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Most monolithic message in Bible
There has been a sexual tsunami flood-
ing all denominations, and the gospel 
will pay the damages for generations. 
This phrase came to my attention while 
studying for a Sunday school class: 
“The Bible does not present a mono-
lithic view on every subject.” 

It came to the fore later in a men’s 
Bible study of 2 Corinthians 6:14ff., 
where Paul instructs us to “not be 
yoked together with unbelievers.” 
How do we win unbelievers if we avoid 
them? We stumbled over this because 
Jesus ate with sinners and tax collec-
tors. Jesus came for sick people, not 
just the well, and he encouraged us to 
relate to sinners for their own good as 
well as for the sake of the kingdom. 

The same dilemma comes when we 
read Luke 14:26. We are told to hate 
our mothers, fathers, children, brothers 
and sisters as the cost of discipleship, 
but we are also told, in 1 Timothy 
5:8; Ephesians 5:22, 25, 33; Titus 2:4; 
Psalm 127:3-5 and Proverbs 22:6 that 
families should be places of warm love 
and acceptance and fellowship. How 
can we hate them?

In the interest of unity, of which the 
Bible has much to say, the key is the 
person of Christ. This is monolithic. 
“No man (woman, too) comes to the 
Father but by me,” said Jesus. He also 
said that the most important law is to 
love God, then your neighbor. This is 
the most monolithic message of the 
Bible—love God and one another.—D. 
Lowell Nissley, Sarasota, Fla.

More gospel, less sexual talk
I’m an 88-year-old member of the 
church. 

Should a historian one day evalu-
ate the major theme dominating the 
church during our time, judging from 
our periodicals and conferences, would 
he or she not be compelled to say we 
were a people preoccupied by a gospel 
emphasing sexuality?

When I graduated from college in 
the early 1950s, my understanding of 
the Mennonite church’s primary mis-
sion was outreach, church planting, and 
relief and service. The concentration 
was much more on Jesus’ Great Com-
mission, where he said, “Go into all the 
world … make disciples of all nations 
… baptize them … teaching them to 
obey everything I commanded.” This 
gospel included ministering to all the 
needy in Matthew 25:31-48.

Is not repentance our response to 
our failures? Otherwise, the handwrit-
ing is on the wall—more sexual talk, 
little gospel. Is not Jesus Christ’s com-
mission and mandate the same? “The 
harvest is plentiful, but the workers are 
few. Ask the Lord of the harvest, there-
fore, to send laborers into the harvest 
field”(Matthew 9:37-38).

Until every part of the church, 
including higher education, feels the 
urgency and passion of raising up 
harvest workers on a mission to call 
disciples to Jesus Christ, will not our 
Lord be compelled to raise up a willing 
people who will obey him? After all, 
Jesus predicts “that my house may be 
full” (Luke 14:23). May we repent and 
help fill God’s house, God’s kingdom. 
—Eugene K. Souder, Harrisonburg, Va.

The heresy of certitude
Kudos to Dale Schrag on “The Heresy 
of Certitude” (November). Wow, what 
a challenge in the light of the issues 
facing Mennonite Church USA today! 
—Merlin R. Krehbiel, South Hutchin-
son, Kan.

Profiling police departments
Your piece (Miscellany, October) points 
out some serious problems in a few 
police departments. I don’t believe 
you have any evidence to support your 
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closing statement: “The mission of 
police departments have shifted from 
‘protect and serve’ to ‘punish and prof-
it.’ ” That sounds like a blanket judg-
ment on all police departments across 
America. I know there are many police 
who are decent people who do “protect 
and serve.” Lumping them all into one 
category is like saying “all minorities 
are criminal.” Sounds like profiling.    
—Loren Miller, Aurora, Ore.

Editor’s note: The article referenced 
provides more details, but yes, the final 
statement was too much a “blanket” 
judgment. The point of the piece, however, 
was that cuts in city budgets to police de-
partments have led to this kind of focus.

‘Valiantly’ or ‘sinfully’?
In “Babe Ruth and Orie Miller” 
(October), I was intrigued by Steve 
Carpenter’s use of the word “valiantly” 
regarding those who participated in the 
Second World War. My dictionary ties 
that word to valor, defined as courage 
and boldness, as in battle; bravery. By 
that definition, their adversaries were 
valiant as well. If Mennonites admire 
that, they should well ask themselves 
why more of us didn’t demonstrate 
such valor. Otherwise, a better choice 
of words might have been “sinfully.”
—Scott Smith, Greensboro, N.C.

Confession of faith out of date
There are holiness and purity discus-
sions in many churches on the matter 
of same-sex relationships.

I doubt that there are many discus-
sions about sexualities, about the range 
and intensities of attractions or needs. 
Where is the consideration of the needs 
of people who are “different”?

In Mennonite church circles there 
are unending references to the confes-
sion of faith created 25-30 years ago.

The world has changed since the 
time when the Confession of Faith in a 
Mennonite Perspective was shaped.

Do an Internet search on any topic 
related to sexuality and genetics, he-
redity, environment, then look at all the 
footnotes. Very few articles or projects  
were done before 1990.

This is a new area for research and 
science, and  there is new informa-
tion that needs to be considered. The 
confession of faith was written with 
incomplete information in hand.   

The topic of sexualities needs to 
be about a whole lot more than Bible 
verses. The issue of how we use and 
interpret Scripture is critically import-
ant, but also critically important is an 
understanding of context and reality.

Being a faithful church needs to 
involve more than seminary and Bible 
professors. We have biologists and ge-

neticists and others among and around 
us. Involve those people, share their 
knowledge. We  need to learn new 
vocabulary, new words, new skills to 
do this work. Then perhaps there can 
begin to be more light (and less heat?)  
on the hill, for us and, more important-
ly, light and warmth for those who are 
lonely.—Ray Hamm, Altona, Manitoba

Vows are to be kept
Who is paying attention to Jesus’ teach-
ing, the Great Commission and Paul’s 
Ephesian 4 writing about one faith, 
one Lord, one Baptism, one body, one 
Spirit, one hope, one God, keeping the 
unity of the Spirit?

Are ministers remembering their 
ordination vows? One of my vows was:  
“Do you promise herewith to give heed 
to all the doctrines of the Word of God, 
to accept them as the rule and guide 
of your life, to preach and teach them, 
together with the doctrines, teachings 
and forms of worship of the Menno-
nite church, and to abide in them with 
unchanging fidelity unto the end?”

And what baptismal vows did you 
make? 

In weddings it is “before God and 
these witnesses.” 

In my time, vows were to be kept. 
—Carl L. Smeltzer, Harrisonburg, Va.

IN THIS ISSUE

In December we celebrate Christ-
mas, but before that comes Advent. 
In our cover story (page 12), Glen 

Guyton, chief operating officer for 
Mennonite Church USA, reflects on 
his childhood and the expectant wait-
ing he experienced during Advent. 
He honors his mother, who intro-
duced him to the gift of salvation in 
Jesus Christ.

In an important article for our 
time, Diane Zaerr Brenneman (page 
16) explores the meaning of “binding 
and loosing” in Matthew 18 and calls 
the church to this sacred task.

Tobin Miller Shearer (page 20) 
reflects on the meaning of forgiveness 

in light of the murders of nine African 
American Christians at a church in 
Charleston, S.C., last year by a young 
man heavily influenced by white 
supremacist hate groups.

Jeanette Harder of Dove’s Nest of-
fers six lessons on faith she’s learned 
from Amish and Old Order Mennonite 
groups (page 23).

