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Goshen College offered Menno’s Best coffee as a limited-time  

only fundraiser for Mennonite youth groups to go to convention  

in Kansas City. As well, a portion of each sale supported the 

important work of Mennonite Central Committee (MCC) and 

Mennonite  Mission Network (MMN). 

Grown organically by small-scale farmers that Goshen College 

students have worked with during Study-Service Term in Peru, 

Menno’s Best coffee beans were harvested by local growers.  

They were packaged in the college’s student-run coffee shop,  

Java Junction, and shipped all over the country with love.

The story of Menno’s Best coffee

thank
 you!

Congratulations to the College Mennonite Church youth group in 
Goshen, Indiana, and Hesston (Kansas) Mennonite Church youth 
group for selling the most!

26,695
raised for  

youth groups
bags  

ordered

5,331
raised for  

MCC and MMN 

5,331
youth groups participated  

in this fundraiser

55



August 2015  |  TheMennonite  3

CONTENTS

DEPARTMENTS

12 Delegate sessions: Hope and lament
 —Gordon Houser

18 Adult worship: With Jesus on the road
 —Anna Groff
  
23 Youth worship: Youth encouraged to walk the  
 road—Rebecca Helmuth

28 KC2015 photos

32 Hopi Mission School restructuring 
 recommended

33 A service of lament and hope for sexual  
 abuse—Gordon Houser

33 Prayer walk opens Kansas City 2015
 —Gordon Houser

34 Half of delegates want ‘unity in diversity’

35 ‘Summarizing key to effective communication’
 —Barry C. Bartel

37 Honeymooning at convention
 —Rebecca Helmuth

38 Over 200 attend Pink Menno worship service
 —Anna Groff

39 Youth clean up Cave Spring Park
 —Anna Biesecker-Mast

40 Mystery and mission in France
 —Lynda Hollinger-Janzen

41 Iowa pastor who was deported gives 
 testimony—Nick Detweiler-Stoddard

44 Pacifist battlegrounds
 —Stephanie Krehbiel

 4 Letters
 6 News Briefs
 8 Grace and Truth
 9 Global Anabaptism
 10 Miscellany
 12 Features
 30 Leadership
 31 Opinion

 32 News
 44 News Analysis
 48 For the Record
 51 Classifieds
 52 New Voices
 53 Mediaculture
 55 Mennonite Church USA
 56 Editorial

August 2015 |  Volume 18, Number 8

ON THE COVER: Photo by Vada Snider

23

28

33

Goshen College offered Menno’s Best coffee as a limited-time  

only fundraiser for Mennonite youth groups to go to convention  

in Kansas City. As well, a portion of each sale supported the 

important work of Mennonite Central Committee (MCC) and 

Mennonite  Mission Network (MMN). 

Grown organically by small-scale farmers that Goshen College 

students have worked with during Study-Service Term in Peru, 

Menno’s Best coffee beans were harvested by local growers.  

They were packaged in the college’s student-run coffee shop,  

Java Junction, and shipped all over the country with love.

The story of Menno’s Best coffee

thank
 you!

Congratulations to the College Mennonite Church youth group in 
Goshen, Indiana, and Hesston (Kansas) Mennonite Church youth 
group for selling the most!

26,695
raised for  

youth groups
bags  

ordered

5,331
raised for  

MCC and MMN 

5,331
youth groups participated  

in this fundraiser

55



4   TheMennonite  |  August 2015  |  www.themennonite.org  

LETTERS
August 2015 |  Volume 18, Number 8

The Mennonite is the publication of Mennonite 
Church USA, which established three purposes for the 
magazine: to provide a forum for the voices within the 
denomination, to promote the ministries of Mennonite 
Church USA and to offer an editorial voice distinct 
from but collaborative with other leadership voices. 
The Mennonite (ISSN 1522-7766) is published on 
the first Tuesday of each month by the board for The 
Mennonite, Inc. Periodicals postage paid at Elkhart, IN 
46517 and at additional mailing offices. Subscription 
rates for one year: $46 to U.S. addresses and $54 USD 
to Canadian addresses. Group rates available. The 
views expressed in this publication do not necessarily 
represent the official positions of Mennonite Church 
USA, The Mennonite, or the board for The Mennonite, 
Inc. Scripture references are from the New Revised 
Standard Version unless otherwise noted.

POSTMASTER send address corrections to:
 3145 Benham Ave., Suite 4
 Elkhart, IN 46517

STAFF
 Executive director:  Anna Groff
  annag@themennonite.org
 Editor: Gordon Houser
  gordonh@themennonite.org
 Advertising, subscriptions: Rebecca Helmuth
  rebecca@themennonite.org
 Bookkeeper: Celina Romero
 Editorial assistant: Nora Miller
 Design: Mary Jo Veurink
 Editor emeritus: Everett J. Thomas

WEBSITE  www.themennonite.org

OFFICES
 3145 Benham Ave.
 Suite 4
 Elkhart, IN 46517
 phone: 800-790-2498
 fax: 316-283-0454

 718 N. Main St.
 Newton, KS 67114-1703
 phone: 866-866-2872
 fax: 316-283-0454

 3414 E. Fifth St.
 Tucson, AZ 85716
 phone: 717-606-6853
 fax: 316-283-0454

Mennonite 
Church 
USA 

Agenda, not color
I very much disagree with Beryl For-
rester’s comment on page 20 (July) that 
many Christians want to undo the pres-
idency of the first nonwhite president. 
It is because of his agenda, not his col-
or. The same goes for the lady who is 
trying to be the first woman president. 
It is her agenda and her track record 
that causes objections to her being 
elected to the highest office.—Lloyd 
Gingrich, Mercersburg, Pa.

Our unifying challenge
“As I have loved you, so you must love 
one another” (John 13:34, NIV). How 
many of us do that? Do we really un-
derstand what Jesus meant by “must” 
or “love one another”? Jesus gave his 
life for us. How close do we come to 
doing that out of love for others? 

“By this everyone will know that 
you are my disciples” (John 13:35). Can 
anyone tell me this is not one of the 
main themes of Jesus’ teachings? Did 
Jesus really not mean (in other words) 
that if we don’t love one another, no 
one will know that we are Jesus’ dis-
ciples? Maybe God wants us to focus 
more on Jesus’ commandments in the 
four Gospels. Doing that really makes 
me rejoice and worship.—Carl and 
Margaret Smeltzer, Harrisonburg, Va.

Misreading Romans 1
My problem with the article on Romans 
1 (July, page 29) is that Helmuth reads 
Romans through an individualistic lens, 
completely missing the point. Romans 

is primarily concerned with the social 
order, specifically Jew in relation to 
Gentile. In Romans 1:18-32, Paul 
describes a universal human order off 
kilter for its failure to acknowledge 
God’s rightful authority or appreciate 
God’s goodness, with the result that 
confusion reigns at the core of human 
identity in its most intimate expression 
through sexually active gender rela-
tionships. We might say that human 
dysfunction begins in the bedroom at 
the place where human life begins. 

Instead of finding identity in the 
Creator, people found their core iden-
tity in the creation alone and became 
like the beasts they were intended to 
govern. Drawing from Genesis, Paul 
is not describing the personal journey 
of any individual but rather the entire 
social group over time. Children born 
into this system became progressively 
disoriented (in future generations), to 
the point where they could not even 
perceive what gender they were, and 
behaved accordingly.  

The sexual disorientation expressed 
in the varieties of LGBTQ would then 
be the end result of a process by which 
some members of society take on the 
dysfunction of the whole system into 
their own personalities. In the case of 
our society, these people were made 
(until recently) the scapegoats of the 
entire macho system, hence the abuse 
heaped upon them. This conclusion, I 
propose, is preferable to the individual-
istic reading, which leads either to the 
blanket condemnation of all LGBTQ 
people or to dismissing Paul as funda-
mentally irrelevant and wrong, as the 
article does.—Philip Friesen, Minneap-
olis, Minn.

Misreading Leviticus 18
In Cindy Voth’s article “Listen to God 
and Each Other” (July), she refers 
to Leviticus 18 and suggests that its 
prohibitions against sexual immorality 
were “related to temple prostitution 
connected with idol worship and incest, 
which [were] present in their culture.”  
If, in verse 22, God had meant to say 
“Do not lie with a temple prostitute,” 
he could have said that just as easily 
and less ambiguously. If that’s what 

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



August 2015  |  TheMennonite  5

LETTERS

it’s about, the actual command allows 
a man to lie with a female temple pros-
titute (and the vast majority of male 
temple patrons would have demanded 
female prostitutes) and allows nontem-
ple prostitution. 

Remember that God had already 
prohibited idolatry with the First and 
Second Commandments.—Scott Smith, 
Greensboro, N.C.

Reflections on KC2015
I attended the Kansas City 2015 
convention as a “Pink Menno Grand-
mother,” wearing my self-made badge.  
I felt warmly welcomed by so many 
people, including LGBTQ folks, their 
families and other supporters of inclu-
sion in Mennonite Church USA. I will 
never forget the wonderful hugs and 
smiles of attenders as we met in the 
walkways and meeting places, and the 
beautiful music sung by Pink Mennos,  
joined by many others outside the 
delegate hall. I was encouraged by the 
passage of the forbearance resolution 
but was puzzled by the passage of the 
Membership Guidelines resolution, 
since that appeared to send an opposite 
message. Perhaps churches can choose 
whichever they wish.

The last worship service on Sunday 
morning will remain with me as I pray 
for inclusion of LGBTQ persons. The 

service began with joyful celebration, 
strobe lights and spirited comments 
about our wonderful week. As I sat 
there, I began to weep as I tried to 
imagine how this rejoicing must feel to 
an LGBTQ follower of Christ who was 
hoping to be welcomed into Menno-
nite Church USA this week but is still 
denied a voice. Then social activist 
Shane Claiborne came to the mike with 
a message that we needed to hear. He 
spoke of marginalized people who need 
to be included by the church, including 
LGBTQ folks. I’m glad that Claiborne 
was given a voice in our Mennonite 
convention, speaking for those who 
have no voice.—Ruby Lehman, Harri-
sonburg, Va.

What if?
What if a significant number of mem-
bers of Mennonite Church USA said 
we’re sick and tired of being part of a 
denomination racked by conflict over 
same-sex issues? No, we’re not leav-
ing, but we want to be part of a differ-
ent kind of church, a church not shaped 
by the culture wars. 

What if we refused to follow the old 
Mennonite impulse of splintering to 
keep the peace, and we also refused to 
adopt political means of remaking the 
church the way we think it should be? 
Rather, we want to be part of a church 

truly known for grace, love and forbear-
ance, all three. 

What if we want to be part of a 
church known for what binds us togeth-
er instead of what divides us? We want 
to put Jesus the Christ at the center 
of our corporate life and play down the 
separate “parties” to which we tend to 
gravitate? 

What if we were to humbly confess 
that this church isn’t our church; it 
belongs to Christ? We want to prayer-
fully commit ourselves to the leading 
of the Spirit to make us into the kind 
of church the Spirit wills, not what we 
want, even though that’s a leap of faith, 
and we have no idea where we all will 
land. 

And what if we had a critical mass of 
people who committed to such a vision 
for the church, people who came from 
all across the spectrum on same-sex 
matters and other issues that tend to 
divide us? 

Yes, what if?—Richard A. Kauffman, 
Goshen, Ind.

The magnitude of need is great
One evening we took my in-laws to 
a local ice cream hangout. As we sat 
in the car licking our delicious cones, 
talking and enjoying the beautiful 
evening, a guy approached. Standing 

IN THIS ISSUE

Kansas City 2015 is history. Our 
staff—Anna Groff, Rebecca 
Helmuth and I—were there, 

plus our intern, Anna Biesecker- 
Mast, and Vada Snider, who took 
most of the photos from Kansas City 
in this issue. See a gallery of her 
photos at www.themennonite.org.

In our feature section, pages 
12-29, as well as much of our news 
section, we bring you stories and pho-
tos from the convention. More than 
200 more delegates were at Kansas 
City than at Phoenix in 2013, but 380 
fewer youth came to Kansas City than 
to Phoenix.

We have extra copies of this issue. 

If you want to buy some, contact Re-
becca Helmuth, rebecca@themenno-
nite.org or call 800-790-2498. Copies 
are $4 each, plus postage.

You may have noticed in our July 
issue that we have a new cartoonist 
(see page 10). For years, we’ve run 
cartoons by Joel Kauffmann, who, 
sadly, died on May 8 (June issue, page 
6). Steve Edwards of Columbia, Ill., is 
now doing cartoons for us.

Our columnists weigh in on a 
variety of topics. Isaac Villegas (page 
8) writes a letter to Theda Good. 

John D. Roth (page 9) looks at the 
history of Mennonite World Con-
ference and asks where it might be 
headed. 

Ken Hochstetler (page 30) reflects 

on the Kansas City convention from 
his position as CEO of Everence.

Ryan Rodrick Beiler (page 31) 
laments the tabling of the Israel-Pal-
estine resolution at Kansas City and 
offers three lessons.

Matthew Shedden (page 52) 
reflects on the divisions in the church 
and asks if the Spirit may be working 
in this.

Ervin Stutzman (page 55) con-
siders delegates’ experience of table 
groups at Kansas City.

And Anna Groff (page 56) proposes 
adding a new constituency group to 
the Constituency Leaders Council. 

Our next issue (September) will 
report on the MWC Assembly hap-
pening July 21-26.—Editor

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

More delegates, fewer 
youth at KC2015
TUCSON, Ariz.—Three-hundred and 
twenty-four more adults, including 
more than 200 more delegates, attend-
ed Kansas City 2015 than Phoenix 
2013.

However, there were 380 more 
youth and youth sponsors at Phoenix 
2013. Pittsburgh 2011 had a total of 
6,701 with 2,573 adults and the rest 
children or youth.

There were 830 delegates in Kansas 
City and 627 in Phoenix.

Overall attendance was similar, with 
4,667 total individuals at Kansas City 
and 4,791 at Phoenix.

Glen Guyton, chief operating officer 
for Mennonite Church USA, reported 
the final numbers on July 7.

As reported earlier, attendance was 
slightly down at Kansas City 2015 for 
several reasons: Mennonite World 
Conference being held July 21-26 in 
Harrisburg, Pa., heaviness of conver-
sations planned for LGBTQ and sexual 
abuse issues, competing summer 
events and cost.

The next convention is scheduled 
tentatively for July 4-8, 2017, in Orlan-
do, Fla. “We may change the starting or 
ending date based on survey data,” said 
Guyton.

“I am hopeful Orlando will be an 
exciting destination and build upon the 
positive aspects of KC2015,” said Guy-
ton. “We are going to budget and plan 
space for around 4,200 people.

There will be a new model at Orlan-
do 2017: It will be one day shorter, for 
starters.

“We want an event that meets the 
needs of the next generation of Menno-
nites,” said Guyton. “Ideally, we want 
convention to be more affordable, more 

focused and more engaged with the 
local community.

The first planning meeting takes 
place in August, and convention-plan-
ning staff members hope to present 
a new model to the Executive Board 
soon after that.—Anna Groff

Intercultural mentoring 
program nurtures 
earning, leadership
GOSHEN, Ind.—College got a bit 
easier and more enjoyable this past 
academic year for some students at 
Goshen College, thanks to an innova-
tive peer mentoring program by the 
Center for Intercultural and Interna-
tional Education (CIIE).

Gilberto Pérez Jr., the college’s 
senior director of intercultural devel-
opment and educational partnerships, 
created the Intercultural Mentoring 
Program to help students gain study 
and goal-setting skills, improve their 
decision-making and conflict-resolution 
abilities and increase their civic en-
gagement through campus leadership.

Sixty-five students were paired 
with students from a higher class 

level—first-year students with juniors 
and sophomores with seniors. All the 
participants received merit-based 
scholarships last fall, and nearly all 
were first-generation students, who 
sometimes struggle to adjust to col-
lege. A central intent of the program 
was to foster mutual student support 
as well as to help students develop the 
intercultural leadership skills needed to 
thrive in diverse communities.

Overall, Pérez says, the program 
was a success, adding, “Goshen Col-
lege is more diverse and inclusive of 
the ‘other.’ Students of color have built 
relationships in the intercultural men-
toring program and are in more lead-
ership positions, which is a sign of an 
empowered student body. ‘Paso a paso’ 
(taking it step-by-step) will continue to 
be our approach.”—Goshen College

Restorative justice 
experts join Zehr 
Institute’s project 
HARRISONBURG, Va.—A three-year 
project to envision and map a positive 
future for restorative justice began in 
mid-2015 with a five-day meeting of 
36 people drawn from a wide range of 

Sing praise to God with many voices
The Kansas Mennonite Men’s Chorus performs on July 3 in the sanctuary of Grace 
and Holy Trinity Cathedral during Kansas City 2015.—The Mennonite

Attendance at KC2015
Adult: 1,853
Junior Youth: 114
Youth and youth sponsors: 2,371
Children: 143
Volunteers: 186
Total: 4,667
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—compiled by Gordon Houser

backgrounds by the Zehr Institute for 
Restorative Justice at Eastern Menno-
nite University (EMU).

“We sought to bring together a 
cross-section of restorative justice 
practitioners, theorists and innova-
tors,” says Carl Stauffer, co-director 
of the Zehr Institute and the project’s 
leader. “Some of the invitees were 
world-recognized in the restorative 
justice field, but others were invited to 
ensure that diverse and often-unheard 
voices would be represented.”

One-third of the 36 participants 
were from populations that are under 
threat socially and economically in their 
regions of the world. The genders were 
equally represented. One person was 
under age 21, though two other young 
adults had been expected to attend.

The idea behind the unusual mix-
ture of invitees was to foster provoca-
tive conversation about the possibilities 
for restorative justice (RJ), particularly 

for addressing structural injustices, 
says Stauffer.

The organizers wrote: “On the so-
cial margins, there is growing research 
and experimentation with RJ as a tool 
for addressing structural harms and 
injustices. This project will explore and 
document these emerging practices in 
order to recapture the revolutionary 
intent of RJ.”—EMU

Grants help students 
explore vocation, faith
BLUFFTON, Ohio—Rebecca Lapp 
returned to Guatemala to volunteer at 
the same orphanage she had visited 
following a semester-abroad program 
last fall.

Courtney Seffernick, meanwhile, 
sampled social work-related opportuni-
ties at an inpatient hospice center and 
a nonprofit organization in northwest 
Ohio.

Near or far, though, both Bluffton 
University students explored the link 
between vocation and faith as the 2015 
recipients of $1,500 Summer Discovery 
Grants from the university.    

Lapp, a junior majoring in Spanish, 
was among seven Bluffton students 
who spent last fall semester in Guate-
mala, combining academic classes at 
SEMILLA (the Latin American Ana-
baptist Seminary) with field placements 
for service.

This is the 12th year that Summer 
Discovery Grants have been available 
to Bluffton students interested in 
designing an experience that allows 
them to creatively explore connections 
between their faith journeys and voca-
tional discernment. Funding is through 
the Karl Schultz Discovery Funds, an 
endowment established through the 
gift of Bluffton alumnus Karl Schultz 
and his family.—Bluffton University

Henry Poettcker, 
seminary and GCMC 
president, dies
WINNIPEG, Manitoba—Henry Po-
ettcker, former president of Mennonite 
Biblical Seminary (MBS), Elkhart, Ind., 
and Canadian Mennonite Bible College 

(CMBC), Winnipeg, died May 24. He 
was 90.

In addition to a 36-year career in 
Mennonite education, Poettcker served 

from 1962-68 as 
president of the 
General Conference 
Mennonite Church. 

From 1978 until 
his retirement in 
1990, Poettcker was 
president of MBS 
and a professor of 

New Testament. MBS was one of two 
seminaries that constituted Associated 
(now Anabaptist) Mennonite Biblical 
Seminary.

Poettcker was born in Rudnerweide, 
Russia, on March 27, 1925. His family 
moved to Canada when he was a few 
months old, and he grew up on a farm 
near Pincher Creek, Alberta.

He attended Menno Bible Institute, 
Didsbury, Alberta, in 1942-43, where 
he met Aganetha Baergen. They mar-
ried in 1946. She died in 2014.

Poettcker earned a doctorate from 
Princeton (N.J.) University. He is 
author of a President’s Journey: The 
Memoirs of Henry Poettcker (CMU 
Press, 2009).—Canadian Mennonite 
University

EMM hires new director 
of communication
SALUNGA, Pa.—Scott Sundberg began 
serving as communications director at 
Eastern Mennonite Missions on June 
24. He will direct the envisioning and 
production of EMM communication 
pieces.

Sundberg serves as executive 
director of Anabaptist Communicators, 
an association of media, marketing and 
design professionals with an Anabaptist 
connection. He recently was director of 
development at Lancaster (Pa.) Menno-
nite Historical Society.

Sundberg is a graduate of Biola 
University in La Mirada, Calif. He has 
taught at Guangdong College of Edu-
cation, Guangdong, China; Southwest 
Petroleum College, Sichuan, China; and 
Ocean University, Shandong, China. 
—EMM

Contemplative 
worship at KC2015
A contemplative worship service was 
held on two evenings at KC2015. 
Each included hymns and Taizé songs, 
prayers for God’s presence and guid-
ance, silent reflection and mediation, 
plus a meditation on Luke 24.
—Gordon Houser
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GRACE & TRUTH
A word from pastors

A letter to Theda Good

Querida Theda,
That July evening, a few hours before 

our Mennonite assembly began, as we 
worshiped God together at Grace and Holy Trinity 
Cathedral, when you took your place at the Lord’s 
Table with Christ’s broken body in your hands, as 
I stood in front of you with my open hands, you 
glanced at my name tag and my stomach churned. 

I watched your eyes as you read my name, as 
you noticed the blue stripe indicating I’m on the 
denomination’s chief board, one that refused to 
recognize your pastoral calling: “We will not rec-
ognize Theda Good’s licensing,” we’ve declared, 
because you are married to a woman. I was afraid 
you might not offer me the 
bread in your hand because 
why would you? I’m part of a 
leadership group that reject-
ed your ministry; how dare I 
come to you and ask you to 
be my priest?

