Mennonite Biblical Seminary, Elkhart, Ind., 

that the Holy Spirit will be with them 
as they go into ministry.

Bedford, who is Georgia Harkness 
Professor of Applied Theology at Gar-
rett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, 
Evanston, Ill., drew on the third chapter 
of James to talk about wisdom that 
comes from God. She wove metaphors 
of planting and harvesting and themes 
of peace and justice into her encourage-
ment and challenge for the 15 graduates 
in the service at College Mennonite 
Church in Goshen, Ind. 

“You certainly have a lot of 
formal instruction under your belts,” 
Bedford said. “And yet, as useful as all 
that is, it doesn’t quite add up to wis-
dom. For all your acquired knowledge to 
be transmuted to a wisdom that builds 
up others and contributes to systemic change, it needs to be 

embedded in practices of peace, compassion, humility and 
honesty—all of which are only possible with the help and 
agency of God’s Spirit.”

She cautioned, however, that these 
good gifts are often threatened by par-
tiality, hypocrisy and self-conceit, which 
she called “invasive species coming 
into the garden, choking out the good 
wisdom we are trying to cultivate.”

She told the graduates that each is 
well-prepared to sow peace and to be a 
peacemaker not only because of their 
theological education—“though, believe 
me, it will help you,” she said—and not 
just because of their Anabaptist heritage 
or education. “You are equipped to con-
tribute to a harvest of justice because 
you have received the gift of the Holy 
Spirit who wants to do a new thing in 
this world,” she concluded.

Bedford holds a Doctor in Theology 
from Karl-Ludwigs-Universität Tübin-

gen, Germany. In addition to her position at Garrett-Evan-
gelical, the native of Argentina also is Profesora Extraordina-
ria No-Residente, Instituto Unversitario ISEDET in Buenos 
Aires. She is a member of Reba Place Church, where she 
serves as a Discipleship Team member, teacher and preach-
er.

The James text was read by two members of the grad-
uating class: Ryan Harker, who read the text in Greek, and 
Andrea Baker Dean, who read an English translation of it. 

Rebecca Slough, academic dean, presented the charge 
to the graduates. She reminded them of Jesus’ command to 
love God with all your heart, soul, mind and strength, and 
your neighbor as yourself. “These commandments of love 
form a holistic spirituality. Living the good news of God’s 
reign requires your willingness to be swept up into this trin-
ity of love for God and neighbor and self,” she said. “I charge 
you to do this, and you will live.”

Ten of the 15 graduates are involved in pastoral ministry, 
including campus ministry, or are seeking ministry assign-
ments. Two are pursuing chaplaincy, one is teaching while 
pursuing doctoral studies, one is seeking to lead community 
efforts in justice and conflict mediation, and one is involved 
in other employment.

Eleven graduates received the Master of Divinity degree, 
which prepares people for various forms of ministry. One 
each received the Master of Arts in Christian Formation and 
the Master of Arts: Peace Studies. Two received a Certifi-
cate in Theological Studies, representing one year of study. 
—Mary E. Klassen of AMBS
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Ideas for building lives from their college foundation
LaVerne Epp tells Bethel College graduates: Be a thinker. Be ready. Be grateful.

As he addressed the Bethel College Class of 2015 at 
commencement May 17, E. LaVerne Epp, Lawrence, 
Kan., got a little personal. He recalled “a day in May 

much like this one and a 21-year-old young man, a history 
major, sitting where you’re sitting” among his other gradu-
ating college classmates.

“He asked: What will I be? Will I be successful? Will I 
even know? What will I be doing? Where will I be living? 
Who will I be loving? How will I get from here to there?”

In other words, Epp said, in an address he titled “From 
Here to There,” “How do you take a memorable college 
experience and [use it to] build careers and lives?”

Epp had three suggestions, starting with, “Be a thinker.”
He quoted from Ralph Waldo Emerson’s essay “Intel-

lect”: “What’s the hardest task in the world? To think.” Not 
from the neuroscience perspective on the biological activity 
of the brain, Epp said, but in the sense of forming ideas, 
asking questions and solving problems.

“Keep an open mind,” Epp said. “That’s how you become 
a thinker.”

Epp’s second suggestion was, “Be ready.”
“You all know the statistics,” he said. “You [will likely] 

have four careers and seven job changes over the course of 
your life. And I’m right on track.”

The Bethel history major went on to a degree in law 
and was a practicing lawyer and judge before founding his 
own company (retirement management services). He then 
served as Bethel College president for three years and now 
is executive chair of the Bioscience and Technology Busi-
ness Center at the University of Kansas—and an occasional 
January interterm instructor in entrepreneurship at Bethel.

Epp commended the Class of 2015 for already having 
practiced “readiness,” using specific (though unnamed) 
examples of members of the class such as one who had 
“changed majors three times—my kind of opportunity 
seeker”; the football quarterback who majored in communi-
cation arts; and the one who combined natural sciences with 
literary studies.

He also referred to a popular campus-wide game of non-
violent strategy, Humans vs. Zombies, that Epp said “illus-
trates my point. [It shows] a willingness to seize opportunity 
when you see it: ‘I’m ready. Let’s play.’”

Finally, Epp’s third suggestion was “as difficult as it is 
simple: Be grateful.

“A college degree is an achievement—be worthy of it and 
be grateful for it. Love yourself so much you’re able to see 
the goodness in others.”

Epp returned to “that 21-year-old history major” at the 
close of his address. “Forty-three years later, I’m still won-
dering, how do I get from here to there?” he said. “I return 
to those three things: Be a thinker. Be ready. Be grateful.”

Brad Born, vice president for academic affairs, introduced 
the Class of 2015 by citing a number of its characteristics, in-
cluding the fact that 74 of the 95 graduates are from Kansas; 
the largest cohorts of 2015 graduates are within two of the 
professional programs, nursing (26) and social work (15); and 
at least four graduating seniors are following a long-standing 
Bethel tradition of taking voluntary service assignments, 
both overseas and within the United States, starting within 
the next several months.

Born also presented the 2015 Ralph P. Schrag Dis-
tinguished Teaching Award to Dan Quinlin, professor of 
languages.

Quinlin has an undergraduate degree from Augustana 
College and a master’s degree and Ph.D. from the University 
of Illinois. He has taught at Bethel College since 1991—
when he came for what he thought would be a one-year 
sabbatical fill-in and never left.

At the baccalaureate service earlier in the day, several 
graduating seniors reflected on their journeys at Bethel Col-
lege, in keeping with the theme from Dr. Seuss: “You have 
brains in your head. You have feet in your shoes. You can 
steer yourself any direction you choose.”

Katie Schmidt, North Newton, noted that what she’d 
found was “a community—a group of people who care about 
what I have to say. That is Bethel.”

Schmidt said: “My journey at Bethel has been about 
seeing God in people and in this place.”—Melanie Zuercher 
of Bethel College

April Harpe, left, Memphis Tennessee, and Taylor Durant, Westmin-
ster, Colorado, graduated from Bethel College May 17 with degrees 
in health and physical education and elementary education, respec-
tively. The two were basketball teammates all four years at Bethel. 

Vada Snider
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MCC’s peacebuilding work in Middle East expands
A Canadian government grant will help MCC’s work in Iraq, Lebanon and Syria

In regions of ongoing conflict and tension, supporting 
peace and promoting dialogue between religious commu-
nities continues to be a fundamental mission for Menno-

nite Central Committee (MCC). 
A $402,150 (U.S.) grant from the Canadian government 

will allow MCC to enhance its peacebuilding work in Iraq, 
Lebanon and Syria. 

In keeping with MCC’s approach to all of its projects, 
it will work with partner organizations in each country to 
undertake peacebuilding activities. 

“I believe our peacebuilding efforts are most significant 
when they are actively working with networks that are 
already in place,” says Krista Johnson Weicksel, MCC’s 
peacebuilding coordinator. “This is the way to prevent vio-
lence from erupting.” 

In Iraq, where the Ministry of Education has identified 
the prevention of sectarian violence as a priority, MCC will 
work with partner Iraqi al-Amal Association to change the 
civics curriculum in schools in Najaf, Baghdad and Erbil 
governorates. Nine hundred students and 250 teachers will 
receive training in cross-cultural communication, with em-
phasis on active citizenship and acceptance of other cultures 
and religious values. The Ministry of Education said if this 
project is successful, the curriculum could be used through-
out the country. 

In Syria, MCC will continue its long-term partnership 
with Forum for Development, Culture and Dialogue. Young 
activists and community leaders will receive training on 
citizenship and inter-religious dialogue, and some will use 
provided funding for initiatives within their own commu-
nities. Up to eight local projects could take place in Homs, 
Damascus, Aleppo, Tartous and Latakia governorates. 

In Lebanon, where tensions between religious groups 
are growing, a series of workshops will develop strategies on 
mitigating and resolving inter-religious conflict. One hun-
dred teachers and community leaders in Mount Lebanon and 
North governorates will participate. The strategies will be 
used at a local level to assist collaboration between groups. 
MCC will work alongside Permanent Peace Movement. 

This peacebuilding work across the region culminates 
with a conference in Beirut, where participants from projects 
in the three countries will gather. 

“They will come together to share stories, resources and 
curricula with one another and with religious leaders,” says 
Johnson Weicksel. “This will all lead to a statement about 
religious cooperation in the entire region.” 

Johnson Weicksel calls MCC’s peacebuilding work an 
integral part of building healthy communities. 