John K. Stoner (page 26) encour-
ages us to follow up passing a resolu-
tion on faithful witness amid endless 
war by studying Scripture and seeking 
to live as faithful followers of Jesus, 
the Faithful Witness.

John Duerksen sees Jesus’ birth 
as an example of God’s drama and 
artistry (page 29).

In our news section, we report 

on how area conferences of Menno-
nite Church USA are responding to 
sexuality issues. Western District 
Conference passed a resolution giving 
congregations more say in whether 
or not pastors can perform same-sex 
ceremonies (page 32). 

Lancaster (page 33), Franklin and 
Virginia conferences (page 34) lean in 
a different direction as some con-
ferences explore leaving Mennonite 
Church USA. 

In the editorial (page 56), Hannah 
Heinzekehr notes the important role 
Anabaptist publications have played 
in shaping the conversation commu-
nities and denominations are partici-
pating in.

Merry Christmas.—Editor
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NEWS BRIEFS
News from the Mennonite World

Retired school teacher 
becomes pen pals 
with prison inmates
CURITIBA, Brazil—A retired school 
teacher and prison inmates are unlikely 
pen pals who have exchanged thou-
sands of letters in Curitiba over the 
past decade.

It began when a man in prison 
responded to a short piece 76-year-
old Dona Maria Martins published in 
a devotional magazine in 2006. She 
replied to the letter that arrived at 
her church’s address and soon found 
herself responding to dozens of letters 
each week from inmates seeking pas-
toral care

“Often these men are abandoned 
by their families,” Dona Maria says. “I 
became a spiritual mother to them.” 
Her letters tell about Jesus and usually 
include illustrations clipped from mag-
azines.

Now a small circle of women from 
Igreja Evangélica Menonita Água Verde 
(Green Water Mennonite Church) 
join Dona Maria several times a week 
to read and answer correspondence. 
Inmates often request Bibles, so the 
Mennonites of Curitiba designed a Bi-
ble correspondence course. Hundreds 
of inmates have completed it.

“God is love,” Dona Maria declares, 
“and the letters are my way of sharing 
that good news.”—Mennonite World 
Conference

Rachel Weaver Kreider 
dies at 106
GOSHEN, Ind.—Rachel Weaver 
Kreider, 106, a genealogist and subject 

of a cover story in The 
Mennonite (“Connected 
Centenarian,” May 2013), 
died Oct 30 in Goshen. 

She was born May 28, 
1909, in Goshen, to Sam-
uel E. and Laura Johns 
Weaver. She married 

Leonard C. Kreider June 20, 1933, in 
Goshen.

She is survived by a son, L. Emil 
(Louise) of Harrisonburg, Va.; a sister, 
Eunice Regier (Robert) of Tulsa, 

Okla.; eight grandchildren; and 11 
great-grandchildren.

Kreider graduated from Goshen 
College in 1931 with a Latin major and 
English minor. She later earned a mas-
ter’s degree in philosophy from Ohio 
State University.

She co-authored Amish and 
Amish-Mennonite Genealogies with 
Hugh Gingerich in 1986. The result 
of nearly 20 years of research, the 
book presented the genealogy of all 
the descendants of the original Amish 
community in Pennsylvania for their 
first century.

Her daughter, Anna, compiled an 
annotated list of her writings in 1999, 
which has 69 entries, including her 
master’s thesis, “The Validity of the 
Idea of Negation and the Problem of 
Evil,” a history of the First Mennonite 
Church of Wadsworth, Ohio, a history 
of Eighth Street Mennonite Church in 
Goshen and many shorter contribu-
tions, including articles in Mennonite 
Life and The Yoder Newsletter.—Goshen 
News

WDC End Death Penalty 
Task Force honored
NORTH NEWTON, Kan.—The West-
ern District Conference (WDC) End 

Death Penalty Task Force was honored 
as the Kansas Coalition Against the 
Death Penalty (KCADP) Champion 
Group of the Year on Nov. 7. 

The task force has worked to keep 
the issue before WDC congregations 
and Kansas legislative leaders, advo-
cating for greater justice and more ef-
fective responses to crime and violence 
in our society. Peter Goerzen accepted 
the award on behalf of the task force 
at the KCADP Abolition Conference 
and Champions for Change Dinner in 
Topeka, Kan.—WDC

EMU student wins 
humanitarian award
HARRISONBURG, Va.—Darsheel 
Kaur, a first-year graduate student at 
Eastern Mennonite University’s Cen-
ter for Justice and Peacebuilding (CJP), 
has been awarded a Youth Humanitari-
an Award by the Greater Dayton, Ohio, 
chapter of the National Conference 
for Community and Justice. She was 
among six recipients honored at an Oct. 
26 ceremony at Sinclair Community 
College in Dayton.

Kaur drew upon the values of her 
Punjabi Sikh upbringing to critically 
examine her social environment, iden-
tify injustice and respond with commu-

‘Creation’ paintings on display at EMU
Katherine Burling, an alum of Eastern Mennonite University, Harrisonburg, Va., works 
on a painting earlier this year. She’s now in her first year in the master of fine arts 
program at James Madison University. Her six-piece painting series “Creation” is on 
display in the Suter Science Center on campus.—EMU
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—compiled by Gordon Houser

nity-organized direct action following 
the death of a young black man in her 
community.

That death, her consequential activ-
ist work with the Ohio Student Associ-
ation and the questions that ensued led 
Kaur to her studies in conflict trans-
formation at CJP. She hopes to better 
understand the historic and cultural 
narratives of her ancestral homeland 
and the United States, her role as an 
organizer and then return to Dayton 
to continue enacting positive change. 
—EMU

Couple recognizes 
art and its power
BLUFFTON, Ohio—In the repressive 
Soviet Union of the 1980s, dissident 
Aleksandr Kalugin kept his art under 
cover in a grand piano—“hidden in 
plain sight,” as Olwen Pritchard put it 
Nov. 12 at Bluffton University.

But Pritchard and her husband, 
James Satterwhite, a Bluffton profes-
sor, acquired five etchings from Kalugin 
and eventually brought them back 
to Bluffton, where they are now on 
permanent display in the university’s 
Musselman Library.

Bluffton celebrated the couple’s 
donation of the lithographs with a 
program where Pritchard recounted 
their friendship with Kalugin, who was 
imprisoned—and frequently institu-
tionalized—for his art. The program 
also included a broader presentation 
on dissident art by Philip Sugden, an 
assistant professor and chair of art at 
the university.

Satterwhite’s and Pritchard’s as-
sociation with Kalugin dates to Sat-
terwhite’s 1989 sabbatical in Warsaw, 
Poland. There, two people—including 
his Russian language teacher—encour-
aged the professor of history and po-
litical science to look up the artist and 
human rights activist when he went to 
Moscow for its International Book Fair 
for Peace Church Publishers, Pritchard 
said.—Bluffton University

Today Show’s Al Roker 
stops at Goshen College
GOSHEN, Ind. —Goshen was Today 
Show meteorologist Al Roker’s only 
stop in Indiana as part of “Rokerthon 
2,” in which he planned to report the 
weather from all 50 states in one week 
to set a new Guinness World Record.

After visiting Missouri, Illinois, 
Kentucky, Tennessee and Arkansas, 
Roker’s jet touched down at the Gosh-
en Municipal Airport around 2:45 p.m. 
on Nov. 10, about three hours behind 
schedule. Later, he stopped in Michi-
gan and Ohio.