My hands trembled as I 
stood there, waiting to find 
out if you knew who I was, 
waiting to see if you would 
give me bread. When your 
eyes met mine, you must 
have noticed my wet eyes, 
tears dripping down my 
cheeks, down to my quivering chin. You whis-
pered to me as you placed Communion bread into 
my cupped hands—“the body of Christ broken for 
you, Isaac.” You recognized me as your brother, 
someone in need of Jesus, in need of what you 
held in your hands: Christ for me, communion 
with God and you. 

There, at the Lord’s Table, my vision blurred 
with tears, I saw your face aglow with the coun-
tenance of God, radiant with the Spirit. “To see 
your face is like seeing the face of God,” Jacob 
said to Esau, estranged siblings, “since you 
have received me with such favor.” You and I are 
estranged. Yet to see your face was to see the face 
of Christ, as you received from our Lord what you 
were now handing on to me. The Lord’s Supper—
that’s where I met you, where I saw you, where 
I recognized Christ in you, in the grace of Com-
munion: where, as the Apostle Paul says, “with 
unveiled faces we see the glory of the Lord as 
though reflected in a mirror.” Did you see Christ 
in me?

After Communion I blinked away the tears that 

welled under my eyelids and wiped my eyes and 
cheeks, but those tears came back to me every 
day that week, every day of our Mennonite con-
vention, every day when our people, our church, 
spoke and prayed and sang and voted. And the 
tears return to me now, back home, as I write to 
you.

Teresa of Avila once said that some tears 
were gifts from God, el don de lágrimas. “God 
gives them to us without any merit on our part,” 
explained the 16th-century theologian. “And if we 
do not acknowledge we are receiving them, we 
will not awaken ourselves to love.” The tears I 
received when you offered me Communion were 

divine gifts, perhaps, Tere-
sa’s regalos de Dios awak-
ening me to love, to Christ’s 
love: “spiritual consola-
tions,” signs of God’s gentle 
presence, bearing witness to 
God’s peace flowing through 
us, through you to me, 
through the bread you gave 
me, as I ate it and cried—a 
communion of tears, Christ’s 
love pouring out my eyes.

I saw you again later, 
in the delegate hall. You 
stood in line, waiting for 

your turn at the microphone, but you weren’t 
allowed to speak. Yesterday I saw your prayer 
online—the prayer you had prepared for us. Here 
at home, as I read your prayer on my computer, 
your words sound like the voice I heard when you 
gave me Communion, when you said, “The body 
of Christ, broken for you, Isaac.”

I’ll always remember your words for me, your 
prayer for our church, for all of us. I’ll write your 
prayer here, below, and hope that others, reading 
my letter to you, will also see in it good news. 

Que Dios te bendiga, Isaac
“Divine Light, Creator of Love, we come to 

you in need, in need of your touch as beloved 
daughters and sons, held in your unending love. 
… Let us not rob one another of our joy in the 
Spirit, the joy of our relationships, the joy of wor-
shiping you together. … May your gracious love 
and merciful justice seep into our community so 
that others will know of your love when they see 
all the fruits of the Spirit pouring from our lives. 
Have mercy upon us, this is our time of need. 
Amen.” TM

Isaac Villegas 
is pastor of
Chapel Hill (N.C.)
Mennonite Church.

After Communion I blinked 
away the tears that welled 

under my eyelids and 
wiped my eyes and cheeks, 
but those tears came back 
to me every day that week.
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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.

Whither Mennonite World Conference?

In September 1936, Orie Miller and Harold 
Bender, two rising leaders in the (Old) Menno-
nite Church, published an enthusiastic report 

in the Gospel Herald about their participation 
in the third “General Congress of Mennonites” 
that had convened a few months earlier in the 
Netherlands. At the time, most Mennonites in 
North America regarded such gatherings as either 
irrelevant or dangerous. Neither Miller nor Bend-
er attended as official delegates of their church, 
and Daniel Kauffman, the influential editor of 
the denomination’s periodical, expressed grave 
concerns about the meeting, noting “a wide range 
of differences in faith and life between different 
bodies called ‘Mennonites.’ ” 

In a later issue of Gospel Herald, John H. Mose-
mann, a leading bishop in Lancaster Conference, 
echoed Kauffman’s skepticism: “Since when does 
the gospel encourage the mingling of those who 
believe with those who do not believe? Would 
not a world conference of Mennonites be sorely 
displeasing to the Lord in the light of the fact that 
some of them are practically unbelievers?” 

When, in the aftermath of World War II, 
several North American Mennonites expressed 
interest in planning a fourth “Mennonite World 
Conference,” church leaders were still suspicious. 
Although the 1948 assembly, eventually organized 
by Mennonite Central Committee, is remembered 
today as a symbol of postwar reconciliation among 
Mennonites, the Virginia Conference formally 
went on record opposing the event, and disagree-
ments among Mennonite Church and General 
Conference Mennonite Church representatives 
on the planning committee were resolved only 
by dividing the meeting between Goshen, Ind., 
and North Newton, Kan. Moreover, organizers 
acknowledged it would be impossible to conclude 
their final worship service with Communion.

Today, the precarious and tension-filled begin-
nings of Mennonite World Conference (MWC) 
are nearly forgotten. Some 7,000 Mennonites 
from more than 80 countries gathered July 21-
26 for the 16th assembly of Mennonite World 
Conference in Harrisburg, Pa. The atmosphere 
of the meetings was joyful; the North American 
hosts—many of them from Mosemann’s Lancast-
er Conference—were enthusiastic and gracious, 
and for five days Mennonite and Brethren in 
Christ groups from around the world sang, shared 
and worshipped together, culminating in a joint 
celebration of the Lord’s Supper. 

But even though MWC is thriving today, faint 
echoes of the questions raised in 1936 and 1948 
persist. They include the following:

1. Conference or Communion? Should MWC 
focus primarily on organizing global assemblies—
cross-cultural family reunions in which we share 
music, exchange stories … and then go home? 
Or should MWC work more intentionally to-
ward greater unity in faith and practice, in which 
member groups read Scripture together, engage in 
mutual admonition, and bear each other’s burdens 
as members of the body of Christ united by the 
Spirit in our celebration of Communion? 

2. Internal focus or external representa-
tion? MWC began in 1925 as a setting for Euro-
pean Mennonites to celebrate a shared heritage 
and to collaborate in relief work. Since then, it has 
continued to promote a sense of shared identity 
within an Anabaptist-Mennonite family that is 
now global in scope. Yet increasingly, MWC is 
being asked to speak to external audiences as 
a representative of this tradition. This is true 
especially in ecumenical conversations but also 
in a growing number of settings where member 
groups are facing religious persecution, threats to 
land rights or political oppression. Should MWC 
respond even more aggressively in this new role? 
If so, in whose name is it speaking?

3. Networks or programs? MWC is made up 
of 102 groups representing some 1.2 million peo-
ple scattered across five continents. Yet compared 
with most other denominations, MWC’s adminis-
trative overhead is miniscule. In the past, MWC 
has thought of itself primarily as a facilitator of 
existing networks. The Mission Commission, for 
example, consists mostly of a coalition of Men-
nonite and Brethren in Christ mission agencies 
along with a network of various service and relief 
organizations that are committed to greater coop-
eration with each other. MWC provides a helpful 
umbrella for that collaboration to occur. But there 
is also increasing pressure for MWC to develop its 
own independent programs to serve the needs of 
its member groups. Is this a healthy direction? 

In contrast to 1936, the people addressing 
these questions today speak a multitude of 
languages and represent a beautiful diversity of 
cultures. Women’s voices are now part of the con-
versation, and our shared faith finds expression in 
a wide variety of contexts. In the midst of these 
changes, your voice matters. What should MWC 
look like 25 years from now? TM

What should 
Mennonite 
World 
Conference 
look like 25 
years from 
now?
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MISCELLANY
Items of interest from the broader church and world

the circumstances of the crime or that they 
have served time for it.

So what does this article recommend?
1. End the war on drugs. In fact, the drug 

war is ebbing: in 1997, drug offenders were 27 
percent of all prisoners; now they are around 20 
percent.

2. Amend or repeal rules that prevent 
judges from judging each case on its mer-
its. State and federal “mandatory minimum” 
and “three strikes” rules compel courts to lock 
up even relatively minor repeat offenders for 
most of their lives.

3. Reduce the prison population. “There 
are roughly 165,000 murderers and 160,000 rap-
ists in U.S. prisons. If America released every 
single prisoner who has not been convicted of 
killing or raping someone, its incarceration rate 
would still be higher than Germany’s.” But it 
would be a start.

4. Don’t lock up people for so long. Some 
49,000 Americans are serving life without the 
possibility of ever being released. (In En-
gland and Wales the number is 55.) “A 50-year 
sentence does not deter five times as much as 
a 10-year sentence (though it does cost over 
five times as much).” Money wasted on long 
sentences is not available to spend on catching 
criminals in the first place, which is a more 
effective deterrent.

There are reforms happening, but more is 
needed. The article concludes: “There is no sin-
gle fix for America’s prisons, but there are 2.3 
million reasons to try.” We all can add our voice 
to needed reform.—Gordon Houser

How to address a ‘jailhouse nation’

Perhaps most of us are familiar with the statistics: with less than 
5 percent of the world’s population, the United States holds 
roughly a quarter of its prisoners: more than 2.3 million peo-

ple, including 1.6 million in state and federal prisons and more than 
700,000 in local jails and immigration pens. Further damning stats: 
the U.S. incarceration rate has risen sevenfold since the 1970s and 
is now five times Britain’s, nine times Germany’s and 14 times Ja-
pan’s. At any time, one in 35 American adults is in prison, on parole 
or on probation. One-third of African-American men can expect to 
be locked up at some point, and one in nine black children has a 
parent behind bars.

We are, according to The Economist (June 20-26), a “jailhouse na-
tion.” While many bewail this situation, this article asks how to make 
America’s penal system less punitive and more effective. 

The first step is understanding the extent of the problem 
and clarifying what it does or does not mean. Some like to say that 
the decline in America’s crime rate in the last several decades is due 
to the increase in incarceration. 

While it may be true that “in the 1980s expanding prisons … did 
help slow the rise of crime by taking thugs off the street,” the article 
says, “mass incarceration has long since become counter-productive.” 

For example, the article points out, the number of prisoners over 
the age of 50 has more than tripled since 1994. “Many of these people 
are no longer dangerous, but locking up the elderly—and treating 
their ailments—costs taxpayers a fortune, typically $68,000 per 
inmate each year.” In addition, the longer prisoners are inside, the 
harder it is for them to reintegrate into society.

Prison has had a huge effect on working-class families, espe-
cially black ones. “Among African Americans aged 25-54, there are 
only 83 free men for every 100 women,” the article says. “Men be-
hind bars cannot support their offspring, and when they are released, 
many states make it preposterously hard for them to find jobs.”

In my volunteer work with people in poverty, I’ve seen that having 
a felony on one’s record makes it almost impossible to get a job. Em-
ployers won’t even consider a person’s application, no matter what 
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Keep the change
“The people who cheer loudest about change are those who have 
managed to turn a buck from it,” writes Nina Palumbo. “Losers don’t 
sing the glories of change. For example, peasant farmers in developing 
countries who are frozen out of their traditional markets by the swollen 
subsidies rich nations give their own producers probably have a good 
case for not liking change. Globalization is fine for the rich, less so for 
the poor. … Corporate cheerleaders like to trumpet change as a corpo-
rate virtue. I’d love to hear a CEO suggest this change: ‘Shrink my sal-
ary to five times the average of my employees, rather than 200 times.’ 
I guess the attraction of change has its limits.”—The Marketplace

Lord, have mercy
A.M. Stroud III, a former prosecutor in Louisiana, expresses regret 
for the role he played in sending Glenn Ford to death row in 1984. “I 
was 33 years old. I was arrogant, judgmental, narcissistic and very 

full of myself. I was not as 
interested in justice as I was 
in winning.” Stroud says he 
presented dubious evidence 
from a forensic pathologist, 
precluded black jurors from 
the trial (Ford, since exon-
erated, is black) and ignored 
the fact that the appointed 
defense attorney had never 
before tried a criminal or 
capital case. “I … hope that 
providence will have more 

mercy for me than I showed Glenn Ford,” Stroud said in a letter to the 
editor of the Times of Shreveport. “But I’m also sobered by the realiza-
tion that I certainly am not deserving of it.”—Christian Century

Water quiz
Which consumes more water: taking a 10-minute shower, growing 
10 almonds, producing a quarter-pound hamburger or washing a load 
of clothes? It’s the hamburger, by a wide margin. While a washing 
machine load uses about 35 gallons, producing the hamburger uses 450 
gallons. The conversion of protein from plants to animals is very ineffi-
cient. It takes 880 gallons of water to produce a gallon of milk.
—Christian Century

There is no reason that any private 
citizen in a democracy should own 
a handgun. At some point, that sim-

ple truth will register. Until it does, 
phones will ring for dead children, 
and parents will be told not to ask 
why. —Adam Gopnik in the New Yorker following the 
mass shooting at Virginia Tech in 2007

MISCELLANY
—compiled by Gordon Houser

Numbers to ponder
• Number of bike trips in the United States in 
2001: 3,314,000,000
• In 2009: 4,081,000,000
• Increase in biking as a share of personal trips for 
white Americans, 2001-2009: 20%
• For Asian Americans, 2001-2009: 60%
• For black Americans, 2001-2009: 90%
• Year the Clean Air Act was amended to expand 
government regulation of toxic air pollutants: 
1990
• Annual decrease in U.S. toxic air emissions since 
1990: 3 million tons
• Population immunity level needed to prevent 
sustained spread of measles: 92-94%
• U.S. measles vaccination rate in 2013: 91%
• Number of countries with a higher measles vac-
cination rate than the United States in 2013: 113
• Median net worth of U.S. black households in 
2013: $11,000
• Of U.S. Latino households in 2013: $13,700
• Of U.S. white households in 2013: $141,900
—Yes! Magazine
• Amount by which the average annual salary of a 
male nurse exceeds that of a female nurse in the 
United States: $5,100
• Number of times that Republican state attorneys 
general jointly filed lawsuits against the Clinton 
administration: 5
• Against the Obama administration: 68
• Average cost of a hospital stay in the United 
States: $12,000
• In Germany: $5,000
—Harper’s

Some things you didn’t want 
to know
By weight, we are 10 percent worms, mites, fun-
gi, bacteria and viruses. There is a species of mite 
found only at the base of the human eyelash, and 
80 species of fungus thrive on the average human 
heel.—from The Human Age: The World Shaped 
by Us by Diane Ackerman 

Watch interruptions
According to studies at Michigan State University 
and the U.S. Naval Research Laboratory, an inter-
ruption of only 2.8 seconds (like a blinking notice 
in the corner of your computer screen) can double 
the risk of error. Lengthen the interruption to 4.4 
seconds and the likelihood of error triples.—The 
Marketplace

31%
World’s languages (1,859 of 6,901) 
with no Bible translation started.

72%
Americans who believe the Bible is 

available in all languages.
—Christianity Today



Hope and lament
Delegates wrestle with tough issues amid prayer and      
discussion at tables and at the microphone

by Gordon Houser

Delegates hold hands during 
deliberations at their table 
groups. Photos by Vada Snider

Delegates to the Mennonite Church USA Assembly in 
Kansas City, Mo., began meeting on June 30 with high 
expectations and with the encouragement of moder-
ator Elizabeth Soto-Albrecht to “treat each other with 
love and respect.” In five days of meetings they consid-
ered eight resolutions and/or statements, deliberating 
around tables and surrounded by prayers. At the end of 
their meetings, incoming moderator Patricia Shelly said, 
“There’s been a wonderful spirit in this place, but there 
has also been much pain and uncertainty.”
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Endless war resolution
On July 1, Ruth Harder, pastor of Rainbow 

Mennonite Church, Kansas City, Kan., introduced 
the resolution. She said we should not pass this 
and see it as a trophy piece to brag about. 

During sharing at the microphones, Matt 
Pritchard, Pittsburgh, Pa., said he found the reso-
lution weak. “Can we not find the moral sensitiv-
ity to see the evil of boundless war by the United 
States?”

Amy Johnson, South Bend, Ind., also found it 
weak on action. She said it needs more detail on 
how we should implement it. “How do we consci-
entiously object today.”

Peter Lumsdaine, Clinton, Wash., who, it 
turned out, was not a delegate, proposed an 
amendment that “calls for an immediate ban on 
research, development, production and deploy-
ment of robotic and autonomous weapons, includ-
ing military drones, and associated artificial intel-
ligence technologies—placing them in the same 
category as chemical and biological weapons.”

This passed by a wide margin of the 868 dele-
gates, with only 20-25 opposed to it.

Later, having learned that a nondelegate had 
moved the amendment, parliamentarian Dick 
Thomas reported that the action remained valid. 
However, said Soto-Albrecht, nondelegates are 
not allowed to speak on the floor unless they 
receive permission from the moderator.

Forgiveness resolution
Following the action on endless war, Clyde 

Kratz of Virginia Mennonite Conference intro-
duced a resolution from 10 individuals and three 
area conferences to accept the apology of the 
Executive Board that came in a pastoral letter re-
leased April 8. Part of the confession in that letter 
said: “We acknowledge we have failed to equip 
our church to discern Christian faithfulness in re-
gard to same-sex relationships, which has result-
ed in a breakdown of trust and love.” Delegates 
voted overwhelmingly to offer forgiveness.

Israel-Palestine resolution
Tom Harder, pastor of Lorraine Avenue 

Mennonite Church in Wichita, Kan., introduced 
the resolution on Israel-Palestine, which calls for 
Mennonite Church USA to divest “from corpora-
tions known to be profiting from the occupation 
and/or destruction of life and property in Isra-
el-Palestine.” 

Palestinian brothers and sisters in Christ have 
asked for help, Harder said. “The resolution is in 
no way anti-Jew or anti-Israel,” he said, adding 
that it condemns violence by all sides, including 
the U.S. government, and affirms acts of nonvio-
lent love.

Femi Fatunmbi, Los Angeles, said he and 
other church leaders visited Israel this year. He 
“experienced tremendous pain” in the lives of 
Palestinians, many of whom said, “We don’t want 
to be pro-Israel or pro-Palestine; we want to be 
pro-peace.”

During discussion, Guy Smoker, Topeka, Kan., 
asked, “Who are we to judge who is sinful?”

Randall Koehler, Metamora, Ill., said many of 
his congregation’s members work for Catepillar, 
which is listed as a company they would need to 
divest from. 

Matthew Bucher, Harrisonburg, Va., said we 
should reach out to our Jewish neighbors and look 
at our own anti-Semitism.

Kurt Goering, Phoenix, Ariz., said this is a 
complex situation. “Can we demand peace when 
our own country is so violent?”

A preliminary vote showed the assembly 
evenly divided.

Smoker called for tabling the resolution for 
two years.

Can we not find the moral sensitivity to see the 
evil of boundless war by the United States?
—Matt Pritchard, delegate

Meghan Good, one 
of several designat-
ed for this, prays for 
delegates as they 
deliberate.



Gwen Gustafson-Zook, Goshen, Ind., said 
many more will be killed before we take it up 
again. “We are talking about real people here who 
are suffering.”

Shelly called for a ballot vote. The results, 
announced the next day, showed that it passed by 
a 55 percent majority.

Forbearance resolution
Perhaps the most anticipated resolutions of the 

assembly came up for action on July 2: one on for-
bearance and one on the Membership Guidelines.

But before delegates addressed those, a half 
dozen people from the Pink Menno group walked 
to the stage and acted out a satire of the proceed-
ings, announcing, “We heretofore resolve that 
those struggling with opposite-sex attractions at 
variance with the Mennonite confession of faith 
will not be recognized for their membership or 
ministry in the life of the church.”

Many delegates seemed confused by what was 
happening. Some in the back yelled that this was 
not allowed. Others sang. Soto-Albrecht asked 
that the microphone be turned off. After a few 
minutes, the group left.

Earlier, some members of Mennonite USA 
wore garbage bags during a hymn sing outside the 
delegate assembly to symbolize what they called 
“the de-pinking of the delegate assembly, a visual 
representation of the silencing of the LGBTQ 
community.”

Delegates then turned to discussion of the 
resolution on forbearance. Megan Ramer, pastor 
of Chicago Community Mennonite Church, and 
Charlotte Lehman, pastor of Reba Place Church, 
Evanston, Ill., introduced it. 

Ramer said that for her church this resolution 
did not go far enough, while for Lehman’s congre-
gation it went too far. Nevertheless, both said it 
was important to be together. 

Lehman said she didn’t want a political debate 
with bumper sticker statements. “Conflict is not 
the enemy,” she said. “We’ve heard the names we 
call each other … out of our pain and fear.”

She added: “Severing relationships should not 
be a substitute for learning how to have unity in 
the midst of our very real diversity.”

During discussion at the microphone, Tania 
Martinez spoke on behalf of Western District 
Conference Hispanic pastors. She said their letter 
was taken out of context and used by some to 
support a specific resolution. She said they affirm 
Article 19 of the Confession of Faith in a Menno-
nite Perspective, which says that “God intended 
marriage to be a covenant between one man and 
one woman for life.”

Nicolas Angustia, New Holland, Pa., modera-
tor-elect of Iglesia Menonita Hispana, said IMH 
has come to a strong decision in regard to sex-
uality, that marriage is for a man and a woman. 
Departing from this belief, he said, “is a rebellious 
stance toward the Bible.” He said they do not 
accept the research of people in various fields but 
accept the Bible as written. “If the issue is not re-
solved in the way we believe,” he said, “we have 
churches that are ready to secede.”

Michael Smith, Carlsbad, N.M., said, “We need 
each other.” His dear brother in Christ has views 
very different from his, but they are remaining 
in fellowship. “Those we disagree with are also 
trying to walk faithfully with Jesus,” he said.

Later, Phil Rosenberger, Aztec, N.M., the 
“dear brother Smith referred to, said he has 
misgivings about this but encourages everyone to 
embrace and love.”

Jane Roeschley, Normal, Ill., said, “We find 
God in the place of difference.”

Delegates voted and passed the resolution, 
with a 71 percent majority.