“War and conflict are costly,” she says. “By focusing 
on building peace and preventing violence, we are actually 
investing in a better, more sustainable future.” 

The funding for these projects comes from the Office of 
Religious Freedom, which operates within the Department 
of Foreign Affairs, Trade and Development Canada. 

Peacebuilding and interfaith dialogue have long been 
a major focus for MCC in the Middle East. MCC’s perma-
nent presence in the region began in the late 1940s. 

MCC also has been involved in ongoing relief work in the 
Middle East, including providing humanitarian assistance to 
refugees and displaced people. Through the Syria and Iraq 
crisis response, MCC has provided more than $30 million 
in support. This response includes food and nonfood items, 
such as blankets and hygiene kits, shelter, education and 
trauma healing.—Julie Bell of MCC
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Nepali churches respond to quakes with sacrificial help
A group of Nepali Anabaptist fellowships hopes to assist 2,000 families

The Binay Church Council, a group of Nepali Anabaptist 
fellowships, is reaching out to communities affected by 
the April and May earthquakes in Nepal with a goal of 

assisting 2,000 families. 
“I have been so encouraged by the ways these brothers 

and sisters have first looked to the needs of others in this 
crisis, rather than their own, and have sought to be a bless-
ing to those around them. I believe this will speak volumes 
throughout these communities of the sacrificial love of 
Christ,” says Alexander, regional representative in Central 
Asia for Eastern Mennonite Missions (EMM). (His real 
name is not used to protect believers with whom he works.)

“These earthquakes hit in the heart of the area 
where Binay has been actively engaged in church plant-
ing for years. Those affected include many, many church 
members and leaders, yet they are looking out for others in 
their communities in the midst of their own trauma,” says 
Alexander, who arrived in Nepal within a week of the April 
25 earthquake, delivering initial financial assistance from 
EMM in cash.

The Binay Church Council has been providing food 
supplies, mosquito nets, tarps, roofing material and other 
assistance to earthquake survivors in Gorkha and Thumi 

districts. Although there are many new challenges in the 
aftermath of the earthquakes, Binay members are resilient 
in their efforts to assist survivors.

They would like to provide assistance in a mountain-
ous village of 150 families in the remote Dhading district. 
Although there is a road that goes halfway to the village from 
the highway, volunteers can’t take supplies there directly 
because many people along the way who also need supplies 
have been stopping the shipments from reaching these 
remote areas. Binay church volunteers are planning to invite 
people to the highway to receive supplies. Many of the vil-
lagers will walk one full day to the highway, stay overnight, 
then carry the supplies to their homes the next day.

“The geography of the affected areas makes large-
scale, coordinated efforts logistically challenging, and there 
will be gaps in the relief and aid process,” says Alexander. 
“EMM’s partnership with the Binay Church Council is a 
strategic effort to assist local believers as they reach out to 
their own communities as the hands and feet of Christ in 
the weeks, months, and years ahead. As they embody the 
servant attitude of Christ to their neighbors, we believe God 
will use their efforts to … grow his kingdom in Nepal.”

EMM has committed an initial $10,000 to assist the 
Binay Church Council and may provide additional support in 
the future. Alexander stressed that EMM is working with 
long-term partners who know the region well and that the 
relief and reconstruction process will continue in various 
ways over years. 

A representative from PTL India, another mission part-
ner, accompanied Alexander in visiting Nepal. PTL India is 
currently considering how they might also partner with the 
Binay Church Council in holistic relief efforts.—Chris Fretz 
of EMM

Youth from the Binay Church Council visit and distribute food to 
affected neighborhoods in Kathmandu. EMM photo
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Goshen repents of being a ‘sundown town’
Dan Shenk offers the story of how the resolution came to be passed

On March 17, the Goshen (Ind.) City Council voted 6–0 
to pass “A Resolution Acknowledging the Racially 
Exclusionary Past of Goshen, Indiana, as a ‘Sundown 

Town.’ ”
The Goshen council thereby may have become the first 

elected body of a former “sundown town” in the United 
States to formally admit its racist history.

The vote was a culmination of five months of intensive 
work by a number of us in Goshen—both publicly and behind 
the scenes. Here’s that story.

James W. Loewen, author of the 2005 book Sundown 
Towns: A Hidden Dimension of American Racism, says Gos-
hen shared this notoriety with an estimated 10,000 towns, 
cities, suburbs and even counties throughout the United 
States (especially in the Midwest) for much of the 20th 
century—indeed, to this day in a few cases. Call it ethnic 
cleansing, American style.

A Harvard-trained sociologist and former university 
professor, Loewen defines a sundown town as “any orga-
nized jurisdiction that for decades kept African Americans or 
other groups from living in it.” I would add: or even staying 
overnight in it. The tranquil-sounding, two-word expression 
“sundown towns” cloaked a nationwide chamber of horrors 
for African Americans for at least the first two-thirds of the 
20th century.

Two dozen ‘Mennonite’ sundown towns?
Loewen’s book and website reveal that approximately 

two dozen municipalities across the United States with sub-
stantial Mennonite populations were categorized as possibly, 
probably or surely sundown towns from about 1900 into the 
1960s or 1970s. Goshen, however, may have had the dubi-
ous distinction of being the sundown town inhabited by the 
largest number of Mennonites.

To access on Loewen’s website the above information 
and other “sundown” documents, including reference to 
Goshen’s action in March, Google as follows:

• James W Loewen
• The Homepage of James Loewen
• At right center, click on title of book Sundown Towns
The statement about Goshen should appear at left center 

of Loewen’s “sundown” page, which also has a map of the 
contiguous 48 states, plus Washington, D.C. Municipalities 
and counties come up for each state. Loewen has identified 
each listing as “Surely,” “Probable” or “Possible” regarding 
the sundown-town designation.

Loewen, incidentally, did not grow up Mennonite, but 
his father did—in Mountain Lake, Minn. David F. Loewen 
became a doctor and practiced in Decatur, Ill. (not a sundown 
town), where young James was raised. The author told me: 
“I am genetically Mennonite. My father … stopped being 
Mennonite … in the 1920s, so I was not raised Mennonite. 

I still respect Menno’s teachings, though, especially about 
slavery and war.”

Loewen says a few other sundown towns may have done 
something similar to what Goshen did March 17, but he has 
no evidence of it. He notes that individual mayors of former 
sundown towns have taken steps to make their community 
more welcoming, and several museums across the country 
chronicle the racist history of U.S. communities. But he 
says Goshen (population 32,000) may be the first to have its 
elected council take such a step.

The fact that Goshen systematically excluded African 
Americans for much of the 20th century is not in question. 
My research, which started in September 2013, confirms 
this fact, as does the research of many others, including Loe-
wen; Ruth Eigsti and Les Zook, Goshen College students in 
1951 and 1981, respectively; Steve Nolt, a Goshen College 
history professor; Joe Springer, curator of the Mennonite 
Historical Library at Goshen College; Mike Puro, mayor of 
Goshen, 1988–97; and a 2012 Goshen College class called 
Reporting for the Public Good.

When did Goshen become a sundown town? The U.S. 
Census figures in 1890 listed 21 “colored” people in Goshen, 
whereas in 1910, 20 years later, the number had dropped to 
two. Then in 1920, it was three; in 1930, it was two “Ne-
groes”; in 1940, it was six; in 1950, it was 11; and in 1960, it 
was 37 “Non-white.”

Ironically, about 50 years before the turn of the century, 
according to research by retired Goshen College profes-
sor Ervin Beck and others, Goshen was a key link of the 
Underground Railroad. And in the late 1840s, both editors of 
Goshen’s two newspapers were abolitionists.

So around 1900, Goshen started being a sundown town. 
When did it stop? Well, we know it officially stopped on 
March 17, when the city council passed the resolution. 
Three Republicans and three Democrats (including Everett 
Thomas, former editor of The Mennonite) voted for it. One 
Republican member of the council could not attend, but he 
relayed his support for the resolution.

The author (left) and Lee Roy Berry Jr. after the resolution passed.

Richard Aguirre
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African-American experience in Goshen was unique
Several people in the days prior to the March 17 Council 

meeting—and one or two at the meeting itself—argued that 
many individuals and groups have been victims of discrim-
ination and prejudice in Goshen’s history (see box below) 
and, since we can’t include them all, we shouldn’t single 
out any individuals or groups—thereby rendering irrelevant 
such a resolution and eliminating the need for it.

I attempted to counter this “red herring” argument in my 
opening remarks March 17, when I said, “Goshen, of course, 
also has discriminated against other groups (like most towns 
in the Midwest and in the United States), but the African- 
American exclusion in Goshen was unique in at least three 
respects: its intensity, its duration and its formalization by 
city leadership.”

Regarding the last point, I note that while there never 
was a Goshen “sundown” ordinance, at least three leader-
ship entities put Goshen’s discriminatory stance toward 
African Americans in writing over a time period spanning 
more than 40 years:

First, the Mayor’s Office from 1936 to 1951 (four may-
ors, including one Democrat) basically stated that Goshen 
was a wonderful, law-abiding community with a low crime 
rate largely because the city was all-white—97.5 percent 
native-born white and 2.5 percent foreign-born white, and 
“there is no Negro population.”

Second, in 1953, when the Goshen Chamber of Com-
merce was established, the Chamber picked up the racism 
torch. From 1964 to 1978, the key demographic phrase was 

changed to 0.5 percent nonwhite.
And third, some developers of subdivisions. I found 

evidence of “whites only” clauses in property deeds and cov-
enants for three subdivisions, but I’ve heard there were oth-
ers as well. Former Mayor Mike Puro told me he has seen 
reference on Goshen deeds to Jews also being excluded.