“Rokerthon 2” will benefit Feeding 
America, an organization devoted to 
feeding those in need across the nation. 
Last year, Roker set a Guinness World 
Record title by delivering the weath-
er live for 34 hours straight, raising 
$70,000 for the USO.

“Rokerthon 2” was launched live in 
Hawaii on Nov. 6. His final stop was at 
Rockefeller Plaza in New York City on 
Nov. 13.—Goshen College

Metzger invited to 
United Nations climate 
change conference
WINNIPEG, Manitoba—Willard 
Metzger’s passion for climate justice 
and his respected participation in Ca-
nadian ecumenical bodies has garnered 
him an invitation to attend the United 
Nations Framework Climate Change 
Conference, Nov. 30-Dec. 11 in Paris, 
France.

He is attending on behalf of the 
Canadian Council of Churches (CCC).

In her letter of invitation, CCC pres-
ident the Rev. Dr. Karen Hamilton ac-
knowledged the “valuable voice of the 
Mennonite family in our ecumenical 
work” and Metzger’s “unique ability to 
bridge relationships across the various 
Christian expressions” in the CCC.

For Metzger, Mennonite Church 
Canada executive director and a CCC 
vice president, concern for climate jus-
tice is a natural extension of Christian 
faith. “When people are left hungry, 
thirsty and homeless, there is no 
justice and there is no peace. When we 
care for creation, we take fundamen-
tal steps toward peace.”—Mennonite 
Church Canada

Peace returns to 
Burkina Faso after coup
ELKHART, Ind.—A coup d’état in 
Burkina Faso brought the lead-up 
to democratic elections to a halt for 
a week filled with fear and shooting 
in the streets. Mennonite Mission 
Network personnel in the country and 
leaders of Eglise Evangélique Men-
nonite du Burkina Faso (Evangelical 
Mennonite Church of Burkina Faso) are 
“cautiously hopeful” that the worst of 
the violence has been resolved. 

For security reasons, North Amer-
ican workers and partners in Burkina 
have asked to remain anonymous until 
a democratically elected president has 
assumed control and freedom of speech 
is restored in the country. 

Church leaders and workers in 
Burkina rejoice that the coup was re-
versed without armed combat.—Men-
nonite Mission Network

Indigenous voices
An elder at the Circle of Life Thunder-
bird House in Winnipeg, Manitoba, 
speaks to participants at Peace It 
Together 2015, Canadian Mennonite 
University’s youth conference, which 
took place Oct. 23-25 in Winnipeg. 
Seventy-five youth, youth sponsors 
and pastors from across Canada gath-
ered to hear stories from Indigenous 
and settler speakers, participate in 
acts of peace and build new friend-
ships.—CMU
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GRACE & TRUTH
A word from pastors

You are Mary, I am Elizabeth

The Christmas story begins with joy—visceral 
joy, ecstatic joy, a joy that moves through 
its characters’ bodies, drawing their lives 

together. Each event is an occasion for joy, one for 
the other. “As soon as I heard the sound of your 
greeting,” Elizabeth says to Mary, “the child in 
my womb leaped for joy” (Luke 1:44). Elizabeth 
is pregnant with John the Baptist, who, as a fetus, 
can’t help but rejoice at the presence of Mary, the 
one who holds Jesus in her womb. And Elizabeth 
can’t help but feel this joy in her body as flesh of 
her flesh, bone of her bone, stretches her toward 
the Christ in Mary. “Blessed are you among 
women,” Elizabeth says to her (Luke 1:42). She is 
a blessed one because Jesus comes to life within 
her, because her heartbeat 
pulses her life into his.

This is also our story, of 
you and me and the life we 
share. We’ve been brought 
together because of the joy 
of the gospel—a joy that 
leaps within us, stretching 
us toward one another, the 
ecstasy of shared life, fellow-
ship through Christ, commu-
nion in the Holy Spirit. 

You are Mary, and I am 
Elizabeth. You, like Mary, 
offer gospel in the flesh. You, 
like Mary, bear the gift of salvation within your 
life. Like Mary you labor for God to be born in 
our world—God with us, God for us. And I, like 
Elizabeth, rejoice when we are together. I, like 
Elizabeth, offer companionship. Like Elizabeth, I 
am a midwife—at your side for the struggle, as we 
face this world together.

The joy of love, of love from God, love made 
flesh—that’s what has brought us together. We’ve 
been given so much, such a gift, a life we can 
share. The Spirit has come upon us, has overshad-
owed us, drawing God into our communion, our 
fellowship, not because we’ve made the right de-
cisions, not because we deserve God in our lives 
but because God wants to be with us, because 
God desires to be close to us, to know and love us 
from the inside and to leap with joy from my life 
and yours, and yours to mine—not from above, 
not from beyond, not from a transcendent world 
far away from our troubled one, but to love us 
through one another, as God passes between us. 
Like Elizabeth and Mary, we sit and talk and find 

ourselves in the fellowship of the Spirit, holding 
us and binding us together.

This is the beginning of the Christmas story, 
of our story—Mary and Elizabeth, with each 
other, dwelling in the shadow of the Holy Spirit, 
the Comforter. But that moment doesn’t last very 
long. Soon Mary receives a foreboding prophecy: 
Because of the promised child in her arms, “a 
sword shall pierce your own soul” (Luke 2:35). 
From the beginning, tragedy infuses Christmas. 
For Mary there will be suffering, not joy. Her 
soul will be pierced as she watches the blood and 
water spill from her son, hanging on a cross. 

And what of Elizabeth? She disappears. She 
isn’t there as Mary keeps vigil at Golgotha. Maybe 

Elizabeth was too aged and 
frail to accompany her, or 
she had already died of old 
age. Whatever the reason, 
I’m sure Mary longs for her; 
she aches for the comfort of 
Elizabeth’s touch, a compan-
ion to lean on, to hold her. 
Elizabeth was there at the 
beginning of her travail, and 
now Mary needs Elizabeth 
at the end of her labor as she 
bears with her crucified son.

If you are Mary and I 
am Elizabeth, and we find 

ourselves absent from each other, then all we 
have is prayer, our communion in the Spirit. From 
week to week, from one city to another, we live 
by prayer. We live together through prayer, as I 
call out to God for you and you for me. Prayer as 
giving ourselves to the Comforter, who draws us 
close, who overshadows us and offers rest. Prayer 
as how we are close even when we are far. Prayer 
as being present even when we are absent. 

You are Mary, I am Elizabeth, and in our 
prayers joy leaps across chasms of separation—
the joy of knowing that God always finds us, and 
the comfort of knowing that God joins together 
what is asunder. 

In the church we are all Marys and Elizabeths, 
as we come together with Christ in us—God with 
us, God among us, God passing between us. At 
the sight of your presence there is gospel. At the 
sound of your greeting there is joy. At the thought 
of your prayers there is renewed life. With you 
comes the blessing of God’s presence, a life full of 
Christ. TM

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

The joy of love, of love 
from God, love made 

flesh—that’s what has 
brought us together.
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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.

Identity unsettled and renewed

In a recent blog post on this magazine’s web-
site (www.themennonite.org), Felipe Hinojosa, 
assistant professor of history at Texas A&M 

University and author of Latino Mennonites: Civil 
Rights, Faith, and Evangelical Culture, reflected 
poignantly on the ancient and vexing question of 
Mennonite identity. “I was born in this church, 
…” Hinojosa wrote. “I don’t call myself a Menno-
nite because I have some sort of belief system or 
theological perspective or because I’m anchored 
to the Confession of Faith. I’m a Mennonite 
because that’s the church that taught me about 
community and where I grew up going to church 
with the Solís, Hernández and López families.” 