Resolution on the Membership Guidelines
David Sutter and Yvonne Diaz presented this 

resolution. They noted that it upholds the view of 

Severing relationships should not be a substitute 
for learning how to have unity in the midst of our 
very real diversity.—Charlotte Lehman, delegate

Michael Smith (left) and Phil Rosenberger affirm their 
relationship in spite of different beliefs.
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marriage in the Confession of Faith and intends 
to name some concrete ways we can live in the 
forbearance resolution. They said the Executive 
Board believed changing the structures of the 
church would not address the problems. “This is 
not an attempt to avoid talking about the conflict 
in the church,” they said.

Following discussion at tables, many spoke 
at the microphones, expressing confusion about 
what the consequences were for passing or not 
passing this resolution.

Aimee Voth Siebert, Denver, asked, “What 
happens when someone is at variance? How much 
trust do we have across the church?”

Jonathan Bowman, Landisville, Pa., asked, “Is 
this primarily a statement about our ideals or is it 
[for the purpose of] discipline?”

Barbara Gant, East Liberty, Ohio, said that 
“waiting another four years is painful.” She invit-
ed leaders to “come worship with us and see who 
we are.”

Deron Bergstresser, Goshen, Ind., asked for a 
moratorium on punitive action.

Mitchell Stutzman, Hesston, Kan., said there 
is a disconnect in the spirit of the two resolutions.

Andrea Zuercher, Lawrence, Kan., said people 
are disenfranchised.

Rachel Hartzler, Goshen, Ind., said passing it 
will make a difference in keeping some churches.

Ervin Stutzman, executive director of Menno-
nite Church USA, offered some explanations. If it 
doesn’t pass, he said, conferences can work out 
their own guidelines. The Constituency Leaders 
Council is not an authoritative body, he added, and 
moratorium (a word not used in the resolution) 
applies only to action on changing guidelines, not 
on conversations about it.

Delegates finally voted, and the resolution 

passed with a 60 percent majority.
Nancy Kauffmann and Terry Shue, denomi-

national ministers for Mennonite Church USA, 
talked about A Shared Understanding of Church 
Leadership, a working document. They said they 
wanted to clarify a section about pastors not al-
lowed to officiate same-sex ceremonies, but since 
the book is in partnership with Mennonite Church 
Canada, they are waiting for that body to agree to 
this. 

Willard Metzger, executive director of Men-
nonite Church Canada, spoke about its process of 
looking at this subject. He said its members don’t 
want to revisit the Confession of Faith but do want 
to be open to learning how to deal with same-sex 
relationships. 

Statement on sexual abuse
Although it is called a statement, the docu-

ment does “resolve to tell the truth about sexual 
abuse; hold abusers accountable; acknowledge the 
seriousness of their sin; listen with care to those 
who have been wounded; protect vulnerable per-
sons from injury; work restoratively for justice; 
and hold out hope that wounds will be healed, 
forgiveness offered, and relationships established 
or reestablished in healthy ways.”

After a period of table discussion, people 
moved to the microphones to express being in 
favor or against the statement. Those against it 
mainly said it wasn’t detailed enough or strong 
enough in certain areas. No one spoke against 
opposing sexual abuse.

Anita Amstutz, Albuquerque, N.M., spoke as 
a woman in ministry. “Anytime there is a power 
imbalance,” she said, “there should be transparen-
cy,” and there should be two people present.

Hannah Chappell-Dick, Bluffton, Ohio, said, 
“It’s important for parents to tell children they 
can say no to advances.”

Brenda Martin Hurst, Glenmoore, Pa., said it’s 
important to tell and to hear the truth, including 
from LGBTQ people.

Several people said that church leaders should 
be mandated reporters of sexual abuse.

Tom Sambecki, Newton, Kan., said, “We are 
disenfranchising LGBTQ individuals and doing 
violence to them.”

Charlotte Lehman (left) and Megan Ramer introduce 
the resolution on forbearance.

Anytime there is a power imbalance, there 
should be transparency.—Anita Amstutz, 
delegate
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One woman, who called herself a survivor of 
sexual abuse, said through tears: “I need you as 
a church to tell me that I am worthy … that I am 
not filthy. Please open your hearts to me.”

Soto-Albrecht asked designated prayer pastors 
to gather around her and pray for her.

Tyler Tully, San Antonio, made a motion to 
send the resolution to a committee to make 
changes and bring back a better motion the next 
day.

Cindy Voth, Goshen, Ind., asked if there’s time 
to do this. The committee that wrote the state-
ment said no.

Ryan Springer, Plano, Texas, said they needed 
to pass this today; the group can make updates 
during the next two years.

The motion to send it to a committee for 
changes was defeated, and delegates voted on 
the original statement. It passed with only three 
opposed and four abstentions.

Later, Allen Hirsch, an Anabaptist from Aus-
tralia, spoke to delegates about being missional in 
a post-Christian world by recovering the gifts of 
apostles, prophets and evangelists.

Final delegate session
Shelly opened the final session July 4 by 

acknowledging there “is deep pain among our 
LGBTQ brothers and sisters over some of the 
decisions we have made here.”

Then moderator Elizabeth Soto-Albrecht held 
up two name tags to represent individual dele-
gates, both progressive and traditionalist, who 

had chosen to leave the meetings because of the 
votes on Thursday regarding forbearance and the 
membership guidelines. She had them placed on 
the Christ table in the center of the room to sym-
bolize the pain of disagreement among them.

That pain became even more evident later 
in the meeting, when Soto-Albrecht announced 
that “our sister Valerie” and our sister from IMH 
wanted to share something. 

A man who is a delegate spoke first. “We are 
family members of LGBTQ individuals who cele-
brate who they are,” he said. “I did not expect to 
feel such sorrow.” He asked anyone to stand who 
had relatives or acquaintances who are LGBTQ 
and have felt pain from the church. At least half 
the people in the room stood.

“My daughter is not allowed to submit her 
MLI,” said another person.

Another said, “The Confession of Faith says 
God accepts all who come to him. I lament that 
families are divided.”

Another said, “I lament I was not allowed to 
stand in support of my brother. The silence is 
deafening.”

Another said, “The Confession of Faith says 
we believe God has created human beings in 
the divine image. I lament that my son is being 
reduced to an issue. I don’t want to be reduced to 
a mother of an issue. My son is a human being.”

Another half dozen or so spoke in a similar 
vein before Soto-Albrecht said they had to move 
on to other topics because time was short. She 

Delegates discuss a 
resolution in their 
table group.
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allowed one more person to speak.
Many supporters of those speaking cried, “No. 

Let them speak.” 
Then Madeline Maldanado, moderator of IMH, 

said that IMH is beginning a process of discern-
ment about the future of its relationship with MC 
USA. They will hold a special meeting before the 
end of the year. She asked for prayer.

The delegates then moved to other business. 
Later, Shelly said they had agreed to give the 
LGBTQ individuals five minutes to talk, and when 
they decided to cut off the sharing, she said, they 
could not see how many remained at the micro-
phones.

Statement on support for Palestinian and 
Israeli partners

Before this, delegates discussed a “statement 
of support for our Palestinian and Israeli part-
ners.” Rod Stafford, pastor of Portland Mennonite 
Church, said the statement is “meant to fill the 
void in the next two years and communicate our 
commitment to our partners in Israel-Palestine,” 
where Mennonites have worked for decades.

In the discussion on the floor, Ruben Chupp, 
Napannee, Ind., said, “Our government is com-
plicit in much of the violence there.”

Hal Shrader, Glendale, Ariz., encouraged peo-
ple to go to Israel-Palestine.

The delegates passed the statement, with no 
objections and two abstentions. 

After the vote, Alex Awad, a prominent Evan-
gelical Palestinian leader at Bethlehem Bible Col-
lege, received sustained applause, then expressed 
his thanks to Mennonites. 

“You taught us the principles of Jesus, how 
to love enemies and be peacemakers,” he said.   
“When there is peace in Israel and Palestine, you 
Mennonites are part of making that possible.”

He received a standing ovation.
AAMA resolution
Next, Ken Thompson, pastor of Friendship 

Community Church, Bronx, N.Y., introduced a 
resolution from the African-American Menno-
nite Association called “Expressions of Lament 
and Hope, which, in response to the murders 
in Charleston, S.C., and the burning of Afri-
can-American churches, called on Mennonite 
Church USA “to pray for the victims’ families, the 
local ministries in the communities where these 
atrocities occur, and the lives of our brothers and 
sisters living under the threat of violent, malev-
olent, and menacing spirits of hatred and oppres-
sion.”

Further, it said, “Mennonite Church USA and 
all its parts will continue to build awareness and 
direct resources and energy to continued an-

ti-racism education among our constituencies and 
to stand in solidarity with the African-American 
community as destroyed properties are rebuilt 
and ministry occurs to broken bodies and souls.”

During the brief discussion, Clair Good, Co-
lumbia, Pa., said the Executive Board should write 
a letter of commendation, and he recommended 
that Mennonite Disaster Service help rebuild one 
of the churches that was burned.

The resolution passed unanimously.
The antiracism team presented its report of 

how well the convention did. Among its many 
observations was the following: “The delegate 

sessions, where voting power lies, was primarily 
white. Out of 800-plus delegates, not even 10 
percent were people of color. Racial inclusion at 
this convention was outside the delegate hall. 
Until the delegate session looks a bit more like 
the seminar and learning sessions, no real change 
will occur in the broader church.”

In her closing remarks as moderator, Soto-Al-
brecht said she’s glad for the people of color who 
are in leadership in Mennonite Church USA. “We 
are not to place minority groups against each oth-
er,” she said, or place the LGBTQ group against 
people of color groups. 

Our communion is a gift, she said, “a calling, 
an open space where we can feel safe to dis-
agree.” She added that “we Latinos have been 
guilty of breaking unity.”

Further, she said, “We have done peace work 
around the world but have failed to do it here 
among us.”

She closed by saying, “I believe in the power 
of prayer and I believe in this church.”

Earlier, delegates had affirmed the slate of 
nominees for various positions. Shelly became 
the new moderator, and Dave Boshart became 
moderator-elect.

Gordon Houser is editor of The 
Mennonite.

We have done peace work around the world but 
have failed to do it here among us.—Elizabeth 
Soto-Albrecht, moderator



With Jesus
          on the road

Adults worship together and explore Luke 24 with various speakers

by Anna Groff with Gordon Houser

Despite the heavy conversations and decisions happening in the del-
egate hall during Kansas City 2015, adults came together for wor-
ship in the mornings. June 30 and July 5 worship services were joint 
adult and youth events. The speakers—mostly from within Mennonite 
Church USA—brought uplifting and challenging messages to the 
4,224 adult and youth attendees at KC2015.

Mennonites worship at KC2015. 
Photos by Vada Snider

18   TheMennonite  |  August 2015  |  www.themennonite.org  



August 2015  |  TheMennonite  19

The Jesus movement is costly
Michelle Armster preached at the opening 

joint worship for Kansas City 2015 on June 30.
She told the stories of five women from histo-

ry: Mary and Martha; the crippled woman healed 
by Jesus in Luke 13; Maeyken Wens, an early 
Anabaptist martyr; and Amanda Berry Smith, a 
former slave and evangelist.

These stories remind us that the Jesus move-
ment is costly, said Armster, who is director of 
Mennonite Central Committee Central States.

Of Mary and Martha’s story, she said, “Tradi-
tional interpretations of this Scripture have pitted 
the women against each other, and that’s not 
right.” Instead, Armster said, “Mary and Martha 
learned the teachings of Jesus and were sent be-
yond that house church … to actively participate 
in this Jesus movement.”

Of the woman who was crippled for 18 years, 
Armster said, “The story calls me to pause. How 
many times and how many ways do we continue 
to do this in the church? We are more concerned 
about piety, and we forget the promises of Jesus.”

Jesus confronted the economic, social and 
political institutions and demanded transformation 
for all people, she said.

“We can no longer be the quiet in the land 
when a young man walks into a church and mur-
ders people in a Bible study … or when education 
is being replaced by the prison industrial com-
plex.”

She closed with: The Jesus movement is not 
for the “comfortable, the satisfied or the insider.”

When tattoos are a bridge
In his message during adult worship on July 

1, Hal Shrader, lead pastor at Trinity Mennonite 
Church in Glendale, Ariz., began by saying he 
came to Mennonites the “old-fashioned way.”

“I chose to be one as an adult,” he said.
However, when he started attending Trinity, 

some were skeptical of his outward appearance. 
When he was ministering in California, the tattoos 
served as a “bridge to the culture,” Shrader 
said. “But for some Mennonites, tattoos—not a 
bridge,” he said.

After his introduction received laughs, Shrader 
went on to encourage and challenge the Menno-
nite audience.

He spoke on Luke 24—the Resurrection story.
“Where do we see ourselves in the story?” he 

asked. “Will the wonder we experience be awe-in-
spiring or fill us with fear?”

Shrader started with an example of wonder: 
John Paul Lederach’s book Reconcile, which was 
recently endorsed by pastor Bill Hybels at Willow 
Creek Community Church.

When Hybels plugged the book during a global 
leadership summit, it became number three in the 
Kindle store.

“The Mennonite church has a reputation that 
goes way beyond the inside,” Shrader said.

The influence of your heritage and theology 
can create wonder, he added.

He provided another example of reconciliation 
and wonder at work: his church’s work with a 
Muslim community center in Phoenix.

During a protest against Islam near a mosque, 
Shrader met a man from Phoenix, Jason Leger, 
who wore a T-shirt, “F___ Islam.”

Although protestors were encouraged to bring 
guns to demonstrate their rights, leaders from the 
mosque courageously talked with them.

We can no longer 
be the quiet in the 
land.—Michelle 
Armster

The Mennonite 
church has a rep-
utation that goes 
beyond the inside.
—Hal Shrader

Lois Gehman, 
Parkesburg (Pa.) 
Mennonite Church, 
and Calvin Bixler, 
Princeton, N.J., light 
a candle at the 
opening worship.



Later, Leger agreed to visit inside the center 
after an invitation from mosque leaders. He took 
off his shirt and turned it inside out so that the 
message on the front was hidden.

Shrader recounts what the man told him and 
the media: “I took a second to sit down and listen 
to them and actually enter their house. To watch 
some of their prayers, it was a beautiful thing, and 
they answered some of the questions I had.”

He later talked to Leger—and his tattoos were 
a bridge. 

It is so easy to get distracted by the fear and 
anger, said Shrader.

“If we embrace the opportunities, God can do 
amazing things with this denomination,” he said.

Scripture is the key to understanding 
Christ

For many of us, the Bible is a “book we already 
know” or it doesn’t feel relevant, said Patricia 
Shelly during her message during adult worship 
on July 2.

Shelly is professor of Bible and religion at 
Bethel College, North Newton, Kan., and the new 
moderator of Mennonite Church USA.

“According to our Confession of Faith, the 
Bible is the essential book as the church,” she 
said. “But how well are we connected to this part 
of our history?”

Shelly spoke from Luke 24.
“We don’t understand Jesus’ life and ministry 

without being immersed in the Scriptures—the 
Old Testament no less,” she said.

The Scriptures are the key to understanding 
Christ and walking with him on your faith journey, 
she said.

But there is a second insight from that chapter 
in Luke: “Christ is the lens through which we 

read the rest of the Bible,” she said.
Shelly concluded by reflecting on the title of 

her message: “The Word on the Way.”
“It has a simple wonderful simplicity to it. But 

also a profound truth,” she said. “The ‘Way’ refers 
to the Emmaus Road but also to our Christian 
journey.”

Also, the ‘Word’ has a double meaning, Shelly 
said. It is both Scripture and Jesus.

“Understanding Christ as the center of 
Scripture … makes the Bible a living Word in our 
midst,” she said. “It is not an ancient artifact.”

The need for uncertainty
Dale Schrag asked those gathered for adult 

worship on July 3 to imagine we were the “friend 
of Cleopas” in the Emmaus story in Luke 24.

“She may well have been his wife or he may 
have been a dear friend,” he said.

Schrag is retired director of church relations 
and campus pastor at Bethel College in North 
Newton, Kan.

Although Cleopas didn’t know immediately 
that the man he was talking to was in fact Jesus, 
Cleopas was “willing to engage the stranger and 
make himself vulnerable,” said Schrag.

However, if I was Cleopas or the friend, I 
would not have engaged the stranger, Schrag said.

Christ is the lens 
through which we 
read the rest of the 
Bible.—Patricia 
Shelly

Julia Dunster, 
Kidron, Ohio, (left) 
and Marilyn Ros-
siter, Dalton, Ohio, 
sing with other 
adults and youth 
at the opening 
worship.
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He went on to say he doubted many in the 
audience would have either, and he offered three 
reasons why.

First, the initial impulse of many cradle 
Mennonites of a European background is “social 
mistrust.”

C.J. Dyck, then professor at Associated (now 
Anabaptist) Mennonite Biblical Seminary, Elkhart, 
Ind., said he could tell which of his students were 
such cradle Mennonites without knowing their 
names or knowing them personally. They were 
the students who hesitated to talk in class until 
they felt safe.

“Mistrust of the stranger appears to be in 
the very DNA of cradle Mennonites,” he said, 
although we don’t have good reason.

Second, most of the audience is American, and 
we’re immersed in a fear culture.

Third, we live in a culture of certainty. “Cer-
tainty is in,” he said—for Mennonites and society.

“To change one’s position or acknowledge that 
the other side has a point is to commit political 
suicide,” he said. But certitude has practical and 
theological problems.

First, it inhibits hospitality and breaks down 
community, he said.

Second, he asked, “Doesn’t a position of cer-
titude make a mockery of those New Testament 
calls for humility?”

“We are not God. There’s always a possibility 
that we might be wrong,” he said. “That’s the 
human condition. Certitude represents a kind of 
heresy.”

He concluded with asking, Would Mennonite 
Church USA be in the current state of crisis if 
everyone would be a bit more uncertain?

“We need to be truly certain about only one 
thing—Christ,” he said.

A shared journey
During adult worship on July 4, Cyneatha 

Millsaps shared about her journey in Christ with 
Bonnie Neufeld and encouraged the audience to 
find others to walk with in their faith lives. 

Millsaps is pastor of Community Mennonite 
Church in Markum, Ill., and a Grace and Truth 
columnist for The Mennonite. 

“Bonnie and I met eight years ago,” she told 
the adults at worship. “The journey we have had 
together in Christ has been amazing. She proba-
bly knows more about me than if you would have 
asked me myself.”

Others’ lives open up Scripture for us, Mill-
saps said. “Through Bonnie, I understand who 
Christ is.”

Millsaps said that as a pastor she has talked to 
people who have struggled with divorce, addic-
tions, loss and grief—and feel terrible.

“After years of working with these people, that 
situation was bad, but God brought me through 
it,” she said. 

Hearing these experiences from others helps 
us understand God better. “That’s what it means 
to journey together,” she said.

“I pray that we will do more for one another 
and just hear each other’s stories,” she said.

Later, the adults celebrated Communion.
Holy troublemakers
The program book for KC2015 said that Shane 

Claiborne would be speaking at the closing wor-
ship on July 5. The title of his sermon was to be 
“On the Way,” based on Luke 24:25-26.

Certitude rep-
resents a kind of 
heresy.—Dale 
Schrag

Others’ lives open 
up Scripture for us. 
—Cyneatha 
Millsaps

A drama team from North Carolina presented Scripture to adults and youth.
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But when Claiborne took the stage he an-
nounced that he decided to scrap his sermon 
about 2 a.m. Instead, he said, he wanted “to honor 
the space you’re in now.”

The gospel calls us to community, and that’s 
a difficult call, he told the audience. However, he 
said, “one of the greatest witnesses we give the 
world is to disagree well.” 

He referred to the often-mentioned survey 
that asked people what they think of when they 
hear “Christian.” The top three responses: an-
ti-gay, judgmental, hypocritical.

Instead, he said, “We should attract the people 
that Jesus attracted and frustrate the people Jesus 
frustrated.”

In his desultory fashion, Claiborne noted that 
the church that plays together stays together. 
“Liberals and conservatives have both lost their 
joy,” he said. And social justice people, in particu-
lar, can be so serious.

He went on to affirm things the Mennonite 
church has brought to the world.

First is the idea that Christians are to be holy 
troublemakers in the world. “We’re meant to be 
a contrast society,” he said. “Holy mischief-mak-
ers.” Martin Luther King Jr. said we live in a 
world that’s become too adjusted to injustice. “We 
can be maladjusted to laws that are unjust.”

Second, Mennonites give us artful living in 
community—living simply.

“We have to critique the gospel of prosperity,” 
he said. He noted that the highest rates of loneli-
ness and suicide occur in the wealthiest areas of 
the world.

Mennonites, however, teach us that commu-
nity is possible. But that’s hard, mundane work, 
Claiborne said. “Everyone wants a revolution, but 
no one wants to do the dishes.”

Don’t look at how to include LGBTQ individ-
uals in five years, he said. They are already in the 
church. “We have to figure out how to be the best 

dysfunctional family we can be,” he added.
Finally, Claiborne offered a few friendly sug-

gestions as an outsider.
1. We need to fall in love with Jesus every day. 

Mother Teresa said, “I’m in love, and sometimes 
my spouse can be so demanding.” This is not just 
a theory but a love relationship, Claiborne said.

2. We need to share Jesus. “Those who have 
been the most evangelical have not been the 
most beautiful,” he said. “Sing louder. You have a 
beautiful voice.”

3. Don’t forget to pray. We don’t see a lot of 
miracles in our lives because we don’t need them.

Claiborne referred to the story of Jesus 
feeding the multitudes. Jesus refused to solve the 
problem without his disciples, he said. “All of us 
are to be part of God’s work.” 

Claiborne ended by praying that Mennonite 
Church USA have a renewed energy to be used 
by God. There are over 35,000 denominations, 
he said, and Jesus prayed that we all be one. “He 
prayed that our love would weave us together and 
make us one,” Claiborne said, “that we would go 

into this world and share that 
love.”—Gordon Houser covered 
Claiborne

Ann Groff is executive director of 
The Mennonite, Inc.

One of the great-
est witnesses we 
give the world is to 
disagree well. 
—Shane Claiborne

A group from 
Rainbow Mennonite 
Church in Kansas 
City, Kan., presents 
Scripture at the 
closing worship.