Lee Roy Berry Jr., a longtime friend, has been particular-
ly helpful on this point. I’ve heard him say that it’s one thing 
to have substantial prejudice in a community by ordinary 
citizens, but it’s another to have the racism institutionalized 
by city leadership (both elected and nonelected), as occurred 
in Goshen. A Goshen College professor for 40 years, Berry 
is still a practicing attorney in Goshen.

The wording of nearly a dozen individuals, including two 
Republican city council members, is included in the resolu-
tion’s 31st and final draft, which ends as follows: “It hap-
pened, it was wrong, it’s a new day.” I’m glad the approved 
resolution contains the phrase “it was wrong.” There’s a 
moral component to the word “wrong,” as explained in the 
first definition of “wrong” in my unabridged dictionary: “not 
in accordance with what is morally right or good.”

Joe Liechty, a Goshen College professor whose term 
on the Goshen Community Relations Commission (CRC) 
expired last December, emailed me in mid-March to say: “I 
really like those nine words, including ‘wrong.’ That’s blunt 
about the moral aspect without pounding on it.”

Loewen was helpful to me in my original research in the 
fall of 2013 about Goshen as a sundown town, and he has 
continued to be helpful. After the Goshen News on Nov. 16, 

Goshen excluded many groups
Those who say Goshen excluded—or tried to exclude—other groups as well are absolutely right. Two of the many groups, in addi-
tion to African Americans, that experienced considerable discrimination in Goshen were Jews and Latinos. 

Beginning in the 1880s and into the early 1930s, there was a sizable Jewish population in Goshen; this is evidenced by the large 
Jewish section in Oakridge Cemetery on Goshen’s north side. In 1907, the Jewish population in Goshen was 139. Twenty years later, 
as Goshen’s “sundown” practices and policies were reaching their zenith (or nadir), the number of Jews in Goshen had dropped to 
50. Just five years later, in 1932, Goshen’s only synagogue (on South Third Street) closed. Another factor here is that many Jews were 
assimilating into U.S. culture and society and, due to anti-Semitism and other factors, no longer identifying themselves as Jewish.

The Hispanic experience in Goshen the past 50–60 years has been more thoroughly chronicled. A few Latinos settled in Goshen 
in the late 1950s and early 1960s after coming initially as migrant workers in the Kercher Apple Orchards. The big influx began in the 
1990s, with Goshen’s booming industrial base (including the manufacture of recreational vehicles) serving as a major lure.

Today, approximately half the students in Goshen Community Schools are Latino, with about a third of Goshen’s total population 
now Latino. However, there has never been a Hispanic elected official among the 10 city offices filled every four years. In January, 
José Ortiz began serving on the Goshen school board, the first Latino elected to that board. Daniel Grimes was the first African- 
American elected official in Goshen, serving two terms on the Goshen City Council, 2000–07. Goshen’s current African-American 
population is about 1,000—or 3 percent.

Mayor Allan Kauffman said publicly March 17 that Goshen’s “sundown” practices in relation to African Americans may well have 
contributed to prejudice and discrimination against subsequent groups, including Jews, Ukrainians, Russians, Dutch celery pickers in 
“East Goshen,” Amish, Latinos and others.

One group never officially discriminated against in Goshen, which was founded in 1831, was Native Americans. My friend Rich 
Meyer tells me that more than three dozen Potawatomi chiefs in 1828 ceded what was to become the southern two-thirds of Elkhart 
County to the U.S. government in order to be left alone on their lands, primarily in LaGrange and Marshall counties. It was a vain 
hope. Just 10 years later, in 1838, the Potawatomi nation in north-central Indiana was rounded up and forcibly marched west to 
Kansas on what became known as the Trail of Death.—Dan Shenk
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2014, publicized a Nov. 11 presentation by Berry and me to 
the CRC, Loewen somehow learned about it and, on Nov. 18, 
offered to come to Goshen and speak.

Loewen visits Goshen in early March
I subsequently worked closely with Kathy Meyer Re-

imer, Annette Brill Bergstresser, Nekeisha Alayna Alexis 
and others on arrangements, and Loewen did visit Elkhart 
County on March 1 and 2, making three public and three 
private presentations in Elkhart and Goshen. His presence 
enhanced the community conversation about sundown towns 
in general and the Goshen resolution in particular.

Loewen now touts Goshen on his website as a model 
to be emulated by other former (and persisting) sundown 
towns. On his site, he says Goshen stopped being a sundown 
town “some years ago,” and I would agree with that. There 
was evidence of significant change in Goshen in the 1970s 
and certainly the ’80s and ’90s, but even today we as a com-
munity still have a ways to go on the prejudice and discrimi-
nation front. I like to say Goshen is a “recovering” sundown 
town. We are all a work in progress.

Mayor Allan Kauffman was supportive behind the scenes 
for more than a year, and in early March he spoke publicly in 
favor of the resolution and placed it on the council agenda. 

I researched and wrote, off and on, for nearly five months 
in late 2013 and early 2014. During that time and since, 
I’ve talked to many people of different races and ethnic 
backgrounds, folks from all walks of life and political per-
suasions—from Goshen, Elkhart, Nappanee, Mishawaka, 
South Bend and beyond. Most of the people I reached and 
who contacted me confirmed in various ways that Goshen 
was indeed a town that systematically excluded African 
Americans for much of the 20th century. Many of the stories 
were painful to hear. African-American Robert Hunt, now 71 
and a pastor in Elkhart, told me his parents always told him: 
“Don’t let the dark catch you in Goshen.” Hunt himself was 
subjected to police profiling in Goshen in the early ’70s.

Development of Goshen’s resolution
In late January 2014, after reading a lengthy article I 

wrote about Goshen as a sundown town, Sara Hershberger 
Mast, a woman in my church (Faith Mennonite), said to me: 
“Now that we know all this happened, what is Goshen going 
to do about it?” I paused, then replied, “I don’t know, but 
that’s a good question.”

I emailed Mayor Kauffman, and he said it might be worth 
looking into. I soon made preliminary contacts with the CRC 
and the Goshen Ministerial Association (GMA), but the ball 
didn’t start rolling in earnest until autumn.

Liechty asked me what other sundown towns had done in 
this regard. I said I didn’t know, but a place to start would be 
Loewen. I had consulted him several times the previous fall.

He got back to me and said he had no examples along 
these lines from any of thousands of such towns he has iden-
tified across the United States. 

In early November 2014, I decided to draft a resolution 
myself, making it possible for the CRC and GMA to see 
practically, not just theoretically, what Berry and I would be 

proposing. I used a number of elements of my research from 
the previous 14 months as the foundation of the resolution.

On Nov. 11, Berry and I went to the CRC and made our 
case for why we felt this would be a good thing for Goshen to 
do. We gave a similar presentation on Nov. 20 to the GMA. 
In early December, Rev. John Hickey, pastor of Faith Luther-
an, got back to Berry and me saying the GMA had unani-
mously endorsed the resolution.

The CRC took longer. Berry and I opted not to attend any 
further CRC meetings, but we heard that the four-month 
process there in five different meetings involved healthy 
give and take and significant edits and input by several CRC 
members and Republican city council members. On March 
10, the CRC voted 7-0 to recommend the resolution to the 
council. 

Two lighter moments
While this is a somber subject, with considerable pain 

as we lament a sad chapter of Goshen’s history—it’s not 
all doom and gloom. There also have been lighter moments 
along the way. I’ll mention just two:

1. A Goshen elected official told me he was at a meeting 
late last year or early this year—and the group was trying to 
come up with a slogan to encourage Goshen stores to stay 
open later and for people to frequent those establishments. 
A Goshenite unaware of recent conversations about the 
city’s past suggested “Downtown at Sundown.” According to 
my source, the suggestion was met with stony silence.

2. After I communicated my nine-word phrase—“It 
happened, it was wrong, it’s a new day”—Liechty emailed 
Mayor Kauffman, Berry and me as follows: “I’d prefer: It 
happened … we rend our garments in abject remorse …” 
But Liechty quickly added that the garment rending might 
be a little over the top.

Soon after Nelson Mandela was elected in 1994 as the 
first black president of South Africa, he and Archbishop 
Desmond Tutu initiated a truth-and-reconciliation process—
because, as they said, truthtelling precedes healing and rec-
onciliation. We’ve been doing something similar in Goshen.

Why pass such a resolution? Some have said it’s just 
dredging up ancient history that’s no longer relevant, that 
it’s an exercise in futility by people who weren’t actually 
responsible. I disagree. 

Nolt stated in 2012 that “communities [that] fail to ac-
knowledge their racial past may have a harder time moving 
forward in a positive way. It’s not like we need to dwell on 
this and say the community is forever marked by it, but the 
other extreme would be to just not acknowledge it at all, 
which could blind us to ways that prejudice might continue.”

Berry, in late 2013, said, “We need to tell these stories. 
It’s easier to have a false understanding of our community 
than it is to deal with ambiguities. The process helps foster 
healthy humility for all of us.”