Several weeks ago, a conference of German, 
Dutch, Paraguayan and Russian Mennonites, 
hosted by the German Mennonite Historical 
Society, complicated the matter by openly ac-
knowledging that the ethnic forms of communal 
identity claimed by many German Mennonites in 
the 1930s and 1940s eased their complicity with 
the racial ideology of National Socialism. But in 
the course of my work with Mennonite World 
Conference, I have encountered many third- and 
fourth-generation Mennonites in places like 
Tanzania, Argentina and India—each with their 
own distinctively “Mennonite” habits, rituals and 
cultural practices—that didn’t look anything like 
Nazi Germany. And Mennonite Mission Network 
has long supported indigenous groups in places 
such as Argentina and Benin that have “encultur-
ated” the gospel in particular ways, albeit quite 
differently from Mennonites in Germany during 
World War II or the so-called “ethnic Mennonites” 
in Lancaster, Pa., Elkhart, Ind., or Newton, Kan.

Our recent internal debates about human 
sexuality have only sharpened these questions of 
community and identity. What beliefs and prac-
tices are essential to Christian identity with a 
distinctly Mennonite accent? What is the relative 
importance of folkways, language, tradition and 
memory? And who has the appropriate authority 
to answer these questions? 

These issues are not new, of course. The big-
gest challenge to the survival of the early church 
was not Roman persecution but the internal 
struggle among Jewish and Gentile Christians 
over how to define the future direction of the 
movement. Indeed, Mennonite identity, like 
that of the broader Christian church, has always 
been contested. Appeals to a Golden Age—when 
doctrines were clear, leadership was decisive and 

boundaries were firmly fixed—are either naïve 
or a blatant exercise of power, seeking to silence 
competing voices. 

Yet questions of identity persist. And they can-
not be resolved simply by naming their complex-
ity or by the negative paralysis of clarifying what 
identity is not. Even the postmodern impulse to 
celebrate the fluidity of identity and the infinite 
variety of particular stories assumes we nonethe-
less have something in common. 

As those who care about the future of Menno-
nite Church USA and Mennonite World Confer-
ence seek to deepen a sense of community (koi-
nonia) within our diverse and far-flung fellowship, 
it may be helpful to keep several basic principles 
in mind.

1. We do not create ourselves. With Chris-
tians around the world, Mennonites affirm that all 
of us—indeed all human beings—are made in the 
image of God, bearing within ourselves an honor 
and dignity that is not dependent on our virtuous 
beliefs or deeds or on our class, ethnicity, educa-
tional status, gender or sexual orientation.

2. Identity is inevitably embedded in 
particular cultures. We are always defined in 
relationships anchored in time and space. We 
are profoundly shaped by distinctive traditions, 
languages, bodies and practices that express who 
we are, both individually and in our communities. 
Culture is not an end in itself; but neither is it a 
burden to be transcended. Rather, it is the nec-
essary form within which the divine image finds 
expression. 

3. We are free to make choices. This means 
that our identity—our beliefs, practices, hab-
its and assumptions—is never merely given or 
inevitable. The communities that shape us can be 
celebrated or critiqued. Our distinctive identities 
can be shared, challenged or renewed as we en-
counter each other and as we live more fully into 
the mystery of what it means to be made in the 
image of God. 

Ultimately, members of the body of Christ bear 
witness to the living presence of God to the ex-
tent that we honor the divine image in each other. 
Not in the form of mere toleration or in some 
abstract, spiritualized sense. Rather, in the risky 
practice of truly listening to each other, attentive 
to alternative ways of inhabiting the world, we 
open ourselves to the possibility that God is at 
work in all creation. And in that encounter our 
own identity may be unsettled and renewed. TM

Appeals to 
a Golden 
Age—when 
doctrines 
were clear, 
leadership 
was deci-
sive and 
boundaries 
were firmly 
fixed—are 
either naïve 
or a blatant 
exercise of 
power. 
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MISCELLANY
Items of interest from the broader church and world

ernment, banks abandoned poor areas because 
the poor don’t make profitable customers. “Be-
tween 2008 and 2013,” Dayen writes, “banks 
shuttered nearly 2,000 branches.” Of these, 
93 percent were in postal codes with incomes 
below the national median.

Baradaran recounts the history of this kind 
of behavior. One 19th-century Chicago banker 
even said his firm levels “a prohibitory charge 
upon all accounts which average less than $300 
for the express purpose of driving them away.”

Most attempts to bring the poor financial 
services have failed. Even credit unions are to-
day more likely to serve upper- and middle-in-
come customers, and community banks have 
been overwhelmed by mega-bank consolidation.

What to do? Baradaran notes that from 
1911 to 1967, the post office offered savings 
accounts, attracting millions. She calls it “the 
most successful experiment in financial inclu-
sion in the United States” and thinks we should 
restart it.

A USPS bank would not only reduce in-
equality, writes Dayen, “it would shore up the 
Postal Service’s finances and sustain post-office 
employment as a middle-class career.”

It would also eliminate predatory payday 
lenders and check-cashing operators, “interest-
ed only in skimming a hefty take for providing 
financial services the middle and upper classes 
take for granted.

The Bible denounces usury, lending money 
at exorbitant interest rates and preying on the 
poor. We need banks that provide public, not 
just profitable, service.—Gordon Houser

Banks are no friends to the poor

Ihave a friend who lives below the poverty line. She and others 
I know do not use banking services. They can’t afford it. At her 
job, she receives her weekly pay in cash because she can’t cash a 

check. One time she lost her pay. This meant it was lost for good. 
She couldn’t go to her employer and say, “Cancel that check and 
write another.” It was gone.

I volunteer for Circles of Hope, which works to help people get 
out of poverty. Every month, we hold a “big view” meeting to consid-
er issues that affect people in poverty. We’ve looked at transportation,  
housing, health care and employment, among others. One evening, 
a man spoke about financial services and told people to keep in mind 
that banks are about making a profit.

You may say, Of course, they have to make a profit. However, as 
Mehrsa Baradaran of the University of Georgia School of Law argues 
in her book How the Other Half Banks, by denying financial services 
to the poor, banks have broken the social contract that justifies their 
public charter.

In his article “When the Bank Robs You” (In These Times, No-
vember), David Dayen points out that “the average unbanked family 
spends more on financial transactions than they do on food.” 

The Ferguson Commission, convened by Missouri Governor 
Jay Nixon to identify root causes that led to the social dislocation of 
racially segregated cities around St. Louis, named banking as one 
of those causes. “Without a bank or credit union account,” Dayen 
writes, “simple functions like converting government benefits into 
cash or converting that cash back into a check to pay bills or securing 
a small loan in emergencies become exorbitantly expensive.”

Dayen refers to Baradaran’s book, noting that modern banking 
wouldn’t exist without the state. “Customers freely deposit trillions 
in banks because of government-backed insurance, and the quasi-pub-
lic Federal Reserve lends directly to banks at slim interest rates.”

Under the Reagan administration in the 1980s, when deregulation 
ruled the day, “banks won the argument that they should be treated 
like any other industry, without a public responsibility,” Dayen writes. 

With this profit motive in mind, and with the blessing of the gov-
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MISCELLANY
—compiled by Gordon Houser

The effects of stereotypes
Imagine a young woman is about to take a math test. Just before she 
picks up her No. 2 pencil, her teacher mentions the old saying that girls 
are bad with numbers. Even if she’s actually a math whiz, the student 

is liable to do worse than 
she would have done if her 
teacher had kept his trap 
shut. Such is the power of 
something called stereotype 
threat: When you’re made 
aware that society expects 
people like you to do poorly 
at a given task, your perfor-
mance tends to conform to 
that expectation.