Youth encouraged
to walk the road

A variety of speakers encourage youth to walk with Jesus 
and with each other through life’s difficulties.

by Rebecca Helmuth

Youth at Kansas City 2015 heard stories of hard times 
but learned that Jesus is present throughout their lives. 
Speakers addressed sharing, struggle, purpose, hope, 
being lights, presence and unity. And throughout they 
worshiped together.Youth worship at KC2015. 

Photos by Vada Snider
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There is room for you
“There is room for you.” The youth broke 

bread together as they passed this statement 
from person to person at the close of the morning 
youth worship service on July 1.

Worship leaders Kim Litwiller and Rachel 
Gerber encouraged youth to examine the story 
from Luke of two disciples on the road to Em-
maus. With a photograph of a country road as the 
backdrop, Litwiller and Gerber connected the 
disciples’ walk with Jesus to the way God joins 

us in unexpected ways on the road of life. Gerber 
encouraged the group to avoid comparing them-
selves to the filtered “highlight reels” of people 
whose lives appear on social media and to be open 
to meeting others on their own walks.

The drama team reflected on the importance of 
food in bringing people together just as Jesus and 
the two disciples reconnected as they broke bread 
together. 

Isaac Villegas then spoke of an open table 
meal. The open table group gathers at a plastic 
folding table on the side of the road, where they 
hold hands and pray before eating together. Vil-
legas said his conversations are sometimes with 
friends and other times with strangers, but as 
they break bread together, each shares his or her 
struggles and joys. Like the disciples recognizing 
Jesus as they ate together, he sees the open table 
meals as a reflection of the future, where people 
you didn’t expect to see come together to break 
bread and fellowship.

As Villegas recounted the story of Jesus on 
the road to Emmaus, he noted that the disciples 
did not expect their friend to come back from 
the dead. But Jesus’ resurrection was personal 
for the disciples, as they realized that nothing 
would stop Jesus from being with those he loved. 
Villegas assured the youth that what Jesus wants 
is for everyone to enjoy a feast with him at the 
Lord’s table. He asked why the Mennonite church 
goes to so much work and expense to create a 
convention. “Because we believe that something 
happens when we break bread and share together. 
We all want someone to look us in the eye and 
say, ‘Stay with me.’ ” He encouraged the youth to 

follow the example of the disciples, who invited a 
stranger into their house.

Villegas pointed to the intentional relationship 
between two youth groups, Iglesias Luz el Evan-
gelio, Dallas, Texas, and Alexanderwohl Menno-
nite Church, Goessel, Kan.

The youth from each church take turns visiting 
each other and fellowshiping together over a pot-
luck meal, which he believes is the behavior that 
brings Jesus back to be with his people. 

Asha Beck, a youth from Park View Mennonite 
Church, Harrisonburg, Va., said: “I like the idea 
of talking with people over a meal to get to know 
them. I love all the youth together, united as one.”

The service ended with baskets of bread pass-
ing from hand to hand and people looking into the 
faces of their neighbor and saying, “There is room 
for you.” 

Where is Jesus in our pain?
Michele Hershberger, who teaches Bible at 

Hesston (Kan.) College, took the stage at the 
evening youth worship on July 1 for a Jimmy Fal-
lon-style Tonight Show parody: The Menno-Night 
Show.

Kicking off her talk show with Thank You 
Notes, Hershberger thanked the green conference 
lanyards for making Mennonites feel awkward on 
the streets of Kansas City and hipsters for making 
her Amish cousins look like they dress in cut-
ting-edge fashion.

Hershberger’s banter took a serious turn 
when she asked, “Where is Jesus when tragedy 
strikes?” She then interviewed three individuals, 
inviting two to sit on a couch on stage and talking 
with a third via Skype. Each shared stories of 

tragedy and pain.
•In the Skype interview, Alyssa Rodriguez, 

a health clinic worker in Iowa, shared the story 
of her rape while on a two-year service term in 
Quito, Ecuador. She became pregnant from the 
assault. When Hershberger asked where Jesus 
was during this time, Rodriguez admitted she did 
not want to tie Jesus to this ugly, awful thing and 
did not know where he was at the time.

•Kim Litwiller, pastor and convention worship 
leader from East Peoria (Ill.) Mennonite Church, 

We all want some-
one to look us in 
the eye and say, 
‘Stay with me.’
—Isaac Villegas 

In the middle of easy 
answers and despair, 
just stay in the mid-
dle.—Michele 
Hershberger
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talked about her longing for heaven from the age 
of 2, after she learned of her father’s death. She 
shared the loneliness, confusion and anger that 
swelled until middle school, when her mother be-
gan going to church. After two years of trying to 
remain invisible in Sunday school, Litwiller found 
acceptance in her peers. Her anger returned 
when her best friend was killed in a car crash at 
age 16. She stood at the site of the accident won-
dering why this had happened and asking, Where 
was Jesus?

•Hershberger’s final guest, Ted Swartz, shared 
the pain of losing his best friend and comedy part-
ner to suicide. He spoke of the paradox of working 
in comedy, sharing Bible stories full of messages 
of love and hope, and struggling with depression. 
Swartz talked of experiencing his own depression 
following the death of his friend and said, “Grief 
does odd things to you. When you’re in shock, 
you’re not the same person. And yet you are.”

Hershberger said the stories told by Rodri-
guez, Litwiller and Swartz were sacred stories 
and assured them their stories touched the listen-
ers. She acknowledged that life is often difficult 
and messy and sometimes Jesus is nowhere to be 
seen.

Hershberger asked that everyone give them-
selves permission to feel the way they feel, to 
continue believing in Jesus “even when he can’t 
be seen or heard. Reject despair.”

“In the middle of easy answers and despair, 
just stay in the middle,” she said.

Steve Nelson, a youth pastor at Lower Deer 
Creek Mennonite in Kalona, Iowa, said he hoped 
the youth came away from the evening knowing 
God is always there, “even when we don’t know 
it. Just like the story on the road to Emmaus,” 
he said, “Jesus was right in front of the disciples, 
even though they didn’t see him.”

Purpose in the process
How can Christians connect tomatoes, cucum-

bers, eggs and the road to Emmaus?
On July 2, Lesley McClendon, youth pastor at 

Calvary Community Church, Hampton, Va., illus-
trated the “purpose in your process and hope for 
your journey,” using familiar foods to represent 
each person in the room.

There is purpose in the process, she said. 
Tomatoes are delicate and soft to the touch and 
represent those who can’t take criticism, are eas-
ily offended yet can be chopped into a tasty salsa. 
The cucumber is tough and often stands alone, 
waiting to be sliced and diced, but it must learn 
to endure long periods of soaking in order to turn 
into a pickle. Eggs stand firm but must experience 

heat to be palatable.
According to McClendon, those who identify 

with the egg are often cracked and in pain, “but 
God says sometimes it’s not until you are broken 
that I can use you.”

McClendon assured the youth that God knows 
his people in advance and calls them to him to 
give them his glory. She explained, “Whatever 
you’re going through, there is purpose to your 
pain,” using the Apostle Paul’s assurance that 
nothing can separate us from God even when 
we’re broken.

McClendon challenged the youth to allow 
Christ to love them so they can understand 
Christ’s message and pass it on, just as Jesus 
challenged Cleopas and his friend on the road to 
Emmaus. McClendon pointed to Jesus’ promise 
that there is nothing people can do to lose his 
love, and thought should be given to forgiveness 
and hope in Jesus Christ.

“Christ in you. Christ in me. There is purpose 

in your process and hope in your pain.”
Help others walk away from empty tombs
“Help others walk away from their empty 

tomb,” said Cyneatha Millsaps as she spoke to 
the youth during the morning worship service on 
July 3. Millsaps, pastor of Community Mennonite 
Church in Markham, Ill., connected the image of 
disbelieving disciples returning to Jesus’ empty 
tomb to the traumas of her childhood.

When she was around 9, her mother suffered 
what was then called a nervous breakdown. She 
was a paranoid schizophrenic whose erratic be-
havior sent Millsaps and her siblings to the safety 
of a neighbor’s house, where they passed the time 
until their mother’s hallucinations abated. 

Like the disciples running to the empty tomb 
and not expecting to find a living Jesus, so Mill-
saps hoped and prayed her mother would return 
to the person she remembered from her child-
hood. “Again and again I returned to the empty 
tomb that was my mother.”

She recalls no one in her life telling her, “What 
you’re looking for is no longer here.” So she kept 

It’s not until you are 
broken that [God] 
can use you.
—Lesley 
McClendon
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returning to the empty tomb, hoping her mother 
was there.

Millsaps now works with young people who 
are searching for love, acceptance, community 
or financial means. She sees these young people 
returning to their empty tombs hoping something 
new will be in their place, returning to abusive 
relationships in search of the love experienced 
in the past. Millsaps challenged the youth to stop 
running to their own empty tombs and to hear 
the question, Why are you looking for the living 
among the dead?

“Our churches have become empty tombs,” 
she said. “People are looking for a place to belong, 
to be accepted.” She called for the youth to be 
the church in action, a blessing to someone else. 
“Don’t get stuck. Don’t stand still hoping this will 
change.”

Millsaps assured the youth that if they look to 
Christ, he will give them something new. “Get to 

a place where you can speak your own truth in all 
the messiness that it is,” she said and reminded 
the group that when they let people in, they will 
see Christ, and he will send you someone, a com-
munity of people. “We have a God who loves us 
so much; all you have to do is believe,” she said. 
“God has a plan and will make it possible as long 
as you look around. Help people walk away from 
their empty tombs.”

Get your hands dirty to change the world
“You, the social media generation,” said Glen 

Guyton to the youth at the July 3 worship service, 
“you must go and get your hands dirty in order to 
change the world.”

Guyton, chief operating officer and director of 
convention planning for Mennonite Church USA, 
spoke passionately and urged the youth to avoid 
spreading Christ’s message passively through 
Facebook and Twitter.

Instead, he said, “Become the hands and feet 
of Jesus with each other and passionately share 
the love of Christ.”

Referring to his background as an Air Force 
officer and an African American, Guyton admitted 
he doesn’t fit the Mennonite profile.

“But for some reason,” he said, “God called 

me to be here. And it is by the grace of God that I 
am here.”

He joked that “Anabaptists talk about how 
great we are” but are too caught up in rules, laws, 
heritage and human traditions.

“There is a time for bold statements. There is 

a time for lament,” he said. “But you must walk 
with people in need in order to change the world.”

Speaking to the actions of the Delegate As-
sembly in Kansas City, Guyton urged the youth 
not to concern themselves with whether or not 
Mennonite Church USA stays together. Instead, 
“your concern should be that the church remains 
relevant to this world.”

The assembly cheered as Guyton contin-
ued: “Stop protecting our churchiness and stop 
protecting our institutions. Let’s go change the 
world.”

He pleaded with the crowd to let Jesus light a 
fire within them and let that fire burn.

As Guyton stepped back, his daughter Andre-a 
took to the darkened stage, glowing neon brace-
lets encircling her wrists and ankles.

Spinning, dipping, rising and rejoicing, she 
used interpretive dance to illustrate the lyrics to 
the hit song “Burn” by Ellie Goulding.

Guyton concluded his message by saying, 
“When Jesus becomes the conduit through which 
we interpret the Bible, Christ will open our eyes.”

His final instructions charged the assembly to 
“let your lights shine and spread that fire on your 
journey.”

The presence of Christ
Michele Hershberger once again wrapped 

herself in a Jimmy Fallon-inspired Tonight 
Show persona for the culmination of her earlier, 
emotional interviews. She welcomed back Kim 
Litwiller, Ted Swartz and Alyssa Rodriguez to The 
Menno-Night Show.

“If you’re feeling lost, the last thing you need 
is to feel guilty about not finding Jesus,” she said. 
“Whether it’s laughter or tears, we need to go 
back to that sacred space, referring to her descrip-
tion of the stories of trauma and pain as told by 
Litwiller, Swartz and Rodriguez. 

Litwiller talked about standing at the sight of 

God has a plan and 
will make it possible 
as long as you look 
around.—Cyneatha 
Millsaps

Let your lights shine 
and spread that fire 
on your journey.
—Glen Guyton



her friend’s accident. “I was feeling all those old 
feelings churning inside me when I felt Christ’s 
presence. He assured me he was there,” she said.

“He was with me,” she said, “and I could look 
back and see he was there with me as a 2-year-old 
and as an angry sixth-grader in Sunday school as I 
accepted him into my life.” Looking at the events 
of her life, Litwiller celebrated the presence of 
Jesus. “There is so much comfort and strength to 
see him there,” she said. 

Hershberger acknowledged that Jesus being 
real doesn’t guarantee that tragedy won’t strike. 
Litwiller agreed, saying, “The knowledge of 
Jesus’ presence has given me courage.”

“We as Anabaptists think we should be able to 
walk together, but we have these inadequate tools 
called words,” Hershberger said. She said people 
often think they are helping with their words but 
are really trying to fix quickly what is wrong. 

Swartz noted that his career was wrapped 
up in his relationship with Lee. “Suicide is the 
trauma that keeps on giving,” he quipped, “but we 
make the way by walking.” “In this world there 
is grace; in this world there is love,” he said, “but 
there is never enough. We break pieces off and 
pass them along.”

Rodriguez returned to Hershberger’s words to 
her: “You are one of my heroes because you are 
here and you’re smiling. You didn’t let the rape 
devastate you.” Rodriguez said: “My story didn’t 
end with being raped and becoming a mother. 
Jesus was present in my story.” She recounted 
her feelings of failure at returning to her church 
in Iowa before her term was over, feeling she 
wouldn’t be welcomed back. Instead, she was 
embraced by her church. “They showed me they 
cared,” she said, “and helped me see my worth 
and my baby’s worth.” 

“Tragedy is not the only way to grow spiritu-
ally,” said Hershberger. “God did not want this to 
happen. He was sad. God had pain.” 

Rodriguez announced that her daughter turned 
1 the day before. Hershberger held the wide-eyed 
baby and invited the assembly to sing “Happy 
Birthday.” 

Carrying Rodriguez’s daughter to her guests, 
Hershberger asked what lessons could be taken 
away from their experiences. 

“Christ’s presence in our lives is not depen-
dent on our ability to see him,” said Litwiller. 

Rodriguez acknowledged a spiritual physics: 
“Something must die for something else to live.” 

“Jesus is often not recognized until something 

is broken,” said Swartz. “And sometimes what is 
broken is you.”

The power of one
“Everybody calls me Coach Val,” said John 

Valenzuela, senior pastor at 210 Church in San 
Antonio, Texas, and speaker at the evening youth 
worship on July 4. He encouraged the youth to 
focus on the things that unite the church and 
focused on the power of one.

To illustrate this, he asked the assembly to 
shout out the name of their home state, then the 

name of their congregation, and finally the name 
of their Savior. He pointed out that the voices 
were strongest when shouting the name of Jesus, 
because, he said, “when we focus on the things 
that unite us, we cannot be divided.”

Valenzuela shared his belief that the Good 
News is spiritual, not intellectual or emotional. 
“The most mature Christians are those who can 
distinguish between the spiritual and emotional,” 
he said. He listed the five emotions humans expe-
rience: happiness, anger, fear, grief and envy, and 
estimated that people have an 80 percent chance 
of experiencing a negative emotion each day. 

Valenzuela said spiritual attributes (love, joy, 
peace, patience, goodness, kindness, faithfulness, 
gentleness and self-control) outnumber negative 
emotions, so Christians should focus on those. 
“When love is felt, the gospel is heard,” he said.

“One of the biggest challenges in the church,” 
he said, “is that we’re trying to be popular instead 
of influential. We tell people what they want to 
hear, not what they need to hear.” He added, 
“Jesus will tell you what you need to hear because 
he cares about you.” Valenzuela challenged the as-

sembly to love Jesus every day. 
“People will see that passion 
and feel his love, too.”

Rebecca Helmuth is director of 
advertising and subscriptions for 
The Mennonite, Inc.

When we focus 
on the things that 
unite us, we cannot 
be divided.—John 
Valenzuela
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Clockwise from above (this page): A youth from Lee Heights Com-
munity Church in Cleveland helps with cooking at a servant project; 
Jill Yoder, Mt. Pleasant, Pa., and Gavin Brown, Portland, Ore., do an 
art project; John Murray, Hesston, Kan., at a prayer table; conven-
tion-goers do Zumba dancing; Sherah-Leigh Gerber, Harrisonburg, 
Va., and Claire DeBerg, Minneapolis, check out their tattoos at the 
Mennonite Women USA booth. Opposite page from top: Oliver Mill-
er, Hesston, Kan., with a ball; junior youth practice a worship drama; 
10-month-old Karsten Budipradigdo, Knoxville, Tenn., at the Bethel 
College booth; Justin Earlywine, Freeport, Ill., gives blood; Maia 
Booker, Christina Troyer and Greg Yoder of The Walking Roots Band 
in junior high song writing learning experience. Photos by Vada Snider
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LEADERSHIP
A word from Mennonite leaders

Kansas City reflections

It was good to be at our church’s convention last 
month in Kansas City, Mo., representing more 
than 350 of my associates at Everence.

The theme focused on the road journey to 
Emmaus. Last year was a time of journey for 
me. Receiving a call to Everence, I left a 29-year 
career in secular financial services companies in 
eastern Pennsylvania, where I worked in banking, 
insurance, investment advisory and charitable 
services. Sue, my wife, and I moved to Indiana, 
where I grew up. 

During those 29 years, I had the opportunity 
to serve the community and my congregation, 
Blooming Glen Mennonite. Coming to Everence 
brought together my vocation in financial services 
and my avocation in community and church ser-
vice, prompting me to think a lot about calling. 

In the convention passage about the road 
to Emmaus, one verse, Luke 24:19, flashes back 
to Jesus’ life, “[Jesus] was a prophet, powerful in 
word and deed before God and all the people.”

Jesus was powerful in word and deed. Follow-
ing his model in our actions remains a central 
spiritual discipline for our faith community. This 
discipline is embedded in the foundation of Ever-
ence. Our mission reflects the Anabaptist yearn-
ing to walk the talk through stewardship.

Last month, Everence celebrated its 70th 
anniversary. Our organization began in 1945. 
Its first program was offering loans to help young 
adults, returning from Civilian Public Service, or 
CPS, to get reestablished.

Everence continues to serve young adults who 
are getting their feet on the ground. Watch a video 
of the story of one such couple in Colorado, Beth-
any and John Simpson, at everence.com/ar.

At Everence, we pay attention to life stag-
es. Bethany and John are at one life stage; others 
we serve are at different places, with different 
needs. We’re on a journey through life, like Jesus’ 
followers on the Emmaus road. Everence advisors 
accompany people on life’s journey, helping them 
navigate financial decisions in ways that express 
their values.

We counsel people about how to be intention-
al with money. For years, Everence has helped 
people plan their future. Now we’re helping them 
with financial planning in a more focused, sys-
tematized fashion. I love hearing our clients say 
they’re now able to be more generous than they 
ever imagined to their congregations and causes 
important to them.

Planning shapes our good intentions into 
action, making sure our money does what we 
want it to do so that our thoughts about money 
match what actually happens to it. In our corpo-
rate video, also learn the story of Abe Landis, 
from southeastern Pennsylvania, who put his good 
intentions into motion.

Abe has great passion to help others through 
his charitable gifts. I was privileged to know him 
when I lived there. And, Everence is privileged to 
work with many people like Abe. Last year people 
donated over $54 million through Everence to 
charitable causes. 

This level of generosity is possible be-
cause many people come together, from 
multiple Mennonite and Anabaptist faith com-
munities, to manage and share their resources. 
In addition to Mennonite Church USA, Everence 
serves another 25 denominations.

Within our church, even when we don’t see 
eye to eye on various issues, we work together 
on advancing Christian stewardship. People unify 
around the idea that everything we have comes 
from God and that we want to be good stewards of 
our gifts. 

Lastly, I want to recognize pastors. Since 
1963, Everence has managed their retirement 
plan, Mennonite Retirement Trust. Last year, we 
partnered with Iglesia Menonita Hispana to ini-
tiate a new program to encourage more Hispanic 
congregations to participate in the plan. 

We administer The Corinthian Plan, the mutu-
al-aid health plan for pastors, on behalf of Menno-
nite Church USA. And we offer financial education 
to pastors, including within seminaries. 

Now, Everence has been invited to apply for a 
Lilly Endowment grant to deepen our work with 
pastors on their personal financial issues. Our 
initial research shows that pastors struggle with 
money issues like everyone else. 

Pastors told us their biggest concerns include 
retirement planning, student debt and basic mon-
ey management. We’re working with denomina-
tional leaders to design a program to be funded by 
Lilly to help pastors in these areas. 

Everence looks toward the future with hopeful 
expectation. In our strategic plan, we’ve named a 
goal of strengthening stewardship and generosity 
within congregations. We see this work as con-
tributing to healing and hope on the road ahead, 
wherever it takes us. TM

Ken Hochstetler
is president and 
CEO of Everence, 
the stewardship 
agency of Menno-
nite Church USA.

Our mission 
reflects the 
Anabaptist 
yearning 
to walk the 
talk through 
stewardship.
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OPINION
Perspectives from readers

Ryan Rodrick 
Beiler is a free-
lance journalist 
in Oslo, Norway. 
He worked with 
Mennonite Central 
Committee in Israel 
and Palestine from 
2010 to 2014.

Three lessons from the Israel-Palestine ‘balagan’

Aresolution at the Mennonite Church USA 
convention (KC2015) called for “withdraw-
ing investments from corporations known 

to be profiting from the occupation and/or destruc-
tion of life and property in Israel-Palestine.” 

The resolution came in response to the Kairos 
Palestine document. Signed by more than 3,000 
Palestinian Christians and the heads of 13 denom-
inations, it calls for “boycott and disinvestment as 
tools of nonviolence for justice, peace and security 
for all.”

Two other denominations considered similar 
actions that week. The United Church of Christ 
passed its resolution. The Episcopal Church did 
not. At this critical juncture, a yes from MC USA 
could have been a milestone toward a just peace. 
Instead, the vote to delay it for two more years 
hung a millstone around the movement’s neck.