An “Elkhart to Goshen New Day Walk” is slated for Sept. 
19. The Christian communities of Goshen and Elkhart are 
giving leadership to this tangible expression of interracial 
reconciliation and progress.—Dan Shenk
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establishing a mutually respectful 
space for discussing those differences, 
we do not believe it is consistent with 
the forbearance resolution.—Charlotte 
Lehman, lead pastor, Reba Place Church, 
and Megan Ramer, pastor, Chicago Com-
munity Mennonite Church

Jihad: An American tradition
I appreciated this article by David 
Ewert (Opinion, June) illustrating the 
many incidences of the violence of our 
own nation. I want to remind us that we 
can use the Arabic word “jihad” incor-
rectly. It doesn’t only or usually mean 
“war.” In the Arabic Bible it is used to 
mean “zeal” or “struggle” or “strive.”  
Here are some instances from the New 
Testament where the Arabic word is 
jihad: “Do not lag in zeal” (Romans 
12:11);  “Help these women for they 
have struggled side by side with me in 
the gospel” (Philippians 4:3); “In your 
struggle against sin” (Hebrews 12:4); 
“Strive to be found by him at peace” 
(1 Peter 3:14); “Strive for the greater 
gifts” (1 Corinthians 12:31).—Marian 
E. Hostetler, Goshen, Ind.

A troubling resolution
On May 31, our church gathered in the 
fellowship hall to review the resolu-
tions for the delegate assembly in Kan-
sas City, Mo. The troubling resolution 
for us  is the one entitled “Israel-Pal-
estine.” Specifically, members of our 
congregation are troubled by the third 
bullet point. Not because they disagree 
but because to agree would be costly to 
families and the church. 

I pastor a congregation that is 15 
minutes from the world headquarters 
of Caterpillar, one of the companies 
“known to be profiting from the occu-
pation and/or destruction of life and 
property in Israel-Palestine.” Many 
people in our congregation make their 
livelihood through work at that compa-
ny. They are good Christian men and 
women who work as engineers and 
accountants and sales executives. They 
also give generously to our church, 
which means the ministry of our con-
gregation is also funded in part through 
funds earned at that company. 

For us, it isn’t as simple as avoiding 
the purchase of a Sodastream product 
or Ahava body products. For us to take 
the resolution seriously goes beyond 
making sure our financial investments 
are socially conscious. To really take 
this resolution to heart and live it out 
in faithfulness would require people to 
find new work. It would require us as a 
congregation to reject financial contri-
butions that come from work done in 
that company. 

My point is not to say that we are 
not willing to do that. But it raises an 
interesting question about the function 
of Mennonite Church USA resolutions 
in everyday life. Do we pass resolu-
tions and position statements in order 
to go on the record, to articulate our 
theories on these particular issues, 
or to guide our daily living. If it is the 
latter, how do we hold one another 
accountable? What is the commitment 
of the larger faith community to my 
brothers and sisters who, perhaps, 
after separating from that company 
cannot find work? How deep do our 
convictions go?

It is one thing to ask an institution 
not to invest in one company over 
another. It is one thing to ask people in 
the church not to consume product A 
and select product B instead. But what 
about people who work for a compa-
ny that profits—indirectly but profits 
nonetheless—from the occupation? 
They do not make tanks and guns and 
missiles and bullets. They make earth-
moving equipment. How deep does 
this go? Are we willing to go there with 
those most affected in our congrega-
tions, conferences and denomination? 
—Michael Danner, Metamora, Ill.

Time to get off the fence
On June 4, I attended Ervin Stutzman’s 
“townhall meeting” at Kidron (Ohio) 
Mennonite Church. He talked about 
the five resolutions to be brought to 
delegates in Kansas City, Mo. In the 
resolutions germane to issues such 
as the Israeli/Palestinian conflict and 
sexual abuse in the church, one sensed 
conviction, passion and clear direction, 
and the church‘s position was unambig-
uous. Regarding sexual abuse, Ervin 

spoke of accountability, confrontation 
and restoration of those perpetrating 
sexual abuse. 

Then we came to the resolution 
entitled “Forbearance in the Midst 
of Differences,” which is in regard to 
homosexual behavior in the church.   
Suddenly the church leadership’s 
collective knees turned to mush. Even 
though Ervin affirmed article 19 in the 
Confession of Faith in a Mennonite Per-
spective, the conviction was gone. Gone 
was the clear direction and purpose. 
Ervin spoke of forbearance, tolerance, 
acceptance and understanding. At one 
point he said, “What are we to do?” 

I wanted to jump up and say, If you 
really believe homosexual behavior to 
be sin, you treat homosexual behavior 
the same as you treat any other sin.  
There is accountability, confrontation 
and restoration. What you don’t do is 
give sin (homosexual activists) a booth 
at the convention, at least not if you 
truly believe it is a sin. Will you now 
also give the Marines a booth at the 
convention? What about a booth for 
NAMBLA (North American Man Boy 
Love Association)? 

These inexplicable actions and 
statements on part of church leadership 
are an indication that Mennonite lead-
ership no longer opposes homosexual 
behavior based on Scriptural authority 
but merely as a matter of policy. This 
should come as great news to those 
who support the homosexual agenda 
as it is now only a brief matter of time 
until Article 19 is rewritten or strick-
en altogether. However, to those who 
believe in a literal interpretation of 1 
Corinthians 6:9-10, this is symptomatic 
of a fence-straddling church leadership 
that has lost its way and is a portent of 
the end of Mennonite Church USA as 
we know it. 

It is time MC USA leadership get off 
the fence and courageously take a stand 
one way or the other instead of cower-
ing pusillanimously in the face of trial 
while watching the church crumble 
around them. Ervin is the Executive 
Director, not the Executive Follower or 
the Executive Facilitator. It is time for 
all of leadership to “man up” and actu-
ally lead.—Roger Horst, Orrville, Ohio

(Continued from page 54)
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WORKERS

Deckman, Michael, was ordained as 
associate pastor of Nanticoke Christian 
Fellowship, Mountain Top, Pa., on May 24.

Graybill, Keith, was licensed as lead 
pastor of Lost Creek Mennonite Church, 
Mifflintown, Pa., on May 31.

Hoover, Dwayne, was ordained as 
associate pastor of Carpenter Community 
Church, Talmage, Pa., on May 17.

Petroski, Peter, was licensed for specific 
ministry as pastor of prison and recovery 
ministries at Vision Columbia, Columbia, 
Pa., on June 5.

OBITUARIES

Aeschliman, Galen H., 94, Wauseon, 
Ohio, died April 23. Spouse: Lois L. Nofziger 
Aeschliman (deceased). Parents: Enos and 
Dora Neuhouser Aeschliman. Children: Glo-
ria Gingerich, Shirley Crossgrove, Charlene 
Roth, Linda Stuckey, John Aeschliman, Phil 
Aeschliman, Brian Aeschliman; 22 grand-
children; 17 great-grandchildren. Funeral: 
April 27 at Central Mennonite Church, 
Archbold.

Allen, Louise Isabelle Snyder 
Lehman, 87, Croghan, N.Y., died March 
26. Spouse: Carl Allen (deceased). Spouse: 
Andrew Lehman (deceased). Parents: 
Christopher and Anna Peebles Snyder. 
Children: Everett J. Lehman, Leslie Lehman, 
and three step-children; two grandchildren; 
eight great-grandchildren; one great-great-
grandchild. A spring burial is planned for 
First Mennonite Cemetery, New Bremen, 
N.Y.

Bartel, Linda Ruth Friesen, 100, Ab-
erdeen, Idaho, died May 8. Spouse: Milton 
Bartel (deceased). Parents: Abraham and 
Susanna Penner Friesen. Funeral: May 12 at 
First Mennonite Church, Aberdeen.

Clymer, Elaine 
Marie Longe-
necker, 69, Linville, 
Va., passed away 
April 6 at home. 
Elaine was born in 
Dauphin County, 
Pa., on Aug. 6, 1945, 
and was a daughter 

of the late Henry Z. and Rachael Metzler 
Longenecker. A stepmother, Nancy Frey 
Longenecker, Lancaster, Pa., survives her. On 
Sept. 4, 1965, she married James Clymer 
Jr., who survives along with her children, 
James Clymer III, Salinas, Calif., and Lisa 
Renee Clymer, Fresno, Calif. She and her 
family moved to Fresno in 1980. Elaine 
graduated from Lancaster Mennonite 
School in 1963, from Goshen (Ind.) College 
in 1967, from Western Michigan Univer-
sity with a master’s degree in education, 
and from Fresno State University with 
an administrative credential. She taught 
home economics at Bethany Christian 
High School, Goshen, for 13 years, taught 
parenting and directed a nursery for at-risk 
mothers and children in the Fresno Unified 
School system and held a vice principal role 
in Fresno Adult School, where she directed 
the program for adults with disabilities. 
Elaine served as executive director of 
Central California Mennonite Residential 
Service, a program for adults with devel-
opmental disabilities, for two years. Elaine 
held administrative roles in the churches 
they attended through the years: Belmont 
Mennonite Church, Elkhart, Ind.; College 
Community Mennonite Brethren Church, 
Clovis, Calif., and Mennonite Community 
Church, Fresno. She was very active in the 
Mennonite Community Church: on worship 
committee and care committee, taught 
Sunday school for teens and adults, active 
in music groups and as greeter—her smile 

and hugs welcomed all to the congrega-
tion. Elaine is survived by her sisters, Mari-
an Burkholder and husband, Jim, Mechan-
icsburg, Pa.; Carolyn Horst and husband, 
Lowell, Elizabethtown, Pa.; Gloria Lehman 
and husband, Galen, Singers Glen, Va.; and 
Nancy Pellegrini, Exton, Pa.  As the first 
“in-law” in her husband’s family, she was 
dearly loved as a daughter and sister. She 
thrived on extended family connections. 
She is survived by numerous nieces and 
nephews. Elaine was a woman of grace and 
selflessness who showed compassion and 
caring for others beyond herself. Her warm 
love and acceptance of a wide variety of 
people endears her to all of us. She will be 
greatly missed by her family and friends. A 
memorial service was held on April 19 at 
Zion Mennonite Church, Broadway, Va.