Stereotypes can also cancel each other out. Princeton University 
sociologist David Pedulla writes in Social Psychology Quarterly that ste-
reotypes associated with gay men (i.e., being effeminate) can counter-
act the negative stereotypes that whites often have about black men as 
being threatening, criminal and violent. He conducted an experiment in 

which 231 white Americans 
evaluated male candidates for 
an assistant manager position 
at a retail store. “White gay 
men, on average, received 
salary recommendations that 
were $6,014 lower than white 
straight men,” he reports. 
However, the recommended 
salaries of black gay men 

were more than $6,000 higher than those of black straight men. “Being 
black and gay,” he concludes, “results in a complex combination of 
interacting stereotypes”—one that can work to a job seeker’s advan-
tage.—Pacific Standard

Safety check
Gun possession does not deter crime or reduce homicides, according to 
a recent study. Research at the Harvard Injury Control Center shows 
that states with the most amount of firearms have 6.8 times more fire-
arm assaults than states with the fewest guns. Firearm homicides are 
2.8 times more likely in states with the most guns compared with those 
with the least. The researchers caution against associating correlation 
with cause but say that a higher level of gun ownership leads to more 
crime, not the other way around.—Christian Century

There’s a book. It’s got a new part 
and an old part. They put it together. 

… And it talks about how we treat 
the poor.—Ohio Gov. John Kasich

Social workers and religion
More than 60 percent of social workers surveyed 
in a study reported feeling they could competently 
incorporate a client’s beliefs in treatment. Inte-
grating religion doesn’t mean practitioners should 
impose their own values on clients, says Baylor 
University professor Holly Oxhandler, co-author 
of a study of 442 social workers, published in the 
May issue of the journal Social Work. Rather, 
social workers should be prepared to discuss and 
address clients’ beliefs.—Religion News Service

Numbers to ponder
• Minimum number of people killed with tasers by 
U.S. police so far this year: 35
• Percentage of people killed by U.S. police so far 
this year who were mentally ill: 26
• Portion of the world’s female prison population 
that is incarcerated in the United States: 1/3
• Percentage of elected U.S. prosecutors who are 
white men: 79
• Who are women of color: 1
• Portion of Rwanda’s parliament that was female 
before the country’s 2003 constitution reserved 30 
percent of seats for women: 1/4
• That is now: 2/3
• Percentage of Americans born before 1976 who 
describe themselves as environmentalists: 43
• Of those born between 1981 and 1996: 32
• Portion of tattoo-removal procedures in the 
United States that are performed on women: 3/4
• Factor by which a U.S. video-game player is more 
likely to be an adult woman than a boy under 18: 
2
• Portion of female U.S. college students whose 
parents pay for most of their education: 3/4
• Estimated percentage of child-rearing heterosex-
ual couples who are unmarried: 44
• Of child-rearing homosexual couples: 15
• Chance that a low-wage worker in the United 
States in 1968 had attended college: 1 in 6
• That a low-wage worker has today: 1 in 2
• Percentage change since 1977 in the infla-
tion-adjusted cost of educational books and 
supplies: +1,041
• Percentage of U.S. college students in study-
abroad programs who are black: 5
• Portion of Americans under the age of 5 who are 
nonwhite: 1/2
• Estimated number of native Spanish speakers 
living in the United States: 41 million
• Living in Spain: 43 million
—Harper’s

Since Sept. 11, 2001, 
nearly twice as many people in the 
United States have been killed by 

white supremacists, antigovernment 
fanatics and other non-Muslim extrem-

ists than by radical Muslims.
—New York Times

The darkest-skinned
African-American boys are 2.5 times 
as likely as their light-skinned peers 
to be suspended from school; the 

darkest-skinned girls are 3 times as 
likely.—Harper’s



Expectant   
  waiting

Advent is about preparation 
and creating lasting memories

by Glen Alexander Guyton

Advent is a time of expectant wait-
ing, and there is nothing more ex-
cruciating for a child than expectant 
waiting. But if you are going to be 
in pain, there is no more pleasurable 
experience than the expectant wait-
ing for Christmas morning. I loved 
Christmas as a child, but it was not 
because of the presents and toys. I 
actually did not get many toys be-
cause my family was a bit poor, and 
debt was something my parents did 
not choose to carry. They were a 
product of the Great Depression, so 
they learned to get by on little.
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 Maybe they passed that on to me, so the be-
ginning of the advent for me was not about things. 
It was about the experiences that were shared 
in my home, especially the experiences I shared 
with my mother. From preparing the traditional 
holiday meals, to getting ready for our nine-hour 
drive to see my grandparents in Kosciusko, 
Mississippi, the Advent season was truly a time 
of waiting and expectation in our home and as a 
young boy I relished the opportunity to partici-
pate. 

The commercial Christmas season begins 
with “Black Friday,” but for me and my family, our 
Advent started the Saturday following Thanks-
giving. After the Thanksgiving holiday mess was 
cleaned up, we began to prepare our home for 
Christmas, which meant I got to climb into the 
attic to unpack those boxes we tucked away year 
after year. Going into the attic was an adventure 
to a mysterious place of historical significance. 
The attic was filled with family treasures and 
items long forgotten. A journey to the attic could 
only mean a few things: a trip, the furnace was out 
or, yes, time to unpack the holiday treasures.

To get into the attic I had to carefully climb 
the ladder, lift the plywood cover and balance that 
wooden board on the two-by-four beams ever so 
gently, making sure I did not damage the sheet 
rock or come away covered in fiberglass insula-
tion. I hoisted myself into the dark, musty space 
and navigated from place to place with the skill of 
a ninja and the grace of dancer, avoiding any mis-
step that would send me crashing into our living 
room below. Then I sent box after box to the arms 
of my mother below. As I got older and stronger, 
I hung from the attic by my arms and wrestled 
down boxes with my legs and feet to get an early 
start on the preparations. By the time I was 14, 
my father had passed, so it was just my mom and 
me carrying on the family traditions.

We unpacked each box, starting with the trim-
ming of the tree. My mom and I sorted through 
the branches, trying to decipher the color of the 
long-faded paint that was supposed to guide us 
through the assembly of our tree. Then it was 
time to figure out which light bulbs were burned 
out on the strings of lights that probably should 
have been retired years prior. I don’t know how 
long it took us to finish, but time seemed to pass 
effortlessly. 

It was not just about decorating the tree. It 
was a time to unpack the history of our home. It 
was a time to reflect on family, sharing and the 
anticipation of being together to celebrate the 
birth of Christ. The tree trimming ended with the 
placement of the angel on the top of the tree, a 

wind of the music box playing “Silent Night” and 
the expert tossing of the tinsel, making sure each 
side of the tree got just the right amount of that 
metallic string. Oh, how I miss tinsel!

Our time of preparation did not stop 
there. Back in the recesses of the China cabinet 
we pulled out the homemade fruitcake. It was 
wrapped in aluminum foil and was indestructible. 
I would run into the kitchen, get the bottle of Wild 
Turkey Kentucky bourbon and watch in awe as my 

mom carefully soaked the everlasting fruit. My 
memory is a little fuzzy when it comes to fruit-
cakes, so I honestly don’t know what happened 
with them and how long they inhabited our China 
cabinet. I do know that when mom and I made 
them, a lot of brightly colored candied fruit went 
into the batter. I know the raw mix was delicious. 
I also know the finished cake was nothing I ever 
desired to eat as a child, but year after year 
we made, wrapped and distributed fruitcakes 
to people. I’m not sure who ever ate them, but 
sometimes the tradition is more important than 
the outcome.