“I am surprised [at this], coming from a peace 
church so committed to the principles of respect, 
equality and love taught by our Savior,” said Nora 
Carmi, a representative of Kairos Palestine who 
has met with many Mennonite groups. 

Instead of a kairos moment, we had “balag-
an”—a Hebrew slang term I learned from Israeli 
friends, meaning “a big mess.” 

“Two American Christian church denomina-
tions dealt a setback Thursday to a pro-Palestinian 
economic campaign,” said the New York Times 
on July 3. “One step forward and a step and a half 
back,” said the Israeli newspaper Haaretz. 

This moment was also significant for 
coming one year after an Israeli military offensive 
that killed more than 2,200 Palestinians in Gaza, 
two-thirds of them civilians. 

A journalist friend present during the blood-
shed met Ahmed Al-Hashash, a school admin-
istrator who lost seven members of his family. 
Israeli missiles killed his wife and all his sons as 
they fled their home. Ahmed pulled shrapnel from 
the body of his 4-year-old daughter Meena with 
his own hands because no doctor was available to 
treat her wounds.

Even from a Just War perspective such 
violence is disproportionate when compared to 
the 67 Israeli soldiers and six civilians who were 
killed by Palestinian militants.

“We need to reflect together on what it means 
to be peacemakers in a situation of massive injus-
tice,” André Gingerich Stoner, MC USA’s director 
of holistic witness told me recently. “Many people 
view the conflict as a fight between equals, rather 

than one where one person has their boot on the 
throat of another.”

Even though the resolution states in balanced 
terms, “we condemn the use of violence by all 
sides,” some still worried that the resolution was 
“one-sided.” But the default position for the U.S. 
taxpayer is already “one-sided”—in favor of Isra-
el. Since its founding in 1948, Israel has received 
more U.S. aid than any other country—$121 
billion—almost all of it military.

It is not “one-sided” to seek an end to our 
complicity in occupation. As Ron Byler, Menno-
nite Central Committee U.S. executive director, 
explains, “Our government ensures we do no 
harm to Israel, while there is no such care for 
Palestinians.” 

A statement in “support of Palestinian and 
Israeli partners in peacemaking” passed at the 
end of the convention said, “We have much work 
to do” over the next two years. Here are three 
lessons to guide that work:

1. Educate the opposition.
Convention planners expected the resolution 

to pass easily and scheduled the vote before the 
14 educational sessions relevant to the topic. Star 
witnesses like Palestinian pastor Alex Awad spent 
the week testifying after the fact. As Awad told 
me, “Many who were confused when they cast 
their vote came and expressed to me regret, and 
some even offered apologies.”

2. Tell stories.
Having lived in Palestine for four years, I 

easily forget that others do not share my passion 
for these issues. We can’t assume others will be 
sympathetic. Telling stories can be far more effec-
tive than providing dry facts. 

3. Be courageously honest.
We must not be more afraid of hurting people’s 

feelings than we are about profiting from human 
suffering. We can reject anti-Semitism while 
remaining clear about Israeli injustice. Listen to 
Sahar Vardi, a Jewish Israeli who served three jail 
terms for refusing the military draft:

“I have no doubt the Mennonite church will 
divest from Israeli occupation. It’s just a question 
of time, time in which more and more Palestin-
ians lose their lands and personal freedoms, more 
Palestinians and Israelis lose their lives, and your 
church keeps making profit off of this.”

In 2017, will we be ready for another kairos 
moment? In Palestine, we would say “inshallah,” 
Arabic for “God willing.” 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.

We must 
not be more 
afraid of 
hurting 
people’s 
feelings 
than we 
are about 
profiting 
from human 
suffering.
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Hopi Mission School restructuring recommended
No permission to use Mennonite property until cooperation with task force

Atask force convened in July 2014 to address concerns 
about the administration and financial ethics of Hopi 
Mission School (HMS) in Kykotsmovi, Ariz., present-

ed a list of recommendations to the HMS school board and 
staff in early June.

The recommendations, approved by the Mennonite 
Church USA Executive Board in April, included informing 
the current HMS board, administration and staff that, effec-
tive June 30, the organization as it is currently structured 
and operating would not have permission to use the Menno-
nite property where the school is situated.

HMS is a K–8 school affiliated with Mennonite Education 
Agency and located on land that was deeded to Mennonite 
Church USA specifically for the purposes of Anabaptist edu-
cation and mission. The school was founded in 1951 to meet 
the interests of Hopi Christian families desiring alternative 
education for their children.

The recommendations asked the current school board 
and administration to cooperate with the task force on audits 
and strategic planning that would address concerns about the 
school’s financial dealings and structure.

“One message that we want to say loud and clear is that 
Mennonite Church USA is committed to the Hopi Mission 
School,” says Carlos Romero, executive director of Men-
nonite Education Agency and chair of the task force. “We 
believe this is a valuable ministry, and we have no inten-
tions of walking away. We want to walk alongside the Hopi 
Mission School to ensure that its legacy of quality Anabaptist 
education continues.”

The Task Force’s April report also included the following 
recommendations:

1. Until further notice, Mennonite Church USA individu-
als and congregations should not make donations directly to 

Hopi Mission School; all donations for Hopi Mission School 
should be directed to Mennonite Church USA or to the Hopi 
Mission School Foundation.

2. Further conversations will take place with the school 
board, Hopi Nation Tribal Council, Bureau of Indian Affairs 
and the Arizona Department of Education about the school.

3. Effective June 30, the Hopi Mission School organiza-
tion, as it is currently structured, does not have permission 
to use the Mennonite property unless the school administra-
tion cooperates with the task force on a number of requests 
for reforms and information.

The task force stipulated that, should the HMS board 
and administration refuse to cooperate with the Menno-
nite Church USA task force and make it clear that they are 
operating in a transparent and fiscally responsible manner by 
June 30, Mennonite Church USA would assume responsibili-
ty for restructuring the way the school is organized, ensur-
ing that the school’s educational mission is carried out.

The task force was formed by the Executive Board to 
gather information and facts related to concerns about HMS, 
including allegations of financial misconduct and deteriorat-
ing connections between the school board, the Hopi Mission 
School Foundation and several Mennonite Church USA 
agencies.

The task force had many conversations with HMS staff, 
board members, community members and others. 

Members of the task force included Romero; Ed Diller 
of Cincinnati (Ohio) Mennonite Fellowship; Paula Killough, 
advancement director for Mennonite Mission Network, 
Elkhart, Ind.; and Carol Roth of Open Door Fellowship in 
Jackson, Miss.—Mennonite Church USA and Mennonite 
Education Agency

Hopi Mission School in Kykotsmovi, Ariz. 
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A service of lament and hope for sexual abuse
Over 300 attend service at Kansas City 2015

Over 300 people gathered July 3 in the sanctuary of 
Grace and Holy Trinity Cathedral in Kansas City, 
Mo., for a service of lament and hope for sexual 

abuse.
Mary Lehman Yoder in her opening remarks called on 

those present to hold together the tension of healing and 
hoping. She welcomed survivors of sexual abuse as “beloved 
children of God.”

The service included singing, a litany based on excerpts 
from Psalms 22, 26, 31, 69 and 139, and a long reading of 
prayers—written by Yoder—in four movements: lamenting, 
confessing, beseeching and hoping.

Those entering the service received ribbons or pieces of 
twine. Toward the end of the service, Yoder talked about a 
tradition of tying knots to represent troubles in our life, then 
untying them to represent moments of freedom. She invited 
people to bring their ribbons or pieces of twine to the front 
and leave them at the altar.

A confidential meeting was scheduled for the next day 
for victims/survivors of all genders and their loved ones.          
—Gordon Houser

Over 300 filled the sanctuary of Grace and Holy Trinity Cathedral.
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Prayer walk opens Kansas City 2015
Around 350 join in walk around a Kansas City neighborhood to pray for justice

Around 350 people walked through a neighborhood in 
Kansas City, Mo., June 30 to pray for justice in Kansas 
City and our world. Led by Mennonite Church USA 

Executive Board members and youth carrying placards that 
said, “Black lives matter,” the walkers passed five places for 
prayer:

1. At the golden dome of the Cathedral of the Immac-
ulate Conception, walkers prayed for all faith communities 
who minister in Kansas City on a regular basis.

2. At the statue of explorers Lewis and Clark and Sa-
cajawea, their Native American guide, walkers prayed for all 
those affected by racism and repented of complicity in unjust 
systems that privilege and discriminate against people on 
the basis of their skin color.

3. Alongside the Kansas (Kaw) and Missouri rivers, 
walkers prayed for God’s creation and environmental justice.

4. At the statue of Jim Pendergast, a grassroots orga-
nizer and alderman in Kansas City, walkers prayed for a 
renewed commitment to peacemaking in their communities.

5. Walking toward the Kansas City Convention Center, 
where the KC2015 convention was being held, walkers 
prayed for their time together there, for all participants and 
for Kansas City residents they would interact with through 

servant projects, seminars around the city and more.
The prayer walk ended as participants entered the wor-

ship hall for the opening service.—Gordon Houser

Youth join hundreds in a prayer walk to open Kansas City 2015.

Vada Snider
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Half of delegates want ‘unity in diversity’
Results of survey of delegates for Kansas City 2015 reported early July

According to a survey the Executive Board distributed 
in February to delegates of the Kansas City 2015 
assembly, half value the unity of Mennonite Church 

USA and are willing to live with ongoing differences.
English and Spanish versions are available online here: 

http://mennoniteusa.org/resource/2015-survey-of-appoint-
ed-delegates/

By June 8, a total of 627 delegates had completed the 
survey.

The survey results include five sections:
1. Characteristics of delegates;
2. LGBTQ membership, leadership and officiating of 

same-sex weddings;
3. The future of the church;
4. The role of the Delegate Assembly;
5. Membership Guidelines, credentialing and the conse-

quences of rejecting delegate decisions.
In the LGBTQ section, the findings reveal that 66 

percent of delegates who responded support congregational 
membership for LGBTQ individuals, while 31 percent are 
opposed (meaning that LGBTQ individuals must remain 
celibate or may not be members under any conditions).

Delegates are less likely to say that LGBTQ individ-
uals may serve in congregational leadership roles, with 57.7 
percent affirming that overall.

Eighty-three percent of female delegates support mem-

bership for LGBTQ individuals, compared with 54 percent of 
delegate men.

In the future of the church section, delegates indicat-
ed whether they desired a church that fully includes LGBTQ 
individuals, even if denominational membership losses occur, 
or a church that upholds the vision of marriage expressed in 
the denominational Membership Guidelines, even if mem-
bership losses occur, or if they value the unity of the church 
such that they are willing to live with ongoing differences.

Twenty-one percent want to be part of a church that sup-
ports LGBTQ individuals even if losses occur, 29.8 percent 
desire to uphold the current vision of marriage despite loss-
es, and 49.5 percent desire to live with unity in diversity.

Conrad Kanagy provided these comments in the 
conclusion of the executive summary:

1. There are substantial differences among area confer-
ences across many of the key questions.

2. Lay and credentialed leaders consistently differ in their 
views, regardless of the question.

3. Men and women are quite different in their perspec-
tives of same-sex relationships.

4. The distribution of responses to questions about same-
sex relationships reflect the various tensions within the 
denomination at this time.—The Mennonite staff with infor-
mation from a report to Mennonite Church USA by sociologist 
Conrad Kanagy

Tania Martinez, speaking on behalf of Western District Conference Hispanic pastors during the delegate assembly at Kansas City 2015 
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‘Summarizing key to effective communication’
Participants in conversation rooms at Kansas City 2015 learn to listen

It is still true that Mennonites don’t always agree about 
everything. For the third time, a Mennonite Church USA 
convention included a series of “conversation room” 

discussions, the latest in Kansas City, Mo. The process 
provides a deliberate, facilitated space where people are 
invited to engage in discussion on topics where there are 
differing perspectives.

The goal of these sessions was not to persuade others 
or make decisions but to listen deeply and speak from one’s 
deeply held perspective. Sessions averaged about 14 partic-
ipants; no rooms filled to capacity, as had been the case in 
Phoenix in 2013. More youth participated this year.

Reflecting on the level of participation, Betsy Headrick 
McCrae said “the truth meter at this convention is higher 
than it’s ever been in our church,” meaning there are more 
honest discussions about difficult issues. Anxiety was high 
about providing this space in Pittsburgh in 2011. Tension 
was relieved in Phoenix, and high participation levels may 
have reflected that the Conversation Room provided the 
main space in which to engage certain difficult issues. 
In Kansas City, delegates dealt with some of the difficult 
discussions head on, and more seminars and space to hear 
different perspectives was integrated into the convention 
schedule.

In fact, table leaders in the delegate session received 
training on group process, and the tables used a circle pro-
cess with a talking stone to facilitate their conversations. 

Most circle processes do not require participants to 
restate the perspective of others. But that summarizing step 
is key to the Conversation Room process. Before speak-
ing, each person is asked to summarize what the previous 
speaker said. This may have led to more spontaneous shar-
ing, with less ability to plan what one wished to say. It also 
ensures better listening. Participants reflected that, rather 
than thinking of what they wanted to say while the previous 
person spoke, it forced them to really listen to be able to 
summarize.

Summarizing can expose differences. The speaker may 
realize that they are not communicating quite what they 
intended to communicate. And the listener may discover 
that he or she did not really understand, or else made certain 
assumptions.

We inevitably make assumptions, both as speakers about 
what we think the listener will understand, and as listeners 
about what the speaker really means. The true message may 
be missed or only partially understood without the summa-
rizing step. What might it mean for discernment and deci-
sion-making on difficult issues to include a time for different 
positions to be articulated by people who do not agree with 
the position? Might we learn something about underlying 
assumptions that could help in true discernment? Designing 

a process that incorporates summarizing the perspective of 
others will need to take into account that there is a range 
of views on any topic rather than the polarity that conflicts 
often get reduced to.

We believe that good discernment is important. 
Ervin Stutzman calls Matthew 18 the “mandate for discern-
ment” in his book Discerning God’s Will Together (Cascadia 
2013). Ephesians 4:15 is a model for how to communicate 
with love. It could change the dynamics of our conversations 
and of our discernment for us to realize that a key to dis-
cernment is truly understanding and being able to articulate 
the perspective of those with whom we disagree. When that 
understanding of the other’s perspective becomes mutual, 
we can move forward with respect to figure out how to be 
church when we disagree.

The following reflection was not shared after a Conver-
sation Room process, but it could have been. It reflects the 
sentiments of many who experience conversation with the 
“summarizing” component:

“From this new place lessons come—or perhaps realiza-
tions. The first is that most of my adult life I have not been 
listening fully. I only listened long enough to determine 
whether the speaker’s ideas matched my own. If they did 
not, I would stop listening, and my mind would race ahead to 
compose an argument against what I believed the speaker’s 
idea or position to be, which I would interject at the first 
opportunity. Giving myself permission not to speak, not to 
attack some idea or position, also gives me permission to 
listen fully. Giving myself this permission gives the speaker 
permission to speak fully their idea or position without fear 
of rebuttal in a way that I could not have imagined.”

These are the words of John Francis in PlanetWalker 
(2009), reflecting on 22 years of walking and 17 years of 
silence. Talk about being “on the way,” the theme for KC 
2015. Francis knows many will ask why and consider him 
crazy for listening without speaking for 17 years. But as we 
commit to discernment on the way, may we, too, learn to 
listen fully and value others by being willing to state their 
perspectives accurately, as we discern together.—Barry C. 
Bartel, an attorney in Denver

A key to discernment is truly understand-
ing and being able to articulate the per-
spective of those with whom we disagree.
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Vote totals for the nine resolutions
Delegates pass eight resolutions at Kansas City 2015

Mennonite Church USA reported the final resolution 
results in the KC2015 July newsletter.

1. Faithful Witness Amid Endless War Resolution
The resolution, and an amendment to it, passed with broad 
but not unanimous support, shown by standing votes on July 
1.

2. Nominees for Churchwide Boards
The nominees were affirmed July 1 by 728 delegates; 49 did 
not affirm; two abstained.

3. Israel-Palestine Resolution
The July 1 vote to table the resolution until 2017 passed by 
55 percent—418 in favor, 336 opposed, 28 abstaining.

4. Resolution proposed and approved on July 1
The resolution passed with broad but not unanimous sup-
port, as shown by a standing vote July 1.

5. Resolution on Forbearance in the Midst of Difference
The resolution passed July 2 by 71 percent—581 in favor, 
228 opposed.

6. Resolution on the Status of the Membership Guide-
lines
The resolution passed July 2 by 60 percent—473 in favor, 
310 opposed, 28 abstaining.

7. Churchwide Statement on Sexual Abuse
The resolution passed July 3 with nearly unanimous support; 
three opposed and four abstained.

8. Statement of Support for Palestinian and Israeli 
Partners in Peacemaking
The resolution passed unanimously July 4 by a standing 
vote; zero opposed and two abstained.

9. Resolution: Expressions of Lament and Hope
The resolution passed unanimously July 4 by a standing 
vote.



August 2015  |  TheMennonite  37

NEWS

Honeymooning at convention
Couple met at Phoenix 2013, celebrates marriage volunteering at KC2015

Ryan and Sarah Gerber had been married for all of 10 
days before arriving at the Mennonite convention in 
Kansas City, Mo. The couple chose to spend the sec-

ond half of their two-week honeymoon volunteering with 
Mennonite Mission Network’s Servant Projects.

And why shouldn’t they? Convention is where they met, 
after all.

In July 2013, Sarah Leland and her friends drove cross 
country to volunteer at the Mennonite convention in Phoe-
nix, Ariz.

Sarah was a special education teacher in the Rockingham 
County (Va.) school system and looked forward to her week 
in Arizona. At the same time, Ryan arrived in Phoenix from 
his home in Wakarusa, Ind.

July 4, 2013, was a free day for the convention vol-
unteers, so Sarah and her friends decided to spend the day 
hiking in the mountains near Sedona. Sarah invited a pair 
of men who had played Dutch Blitz at her table the night 
before, but Ryan was the only taker for the hike. And so the 
foursome spent the day in the mountains of Sedona.

For the rest of the weeklong convention, Sarah and Ryan 
shuttled church youth groups to the organizations where 
they volunteered and worked with the groups before deliv-
ering them safely back to the convention center. By the end 
of the week, Ryan says, he was smitten and talked seriously 
with Sarah about dating.

“I couldn’t see dating someone long distance,” said Sarah 
on July 4. “Indiana to Virginia? That’s a long way.”

But Ryan was determined, and when he discovered Sarah 
was stopping in Three Rivers, Mich., on her way home, he 
quickly made the 45-minute drive from Wakarusa to spend a 
little more time with her.

By August it was official. Ryan and Sarah were dating. 
For nearly a year, they maintained their long distance rela-
tionship until Ryan found a summer internship and moved 
to Gaithersburg, Md. In the fall, Sarah found a long-term 
substitute teaching position at Northwood High School in 
Wakarusa and made the move to Indiana.

Sarah spent her Christmas break in her hometown of 
Chambersburg, Pa., before visiting friends with Ryan in 
Virginia. 

On Jan. 2, Ryan took Sarah for a hike in the Blue Ridge 
mountains and proposed. On June 20, the two were married 
at Sarah’s home church, Marion Mennonite in Chambers-
burg.

The couple spent the first part of their honeymoon on the 
Canadian side of Niagara Falls, then Ryan took over.

“I wanted to surprise Sarah,” said Ryan, “so I planned a 
road trip to Kansas City.”

They made several stops, including one of Sarah’s 
dreams: standup paddle boarding in Kentucky.

Their final goal was to come full circle and spend the 
week volunteering at the Mennonite convention. 

According to convention planner Scott Hartman, there 
are many marriages that got their start at the Mennonite 
convention.—Rebecca Helmuth of The Mennonite

Ryan and Sarah Gerber in front of the Kansas City Convention Center.

Rebecca Helm
uth
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Over 200 convention goers gathered for a Pink Menno 
worship service on June 30—the opening night of 
Kansas City 2015.

The service, “Bound Together, Together Free,” was led 
by representatives of Inclusive Pastors, Pink Menno and the 
Brethren Mennonite Council for LGBT Interests (BMC) and 
held at the Grace and Holy Trinity Cathedral in Kansas City, 
Mo.

Along with music, Scripture reading and Commu-
nion, representatives from the sponsoring groups provided 
updates of their work for LGBTQ inclusion in Mennonite 
Church USA and beyond.

Megan Ramer, representing Inclusive Pastors, shared 
news of an alternate process to connect LGBTQ pastors 
to welcoming churches. Mennonite Church USA does not 
process Ministerial Leadership Inquiry forms for known 
LGBTQ individuals, she said.

Carol Wise of BMC shared a list of new churches that 
have joined the BMC Supportive Communities Network. 
She also announced that BMC has been granted exhibit hall 
space in the Kansas City Convention Center after a “32-year 
absence.”

Sarah Klaassen offered the message, based on Luke 
24:13-35—the convention theme Scripture. 

Klaassen is ordained in the Disciples of Christ denomina-

tion but grew up in a Mennonite church in Kansas.
She began by leading those gathered in a call and re-

sponse she learned in seminary, “Preach, preacher. We need 
the good news.”

In a list of good news, she named the Supreme Court 
decision on June 26 that “legalized my marriage and some of 
yours,” she said.

She also shared a moment that touched her from the 
Fierce, Fabulous and Sacred conference in Chicago in No-
vember 2014. 

During one of the sharing times, a college student who 
attended the gathering said, “I came to this to see if I can 
still be Mennonite. Because of you, I can.”

She went on to tell about learning to quilt and the advice 
her grandmother gave her: “It’s not really a quilting project 
until you’ve ripped something apart.”

Things rip apart, but we hold them together, she said.
“People, policies and processes threaten us … but here 

we are piecing ourselves back together, telling our truth, 
sharing our stories,” she said. “Jesus comes along and starts 
stitching—piecing us back together.”

In the Mennonite church tradition, anyone can preach and 
anyone can tell stories, she said. 

She ended with a blessing and a charge: “Preach, preach-
ers.”—Anna Groff

NEWS

Over 200 attend Pink Menno worship service
Inclusive Pastors share news of alternate MLI process for LGBTQ pastors

Sarah Klaassen and Jamie Haskins give a blessing at the end of the 
Pink Menno service on June 30.
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Youth clean up Cave Spring Park 
Kansas City 2015 included Servant Projects for youth groups

On June 30, Mennonite youth helped clean up Cave 
Spring Park, Van Buren, Mo., as one of the servant 
projects during Kansas City 2015.