Crilow, Irma E. Blosser, 98, Wakarusa, 
Ind., died May 15. Spouse: Melvin G. Crilow 
(deceased). Parents: Oscar and Mabel Mar-
tin Blosser. Children: Shirley Albrecht, Dor-
othy Schreck, Ernest Crilow, Larry Crilow; 
10 grandchildren; 22 great-grandchildren. 
Funeral: May 19 at Yellow Creek Mennonite 
Church, Goshen, Ind.

Engel, Eleanor Carol Burkey, 94, 
Tiskilwa, Ill., died Feb. 16, of complica-
tions following a stroke. Spouse: Wallace 
Carl Engel (deceased). Parents: Noah and 
Francis Ebersol Burkey. Children: Sharon 
Royer, Jason Engel; five grandchildren; eight 
great-grandchildren. Funeral: Feb. 21 at 
Willow Springs Mennonite Church, Tiskilwa.

Graber, Leo J., 86, Freeman, S.D., died 
May 2. Spouse: E. Arybelle Tschetter Graber. 
Parents: Jonathan F. and Kathryn Graber 
Graber. Children: Kendall Graber, Kathryn 
Greve; five grandchildren. Funeral: May 6 at 
Salem Mennonite Church, Freeman.
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Frank R. Keller, 
88, of Souderton, 
Pa., passed away 
on May 31 in the 
Souderton Menno-
nite Homes. He and 
his wife, Lorraine 
(Hollenbach) Keller, 
would have cele-

brated their 69th wedding anniversary in 
November. Born Oct. 25, 1926, in Sellers-
ville, Pa., he was a son of the late Frank 
A. and Suetta (Reller) Keller. He earned 
his bachelor’s degree from Bethel College, 
North Newton, Kan., and went on to earn 
his master’s degree at Lancaster (Pa.) 
Theological Seminary and his doctorate 
in divinity from San Francisco Theological 
Seminary. Keller served as assistant pastor 
at Zion Mennonite Church in Souderton 
for two years. He then moved to Kansas to 
serve at Hoffnungsau Mennonite Church, 
Inman, and then as the Western District 
Conference minister of the General Confer-
ence Mennonite Church. In his earlier years, 
he worked as a butcher for his family’s 
business, Keller’s Meats, in Souderton. He 
was a member of Zion Mennonite Church 
in Souderton. A true people person, he en-
joyed getting to know people and spending 
time together with friends. In his free time 
he also enjoyed playing golf. In addition to 
his wife, he is survived by a son, Thomas E. 
Keller and his wife Elizabeth of Washington, 
Maine, a sister, Marlene Benner, and her 
husband, Richard, of Ontario. He was pre-
ceded in death by a daughter, Joan Keller, 
and a brother, Claude Keller. Memorial 
Services were held on June 2 in the Summit 
View Auditorium of the Souderton Men-
nonite Homes. Interment will be private in 
Zion Memorial Gardens. 

Kempf, Orpha Kanagy, 99, Iowa City, 
Iowa, died May 28. Parents: Emra Kanagy 
Kempf and Barbara Schlabaugh Kempf. 
Funeral: May 30 at First Mennonite Church, 
Iowa City.

Lind, Ethel Marie Ebersole, 101, 
Hesston, Kan., died April 24. Spouse: 
Ivan R. Lind (deceased). Parents: Roy and 
Bessie Ebersole. Children: Kermit Lind, Don 
Lind, Ralph Lind; 18 grandchildren and 
great-grandchildren. Funeral: May 24 at 
Hesston Mennonite Church.

Miller, George Samuel, 89, Goshen, 
Ind., died June 4. Spouse: Emma Kramer 
Miller. Spouse: Grace Stewart (deceased). 
Parents: Vernon and Rosa Metzler Miller. 
Children: Georgia David, Glenda Miller, 
Gerald Miller, Gordon Miller, Gina Co-
burn, Galen Miller; step-children: Roger 
Beachy, Veronica Denlinger, Phillip Beachy, 
Jeffrey Beachy, Kenneth Beachy; 15 
grandchildren; 16 great-grandchildren; six 
great-great-grandchildren. Funeral: June 8 
at Yoder-Culp Funeral Home, Goshen.

Miller, John Adolph, 95, Reedley, Calif., 
died May 14. Spouse: Wilma Huetta Unrau 
Miller (deceased). Parents: Adolph and 
Mary Miller. Children: Larry Miller, Randy 
Miller, Timothy Miller, Charlene Arnst, Nora 
Schwartz, Cora Voran, Cindy Epp; 14 grand-
children; four great-grandchildren. Funeral: 
May 21 at First Mennonite Church, Reedley.

Moyer, Nevin Ray, 65, Perkasie, Pa., 
died June 7. Spouse: Louise Derstine Moyer. 
Parents: Orville K, and Laura Mae Myers 
Moyer. Children: Gail D. Wireman, Rhonda 
L. Moyer; two grandchildren. Funeral: June 
12 at Deep Run Mennonite Church East, 
Perkasie.

Nafziger, Maurice Earl, 88, Archbold, 
Ohio, died May 14. Spouse: Dorothy A. 
Christner Nafziger (deceased). Parents: 
Alfred J. and Ruth Eicher Nafziger. Chil-
dren: Ed Nafziger, Ken Nafziger, Annette 
Erbskorn, Darlette Cavin; 13 grandchildren; 
21 great-grandchildren. Funeral: May 18 at 
Tedrow Mennonite Church, Wauseon, Ohio.

Penner, Gustav Adolph, 89, Reedley, 
Calif., died April 25. Spouse: Mary L. Bart-
lett Penner. Spouse: Mary “Joyce” Gehrer 
(deceased). Parents: Adolph G. and Anna 
S. Janzen Penner. Children: Herbert Penner, 
David Penner, Peter Penner; step-children: 
Dan Tatum, Nathan Tatum; 14 grandchil-
dren; eight great-grandchildren. Funeral: 
May 1 at First Mennonite Church, Reedley.  

Preheim, Jess Branton, 93, Reedley, 
Calif., died Jan 22. Spouse: Evaline Heppner 
Preheim. Parents: Jacob and Lydia Preheim. 
Children: Kristy Preheim Boers, Scott Pre-
heim; four grandchildren. Funeral: Jan. 30 
at First Mennonite Church, Reedley.

Schrag, Ricky Owen, 66, Akron, Pa. and 
Freeman, S.D., died April 3, of pancreatic 
cancer. Spouse: Barbara Baird Schrag. Par-
ents: Orlando and Verda Preheim Schrag. 
Children: Adam Schrag, Charles Schrag; one 
grandchild. Funeral: April 8 at Salem Zion 
Mennonite Church, Freeman, S.D.

Schrock, Cora E. Yoder, 90, Goshen, 
Ind., died May 17. Spouse: Raymond Y. 
Schrock (deceased). Parents: Edward J. And 
Annie Gingerich Yoder. Children: Julie A. 
Gunden, Janet S. Carney, Gail K. Neumann, 
Marcia J. Hershberger, Meril D. Schrock, 
Alan Schrock, Timothy R. Schrock; 11 grand-
children; eight great-grandchildren. Funeral: 
May 22 at Holdeman Mennonite Church, 
Wakarusa.

Shelly, Elsie Eshleman, 99, New 
Holland, Pa., died May 13. Spouse: Harold 
E. Shelly (deceased). Parents: Henry D. and 
Katie Hershey Eshleman. Children: Theo-
dore Eshleman, Janice Pomraning, Joyce 
Chance, Edith Folker; 10 grandchildren; 17 
great-grandchildren. Funeral: May 16 at 
Hershey Mennonite Church, Kinzers, Pa.

Snyder, Kenneth E., 87, Goshen, Ind., 
died April 30. Spouse: Celesta Gascho Sny-
der. Parents: Bert and Gladys Snyder. Chil-
dren: Merle Snyder, Miriam Snyder, Lester 
Snyder, Dale Snyder; seven grandchildren; 
two great-grandchildren. Funeral: May 16 
at College Mennonite Church, Goshen.

Waltner, Orville, 89, Freeman, S.D., died 
May 1. Spouse: Audrey Preheim Waltner 
(deceased). Parents: Adolph L. and Julia 
Kaufman Waltner. Funeral: May 19 at Salem 
Mennonite Church, Freeman. 

Witham, Donna “Diann,” 63, Topeka, 
Ind., died May 23. Parents: John E. and Don-
nabelle Lower Witham. Funeral: May 28 at 
Carney Frost Funeral Home, Lagrange, Ind.

Yoder, Doris Arlene Lahman, 87, 
Shipshewana, Ind., died May 12, of con-
gestive heart failure. Spouse: Orris W. Yoder 
(deceased). Parents: Byard Earl and Ethel 
Fannie Heatwole Lahman. Children: Regina 
Yoder, J. Byard Yoder, Paul J. Yoder, Rachel 
Elizabeth Yoder; six grandchildren; two 
great-grandchildren. Funeral: May 16 at 
Shore Mennonite Church, Shipshewana.
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New York, New York 
www.GoodBooks.com 

Available from Amazon.com and other Retailers.