It was not just about decorating the tree. It was a 
time to unpack the history of our home.

The author with his mother. Photo provided
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After hanging the plastic Santa poster on the 
door, we then tried to figure out if we had candles 
for the Advent wreath. My mother and I searched 
the wooden buffet in our dining room. We shuf-
fled through tablecloths, papers and candles of all 
colors until we found the purple and pink Advent 
candles that adorned our wreath centerpiece. 

We placed the Advent wreath on our dining 
room table, which sat adjacent to the living room. 
In many African-American families, the living 
room was akin to the Holy of Holies. If a kid went 
into the living room without permission, that kid 
would surely die by the hands of Mama or Big 
Mama. The living room and its furniture was for 
“company.” You just did not set foot in the living 
room without permission, and you surely didn’t 

want to mess around and scratch up the dining 
room table. Again, that table was for company, 
holidays and for the insurance man to sit at when 
he came by to get his check every other week. I 
loved Advent season because I gained unfettered 
access to this Holy of Holies as long as the wreath 
was on the table and the Christmas tree twinkled 
in the corner.

Advent sticks in my mind because it was the 
one time I remember our family sharing devotions 
together. Sure, night-time prayers were a regular 
part of our growing up. “Now I lay me down to 
sleep, I pray the Lord my soul to keep. If I should 
die before I wake, I pray the Lord my soul to 
take.” A pretty morbid prayer for a child getting 
ready for bed, but the Advent time was different. 
Advent prayers were filled with hope and stories 
about the birth of Christ. Advent was a time of 
candle lighting, both at home and at church. On 
Sunday morning, the church pulpit was filled with 
the glow of the Advent candles, and after supper 
we were able to light our candles at home. 

Oh, how I enjoyed counting down the days to 
the birth of Christ, lighting candles and making 
sure we lit the correctly colored candle on the 
proper day! Most of all, I loved hearing the stories 
leading up to the birth of Christ. Usually, it was 
just me and Mama. My brother was 10 years 
older than I, so he was off to college by the time 
I was 8. I have many great memories sitting at 
the dining room table week after week, lighting 
the candles on the Advent wreath. Such a sim-
ple time of fellowship with my mother meant so 
much. Sunday family devotion during Advent was 
a way of tempering the Christmas anticipation and 
spending time together.

Unlike my parents, I have the ability to give 
my children a lot of stuff. I worry, though, that 
I have not given them enough memories. Sev-
eral years ago, I decided to buy my own Advent 
wreath in hopes of recreating the time of family 
devotion I shared with my mother growing up. 
Now that the sacred formal living room is a thing 
of the past, our wreath sits on the kitchen counter, 
and sometimes in the family room. I’m not sure 
my children appreciate this time as much as I do. 
After all, they have attended Christian schools all 
their lives. They grew up with two parents who 
were pastors, so they could be overly saturated 
with the biblical stories. Yet I feel obligated to 
share in this time with them. Maybe it’s out of 
guilt, maybe it’s because of the fond memories I 
have of the practice, or maybe it’s just a way for 
me to honor my aging mother.

Looking back my memories of Christmas 
and Advent are much more valuable than any 

Sunday family devotion during Advent was a 
way of tempering the Christmas anticipation and 
spending time together.
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physical gift I got. Memories last, while presents 
typically do not. As I look at my mother now, I 
cherish the time we spent together more and 
more. She has vascular dementia, so our time 
together now is quite different. Many of the 
stories she once shared with me are long gone. 
Now she tells me the same handful of things over 
and over again when we are together. I laugh each 
time, but I think back to the sassy and sometimes 
embarrassing mother who instilled in me the true 
meaning of Christmas and family year after year. 
Gone are the days of peeling grapes to my favorite 
dessert, Heavenly Hash. She no longer cooks the 
meals for the family or directs me to set the table 
with the “good” plates. No my mother is at the 
Advent of her transition to meet Christ face to 
face. I’m trying to be a good son and savor each 
moment of this journey with my mother. 

What I did not realize growing up is that as 
Christians, Advent, the time of preparation for 
Christmas, is the important season. It is not the 
Christmas holiday we should be trying to protect. 
It is the anticipation for the birth of a Savior that 
should give us hope, hope that should burn inside 
us like the candles burning around the Advent 
wreath. It is not the commercialization of Christ-
mas that should bother us. We should be more 
concerned about the busyness in our lives that 
has made us forget the traditions of our mothers 
and fathers that shaped who we are today. In our 
instantaneous, social media-driven information 

age, there is little expectant waiting. There is just 
an increasing desire for instant gratification. 

I think about the birth of Christ and the 
waiting that occurred. Mary and Joseph hearing 
from God, having to wait for 40 weeks to expe-
rience the birth of their child. I think about the 
Wise Men who probably journeyed years chasing 
after a prophecy to finally meet Jesus two years 
after his birth. I think about the long line of Jewish 
people who waited expectantly for years for a 
Messiah that never came in their lifetime. Yet 
they believed. 

Now as a middle-aged father, every day is a 
celebration of Advent. My life is no longer about 
special days or events. My life is about prepara-
tion. It is about creating lasting memories. My life 
is more about the journey than the destination. 
Daily I am preparing my children to meet the 
Messiah as they travel through life. I am encour-
aging them to follow their guiding stars, wherever 
those stars may lead them. I want their lives and 
my life to honor the Nativity of Jesus. 

I also want to honor the precious gift of sal-
vation that was introduced to me by my mother. 
I don’t know how many more years I have with 
her. I don’t know how many more Christmases 
we will be able to spend together. Whether she 
remembers them or not, I will. This Advent, as I 
light the candles in my home with my family, I will 
honor her. I will pray that my children look back 
fondly on this time of preparation with them and 
understand its importance. The birth of Christ 
was important, but not as important as the ex-
pectant waiting and the preparation of the people 
who believed God, people who took a journey of 
faith and knew God would do just what he said he 
would do.

Glen Alexander Guyton is chief 
operating officer for Mennonite 
Church USA.

My life is more about the journey than the 
destination. Daily I am preparing my children to 
meet the Messiah as they travel through life.

The author as a boy. Photo provided
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by Diane Zaerr Brenneman

Ask a Christian when they’ve applied Matthew 18, and most will share a 
time they went directly to another when in conflict, then took a witness, 
then to the church. Matthew 18 is about church discipline. Ask again and 
see if they mention mutually submissive biblical interpretation. Because 
these words of Jesus (above) are also recorded in Matthew 18. This “bind-
ing and loosing” text often gets lumped together with the discipline steps 
just before it. It’s easy to understand why. As readers are pondering how 
to treat the stubborn member as a Gentile and tax collector (v. 17), what 
seems like a summary statement follows in v 18: what the church decides 
about this member here on earth goes for heaven, too. But that can’t be 
right. Jesus also said, “Do not judge, so that you may not be be judged” 
(Matthew 7:1). Maybe we’re befuddled because we’re not Jewish.