First, the youth groups met at the Kansas City Conven-
tion Center to talk with representatives from Mennonite 
Mission Network about how to be a respectful servant and 
how to work together efficiently as a group. They learned 
how to be polite during the experience. For example, they 
were told to ask before taking pictures of nonvolunteers in 
order to be respectful.

After the meeting, the groups hopped onto buses and 
traveled to Cave Spring Park. When they got there, they 
were divided into different groups, which were assigned 
separate jobs to help around the park.

One group cleared up the trash around the area, while 
another group cleared a mile-long path around the park.

Another group tried to exterminate the invasive species 
that were populating the park, such as honey suckle and 
wintercreeper.

The last group was in charge of weed whacking around 
walking areas.

“It was a really cool experience,” said Elizabeth Nisly 
from Bluffton, Ohio. “It was nice to help people.”—Anna 
Biesecker-Mast worked as an intern for The Mennonite, Inc., 
during KC2015

From left: Isaac Andreas, Elizabeth Nisly, Cassidy Bush and Douglas 
Nester of First Mennonite Church, Bluffton, Ohio
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Mystery and mission in France
God’s mission cannot be put in a box and marketed, says Linda Oyer

Linda Oyer describes her 27th year of ministry in France 
with Mennonite Mission Network as a mystery. Oyer 
planted, like seeds scattered on the ground, the con-

cepts of God’s realm in many different teaching contexts.
She uses the verses found in Mark 4:26-27 to frame her 

past months: “The kingdom of God is as if someone scat-
tered seed on the ground, then slept and rose night and day, 
and the seed sprouted and grew, and he does not know how.”

Oyer says the seeds grew as she went about her daily life 
of sleeping and rising.

“I was unaware,” Oyer says. “There was no coaxing of 
growth, no pushing or pulling. God was working in profound 
ways when I could not yet see it. And when I did become 
aware, it has remained a mystery as to how it all happened.”

When Oyer talks about not seeing, it has more than 
figurative meaning. For the past five years, she has lived 
with debilitating visual impairment due to parasites in her 
eyes. This summer, her focus will be on writing a book based 
on the insights she has gleaned from suffering. The book 
has been commissioned by Editions Mennonites, the French 
Mennonite publishing company.

In addition to authoring books, Oyer teaches Anabaptist 
theology and spiritual direction courses in seminaries in 
French-speaking Europe. She is also a much sought-after 
conference speaker and preacher.

This year, Lamorlaye Mennonite Church, Oyer’s home 
congregation, was searching for a way to help people prepare 
for Easter. Members have schedules that make attendance 
at midweek services impossible, some traveling extensively. 
A solution emerged—a daily blog could be sent to members 

and “friends of the church” (occasional attenders) consisting 
of a short Scripture passage and a reflection question that 
people could carry with them throughout the day.

Sometimes a song or a painting was added to the post. 
Readers could interact with each other through the blog, 
“Journeying Together Toward Easter,” whether they were at 
home in France, in Dubai or traveling anywhere in between.

In response to the Journeying blog, one of the friends of 
the church, a Reformed woman who attended church four 
or five times a year began coming more frequently. On Palm 
Sunday, she told Oyer, “These Scripture passages and ques-
tions have meant so much to me. I read them over and over. 
But today, I had a terrible thought, It is almost Easter and 
the emails will stop. I really don’t want them to end.”

Since that conversation, the friend of the church has 
become a more regular attender and is forming relationships 
with others in the Lamorlaye congregation.

“The seed grew. How it happened remains a mystery,” 
Oyer says.

Another example of mysterious growth emerged 
during the last session of a three-year Christian spirituality 
and spiritual direction program that Oyer led in Versailles. 
Church leaders shared the fruits of their experience. One 
Reformed pastor said what he learned had changed the way 
he preached. His emphasis was now on discipleship. Two 
other participants shared that they had been “reconciled to 
the church” during this time.

“I was amazed at what God had done in the three years,” 
Oyer says. “I had not been aware of the seeds growing nor 
did I understand the way it came about.”

In May, the Lamorlaye congregation joined with youth 
from other Mennonite congregations to scatter seeds 
throughout their town in an effort led by Mennonite Mis-
sion Network colleagues Brad and Brenna Steury Graber. 
The weekend featured a sale of fair trade articles at the 
town’s outdoor market, visits to a retirement home, picking 
up trash in the forest, and free tarte flambée” (similar to 
a very thin-crust pizza, topped with cream, bacon, onions 
and cheese) for all who strolled through the grounds of the 
Lamorlaye castle. The youth also organized games for the 
children on the castle lawns.

Oyer defines mission as partnering with God in scatter-
ing values that Jesus modeled, something we are all called to 
do.

“At the same time, in humility, we recognize how little 
we have to do with the growth [of God’s kingdom] and how 
ignorant we are of how the growth takes place,” Oyer says. 
“This ignorance is good, for if we did understand, we would 
probably put it in a box and market it with our name on it. 
Mystery is better than human attempts at control.”—Lynda 
Hollinger-Janzen of Mennonite Mission Network

Linda Oyer speaks at a women’s leadership conference.
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Iowa pastor who was deported gives testimony
Max Villatoro video-conferences into Central Plains conference assembly

Three months to the day after Max Villatoro’s deporta-
tion to his birth country, Honduras, hundreds of church 
delegates and pastor colleagues from Central Plains 

Mennonite Conference (CPMC) gathered with Gloria, 
Villatoro’s wife, and their children, Anthony, Edna, Angela 
and Aileen.

CPMC is an area conference of Mennonite Church USA. 
Max Villatoro was licensed for ministry by CPMC and was 
nearing ordination when he was deported on March 20. 
The conference’s assembly was held June 18-21 in St. Paul, 
Minn.

Pastor Max, as he is affectionately called, loomed large on 
the big screens in the meeting hall, giving encouragement 
and testimony while being interviewed live by his mentor, 
David Boshart, CPMC’s executive conference minister.

Villatoro was blunt about the difficulties faced.
“It’s like they took my life away, my family, when they 

deported me,” he said.
When asked about the experience, his response came, 

immediate and terse: “Terrible.”
In earlier interviews, Villatoro described inhumane condi-

tions and animal-like treatment in U.S. detention.
Not allowed to receive his personal identification docu-

ments while in prison, he arrived in his native Honduras un-
able to prove his citizenship and work eligibility there either.

Yet he expressed resilient hope in the face of unwavering 
challenges: “I have faith. God answered me before, he’ll do it 
again,” he said. “I don’t know how long it’s going to take, but 
I’m going to keep asking, believing him. He’ll open a door, 
and someday I’ll be able to testify of it.”

Testimony was certainly the byword for the conversation 
taking place across 2,000 miles.

Even as the video connection wavered in and out at the 
end of the interview, Max continued watching from rural 
Honduras as Gloria and their eldest, Anthony, received the 
conference’s 2015 Peace Mug recognition on behalf of the 
whole family.

The annual award goes to those who give witness to Je-
sus’ way of peacemaking and is marked with encouragement 
from Psalm 34:14, “Seek peace and pursue it.”

Before the deportation ordeal, Gloria and Max ex-
emplified Jesus’ pursuit of justice, reconciliation and peace 
in their pastoral ministry with Torre Fuerte (Strong Tower) 
Mennonite Church and with other migrant families through 
broader community efforts in Iowa City, Iowa.

But in the unbidden travails of Max’s detention, the fami-
ly found new opportunities to serve as unshakable witnesses 
to God’s vision for justice and peace in the world. As Boshart 
confirmed, the testimony of this family and their supporting 
churches has reached even to the highest places in the U.S. 
government.

In the midst of turmoil and injustice, said Boshart, Gloria, 
Anthony and the girls have given ample public testimony 
to the prisoner-releasing, wall-demolishing work of Jesus 
Christ even as their own husband and father was detained 
behind unmoving walls and eventually separated from them 
by thousands of miles and several national borders.

In the closing prayer, Boshart summarized this testimony 
to God’s good news.

“God, we come to you because we know your king-
dom has no borders,” he said. “In Jesus all the walls that di-
vide have been torn down. In Christ we can all be reconciled 
brothers and sisters without enmity and division.”

Pastor Max assured those gathered that he saw God 
bringing down walls through their presence: “One of the rea-
sons I keep going, that I’m not depressed right now, [is that] 
I can see how God has been supporting—how you have been 
supporting—my family, not just me. It’s going to be hard on 
my family, but I see you holding them.”

As the assembled delegates concluded their conversation 
with Villatoro, Boshart expressed gratitude for his witness 
to them: “You strengthen our faith as we see the strength of 
your faith. We pray that we will see you here next year—in 
person.”—Nick Detweiler-Stoddard for CPMC

Gloria Villatoro (center) and her children, Angela, Anthony and 
Edna, receive the peace mug honoring their witness for peace 
during and since Pastor Max Villatoro’s detention and deportation. 
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Furlong named Evana’s pastor of church development
Evana Network set to launch in September with gathering planned for October

Evana Network, a community of evangelical Anabaptist 
churches set to launch in September, has hired Wes 
Furlong to serve as pastor of church development.

Furlong is the lead pastor of Cape Chris-
tian Fellowship in Cape Coral, Fla., and is 
tasked with leading Evana efforts to help 
Anabaptist congregations become healing 
and sending movements that transform 
communities.

Evana will be a network of churches and 
church leaders that are both from existing 
denominations and independent churches. 
The name—Evana Network—combines 
“Evangelical” and “Anabaptist.”

These churches and church leaders will 
covenant together around the 1995 Con-
fession of Faith in a Mennonite Perspective, 
focus on mission, and pray and work toward 
a Jesus-centered, Spirit-empowered, Ana-
baptist renewal movement to rise up in its 
communities. 

Church planting, city engagement and leadership devel-
opment will be at the heart of Evana’s work and emphasis.

Information about Evana’s covenant process for congre-
gations and pastors will be announced in August, along with 
the readiness to receive members in September.

On Oct. 16-18, Evana will host an introduc-
tory gathering of worship and celebration at 
Clinton Frame Mennonite Church in Goshen, 
Ind.

John Troyer, administrator for Evana, 
notes the unique gifting Furlong brings to this 
role as pastor of church development.

“I’ve greatly appreciated the passion and 
energy Wes has already brought,” he says. 
“He is someone who knows the joys and 
challenges of pastoring, who has led a trans-
formation in his own congregation toward 
city engagement, and who has assisted other 
congregations in being mobilized in their local 
communities.”

Troyer also notes the emphasis that Evana 
will place on partnering with churches that 
are committed to growth.

“Our covenant will start with our confession of faith 
and will place significant emphasis on ongoing learning and 
growth,” he says. “Congregations [that] join will be asked to 
commit both time and resources toward these efforts.”

Furlong has served at Cape Christian for the past 11 
years and will continue serving there on staff. In his time at 
Cape Christian, the church grew from around 800 in week-
end attendance to over 2,000 today. 

In 2012, Furlong started a city initiative called Not In 
My City and is passionate about seeing families experience 
God’s fullness and reclaiming the full healing ministry of 
Jesus in the local church. 

He holds an M.A. in biblical studies, an M.T.S. from 
Emory University in theology. He and Bonnie, his wife, have 
three children. They are also active as foster parents.

A transitional leadership team was put together after a 
January consultation in Hartville, Ohio.

The team is transitional in nature, as there is recognition 
that this is a group that has not been elected by members. 
When there is a membership body, they will elect the leader-
ship, said Troyer in an earlier report.

The team includes Matt Hamsher, pastor of Longenecker 
Mennonite Church in Holmes County, Ohio; Tyler Hartford, 
pastor at Pleasant View Mennonite in Goshen, Ind; Virginia 
Leichty, associate pastor of Burr Oak Mennonite Church in 
Rensselaer, Ind.; Samuel Lopez, administrator of the Spanish 
Mennonite Council of Churches; Larissa Moore, pastor of 
Victory Community Church in Solon, Ohio; L. Keith Weaver, 
moderator of Lancaster (Pa.) Mennonite Conference.—Eva-
na Network

Wes Furlong



August 2015  |  TheMennonite  43

NEWS

El Buen Pastor to leave Indiana-Michigan Conference
Leadership discerning the possibility of joining Evana Network in the fall

As of June 30,  Mennonite Church of the Good Shep-
herd (Iglesia Menonita del Buen Pastor) in Goshen, 
Ind., is no longer a member church of Indiana-Michi-

gan Mennonite Conference.
The congregational vote to leave, which was taken on 

June 14, passed by majority. There were two votes against 
leaving the conference.

“The members have decided not to be affiliated with an 
area conference that allows same-sex marriages and that has 
abandoned, in body and soul, the Mennonite Confession of 
Faith of 1995,” said a statement on the church’s website.

“We cannot understand how leadership can speak official-
ly about the denomination’s teaching position as being that of 
marriage being between one man and one woman and then 
permit or allow pastors that teach and practice the opposite,” 
said Pastor David Araujo in an interview on June 24.

“The decision and the vote was difficult for our church 
and was felt with agony and great lament,” said Araujo. 
“However, El Buen Pastor felt unequally yoked and out of 
sync with Indiana-Michigan Conference for a long time.”

Many church members saw the Forbearance in the Midst 
of Differences Resolution, approved by the delegate assem-
bly in Kansas City 2015, as going in a direction “that seems 
opposite to where El Buen Pastor is in terms of church and 
life,” said Araujo.

“The message of unity in the resolution—while admira-
ble—is hard to reconcile,” he said. “We had asked that our 
biblical view be taken into account and considered.”

Therefore, the congregational vote took place prior to 
Kansas City 2015.

Dan Miller, Indiana-Michigan conference minister, said 
in a June 25 Elkhart Truth article: “We’re in the middle of 
a two-year process to talk about how much of a difference 
of convictions we can live with and want to live with (as a 
conference). Congregations make their own decisions along 
the way, and some are deciding that they want to leave now 
rather than waiting for that process.”

Araujo said his church hoped to be respectful to both 
sides of the issues, but the “unofficial stance of LGBT inclu-

sion in Indiana-Michigan has affected our witness to the local 
Hispanic community.”

For example, earlier this year, Araujo and other Hispanic 
Mennonites attempted to start a Hispanic Pastors Network, 
an ecumenical group of pastors in Elkhart (Ind.) County, to 
address issues of racism and justice.

But halfway through the process, many pastors pulled 
out when they became aware of the same-sex marriage 
performed by a pastor in an Indiana-Michigan Conference 
church, he said.

Originally, a different reason was given, but later, one 
pastor, in confidentiality, shared his misgivings about what 
was happening in our denomination, said Araujo.

Araujo said this is the most recent example, but there are 
others.

El Buen Pastor leadership is discerning the possibility of 
joining the Evana Network in the fall.

“We are Mennonite and Anabaptist,” he said. “We can’t 
see ourselves as nondenominational. We will need a place to 
land for accountability and encouragement.”

El Buen Pastor has 45 members and an average Sunday 
attendance of about 60.  

The church was founded in the fall of 1974, although it 
had been meeting for worship several years prior at the facil-
ities of Bethany Christian Schools in Goshen.—Anna Groff

David Araujo 

The decision and the vote was difficult for 
our church and was felt with agony and 
great lament.—Pastor David Araujo
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Pacifist battlegrounds
Q & A with Stephanie Krehbiel about LGBTQ inclusion, violence and community

Stephanie Krehbiel’s dissertation focuses on the movement for 
LGBTQ inclusion within the Mennonite Church USA. The 
title of her dissertation, “Pacifist Battlegrounds,” refers both to 
the long fight for LGBTQ inclusion in Mennonite churches and 
to the related ideological struggles among Mennonites over how 
to define violence, nonviolence and community. Krehbiel lives 
in Lawrence, Kan. Anna Groff interviewed her via email.

First, can you provide a little background about your-
self and your connection to Mennonites?

I grew up in North Newton, Kan., and my home church 
was Bethel College Mennonite Church in North Newton. 
I lived there in the 1980s and the early- to mid-1990s. The 
formation of Mennonite Church USA happened when I was 
in my early 20s. I am straight, but that was also the point 
when LGBTQ justice became a really important part of my 
life. I was struggling with a lot of fear and anxiety over some 
queer friends and family members who were suicidal. I was 
also in professional settings with queer mentors and col-
leagues.

You are an ethnographer. Describe what an ethnogra-
pher is or does.

The best description of ethnography I’ve heard comes 
from one of my mentors, who described it as “attentive 
hanging out.” That means spending time with the people 
whose lives are of interest to you, doing interviews, attend-
ing events and keeping very good notes. I focus my scholarly 
attention on the people who are most vulnerable and most 
affected by the conditions I’m studying.

Violence is a major theme in your dissertation. How 
did that happen?

When I started this research, I didn’t know that the con-
cept of violence was going to be so central. Then I started 
reading the writings of LGBTQ Anabaptists and seeing 
language like “ecclesial violence,” “spiritual violence,” “in-
stitutional violence” and “rhetorical violence.” People talked 
to me in interviews about battlegrounds, combat zones and 
weaponry. The more of that language I encountered, the 
more I started to see the LGBTQ justice movement as a 
struggle over contested definitions of violence.

What can you say about coded language that Menno-
nites use when talking about LGBTQ inclusion?

I could go on and on about the various trends in coded 
language, particularly among church professionals who 
sometimes forget how inaccessible their language can be 
to laypeople. One conspicuous recent example was the 
Executive Board’s reference to “exacerbated polarities.” 
But the most obvious example of coded language, to me, is 

the way that many Mennonites refer to the Confession of 
Faith. Almost every public reference that Mennonites make 
to that document is related to Article 19. So “following the 
Confession of Faith” has come to mean, essentially, “not 
LGBTQ-affirming.”

Why do Mennonites use “dialogue” and “discernment” 
to describe processes—particularly those referring to 
LGBTQ inclusion? Why do you believe this is damaging?

I’m not arguing that the words “dialogue” and “discern-
ment” are necessarily damaging. They are practical words 
that have come into use to describe the ways churches with 
horizontal forms of polity determine their priorities, apply 
their principles and make decisions. The reason these words 
have become so charged, for LGBTQ Mennonites especially, 
is that the processes to which they refer have been abusive. 
“Dialogue” and “discernment” have come to mean, “Straight 
people with institutional power will set the terms of this ex-
change, and LGBTQ people should feel grateful to be invited 
and to give straight people the chance to adjudicate their 
lives.” A lot of LGBTQ Mennonites who have participated 
in these discussions have ended up feeling violated by them, 
and as a scholar I take those claims seriously.

Chapter 3 of your dissertation addresses Phoenix 2013. 
Can you describe what happened with the empty 
chairs on the stage and provide some background?

Because Iglesia Menonita Hispana boycotted the Phoenix 
2013 convention and because they are an officially recog-
nized constituent group within Mennonite Church USA, 
the stage at the delegate sessions in Phoenix had an empty 
chair in place, a chair meant to represent both IMH’s official 
absence and a recognition that they were still part of Men-
nonite Church USA. During Pink Menno’s action on the 

Almost every 
public reference 
that Mennonites 
make to the 
Confession of Faith 
is related to Article 
19.—Stephanie 
Krehbiel
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delegate floor, one of the silent demonstrators walked up and 
stood in front of that stage, carrying an empty chair that they 
held aloft to represent the continued absence of LGBTQ 
representatives at the decision-making table. It was a beau-
tiful and tragic moment. Here was the cruelty of the white, 
patriarchal church at work, a church that forces vulnerable, 
marginalized people to compete with each other for the great 
honor of being represented by an officially sanctioned empty 
chair. I don’t know exactly how to define violence, but I 
know that this is violence.

Describe your critique and findings on the theme of 
Phoenix 2013, “Citizens of God’s Kingdom”?

I think the idea with that convention theme was to 
appropriate the idea of citizenship, to transform it spiritu-
ally, to remind people that the nation is not the entity to 
which they owe their ultimate allegiance. That has a biblical 
precedent. However, the moment when I became uneasy 
about that choice of theme was when I saw the sermon that 
Ervin Stutzman gave in Phoenix. Here we were in Arizona, 
a place where undocumented Mennonites could not visit 
without risking their very lives, and the executive director 
of Mennonite Church USA gave a sermon in which he spoke 
about how entering the kingdom of God is like going through 
airport security, how placing your luggage and shoes onto 
the conveyor belt is like surrendering your earthly pos-
sessions to God, how raising your hands above your head 
for the full-body X-ray is like coming to Jesus. Essentially, 
he used airport security as a metaphor for a moment when 
everybody is equal before God.

But for a lot of people, airport security is dangerous. Air-
port security demands that you demonstrate your social le-
gitimacy. The further your body is from the dominant norms 
of U.S. citizenship, generally speaking, the more vulnerable 
you are as you pass through TSA surveillance. Black people 
with natural hair put up with having their hair intrusively 
touched. Gender nonconforming people get invasive ques-
tions and harassment from TSA officials. The X-rays and 
patdowns can be upsetting for people whose bodies have 
been violated before. And, of course, Sikh and Muslim peo-
ple who wear visible markers of their faith have to deal with 
everyone’s suspicion. It’s not an equalizing process at all. 
But if you pass through airport security with ease, none of 
that has to be visible to you. And you can continue to move 

through the world imagining that everyone shares that sense 
of belonging that you are allowed to feel. That privileged 
obliviousness is part of the problem.

And that, in a nutshell, is the pitfall of citizenship as a 
spiritually inclusive metaphor. Citizenship is a construct 
that masquerades as inclusive while simultaneously defining 
itself against strangers, others, aliens. So was citizenship 
the wrong metaphor for Mennonite Church USA to use in 
Phoenix? Or was it inadvertently, disturbingly accurate in its 
representation of the actual politics of the denomination?

Talk about what you learned—and are continuing to 
learn—about the complexities of Latino Mennonites 
and LGBTQ inclusion.