New from Good Books

Also recommended —

The Witnesses
Book 3 in the “Lancaster Burning” series

by Linda Byler

More barn fires increase the 
tension in the Amish community. 
Should they call the police? Will 
Sarah’s injuries limit her life and 
her hopes forever? 

Fix-It and Forget-It New Cookbook
250 New Delicious Slow Cooker Recipes!

by Phyllis Good

The first full-color cookbook in the 
Fix-It and Forget-It series. From Basic 
to Challenging recipes, all tested and 
perfected for your slow cooker.

“What Will Happen to Me?”
by Howard Zehr and Lorraine Stutzman Amstutz

Every night, approximately three 
million children go to bed with a 
parent in prison or jail. Here are their 
thoughts and stories.

An Amish Garden
A Year in the Life of an Amish Garden

by Laura Anne Lapp

Visit six working Amish gardens. 
Lush photography shows the 
rhythm of the seasons.

Now in Paperback!

The Daily Feast
Everyday Meals We Love to Share

by Esther Rose Graber with Ellen, Ann, 
Sibyl Susan, Jane, and Yvonne

A collection of favorite recipes from this 
family of extraordinary cooks—mother, 
five daughters, and a daughter-in-law.

Simple step, 
big impact 

Praxis Mutual Funds

With one simple step, you can make a big im-
pact on the world through the Praxis Genesis 

Portfolios. With a low initial investment* and 
automatic rebalancing, you can easily integrate 
your faith and values with your investment 
decisions. Learn more today!

Praxis Mutual Funds
(800) 9-PRAXIS
praxismutualfunds.com 

2150530 Praxis ad: The Mennonite - 1/2 page (3.452 x 9.363)

*A low balance account fee may be charged if certain 
requirements are not met, as well as additional fees or 
expenses associated with investing in a Fund of Fund 
strategy. 

The Fund’s stewardship investing strategy could cause 
the Fund to sell or avoid securities that may subsequent-
ly perform well, and the application of social screens 
may cause the Fund to lag the performance of its index. 
The Fund is subject to asset allocation risk, which is 
the possibility that the selection of underlying funds by 
the Advisor and the allocation of Fund assets to those 
funds will cause the Fund to underperform. 

Consider the fund’s investment objectives, risks, and 
charges and expenses carefully before you invest. The 
fund’s prospectus and summary prospectus contain this 
and other information. Call (800) 977-2947 or visit 
praxismutualfunds.com for a prospectus, which you 
should read carefully before you invest. Praxis Mutual 
Funds are advised by Everence Capital Management and 
distributed through FINRA member BHIL Distributors 
Inc. Investment products offered are not FDIC insured, 
may lose value and have no bank guarantee.
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CLASSIFIEDS

Mennonite-owned Internet Retailer JMX Brands owns 
DutchCrafters, an Amish Furniture brand. We are seeking a sales 
and service manager, responsible for broad management of 
customer experience, including leadership and management of our 
telephone sales team, maximizing conversions, enhancing custom-
er experience, broad customer service, and delivery coordination. 
Management responsibilities include protocol, growth of sales and 
service teams, cost containment, and internal communications and 
processes. This job is located in Sarasota, Fla. Compensation is $65-
80,000. Contact ceo@jmxbrands.com for more information.

ANNOUNCEMENT OF VACANCY
Department of Health Services
POSITION: Nurse practitioner
RESPONSIBILITIES: Provides direct patient care to students, faculty 
and staff for acute episodic care, wellness physicals and co-man-
aging chronic health-care conditions with student primary-care 
providers. Nurse practitioner works in collaboration with contract 
medical director. Provides preventative and wellness programming 
on campus.
QUALIFICATIONS: 
Education: Master’s degree in nursing. Licensed as a nurse practi-
tioner in the state of Virginia with prescriptive privileges. Maintains 
national certification in area of practice.   
Experience: At least two years of clinical practice as a nurse prac-
titioner in the areas of college health, family practice, community 
health, adult health or mental health. Has experience working 
independently. Has participated in health prevention or wellness 
programming.

Physical Requirements: Willingness to risk exposure to people who 
are sick and possibly contagious while practicing standardized 
health, hygiene and safety precautions. No other extraordinary 
working conditions or physical requirements are needed.
POSITION DETAILS: Part-time hourly appointment at approximately 
.25 FTE including 12-18 hours per week during the school year and 
some summer hours as needed.
INQUIRIES: Send application, resumé and the contact information 
of three references to: Human Resources, Eastern Mennonite 
University, 1200 Park Road, Harrisonburg, VA 22802, hr@emu.edu, 
fax: 540-432-4744.
Eastern Mennonite University is an equal opportunity 
employer, committed to enhancing diversity across the institution. 
EMU conducts criminal background investigations as part of the 
hiring process. EMU complies with federal and state requirements 
for non-discrimination in employment with regard to sex, age, race, 
disability, national and ethnic origin.

Greenwood Mennonite School is searching for a full-time 
teacher, teaching music to grades K-6 and directing choirs for 
grades 7 and 8 and high school. To apply or for more information, 
contact Duane Miller at 302-349-4131 or by email at duane.mill-
er@gmsflames.org.

Pigeon River Mennonite Church, Pigeon, Mich., is seeking a 
full-time senior pastor to lead our congregation as we seek 
to maintain our strong faith heritage while reaching out to the sur-
rounding community. Pigeon River Mennonite Church is a member 
of the Conservative Mennonite Conference and has an average 
weekly attendance of 180. Please submit a resume or requests for 
information to Dale Yoder at dale.l.yoder@gmail.com.

Is there a Mennonite spirituality? Read Present Tense: 
A Mennonite Spirituality by Gordon Houser to learn how 
Mennonite spiritual practices may succeed or fall short of what lies 
at the heart of Mennonite spirituality. Available for $16.95 from 
Cascadia Publishing House. Order from cascadiapublishinghouse.
com, amazon.com or bn.com.

Advertising space in The Mennonite is available to congregations, 
conferences, businesses and churchwide boards and agencies of 
Mennonite Church USA. Cost for one-time classified placement is 
$1.30 per word, minimum of $30. Display space is also available. 
To place an ad in The Mennonite, call 800-790-2498 and ask for 
Rebecca Helmuth, or email advertising@themennonite.org.

Presidential Forum Weekend
October 29-31, 2015

A Pilgrimage of Just Peace
Dr. Fernando Enns -  
Professor of peace theology and 
ethics at VU University Amsterdam; 
moderator of WCC Reference 
Group on Just Peace

Dr. Elizabeth Ferris -  
Senior Fellow at the Brookings 
Institution; codirector of the 
Brookings-LSE Project on 
Internal Displacement

Dr. James Logan -  
Associate professor of religion 
and director of African and 
African-American studies at 
Earlham College

Dr. Sharon E. Watkins -  
General minister and president of 
the Christian Church (Disciples 
of Christ)

• Rejecting Cruelty • Creating Community • Rediscovering Divinity

Registration opens July 20
www.bethanyseminary.edu/forum2015
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NEW VOICES
By and about young adults

To the recent college graduate

On April 26, I, too, became a graduate. In my 
final semester of college, I observed that of-
fering advice is one technique often used to 

comfort folks in a time of transition, which makes 
sense because transition is scary. Really scary. It 
seems like everyday I think of a new scary some-
thing. Things like, life doesn’t work in semesters 
anymore, or realizing you’re moving to a city 
where no one knows your grandpa, or wondering 
how serious a problem it is that you don’t own 
any professional clothing and where in the world 
people buy suits, or how you are ever going to pay 
back those student loans.

Anne Lamott, one of my 
favorite authors, once wrote, 
“Patience is when God—or 
something—makes the now 
a little roomier.” Now that 
we’ve passed the post-grad-
uation glow, you’re probably 
starting to realize your 
now may be a really tight 
squeeze, or maybe your now 
is a giant empty room. You 
know what? Either way, you 
are going to be just fine.

When I was younger, I remember learning a 
song about patience. It goes like this:

Have patience, have patience.
Don’t be in such a hurry.
When you get impatient,
You only start to worry.
Remember, remember
that God is patient, too.
And think of all the times
when others had to wait on you.

I think of this song often on those days 
when I’m feeling crunched for time and it seems 
like the universe doesn’t care that I’m going to 
be late for class or late to that meeting that’s had 
to be rescheduled twice already. But this simple 
song can also be relevant for times of transition. 
When we become impatient about what’s next, we 
become more worried about what’s unknown to 
us and therefore pay less attention to important 
things happening around us. 

When we keep hearing about the plans of our 
peers, we may become worried about our own 
plans. Maybe we aren’t doing the right thing, or 
we worry that we’ll get stuck doing something we 

don’t love, or we compare ourselves to others. 
Let’s try to clear some things up. 
If your plans include volunteer programs, grad-

uate school, cross-country bike trips or extensive 
travel, you will be praised for being adventurous 
or brilliant or prime examples of global citizen-
ship. You probably are adventurous or brilliant or 
the epitome of a global citizen, but that doesn’t 
mean that others aren’t. Remember that timing 
and resources and privilege are not available to 
everyone. Remember that what’s next is next, it’s 
not forever.