Truly I tell you, whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and 
whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.—Matthew 18:18

Binding and 
     loosing The church’s 

sacred task
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Matthew wrote for born-and-raised Jews 
and used some shorthand. Matthew records a 
common phrase in Jesus’ day without explaining it 
to us future Gentile readers. Binding and loos-
ing was something rabbis regularly did, so Jesus 
didn’t need to elaborate. Much like if we read a 
bulletin announcement for a Bible study meeting. 
Most church folk would know generally what that 
entails: sitting around in a living room with our 
Bibles open, studying and talking and praying 
and (if we’ve got a good host) some refreshments 
before we go home. No one needs to spell it out. 

Binding and loosing Scripture is something the 
rabbis regularly did, and everyone knew it. They 
would take an ancient law and bind it to a contem-
porary issue; that is, they’d hold an ancient law 
alongside a contemporary issue and make a judg-
ment on how it applied. Many rabbis were doing 
this binding and loosing work, and people followed 
the teachings of their favorite leaders. Much like 
we do, except we can follow rabbis we’ve nev-
er met instead of gathering around them in the 
synagogue.

Debates among rabbis were common, much 
like today, and not all teachers agreed on interpre-
tations. But the “schools of thought” that made 
most sense to most people over time were kept 
as the Misnah, a Jewish commentary of sorts that 
helped people live out the Torah. An example of 
how the rabbis did binding and loosing (from Mark 
Allen Powell in “Binding and Loosing: A Para-
digm for Ethical Discernment from the Gospel of 
Matthew,” Currents in Theology and Mission, Dec. 
1, 2003): People asked the rabbis about the law 
of Moses that says, “Do not steal.” What if you 
find a bird alongside the road and keep it without 
searching for its owner? Is that stealing? When is 
a search for the owner required, and how exten-
sive must this be?

People have this same question today, at 
least in my corner of Iowa. Farmers are known 
to pull over to investigate a good find abandoned 
alongside the road—a set of wrenches, a jacket, 
a come-a-long winch, even a firefighters’ pair of 
pliers. Is it stealing to keep found objects?

The rabbis said: If a fledgling bird is found 
within 50 cubits of a birdhouse, you must search 
for the owner and return the bird. But if it’s found 
outside the limit of 50 cubits, the person who 
finds it may keep it. Rabbis “bound” the law (do 
not steal) by saying when you were close to a 
birdhouse, it is stealing, and they “loosed” the law 
by saying it was up for grabs when it was found 
at a distance. The law was binding when the bird 
was close to home (and likely owned), and the law 
was not binding when a bird was nowhere near a 

birdhouse. Binding and loosing was a kind of mor-
al decision-making for new situations that arose 
after the law was given.

On a humorous note, it is said that Rabbi Jer-
emiah asked, “If one foot of the bird is within 50 
cubits, and one foot is outside the line, then what 
is the law?” And for this question, Rabbi Jeremiah 
was thrown out of the house of study.

“Binding” we can understand, but “loosing”? 
Why would rabbis ever say that Scripture was 
loosed? Isn’t that dismissing Scripture by saying 
it doesn’t apply? The Scriptures were inspired 
by God and have eternal value. The issue is the 
discernment of the Scripture’s intent and sphere 
of application. So the rabbis never said it’s OK to 
steal, but they tried to define just what is stealing 
and what is not.

Jesus binds the law in his ministry. Mat-
thew 5 records several examples. He takes the 
law “Do not murder” and binds it by saying if we 
are angry or insult a brother or sister, we are lia-
ble as if it is murder (vv. 21-22). He takes the law 
“Do not commit adultery” and binds it by saying 
even lust is adultery, with the same consequenc-
es (vv. 27-28). And he takes the law “Love your 

neighbor and hate your enemy” and binds it to 
mean love your enemies as well (vv. 43-44).

Jesus also looses the law “Remember the Sab-
bath” by saying disciples could pluck grain on the 
Sabbath if they were hungry, just as their ancestor 
David did (Matthew 12:1-8). When he healed the 
man with the withered hand, Jesus loosed the 
Sabbath law by doing good on the Sabbath (12:9-
14). He loosed the law about handwashing (15:1-2 
and 10-20) by claiming what goes into the mouth 
doesn’t defile, but what comes out does. 

Jesus first talks about binding and loosing 
more narrowly to his disciples (Matthew 12). 
Jesus says: “And I tell you, you are Peter, and on 
this rock I will build my church, and the gates of 
Hades will not prevail against it. I will give you 
the keys to the kingdom of heaven, and whatever 
you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and 
whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in 
heaven.” It’s a package deal for Peter; with the re-
sponsibility of the church comes the responsibility 

Binding and loosing Scripture is something the 
rabbis regularly did, and everyone knew it.
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to interpret the Scriptures and apply them to life. 
But two chapters later, Jesus expands the binding 
and loosing obligation from Peter to the whole 
church. We know this because Matthew uses the 
plural “you” when referring to the church (18:18). 
The single to plural is also noted when compar-
ing versions of the lost sheep. Luke 15 records 
the story to mean rejoicing over one lost soul 
saved. But in Matthew 18, the same story is told 
with plural pronouns; and the lost sheep means a 
(church) member who has strayed and needs to 
be brought back. So now, “whatever you [plural] 
bind and loose” is no longer Peter’s sole job; Jesus 
gives this responsibility to the church. 

And the church has been about this work. 
The Anabaptist church has bound Scripture. 
“Do not kill” also means killing is not to happen 
in abortion, in the death penalty or in war. The 
church that had slaves now opposes slavery. The 
church has loosed Scripture as well. The church 
has said that God’s command to be fruitful and 
multiply does not mean people need to reproduce 
without limits. The church has said Jesus’ com-
mand “Do not store up treasure on earth” does 
not mean people cannot save money for retire-
ment or college. This is the church “loosing,” as 
Jesus asked us to do. It doesn’t invalidate Scrip-
ture; it is doing the hard work of interpreting it in 
light of contemporary context.

A second phrase everyone in Matthew’s day 
knew was “where two or three are gathered.” 
Matthew 18:19-20 says: “If two of you agree on 
earth about anything you ask, it will be done for 
you by my Father in heaven. For where two or 
three are gathered in my name, I am there among 
them.” Three witnesses made a decision valid in 
Bible times, when people took disputes to Moses 
at the gate of the tent of meeting or in Jerusalem 
at the city gates. “Court” was conducted when 
two or three elders were around to witness or 
lend validity to a statement. 

Notice where binding and loosing (v. 18) is 
placed in Matthew 18. Right between conflict 
mediation (vv. 15-17) and validation by witnesses 
(vv. 19-20), two things that the church (plural) 
does together. So in Matthew 18 (one of few times 
Jesus instructed followers on how to be a church), 
the instruction is placed smack in the middle of 
applying Scripture to (then) current issues: (1) 
As believers, work out your conflicts and misun-
derstandings and sins, (2) interpret and apply the 
Scriptures to guide you in keeping it, and (3) the 
interpretations you agree to together here are 
honored in heaven. The church must interpret 
Scripture in context.

Reading before and after Matthew 18, we find 
judgment is surrounded by mercy—as if Jesus 
knew we might take it too far. The lost sheep is 
about mercy (vv. 12-14), and so is forgiving 70 x 7 
(vv. 21-23). Judgment is the meat of a mercy sand-
wich. Jesus warned against overbinding, like the 
Pharisees (23:3-4): “They tie up heavy burdens, 
hard to bear, and lay them on the shoulders of 
others that they aren’t willing to do … do not do 
as they do, for they do not practice as they teach.” 

The goal of this collection of Jesus’ teach-
ings for the church is not to punish or expel from 
the community but to win a member back. Of 
course, this can only work if the member wants 
to be part of church, if the member voluntarily 
submits to the brothers and sisters and takes seri-
ously their counsel. This is radical nonconformity 
in a world that says: “You can’t tell me what to 
do” or, “Just let everyone interpret things in their 
own way.” Jesus said being the church means we 
yield to one another in matters of interpretation 
and discipline. 