In American political discourse there’s this tortuous, de-
humanizing dichotomy at work whereby the “good Latinos” 
are upstanding representatives of conservative family values 
and the “bad Latinos” are those who can be portrayed as cul-
turally degenerate in one way or another—usually through 
associations with drugs, sex and criminality. I think this 
larger context is relevant to the complexities you refer to 
in your question. Racism in the United States is dependent 
on the idea of people of color as sexually suspect. Is it any 
wonder that the appearance of heterosexual, conservative 
respectability within communities of color is such a powerful 
form of political currency for combating racism?

Why is it advantageous for certain white Mennonites 
to “make concerned pronouncements about LGBTQ 
activism on the supposed behalf of people of color”? 
What did you learn about this?

That it’s complicated. I think white people making these 
statements are often doing their best to represent the people 
of color they know and talk to. I’m also a white person mak-
ing concerned statements on behalf of people of color, and I 
know I’m not immune to messing up either. It’s dangerously 
easy to politically objectify marginalized people when we’re 
trying to be good advocates from positions of privilege.

But here’s why I had to write about that: I read almost 
every Mennonite publication I could get my hands on and 
started seeing an undeniable trend of white men with 
institutional authority talking about how troubling it was 
that LGBTQ people were using civil rights language or 
expressing concern about how Pink Menno was driving away 
Mennonites of color or implying that LGBTQ activism was 
a misappropriation of the Mennonite peacemaking tradition, 

Citizenship is a construct that 
masquerades as inclusive while 
simultaneously defining itself against 
strangers, others, aliens.

Racism in the United States is dependent 
on the idea of people of color as sexually 
suspect.
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which was better directed toward antiracism work. And 
there was often a kind of gloating undercurrent.

On a similar note, I read a review that John Roth wrote 
last November of Felipe Hinojosa’s excellent book on the 
history of Latino Mennonites. In that review, Roth wrote 
that Latino Mennonites and white progressive Mennonites 
were “natural allies,” up until white progressives alienated 
Latinos by taking up the cause of LGBTQ justice. When I 
read that, I thought, did we read the same book? Because 
most of the people Hinojosa wrote about left the Mennonite 
church before the debates about gay and lesbian members 
had even really begun, and part of why they left was because 

they simply could not convince white Mennonites to extend 
beyond their own self-serving and paternalistic frameworks 
for understanding social justice and antiracist activism. 
When I asked Felipe about that review, he told me, “To as-
sume that ‘natural alliances’ have today been disrupted only 
serves to romanticize the struggles that Latina/o Menno-
nites and other people of color have had in the Mennonite 
church, especially with white progressives.” Anti-LGBTQ 
politics have become a smokescreen for white ignorance 
about the details of the Mennonite church’s racist legacy.

People of color are no more monolithic in the way they 
approach sexual and gender diversity than white people are. 
And people of color are no more likely to be straight than 
white people are. These are the truths that are constantly 
being lost in this din of divide-and-conquer politics.

You conclude with some of your worries concerning 
the LGBTQ movement in Mennonite Church USA. Share 
a little about that here.

I see younger LGBTQ people having their goodwill and 
patience exploited by the church. And I see older LGBTQ 
people being dismissed as bitter, because they’ve been 
around long enough to know they can’t trust church lead-
ers or church processes. And so I guess that’s my message 
to LGBTQ young people: You don’t owe this church your 
patience. Surround yourself with people who are equipped to 
tell you when your patience is being abused. Church leaders 
may mean well, but they will sacrifice you for what they 
believe to be the preservation of their institutions, and you 
deserve better. I don’t necessarily want to be right here, but 
that’s what Mennonite history has shown us, too many times 
to count. And to the older LGBTQ folks, I say, Call me. I 
want to hear what you have to say, and I don’t mind if you’re 
bitter. TM

People of color are no more monolithic in 
the way they approach sexual and gender 
diversity than white people are.
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Young adults grow in faith through gap years
More and more students are serving overseas between high school and college

The practice of taking a gap year between high school 
and college is growing in popularity, both among young 
people and educators.

“A recent mind change for me has been my move from 
opposing a gap year between high school and college to sup-
porting a gap year for many students,” says J. Richard Thom-
as, superintendent of Lancaster Mennonite Schools (LMS). 
“This break between high school and college has long been a 
tradition in Europe, and there has been a 20 percent increase 
between 2006 and 2014 in the number of students in the 
United States taking a gap year.”

Over the past 10 years, 29 graduates from LMS have 
served in YES or GO!, two short-term service programs 
offered by Eastern Mennonite Missions (EMM), and numer-
ous graduates from other high schools have also joined them 
in gap year service.

Katey Ebaugh, who was part of the 2013-2014 Southeast 
Asia YES team, was hesitant to consider a gap year but 
became a strong advocate for the idea after having a good 
experience.

“Initially, I was afraid of how my family and friends 
would respond to my decision,” says Ebaugh. “To my sur-
prise, they were very supportive, and my church blessed 
me in so many ways. My experience of living and serving in 
another culture was incredibly eye opening, challenging and 
transformational. I experienced God and people in ways I 
never had before.”

Zachary Garber, who served on the 2005-2006 Kenya 
YES team, also had a powerful experience during his gap 
year.

“I learned a lot from watching some of our host fami-
lies,” says Garber. “While their lives were very different 
from mine at home, they struggled with some of the same 
questions: How do you follow Christ when his commands 
conflict with cultural norms? How do we live out the Great 
Commission? How do we disciple our young people? Seeing 
the gospel lived out in a completely different context was 
a refreshing reminder of how powerful and universal the 
message of Christ is.”

Garber was so deeply impacted by his time in Kenya that, 
several years later, he and his wife, Sarah, decided to mentor 
other young people taking a gap year by leading the 2010-
2011 Himalayas YES team.

Many YES participants observe that they learn important 
lessons in the midst of difficult moments.

“It was very challenging spiritually, emotionally and phys-
ically because of the new culture and having no idea how to 
do anything,” says Ebaugh. “However, the challenges led me 
to fully surrender to God and be transformed to be more like 
Christ.”

Hadassah Stoltzfus, member of the 2014-2015 Chile YES 

team, was surrounded by the Spanish language and says she 
now knows what it is like to feel completely isolated be-
cause of a language barrier. “After experiencing this, I hope 
to be more inclusive of people for whom English might be a 
second language or who simply have a hard time fitting in,” 
she says.

As colleges see the benefits of taking a gap year, 
they are working to accommodate students who take a 
year off. Eastern Mennonite University, Harrisonburg, Va.; 
Eastern University, St. Davids, Pa.; Hesston (Kan.) College; 
Messiah College, Grantham, Pa., and others allow students 
to defer enrollment for a year. Hesston is also willing to 
defer scholarships for students taking a gap year.

“It is not a wasted year,” says Garber. “I found that when 
I returned to college, my perspective on life was so much 
broader than that of my peers. There were a lot of people 
around me who seemed to need to make decisions about 
majors and the careers they wanted to pursue, but what they 
really needed was more time to learn about the world around 
them and how they fit into God’s plan for the world.”

Moved by faith, gap participants are stepping into what 
they believe God is calling them to do.

“Sometimes you cannot see the results of what you are 
doing or what God’s plan is in all of it,” says Stoltzfus. “But 
God is still good. Jesus is still worth it, and I am learning to 
believe that God’s plan is bigger than what I am capable of 
seeing.”—Chris Fretz of EMM

Zachary Garber and a Maasai friend bring water back from the 
river during his gap year in Kenya through EMM’s YES program. 

Photo provided
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WORKERS

Caber, Gary, was licensed for specif-
ic ministry as interim pastor at Calvary 
Mennonite Fellowship, Morris Run, Pa., on 
July 12. 

DiGennaro, Aram, was licensed toward 
ordination for ministry in Africa under 
Eastern Mennonite Missions at James 
Street Mennonite Church, Lancaster, Pa., on 
June 21.

DiGennaro, Deborah Diener, was 
licensed toward ordination for ministry in 
Africa under Eastern Mennonite Missions at 
James Street Mennonite Church, Lancaster, 
Pa., on June 21.

Friesen, Nadine, was ordained as 
chaplain of Schowalter Villa Christian 
Retirement Community, Hesston, Kan., on 
April 17.

Jantz, Rosa “Rosie,” was ordained as 
Associate Pastor of Christian Education and 
Pastoral Care at Tabor Mennonite Church, 
Newton, Kan., on April 17.

Whiney, Dawn Oberholtzer, was 
ordained as associate pastor at Mount Joy 
Mennonite Church, Mount Joy, Pa., on June 
21.

OBITUARIES

Brenneman, Ruth Pauline Marner, 
93, Wellman, Iowa, died June 25. Spouse: 
Willard S. Brenneman (deceased). Parents: 
Vernon and Sadie Yoder Marner. Children: 
Duane Brenneman, Donald Brenneman, 
Kathleen Schlabach, Karol Brenneman, Lo-
ren “Pete” Brenneman; nine grandchildren; 
11 great-grandchildren. Funeral: June 29 at 
Wellman Mennonite Church.

Buckwalter, Dawn Alice, 62, Goshen, 
Ind., died Feb. 8, of cancer. Parents: Ralph 
and Genevieve Lehman Buckwalter. Memo-
rial service: March 29 at Faith Mennonite 
Church, Goshen.

Buckwalter, Genevieve Fern Leh-
man, 91, Goshen, Ind., died Feb. 22. 
Spouse: Ralph Earl Buckwalter (deceased). 
Parents: Joseph L. and Stella Elmira Sharp 
Lehman. Children: Rosemary Hershberg-
er, Michael Earl Buckwalter, Dawn Alice 
Buckwalter; four grandchildren. Memorial 
service: March 29 at Faith Mennonite 
Church, Goshen.

Byler, Emily Christine, 22, Pratt, Kan., 
died May 11. Parents: Michael and Jayne 
Marie Speigle Byler. Partner: Elizabeth Hil-
legass. Siblings: Kathryn Byler Juarez, Justin 
Byler. Funeral: May 16 at Pratt Presbyterian 
Church and May 19 at First Mennonite 
Church, Sugarcreek, Ohio.

Ediger, Ronald Dale, 72, Liberal, Kan., 
died April 28. Spouse: Leanna Martens 
Ediger. Children: Kevin Ediger, Kelly Carlile, 
Korey Ediger; five grandchildren. Funeral: 
May 2 at Turpin Mennonite Church, Turpin, 
Okla.

Hamm, Mary Rempel, 84, Altona, Man-
itoba, died June 15. Spouse: Willie Hamm 
(deceased). Parents: Peter Rempel and Sara 
Froese. Children: Elaine Gerbrandt, Elvira 
Klassen, Robert Hamm, Larry Hamm; 11 
grandchildren. Funeral: June 20 at Bergthal-
er Mennonite Church, Altona.

Harms, Gladys R. Schmidt, 88, North 
Newton, Kan., died June 30, of cancer. 
Spouse: Merril J. Harms. Parents: Arthur and 
Ruth Schmidt. Children: Marianne Eichel-
berger, Kenny Marten; two grandchildren. 
Funeral: July 4 at Grace Hill Mennonite 
Church, Whitewater, Kan.

Householter, James P., 56, Wheaton, 
Ill., died April 10, of cancer. Spouse: Karen 
Householter. Parents: Robert and Madeline 
Householter. Children: Emily Householter, 
Peter Householter. Funeral: April 17 at Lom-
bard Mennonite Church, Lombard, Ill.

Hostetler, Frank C., 88, Middlebury, 
Ind., died June 19, of congestive heart 
failure. Spouse: Jean VanZuilen Hostetler 
(deceased). Parents: Allen J. and Rosa Nel-
son Hostetler. Children: Jeanne Hostetler, 
Jennifer Mottier, Monte Hostetler; four 
grandchildren; one great-grandchild. Fu-
neral: June 23 at Shore Mennonite Church, 
Shipshewana, Ind.

Kinsinger, Peter, 93, Belleville, Pa., died 
June 14. Spouse: Nancy A. Sharp Kinsinger. 
Parents: Daniel and Amanda Yoder Kinsing-
er. Children: Wilma Lee Mays; two grand-
children; four great-grandchildren. Funeral: 
June 18 at Maple Grove Mennonite Church, 
Belleville.

Lyndaker, Norman 
Joseph, 85 years old, 
peacefully passed away 
at home on June 1, 
encircled by his devoted 
family. Born to Paul H. 
and Catherine Lyndaker 
of Croghan, N.Y., on 
Jan. 26, 1930, he spent 

his childhood helping with the family farm 
and attending Beaver River school. His 
mother remarked to others that she saw 
in her son an obvious love for God, and he 
himself as a teen experienced a calling and 
commitment to a life of service. Following 
his high school graduation he worked 
several years on the farm and in the 
family sawmill, skilled at keeping busy and 
working with his hands. On Sept. 26, 1953, 
he married Phyllis L. Lehman of Castorland, 
beginning a 61-year partnership filled with 
mutual love and respect. Together they 
completed a two-year voluntary service 
term with the Mennonite Board of Missions 
and Charities in Elkhart, Ind. Norman then 
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enrolled at Goshen College, earning his 
Bachelors of Arts degree. While he was 
still a student, their first child, Janette, 
arrived. In 1959, they returned home to 
Lewis County, where he became assistant 
pastor at Woodville Mennonite Church. He 
worked multiple jobs to support his family 
while he obtained his Masters in Education 
from SUNY Potsdam and taught at Clayton 
and Belleville public schools. During this 
period, he and Phyllis welcomed two more 
children, Marcia and Steven. An avid reader 
and lifelong student, particularly of theol-
ogy, Norman returned to Indiana in 1967. 
He obtained his Masters of Divinity from 
Anabaptist Mennonite Biblical Seminary 
(known as Goshen Biblical Seminary at 
that time) in Elkhart, as well as became the 
lead pastor of North Main Street Men-
nonite Church in Nappanee, Ind. Norman 
cherished the relationships he developed 
there and remained a strong advocate for 
Goshen College and AMBS throughout his 
life. In 1974, Norman and Phyllis moved 
back to New York, where he served 15 
years as pastor at Watertown Mennonite 
Church while teaching at Carthage High 
School. Never idle, he spent summers 
painting houses with his son and expertly 
cutting trees for friends and neighbors. 
Following his retirement, Norman and 
Phyllis purchased and restored a beautiful 
home, which they operated together as the 
Victoria Guest House for 14 years. Norman 
and Phyllis also devoted many volunteer 
hours to church work and to organizations 
such as the Agape Shoppe, Beaver Camp 

and the Adirondack Mennonite Heritage 
Association. In addition, they were loyal 
members at Lowville Mennonite Church in 
Dadville. In his later years, after he suffered 
a stroke, Norman and Phyllis applied 
their characteristic teamwork to help him 
recover and adjust to the challenges of a 
physical disability. It was something they 
tackled together, and their witness of 
grace, patience and abiding love and faith 
continuously inspired their children and 
their church family. An intelligent, kind and 
unselfish man who joyfully served God, his 
family and others has been called home 
to be with his Lord. He will be missed. He 
is survived by his wife, Phyllis, children 
Janette (Dan) Gallagher, Marcia Lyndaker, 
Dr. Steven (Dr. Shereen Palmer) Lyndaker, 
grandchildren Aja (Alex) Marchenkoff, 
Catherine, Sarah, Anna, Emily and Andrew 
Lyndaker, and great-grandson Charlie 
Marchenkoff. He is also survived by his 
brothers Howard (Lillian), Kenneth (Debra) 
and Paul Lyndaker and sisters Lena Yancey, 
Gladys Schweitzer, Alta Noftsier, Catherine 
(Rex) Dannan, Dorothy (Elmer) Zehr, Helen 
(Loren) Unruh, as well as many nieces and 
nephews. He is predeceased by his brothers 
Christian (Fern) Lyndaker and infant David 
Lyndaker, one sister-in-law, Gail Schaefer, 
and three brothers-in-law, Gerald Yancey, 
Gerald Schweitzer and Judson Noftsier. A 
private burial will be held at the family’s 
convenience. A Celebration of Life Memo-
rial Service was scheduled for June 28, at 2 
p.m. at Lowville Mennonite Church. 

Miller, Lavina Ellen Herschberger, 
79, Goshen, Ind., died June 25. Spouse: 
Melvin P. Miller (deceased). Parents: Eli and 
Alma Miller Herschberger. Children: Richard 
Miller, Myra Lengacher; seven grandchil-
dren; four great-grandchildren. Funeral: 
July 4 at Clinton Frame Mennonite Church, 
Goshen.

Shearer, Evelyn M. Nice, 83, Telford, 
Pa., died March 28. Spouse: John William 
Shearer, Sr. (deceased). Parents: Warren 
and Miriam Moyer Nice. Children: Lori 
Shearer, John William Shearer, Jr., Karen 
Marie Simmons; eight grandchildren; four 
great-grandchildren. Funeral: April 2 at 
Franconia Mennonite Church, Telford.

Toews, Novalis “Nick,” 90 Whitewa-
ter, Kan., died June 10. Spouse: Pauline 
Toews. Parents: Nicolei and Marie Stoesz 
Toews. Children: Marna Schowalter, Cynthia 
Rhodes, Jeff Toews, Stewart Keith Toews; 
six grandchildren; five great-grandchildren. 
Funeral: June 15 at Grace Hill Mennonite 
Church, Whitewater.

Underwood, Gary Ray, 54, Stuarts 
Draft, Va., died June 30. Spouse: Rebecca 
Deshotel Underwood. Parents: Grady Ray 
and Ann Shirley Underwood. Children: Dan-
iel Underwood, Jacob Underwood, Martha 
Underwood. Funeral: July 6 at Springdale 
Mennonite Church, Waynesboro, Va.
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A conference for leaders, teachers and scholars 
featuring the following keynote speakers:

Dr. Felipe Hinojosa
professor of history 
at Texas A&M 
University and 
author of the book 
Latino Mennonites: 
Civil Rights, Faith 
and Evangelical 
Culture

Dr. Perry Bush
professor of history 
at Bluffton University  
and author of a 
forthcoming book, 
Peace, Progress and 
the Professor: The 
Mennonite History of 
C. Henry Smith

Dr. Sara 
Wenger Shenk
president of 
Anabaptist 
Mennonite Biblical 
Seminary and 
author of Anabaptist 
Ways of Knowing: A 
Conversation about 
Tradition-Based 
Critical Education

Mennonite 
Education:
Past, Present  
and Future
Oct. 16-18, 2015
Bluffton University
Bluffton, Ohio

Register by Sept. 30 to receive early registration rates
$65 adult, $30 undergraduate/graduate student

Registration after Sept. 30
$75 adult, $40 undergraduate/graduate student

Register by Sept. 30 to receive

www.bluffton.edu/conference
For more information, visit

RESOURCES

Hutterite Diaries: Wisdom from My Prairie Commu-
nity by Linda Maendel (Herald Press, 2015, $12.99) offers 
a rare glimpse into the daily routines and communal faith of 
Maendel’s people, the Hutterian Brethren. From stories of work-
ing together to bring in the fall potato harvest to laugh-out-
loud tales of sisterly love laced with revenge, Maendel invites 
readers into her Bruderhof, or colony, nestled on the prairie of 
western Canada. This is book three of Plainspoken: Real-Life 
Stories of the Amish and Mennonites and provides a unique 
look at daily life in a contemporary Hutterite colony.

Changing Lenses: Restorative Justice for Our Times 
by Howard Zehr (Herald Press, 2015, $21.99) is a 25th-anni-
versary edition of the book whose original subtitle was A New 
Focus for Crime and Justice. Uncovering widespread assump-
tions about crime, the courts, retributive justice, and the legal 
process, the book offers provocative new paradigms and proven 
alternatives for public policy and judicial reform. With updates 
by the author and resources for teachers and practitioners, 
Changing Lenses offers a framework for understanding crime, 
injury, accountability, and healing from a restorative perspective. 
Zehr updated terminology and some of the book’s paradigms, 
and provided additional recommended reading on the topic.

Teaching that Transforms by John D. Roth, first published 
in 2011, is now available in Spanish with the title Enseñanza 
que Transforma (Herald Press, 2015, $12.99). Roth provides 
support for private Christian schools through careful argu-
mentation. Specifically focusing on the unique perspective of 
Anabaptist-Mennonite education, he outlines a pedagogy that 
promotes healthy relationships, helps to form habits of worship, 
and focuses on God’s presence in the world. Though Roth rec-
ognizes some of the obstacles standing in the way of his vision 
for education, including cost and location of Anabaptist-Men-
nonite schools, he highlights the transformative possibilities 
of this style of education, for individuals as well as the church. 
Christina Horst served as the bilingual translator for the project.

A Long Letting Go: Meditations on Losing Some-
one You Love by Marilyn Chandler McEntyre (Eerdmans, 
2015, $15) is for family members and friends who are doing 
the life-changing work of accompanying someone on the final 
stretch of his or her journey. Based on McEntyre’s personal and 
professional experience with the dying, these meditations—
each consisting of a short opening quote, a reflection and a 
prayer—offer comfort, direction, hope and respite to caregivers 
during a difficult season of their own lives. The book invites 
caregivers to slow down for reflection and prayer as they pre-
pare to say goodbye to a beloved family member or friend.
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Eastern Mennonite University is seeking applicants for a 
full-time user services technology support assistant for 
EMU at Lancaster, Pa. Essential duties include help desk services to 
EMU at Lancaster students, faculty and staff with excellent custom-
er service, submitting work orders in a timely manner and provid-
ing support and maintenance for classroom technology, among 
other duties. Bachelor’s degree in related field or equivalent proven 
experience required. Submit letter of application, resumé and the 
contact information for three references to: hr@emu.edu. 
For more information, visit our website at 
www.emu.edu/humanresources. EOE.

EMM seeks a full-time HR director to focus on pastoral and 
crisis care as well as candidate approval. Required: college degree; 
training and three years experience in pastoral counseling/counsel-
ing; mediation skills; three years cross-cultural overseas experience. 
Apply by Aug. 15 or until filled. See www.emm.org/employment.

Prince of Peace Mennonite Church (Anchorage, Alaska) is 
seeking a half-time pastor to minister to a small but vibrant 
congregation. Responsibilities include preaching, spiritual nurtur-
ing, guidance on growth and community outreach, as part of our 
Anabaptist faith. For more information contact Scott Bushee at 
scottbushee@hotmail.com.