If you have chosen to move back home or to 
stay in the same city as your 
alma mater, please recognize 
the validity and power in 
maintaining communities 
that have been four years in 
the making. After being in 
one place for four years, you 
understand the needs of the 
community, you know where 
and how your gifts can be 
used to better it. You are not 
wrong or bad or boring. Re-

member that what’s next is next, it’s not forever.
Some still, are taking a different route, like 

starting a family or making lifetime commitments 
to loved ones or finding ways to actively trans-
form violence and oppression or actively working 
for peace in various parts of the country and world 
or starting nonprofit organizations. To those of 
you taking this route, blessings to you and thank 
you. 

If you’re still figuring things out, may you 
be planless in the best way. The kind where you 
sip your coffee slowly or pencil in time for naps or 
soak up the sun (especially if you’re a graduate of 
Goshen College and have had four years of min-
imal exposure to the sun) or can prepare and eat 
an actual meal or take a long bath or finally read 
The Tao of Pooh because someone told you to read 
it your first year of college and you haven’t gotten 
around to it yet. 

Regardless of what’s next for you, remember 
that you aren’t alone, that Divine Companionship 
is real. Allow yourself to be led by the Spirit. To 
be patient is to stretch your arms out wide to 
invite and welcome newness to the table. It is 
perfectly reasonable to be afraid, as long as you 
remember that God pushed all the furniture out of 
the room to make space for the now. TM

Dominique 
Chew
is a recent graduate 
of Goshen (Ind.) 
College and a mem-
ber of Whitestone 
Mennonite Church 
in Hesston, Kan. Remember that what’s 

next is next, it’s not 
forever.
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MEDIACULTURE
Reflections on the effect of media and culture on our faith

The benefits of reading literary fiction

As an avid reader, I often take 
for granted the importance of 
reading and think, naively, that 

others do as well. Then I come across 
statistics such as these (from the Sta-
tistic Brain Research Institute): 

• 46 percent of U.S. adults can’t 
understand the labels on their prescrip-
tions;

• 50 percent of U.S. adults are un-
able to read an eighth-grade-level book;

• 33 percent of U.S. high school 
graduates will never read a book after 
high school;

• 42 percent of college students will 
never read a book after they graduate.

My disappointment deepens when I 
read of studies showing that a person’s 
ability to be empathetic increases 
through reading.

Is this connected to the increas-
ingly vitrolic and mean comments we 
read online? Do these voices showing 
hatred, seeing the world in black-and-
white terms and failing to allow for 
the complexity of other human beings 
reflect the dearth of reading?

In her article “Reading as a Form 
of Therapy” (newyorker.com), Cerid-
wen Dovey refers to a study in 2013 in 
Science that found that “reading literary 
fiction (rather than popular fiction or 
literary nonfiction) improved partici-
pants’ results on tests that measured 
social perception and empathy, which 
are crucial to ‘theory of mind’: the 
ability to guess with accuracy what 
another human being might be thinking 
or feeling, a skill humans only start to 
develop around the age of 4.”

But what is literary fiction? Some 
would say it’s elitist, snobbish, hard to 
understand, an arbitrary label. Wiki-
pedia defines it as “works that offer 
deliberate social commentary, political 
criticism, or focus on the individual 
to explore some part of the human 
condition.” I would add that it generally 
presents characters that are complex, 
not one-dimensional or predictable.

Dovey refers to Keith Oatley, a 
novelist and emeritus professor of 

cognitive psychology at the University 
of Toronto, who has for many years 
run a research group interested in the 
psychology of fiction. He says: “We 
have started to show how identification 
with fictional characters occurs, how 
literary art can improve social abilities, 
how it can move us emotionally, and 
can prompt changes of selfhood.”

Dovey writes about her experience 
with a bibliotherapist named Ella Ber-
thoud, who asked her about her reading 
habits. After several sessions, conduct-
ed via email, Berthoud recommended a 
list of books for Dovey to read. 

She worked her way through the 
books over the next couple of years and 
gained some insights. “In a secular age, 
I suspect that reading fiction is one of 
the few remaining paths to transcen-
dence, that elusive state in which the 
distance between the self and the uni-
verse shrinks,” Dovey writes. “Read-
ing fiction makes me lose all sense of 
self, but at the same time makes me 
feel most uniquely myself.”

Dovey calls bibliotherapy a 
“broad term for the ancient practice 
of encouraging reading for therapeutic 
effect.” She traces the first use of the 
term to a 1916 article in The Atlan-
tic Monthly, “A Literary Clinic.” The 
author refers to an early bibliotherapist 
who says: “You must read more novels. 
Not pleasant stories that make you for-
get yourself. They must be searching, 
drastic, stinging, relentless novels.”

Bibliotherapy is not a panacea, 
and not every reader is necessarily 
empathetic. Yet regular readers sleep 
better, have lower stress levels, higher 
self-esteem, and lower rates of depres-
sion than nonreaders. 

Jeanette Winterson has written that 
fiction and poetry heal “the rupture 

reality makes on the 
imagination.” It’s 
worth a try. TM

Gordon Houser is 
editor of The Men-
nonite.

FILM REVIEW

Far from the Madding Crowd (PG-
13) is based on the Thomas Hardy novel. 
In Victorian England, the independent 
and headstrong Bathsheba Everdene 
attracts three very different suitors: 
Gabriel Oak, a sheep farmer; Frank Troy, a 
reckless Sergeant; and William Bold-
wood, a prosperous and mature bachelor. 
The film shows the difficulties faced by 
a woman landowner of the time but 
also reveals this character’s flaws. It is a 
love story that contrasts infatuation and 
friendship.—Gordon Houser

BOOK REVIEWS

Traces of the Trinity: Signs of God 
in Creation and Human Experi-
ence by Peter J. Leithart (Brazos Press, 
2015, $17.99) explores relationships and 
the pattern of mutual indwelling in our 
world as a reflection of the Trinity. He 
looks at our own consciousness, at how 
we relate in our families, to our sexual-
ity, to time, language, music, ethics and 
logic. Leithart writes: “The world has the 
shape it has because it is created by the 
Triune God, who is a community of mutu-
al indwelling.”—gh

Missional Worship, Worshipful 
Mission: Gathering as God’s Peo-
ple, Going Out in God’s Name by 
Ruth A. Meyers (Eerdmans, 2014, $26) 
shows how integrally related worship 
and mission are. Meyers writes: “The 
experience of God in worship forms 
people for participation in God’s mission 
in the world, and encounters with the 
God of Jesus Christ in daily life shape 
participation in the mission of God.” 
She argues that “missional worship is a 
matter of perception and attitude rather 
than technique.”—gh

The annual issue of Mennonite Life 
includes two major sections of articles, 
one dealing with the life and legacy 
of Vincent Harding and the other with 
ongoing issues surrounding theolo-
gian John Howard Yoder. The journal is 
produced at Bethel College and can be 
viewed at ml.bethelks.edu.—gh
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LETTERS

is nothing special about Jesus as the 
incarnation of God. For if God mate-
rially inhabits the entire cosmos from 
beginning to end, then every particle 
of matter and every quantum of energy 
incarnates God—and thus every mate-
rial thing incarnates God, and so every 
living creature incarnates God, and so 
every human being incarnates God.  
This undercuts the Christian doctrine 
that Jesus uniquely incarnates God in 
creation.

Wynward cites an article by Richard 
Rohr (“Creation as the Body of God”, 
Huffington Post, March 2011) for this 
claim. Rohr goes on in that article to 
state, “Christ … was the first idea in 
the mind of God, and God has never 
stopped thinking, dreaming and creating 
the Christ” (original emphasis). The 
claim that Christ is created by God di-
rectly undercuts the Christian doctrine 
of a triune God. This point was the core 
dispute in the Christological debates of 
the fourth century: If Christ is created 
by God (as Arius had claimed), then 
Christ belongs to created existence—in 
which case Christ is not God, who is 
uncreated. Consequently, if Christ is 
a creature, then Christ is not Creator, 
which denies perhaps the most im-
portant Christological affirmation in 
the New Testament (cf. John 1:1-3; 1 
Corinthians 8:6; Colossians 1:15-17; 
Hebrews 1:2).

The church need not be careless 
with theology in order to care for 
creation.—Darrin W. Snyder Belousek, 
Lima, Ohio

My sister Dora, our pastor here at 
Christ Church, Stemming, N.D., gave 
me and Emma, my wife, a copy of the 
May issue. We came upon the article 
“Why Care About the Environment?” 
We’re farmers and thought, Why 
wouldn’t everyone care about the envi-
ronment? As we read, we got confused. 
Best we could make out, the writer was 
saying that the birth of Jesus was noth-
ing special and that God was already 
incarnate billions of years earlier, when 
God “materialized” and “exposed who 
God is” in the Big Bang. And he said 
we should get busy on the environment 

and not look too much to the Bible 
because Jesus and the disciples didn’t 
even have a Bible.

Dora said it’s better to just stop 
talking about God than to say stuff that 
makes neither philosophical nor theo-
logical sense. She said the New Testa-
ment was clearer than showroom glass 
that the incarnation of God in Jesus was 
unlike anything before or after.

She added that Jesus and the disci-
ples quoted a lot from the Old Testa-
ment. And thanks to all that walking 
around with Jesus and to the Holy 
Spirit’s working, we do now have the 
Bible. Telling Chrstians not to turn to it 
right away seems akin to telling people 
not to eat.

Up here in North Dakota, crossing 
into Manitoba, we don’t normally take 
our farming onto theological turf, but 
when The Mennonite trades in agri-
culture-related theological nonsense, 
hackles we didn’t plant do get raised. 
—Arlo Frech, Stemming, N.D.

Open letter to Executive Board
We see the forbearance resolution 
(May, page 32) as helping establish 
space for seeing our differences about 
same-sex covenanted unions as a bibli-
cally disputable issue and to treat with 
respect those who love Jesus and love 
the Bible but come to different conclu-
sions. This is not an exhortation to be 
nice to one another while doing things 
in the same ways that have resulted 
in the stuck place in which we find 
ourselves as a church. Healthy conflict 
around a disputable issue requires a 
more robust level of living with diversi-
ty among us while we work to hear one 
another and ultimately the Holy Spirit 
about the best way to live faithfully in 
the time and place where God has put 
us. Balanced, respectful discussion can 
happen in an environment that does 
not make one end of the spectrum 
carry a far larger share of the burden 
of restriction and censure. Forbearance 
means that we respect each entity’s 
conscience in this matter.

The Membership Guidelines 
Resolution seems to us to move in the 
opposite direction. Its overall message 
sounds to us like: “Let’s be clear that 

we’re keeping the guidelines exactly 
as they are now, and we’re expecting 
the CLC to do a better job of enforcing 
them, and we’re going to agree to not 
talk about this for four years.”

With strong passions about this 
issue from many different directions, 
there are certainly no easy answers—
no answers that will please everyone. 
What would we suggest that could 
“flesh out” the spirit of the Forbear-
ance in the Midst of Differences Reso-
lution, should it pass?

• There could be a proposal to 
launch a process such as the “Being a 
Faithful Church” in which Mennonite 
Church Canada is engaged.

• Grace, love and forbearance in 
such a process would ensure that we 
hear from all the voices in this discus-
sion, especially marginalized ones.

• There could be specific applica-
tions of “grace, love and forbearance” 
at the congregation, conference and 
national levels.

• In MC USA, primarily congrega-
tions are empowered to decide their 
membership, choose their pastor and 
determine what rites and blessings 
their pastor can offer. Grace, love and 
forbearance would yield to the congre-
gation on these matters.

• In MC USA, primarily confer-
ences are empowered to grant and hold 
ministerial credentials. Grace, love and 
forbearance would yield to the confer-
ence on matters of credentials.

• In MC USA, the denomination 
is empowered to articulate teaching 
positions and periodically update them. 
Grace, love and forbearance would 
yield to the Executive Board’s decision 
on when changes to the current teach-
ing position will be entertained.

We note that the background 
section says the Executive Board “is 
testing the status of the Membership 
Guidelines by proposing the resolution 
below.” This testing with the delegate 
body is perhaps a worthwhile en-
deavor. However, since the board has 
constructed the Membership Guide-
lines Resolution with an emphasis on 
enforcement rather than forbearance in 
differences, with no provision for 

(Continued from page 5)

(Continued on page 47)
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Freedom or accountability?
You, my brothers and sisters, were called to be free. 
But do not use your freedom to indulge the flesh; 
rather, serve one another humbly in love. For the 
entire law is fulfilled in keeping this one command: 
“Love your neighbor as yourself.”—Galatians 5:13-
14 TNIV

Speak and act as those who are going to be judged by 
the law that gives freedom, because judgment with-
out mercy will be shown to anyone who has not been 
merciful. Mercy triumphs over judgment.—James 
2:12-13 TNIV

The writers of Scripture wrestled with some 
of the same challenges we’re facing in the 
church today. In our relationships as individu-

als, congregations and area conferences, we have 
sharp conflicts between the longing for freedom 
on the one hand and the desire for accountability 
on the other. The stories recounted in the book of 
Acts and the letters to the churches illustrate the 
ways they worked at the problem. 

The conflicts surrounding freedom and ac-
countability are not a problem that can be solved 
but are a polarity to be negotiated. The two poles 
—freedom and accountability—are meant to be 
held in creative tension with each other. Both are 
essential to the health of the church. 

Although Mennonite Church USA has not 
officially embraced the principle called “subsidiar-
ity,” we have acted in accordance with its values 
in response to the conflicts we face today. (See 
“subsidiarity” in Wikipedia.) In short, we believe 
social problems should be dealt with at the most 
immediate (or local) level consistent with their 
solution. In other words, we believe a central 
authority should primarily have a supportive 
rather than a controlling function, performing only 
those tasks that cannot be performed effectively 
at a more immediate or local level. The concept 
is applicable not only in the church but in many 
fields, including government and business. 

The following sentences from the Purposeful 
Plan illustrate how we apply this principle in Men-
nonite Church USA: 

“As Anabaptist Christians, we believe that 
congregations are the primary expression of 
God’s work in the world. Following the lead of 

other fellowships of faith, we have also organized 
ourselves at the level of area conferences and 
a national conference. We do not, however, see 
ourselves as a highly centralized denomination 
organized to regulate the life of conferences or 
congregations.”

The following paragraph from the Member-
ship Guidelines illustrates the principle as well, 
(emphasis is mine):

“Where area conferences with their congre-
gations are committed to the vision, mission and 
teaching positions of the denomination, they have 
the freedom to seek God’s wisdom and discern-
ment as to how to apply these principles in a 
life-giving way in the many chaotic, broken and/
or sinful situations that present themselves to the 
church. This should be done in consultation with 
the broader church in a spirit of mutual account-
ability.”

We need a healthy balance between the 
poles—freedom and accountability—because each 
pole has upsides and downsides. Two obvious 
upsides of freedom are that it can provide the 
empowerment that comes from self-governance 
and allows people to adapt ministry to their local 
context. But there are downsides: People can 
miss the broader perspectives that bring valuable 
insights to local situations, and people can easily 
become self-absorbed or inward-focused. Two ob-
vious upsides of mutual accountability are that it 
helps people stay meaningfully connected to each 
other and applies a diversity of perspectives to lo-
cal situations. The downsides are obvious as well: 
People can try to control each other in unhealthy 
ways or stifle the creativity that others can bring 
to local situations.

As members of Mennonite Church USA, we 
can take some comfort in knowing that God’s peo-
ple have always struggled to find the best balance 
between freedom and accountability. Yet as we 
rely on the same Spirit that guided God’s people 
in the past, we can rest assured we, too, will find 
God’s way for the future. TM
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                        FROM THE EDITOR

We who call ourselves Mennonite often 
talk about what that means. I imagine 
most religious groups, as well as many 

other kinds of groups, talk about their identity. 
It is worth asking, however, how we decide if we 
are Mennonite.

Perhaps it’s unanswerable. Perhaps all who call 
themselves Mennonite are. 

Many among us want to define that term 
by what one believes. Do we, for example, adhere 
to the Confession of Faith in a Mennonite Perspec-
tive? Some may still ask who you are related to. 
Others may quote Jesus: “You will know them by 
their fruits” (Matthew 7:16).

Palmer Becker has come up with the simple 
description of Anabaptist Mennonites as people 
who see Jesus as the center of their faith, commu-
nity as the center of their lives, and reconciliation 
as the center of their work.

This spring, Mennonite Church USA began a 
storytelling campaign that takes off from this de-
scription. This campaign is called #WeAreMenno 
and includes stories from various parts of Menno-
nite Church USA.

Its website (www.mennoniteusa.org/weare-
menno) states: “Although each of these stories 
is different, in every situation Mennonites are 
seeking to follow Jesus’ call on their lives in their 
own unique local context.”

What better way to identify people than 
to learn about what they do? After all, we can talk 
all day about what we believe, but our actions tell 
others what we really believe.

When disciples of John the Baptist came to   
Jesus to ask if he was “the one who is to come,” 
he told them, “Go and tell John what you have 
seen and heard” (Luke 7:18-23).

So the approach of #WeAreMenno has a 
biblical flavor because it emphasizes incarnation 
and local context. We know that God comes to 
someone in the Congo differently from someone 

in Philadelphia or Fresno. For one thing, it will be 
in a different language.

We believe God is at work in every con-
text, and it is important to pay attention to that. 
#WeAreMenno is one way that helps us do that.

This initiative also shows us that this group 
called Menno spans a wide spectrum of experi-
ence and displays an abundance of gifts. Reading 
these stories—most have run on our website 
(www.themennonite.org) and several in this mag-
azine—introduces us to faithful disciples of Jesus 
all across the country. 

We learn about Mennonites working with 
immigrants in Aurora, Colo., Tucson, Ariz., and 
Brownsville, Texas (see page 37). We learn about 
a Peace Farm in Pennsylvania (April) and an 
Anabaptist songwriting challenge (May). We hear 
from a hospital chaplain in Chapel Hill, N.C., and a 
family support worker in Iowa City, Iowa.

I’ve always believed, and it rings true in my 
experience, that everyone has an interesting 
story. It may be tragic or comedic, but it is always 
complex. That describes who we are as humans.

As Mennos, we are also complex in how we 
seek to live out Jesus’ teachings about love for 
God and neighbor. We do that in different ways, 
yet these all form a beautiful mosaic.

Jeanne and I were in San Antonio, Texas, last 
month and visited the Riverwalk. A wall on one of 
the buildings there displays a mosaic that is made 
up of hundreds of thousands of colored tiles. One 
artist placed them all there, one by one, to form a 
large picture that is stunning. Think of the patient 
commitment required for such a work.

Let’s share our stories. We may not all use 
the same language or confess the same theology, 
but in our efforts to see Jesus as the center of 
our faith, community as the center of our lives, 
and reconciliation as the center of our work, we 
can paint a beautiful picture that brings glory to 
God.—gh

We are a Menno mosaic

Gordon Houser
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