Snowbirds looking in Florida for a trailer: We have a sweet 
sweet community. Trailers from $3,500 to $8,000. Lot rent $265 
month. Cheapest around. Call 941-751-6850.

Eastern Mennonite University is seeking applicants for an 
assistant athletic trainer. Responsibilities include assisting 
the head athletic trainer in the coordination and delivery
of athletic training services to members of Eastern Mennonite Uni-
versity’s intercollegiate athletic program. This includes coordination 
of physical exams, evaluation and appropriate treatment of injuries 
at practices and games, design and supervision of rehabilitation 
programs, counseling of athletes within the limits of expertise, and 
pre-practice/game setup and taping. Three-quarter time. Bachelor’s 
degree. N.A.T.A. and first aid/CPR certified. Submit letter of appli-
cation, resumé and the contact information for three references to: 
Human Resources, 1200 Park Road, Harrisonburg, VA 22802,
hr@emu.edu. For more information visit our website at    www.
emu.edu/humanresources. People who bring diversity are encour-
aged to apply. EOE.

Virginia Mennonite Missions seeks a full-time director 
of advancement to lead the Advancement Team in generating 
resources for mission support and communicating God’s work 
through VMMissions. Qualified applicants will demonstrate person-
al faith in Jesus Christ, commitment to the church and mission, a 
strong reputation, proven leadership and excellent interpersonal, 
communication and team-building skills. Position supervised by the 
president. Beginning August 2015. To apply, contact: 
dianna.lehman@vmmissions.org. See vmmissions.org for details.
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NEW VOICES
By and about young adults

The dismantling winds of the Spirit

Conrad Kanagy, at the end of the recent sur-
vey of credentialed leaders within Menno-
nite Church USA on the question of LGBTQ 

inclusion, reflected back on a thought that 
occurred to him during his last study of the health 
of MC USA and a question that has followed him 
ever since. He writes, “What if the Holy Spirit is 
dismantling the church as we know it?” and ends 
his thoughts with the hopeful prayer that “we will 
work with the Spirit rather than against the Spirit 
in the dismantling work of this season.” 

That prophetic comment seems to have been 
largely overlooked as I’ve been in meetings 
where we’ve digested the survey. But to me it 
names a reality that the survey results alone fail 
to capture. Not only that, his 
words reminded me of sev-
eral conversations I’ve have 
had with younger clergy and 
seemed ripe for exploration. 
So I emailed Conrad, who I 
had never met, and asked to 
have a conversation.

The first thing I wanted 
to hear from him about was 
why he feels we are caught 
in a season of dismantling. 
He said, “because we have so failed the mission 
of God.” He said this is our reality because “the 
structures have gotten in the way.” This exists 
both on the denominational level and in that 
the “church we’ve created isn’t helpful to these 
ends.” In the midst of building up we’ve found a 
way to lose “the commission that ends the Gos-
pels” and forgotten to tell the story of what God 
has done in Jesus.

His missional perspective and the hope of the 
God who sends us had an impact on me. I couldn’t 
help but hear that the gospel contains an element 
of rising and falling, seeds falling to the ground 
so that new life can emerge. But what must fall? 
What structures have seen their time and need to 
be released? What are the structures necessary 
for us to continue to share a common life togeth-
er? 

He was clear that structure is necessary and 
is vital to relationships and connections in life. 
It’s a matter of creating meaningful structures. 
Neither Conrad nor I have simple answers to the 
question, but he holds that “church at its best is a 
local expression of God’s mission for the world.” 
The local church, the individual body of believers 

living mission in particular context, must remain 
in front of us as we discern this movement of 
dismantling. 

When we look at the structures that have 
gotten in the way, we must keep in mind how this 
will impact the ability of local communities to hear 
the commission that closes Matthew’s Gospel and 
retell the story of God’s rescue.

Could the question facing MC USA today be 
whether our faithfulness isn’t in relation to the 
survey’s topic but is the call to hear the disman-
tling winds of the Spirit, the Spirit that levels as 
well as builds? That we aren’t looking at some-
thing to solve but that through this we can move 
into a reality that things aren’t well here and 

haven’t been well for some 
time. 

Our current trial of seek-
ing to remain together, to 
hold on and make sure things 
work for all parties, is not 
that goal, and only through 
falling, being pulled down, 
can new life come among 
the ruins. What seems like a 
crisis isn’t; it is the process 
we must undergo in order 

to be renewed. It seems out of sorts, but what if 
the crisis is the point and what needs to be pulled 
down can be. It is not shocking that in my own life 
a crisis can bring clarity as much as it can bring 
division and chaos.

This isn’t all bad news. If we recognize the 
sovereignty of God in all things, then God has not 
abandoned us. Through this season of disman-
tling, the Spirit will be present with us in a way 
that can bring renewal. But this can’t be a renewal 
forced by human hands. This dismantling certainly 
involves death, and death always involves lament. 
But in the midst of this we can find new life, the 
new ways God’s Spirit is springing up among us, 
and we can be open to the surprise of the God 
whose mercies are new every morning. 

What would it look like to join the dismantling 
work of the Spirit without apprehension but with 
the hope that only comes from God. We worship 
a God of resurrection whose final call to Jeremiah 
and those who follow during a season that sees 
uprooting, a tearing down, a time that has de-
struction and overthrow, is “to build and to plant” 
(Jeremiah 1:10). May we find ways to be faithful to 
both calls. TM

Matthew Shed-
den is associate 
pastor at Lebanon 
(Ore.) Mennonite 
Church, Praxis 
editor at The Other 
Journal and blogs at 
mshedden.com.

Through this season of 
dismantling, the Spirit will 
be present with us in way 
that can bring renewal.
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After sitting in the delegate 
sessions much of the week of 
Kansas City 2015 (see my story 

on page 12), I attended Ted and Co. 
Theater Works’ production of Listen-
ing for Grace late Saturday night (July 
4). It was one of the highlights of the 
convention for me.

The play is about Daryl, who is 
grieving the death of his wife, Grace. 
His son tells him he is gay, and Daryl 
struggles to understand this.

Ted Swartz plays Daryl and has the 
only speaking parts. He also plays a 
variety of other characters, including 
a preacher talking about “sex in the 
Bible,” friends of Daryl and his cousin, 
who is also gay.

Two of the roles are nonspeak-
ing. Justin Yoder portrays Daryl’s son 
by playing the cello. Philip Martin plays 
piano.

The fact that Daryl’s son does not 
speak but only plays music makes an 
obvious though effective point that his 
voice is silent.

The music powerfully evokes the 
emotions of the characters, and those 
emotions move across a wide range, 
from somber and melancholy to playful 
and funny.

Humor plays a major role in the 
play, even though you would not call it 
a comedy.

Early on, Daryl visits a church 
where a preacher talks about sex in the 
Bible. The humor is especially strong 
here.

While the play seeks to avoid didac-
ticism, preaching a point rather than 
showing a character in action, it comes 
closest here, as the preacher makes the 
case that sex as presented in the Bible 
is not the chaste, monogamous picture 
often presented by many Christians 
today.

But the play moves on to show how 
different people, who have different 
views on homosexuality, struggle with 
those views once they come to know 
someone who is gay or who, like Daryl, 
is the parent of a gay son.

In these scenes, the different char-
acters—all played by Swartz—become 
sympathetic.

The key to avoiding didacticism 
is presenting characters that are not 
one-dimensional. And Swartz, who 
wrote the play, succeeds well in doing 
just that.

The other element to this play that 
makes it come alive and have such 
a powerful effect is its use of detail. 
Swartz draws on the setting of a rural 
Mennonite community in Pennsylvania 
and presents details of their lives. And 
again here he uses humor in select 
places.

Such storytelling and use of poi-
gnant detail, showing the struggle of 
complex individuals, takes the audience 
beyond the generalized discussion that 
usually happens, if it happens at all, 
around the topic of LGBTQ inclusion in 
the church.

While Listening for Grace is fiction, 
it makes real the complexities and 
pathos that emerge when a person 
comes out as gay. Like all good fiction, 
it presents reality in a way that goes 
beyond the generalities we often use in 
our discussions.

I recommend it 
to any who have a 
chance to see it. TM

Gordon Houser is 
editor of The Men-
nonite

MEDIACULTURE
Reflections on the effect of media and culture on our faith

The power of Listening for Grace
FILM REVIEWS

Inside Out (PG) is another fine ani-
mated film from Pixar. This one depicts 
five emotions (joy, sadness, fear, disgust, 
anger) of a girl named Riley who moves 
with her parents from Minnesota to San 
Francisco. In the headquarters where 
these emotions work to help Riley, we 
also see places for new memories, core 
memories and “islands” that represent 
Riley’s personality. The set-up is simplis-
tic but delightful—for young and older 
viewers, who will laugh at different plac-
es. The film also provides a nice lesson 
about being aware of our emotions and 
how they affect us.—Gordon Houser

Love and Mercy (PG-13) is a bio pic 
about Brian Wilson of the Beach Boys, a 
searing portrait of a musical genius who 
suffered from an abusive father, mental 
illness and an abusive psychotherapist. 
A powerful exploration of one man’s 
descent into mental illness and his emer-
gence into a measure of health, it’s also 
an enjoyable depiction of the creation of 
a great piece of music. It shows the pow-
er of love and mercy to rescue a person 
from those wanting to control him.—gh

Me and Earl and the Dying Girl 
(PG-13) is an engaging, funny film about 
an awkward high-school senior and a 
gravely ill classmate who surprise them-
selves by becoming inseparable friends. 
While it offers a lesson and almost 
ignores religion, it works hard to avoid 
melodrama. The characters themselves 
win us over. And in the end, we’re left 
thinking about our mortality.—gh

BOOK REVIEW

How (Not) to Be Secular: Reading 
Charles Taylor by James K.A. Smith 
(Eerdmans, 2014, $16) helps readers en-
gage some of the insights of a landmark 
though difficult book, Charles Taylor’s 
A Secular Age (2007). Smith is an able 
guide and shows how we live in a “glo-
balized, cosmopolitan, pluralist present.” 
He calls us to understand, not try to 
escape, the “secular” space in which we 
live.—gh

Philip Martin, Ted Swartz and Justin Yoder 
acknowledge applause after performing in  
the play Listening for Grace.

Abby G
raber
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LETTERS

next to my husband’s open window 
he mumbled, “Would you have any 
change?” The guy was disheveled, with 
a scraggly beard and a blemished face. 
My husband reached in his pocket, 
pulled out some money and, while 
handing it to him, asked, “You’ll use it 
for food, right?”

With a quiet yes, he was gone. 
There is much discussion that could 

take place, but it’s his eyes that haunt 
me still. They communicated much, 
so devoid of hope. Life appeared to 
have beaten him to the core. It left me 
troubled. 

The magnitude of need is stagger-
ing. Jesus said the fields are ripe with 
need. How can we then justify spend-
ing time and energy on church dissen-
sion? Could we leave the purity of the 
church to an all-knowing God? We as 
humans see “through a glass darkly”; 
therefore we will have difficulty ever 
getting these divisive issues right. For-
bearance is a good word as we navigate 
working together while differing in 
our convictions.—Rose Jantzi Shetler, 
Goshen, Ind.

A new exodus
Thank you Beryl  Forrester (“A New 
Exodus,” July) for clarifying that “the 
opposition to Mr. Obama is far deeper 
than just a different political agenda” 
and for your comments about Fox TV. 
These paragraphs are painful but so 
true.—Lois Bartel, North Newton, Kan.

Humility before Scripture
Much of Ron Helmuth’s article on 
Romans 1 (July) calls us to a refreshing 
humility before Scripture and evokes a 
passion for studying it. Then he shows 
a totally different spirit after he puts 
forward a rather unusual interpretation 
of Paul’s phrase “God gives them up.” 
He claims that Paul is teaching that 
same-sex passions and acts are “God’s 
punishment” on individuals who deny 
God, and then points out that we are 
“troubled by Paul’s argument,” that we 
“have experiences very different from 
Paul’s perspective”—for instance, we 
know that Henri Nouwen had same-sex 
attraction but did not deny God. When 

knowledge from God’s world seems 
to contradict God’s Word, typically 
people who are humble will question 
their reading of the Bible rather than 
question the Bible.—Harold Miller, 
Broadway, Va.

Endless war not the answer
It appears that citizens are beginning 
once again to see the connection 
between the personal and the politi-
cal. The verdict about the Pentagon’s 
wasteful budget has been in for no less 
than two or even four decades. Is it any 
wonder why there is no easy solution 
after so much injustice? Could it be 
that too many citizens have remained 
silent about war taxes when they 
should have shouted. Doesn’t the pre-
vailing endorsement of militarization in 
the United States suggest that we are 
captive to the values of the dominant 
culture, that we too protect privilege 
rather than stand in solidarity with the 
poor and exploited?   

It has been refreshing in recent 
weeks to see children and adults hold-
ing up the supremacy of the individual 
conscience when it runs counter to the 
orders of the state. As I understand it, 
the National Campaign for a Peace Tax 
Fund is geared to promote and pass 
legislation that would enable citizens to 
practice peacemaking when they want 
a choice between doing good or harm. 
On the other hand, the national War 
Tax Resistance Coordinating Commit-
tee is mainly designed to support all 
those who are determined to find ways 
of redirecting war taxes away from the 
principalities and powers who curently 
confiscate these funds.

Believing that endless war is not 
the answer, Thomas Jefferson wrote:  
“Peace and friendship with all mankind 
is our wisest policy, and I wish that we 
may be permitted to pursue it.”—Don-
ald D. Kaufman, North Newton, Kan.

Our sin problem
We need a lot more talk about sin 
(Opinion, July). Unfortunately, people 
in my part of the theological spectrum 
seem the most averse. I suspect many 
of us have been hurt and turned off by 
ways we remember sin being spoken 

of and (ab)used in the past. In reaction 
we have “thrown the baby out with the 
bathwater” instead of wrestling with 
and redeeming this important biblical 
term. We neglect talking about and 
being aware of our sin—our willful dis-
obedience, to be sure, but also our bro-
kenness, weakness, pettiness and our 
entrapment in structures that oppress. 
When we lose awareness of what we 
are being saved from, this impoverishes 
our perspective. The lack of contrast 
robs us of more complete awareness 
of our many God-given strengths and 
the beauty of what we are being saved 
for, not just in some envisioned future 
but here and now.—Craig Anderson,    
www.themennonite.org

The meaning of ‘review’
When trust levels are low, we are best 
served by clear and honest language. 
It seems we are each reading our own 
anxieties into the two resolutions.

One of the trigger words (whether 
it was intended this way or not) in the 
Executive Board resolution is “review,” 
as in “conference-to-conference peer 
review.” For progressives, this word 
is directly linked to the Membership 
Guidelines, which call for a conference 
to review the credentials of ministers 
who officiate at same-sex covenant 
ceremonies. In other words, a review 
means you might lose your creden-
tials. With review being applied on 
the conference level, does this mean 
conferences could potentially lose their 
“credentials”? This analogy may not 
be what was intended by the EB when 
it speaks of “mutual accountability” 
(which is a good thing in itself), but 
this is how progressives, at least this 
progressive, hears this language.

So let’s be clear and honest. Is that 
what we mean by review in the EB 
resolution, or do we mean something 
else? Does voting for this [Membership 
Guidelines] resolution open up the 
possibility of the Constituency Leaders 
Council “disciplining”—or whatever 
the appropriate word is—entire con-
ferences? Let’s say yes or no to this 
clearly before voting so we can know 
what we are affirming or rejecting.         
—Joel Miller, www.themennonite.org

(Continued from page 5)
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Discerning God’s will together
Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be 
transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then 
you will be able to test and approve what God’s will 
is—his good, pleasing and perfect will.—Romans 
12:2–3 TNIV

It’s a daring thing to say that we know God’s 
will. Yet the delegates at the June 30-July 5 
convention in Kansas City, Mo., engaged in a 

bold experiment, pursuing a new way to discern 
God’s will together. Jane Hoober Peifer served 
as a discernment guide to incorporate rhythms of 
prayer and table group engagement with the more 
familiar parliamentary procedures. Her work sig-
naled the church’s desire that the delegate body 
serve as a spiritually discerning community rather 
than a forum to debate political ideas. Her work 
continued a venture in group discernment we’ve 
pursued over the past several years in congrega-
tions, area conferences and in the Constituency 
Leaders Council. 

Just a week before the convention, I read 
Ruth Haley Barton’s recent book, Life Together in 
Christ: Experiencing Transformation in Commu-
nity. It’s an insightful exposition of Luke 24, the 
Scripture passage we studied at the convention. 
Barton asserts that just as everything changed for 
the downcast disciples when Jesus showed up in 
the guise of a stranger on the road to Emmaus, a 
life-transforming relationship with Jesus is what 
creates a true Christian community: “Christian 
community is not and never can be about us.” 
She cites Dietrich Bonhoffer, who avowed that 
the “wish dream” we often carry in our minds 
about human community is easily shattered by 
the disillusionment of actually living with others. 
Bonhoffer said: “Thus the very hour of disillu-
sionment with our brother [or sister] becomes 
incomparably salutary, because it so thoroughly 
teaches me that neither of us can live by our own 
words and deeds, but only by that one Word and 
Deed which really binds us together. … When the 
morning mists of dreams vanish, then dawns the 
bright day of Christian fellowship.”

Debating difficult issues with fellow believ-
ers can readily shatter our “wish dreams” for 

the broad community we call Mennonite Church 
USA. When we argue opposite viewpoints on the 
strength of conscience, it is nearly impossible to 
find group consensus. I don’t know how many 
people changed their mind or their vote on any 
particular issue as a result of being at a delegate 
table in Kansas City, yet I sense that for some 
who spoke to me, their commitment to each other 
and the church grew stronger. 

That’s likely because they were seated at 
round tables, so they could look into each other’s 
faces as they spoke. Many used a “talking piece” 
during their times of sharing, helping people 
attend to one another with love and respect by 
listening as others shared, often from the heart. 
And even though many met each other for the 
first time at the table, they testified that they 
experienced moments of authentic community. A 
number of people told me they’d experienced holy 
moments in their table interactions, which includ-
ed time of deep sharing of different viewpoints. 
They sensed the presence of Jesus in the midst of 
their diversity. Together they caught a glimpse of 
God’s will for our church’s witness.

My hope for the church grew stronger 
during the recent convention, not only because of 
the steps toward communal discernment at the 
delegate assembly but because of the many other 
ways I witnessed God at work throughout the 
week. People engaged in corporate worship and a 
plethora of other activities that helped strengthen 
our communal life, focusing on what we can do 
better together than any of us could on our own. 
In spite of the tensions that threaten to divide us, 
God is at work to draw us together as communi-
ties of grace, joy and peace, so that God’s healing 
and hope can flow through us to the world. TM

Even though 
many met 
each other 
for the first 
time at the 
table, they 
testified 
that they 
experienced 
moments of 
authentic 
community.
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                        FROM THE EDITOR

Iencourage the Mennonite Church USA Execu-
tive Board (EB) to invite a new member to the 
Constituency Leaders Council (CLC): Brethren 

Mennonite Council for LGBTQ Concerns. (BMC, 
an organization working for an inclusive church 
since 1976, had exhibit space at Kansas City 
2015.)

This suggestion comes out of a petition circu-
lating at KC2015 with 345 signatures, 140 of them 
delegates.

Here’s some background: CLC is comprised 
of leaders from area conferences, agencies and 
constituency groups. The EB has the authority to 
determine new constituency groups for CLC from 
time to time. Furthermore, CLC serves as a place 
for those leaders to talk together and as a “voice 
for agenda from the grassroots to surface with the 
EB,” according to mennoniteusa.org.

At KC2015, the delegate assembly passed both 
the forbearance resolution and the Membership 
Guidelines resolution.

The forbearance resolution (passed by 71 
percent) calls us to “offer grace, love and forbear-
ance toward [those] who, in different ways, seek 
to be faithful to our Lord Jesus Christ on matters 
related to same-sex covenanted unions.”

On the other hand, the membership resolution 
(passed by 60 percent) upholds the guidelines 
regarding church membership and same-sex mar-
riages as well as the Confession of Faith Article 
19 on marriage.

Now that the convention is over, I hear 
people asking, Don’t these two resolutions cancel 
each other out? Aren’t we back to where we 
started?

Does this mean the conversation is stalled for 
four years? No, the opposite is possible.

When the delegate assembly voted for the 
membership resolution, they voted not to enter-
tain changes to the Membership Guidelines for 
four years. But the membership resolution also 

says: “We urge engagement in honest, transpar-
ent conversation about human sexuality, focusing 
on ways to live faithfully as disciples of Jesus 
Christ.”

CLC offers a prime place for this kind of 
conversation as we prepare for Orlando 2017 and 
Kansas City 2019. A representative from BMC 
should be at the table.

As Elizabeth Miller, a delegate from Goshen, 
Ind., said last month, “At this point, the church as 
a whole is not able to affirm same-sex sexuality, 
but that does not preclude truly listening, which 
is not some amorphous, unrealizable goal. Rather, 
it is made possible by structural changes, like 
having a BMC representative at CLC.”

Although this is not a new request, here are 
three reasons why now is an opportune time:

1. Now is the time to exercise incertitude, 
as Dale Schrag mentioned during a KC2015 wor-
ship. “We are not God,” he said. “There’s always 
a possibility that we might be wrong.” We can 
exercise incertitude by trusting God and inviting 
all groups committed to being Mennonite Church 
USA together to discern these questions related 
to sexuality at CLC.

2. Over half the delegates stood when 
asked to if they had relatives or acquaintances 
who were LGBTQ and felt pain at KC2015. The 
delegate survey also found that 66 percent of del-
egates who responded support church member-
ship for LGBTQ individuals. LGBTQ individuals 
and advocates are already engaged with the EB.

3. Finally, the petition states that the EB’s 
power to decide who they are accountable to 
results in the appearance of a conflict of inter-
est. As the petition states, not including a BMC 
representative leaves out the “siblings in Christ 
who are most directly affected by the Membership 
Guidelines resolution.” 

Forbearance and membership guidelines both 
passed. Now is the time for conversation.—ag

Time for a new constituency group

Anna Groff

Does this 
mean the 
conversation 
is stalled for 
four years? 
No, the 
opposite is 
possible.