Binding and loosing is the first of five practic-
es Christians are called to do before a watching 
world, according to John Howard Yoder’s Body 
Politics. Yoder claims Jesus gave the church the 
power to decide on interpretation. To do a faithful 
job, the church needs three things: Scripture, 
gathered people and the Holy Spirit. This is not 
human-centered work but covered over and 
around by the Spirit. It is with heartbreaking 
irony, then, that we acknowledge that this Men-
nonite expert in binding and loosing wouldn’t 
allow the church to implement it in his own moral 
failures.

So if binding and loosing, applying Scripture 
to life, is the church’s sacred task, why don’t we 
do more of it? Some of us say we don’t know how. 
We aren’t qualified, we didn’t go to seminary. If 
the Yoder events show us anything, it is that the 
seminary and the congregation need each other 
to do good biblical moral interpretation. There 
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In Matthew 18 (one of few times Jesus 
instructed followers on how to be a church), the 
instruction is placed smack in the middle of 
applying Scripture to (then) current issues.



are many trusted guides readily available. Some 
of us are afraid to disagree because controversy 
divides churches. Anything we do to strengthen 
our relationships—potlucks or service projects or 
block parties—strengthens our commitment to 
each other and reduces the temptation to divide. 
Our American individualism (church can’t tell me 
what to do) flies in the face of Jesus’ intentions 
for the church: voluntary commitment to a group 
where individual preferences come second to the 
group’s wisdom. Our love for each other needs to 
be big enough to cover our disagreements.

But perhaps the biggest reason we don’t 
do the work of binding and loosing? It’s hard. And 
Netflix movies are so easy, and sports are always 
on cable. And this responsibility Jesus gave the 
church is not easy; it means spending time to-
gether as a church community. It means saying no 
to other good options so we have time for church. 
It means a commitment to read and study the 
Scriptures on our own. 

And it means sticking together when we don’t 
agree. Is it possible that being with committed 
members who don’t agree with us actually helps 
us live out Scriptures more fully? When our son 
was in middle school, he didn’t want much to do 
with church and certainly didn’t want to go to 
Sunday school. Then I learned his class was as-
signed a Sunday school teacher who didn’t share 
the Mennonite perspective on peace. I thought of 
talking to the superintendent. But then I learned 
that this teacher was honest about his differing in-
terpretation but respected what the congregation 
taught and promised never to influence Menno-
nite young boys against it. And he turned out to 
be such a dedicated teacher he got middle school 
boys to attend Sunday school and like it. Our 
son soon wanted to go because his teacher was 
expecting him. Living with committed members 
with whom we disagree just may help us live out 
Scriptures more fully. 

Assuredly, we must hold essentials in com-
mon: God created and loves us, Jesus saves us, 
the Holy Spirit empowers us. We need unity 
in central issues. Can we allow diversity in the 
margins? Part of our discernment work together 
is deciding which are the central issues of Chris-
tian faith and which are the issues where some 
diversity can be faithful. I fear the devil is striving 
for influence in Mennonite churches. If Satan 
can get us splitting up over marginal issues, the 
central core of the gospel, the good news, is not 
proclaimed to a world badly in need of Jesus.

This critical work God is calling the church 
to do is a sacred task. It is not to be abdicated to 
leaders or disembodied speakers from media. Je-

sus asked the church to address conflict and bring 
members back into the fold. Jesus gave the church 
the authority to interpret the Bible, to make ap-
plication to current questions. Jesus said interpre-
tations are validated when two or three members 
agree. And most importantly, Jesus promised to 
be with us in this work. May Mennonite church-
es, along with all Christian churches, renew our 
commitment to each other and take seriously the 
responsibility Jesus gave us to bind and loose. 

Diane Zaerr Brenneman is a member of West 
Union Mennonite Church, Parnell, Iowa, and a 

member of the Executive Board 
of Mennonite Church USA. This 
article is adapted from a sermon 
commissioned by a local con-
gregation studying the Central 
Plains Mennonite Conference 
discernment study.
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Is it possible that being with committed 
members who don’t agree with us actually helps 
us live out Scriptures more fully?
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The danger and   
  possibility of 
forgiveness
The church is called to fight racism and 
practice forgiveness

by Tobin Miller Shearer

Early on the morning of June 18, 
my wife and I began a two-week 
trip that took us from Missoula, 
Mont., to Kalona, Iowa, and many 
points between. Once on Highway 
90, we turned on the radio. The 
trip turned sober as we listened 
to a British announcer describe 
a mass shooting in Charleston, 
S.C., that left nine dead. A young 
man, heavily influenced by white 
supremacist hate groups, had en-
tered Emanuel African Methodist 
Church, joined in a Wednesday 
night Bible study, and shot nine 
African-American worshipers in 
hopes of starting a race war. 
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Throughout the day and in the days to 
follow I received emails and calls from colleagues 
and the press asking for comment on the events 
in Charleston. As the director of African-Amer-
ican Studies at the University of Montana, I am 
expected to have insight to offer. Whatever inter-
pretation I delivered paled in comparison to what 
relatives of the nine shooting victims had to say 
the following day.

On June 19, the shooter, who had been appre-
hended and returned to Charleston, appeared in 
court to be charged. We listened as a Charleston 
County magistrate set bail. Relatives of the shoot-
ing victims read statements that were broadcast 
repeatedly across the nation and the world. 

Anthony Thompson, representing the family 
of victim Myra Thompson, said, “I forgive you, 
and my family forgives you, but we would like 
you to take this opportunity to repent.” Bethane 
Middleton-Brown, who represented the family 
of the Reverend DePayne Middleton-Doctor, 
offered these words: “One thing DePayne always 
… taught … [is that] we are the family that love 
built. We have no room for hate. We have to 
forgive. I pray God on your soul. And I also thank 
God I won’t be around when your judgment day 
comes with him.” And Nadien Collier, the daugh-
ter of Ethel Lance, one of those shot and killed, 
said to the shooter: “I will never talk to her ever 
again. I will never be able to hold her ever again. 
But I forgive you.”

Some have criticized those who spoke to 
the shooter on June 19 for offering forgiveness 
so quickly. The critics note that for generations 
black people have been asked to forgive and 
forgive again when faced with unsanctioned acts 

of violence—as in the case of the June 17 shoot-
ings—and sanctioned acts of violence—as in the 
case of police shootings of unarmed black women 
and men. The critics also note how long black 
people have been asked to forgive a country that 
distributes educational resources, housing and 
wealth so unequally. The critics of the forgiveness 
say that kind of public grace undercuts the tension 
necessary to bring about change.

But when you listen carefully to the words of 
the Charleston family members, you hear that 
they did not offer a cheap grace. They expected 
judgment, called for repentance, expressed anger 
and offered forgiveness. They evidenced a ma-
ture, discerning and strong faith.

During the next weeks, I kept thinking about 
the families who had chosen to forgive. What had 
shaped them? What did their forgiveness mean? 
How would their message bear fruit?

As we returned home through desolate 
stretches of South Dakota and on past Billings and 
Bozeman and Butte, Mont., I remembered a call 
I received while we were still in Iowa. A church 
news magazine columnist wanted to write a 
column about the Charleston events, but he didn’t 
know how to frame his comments. So we talked 
on the phone as I paced back and forth on my 
in-laws’ front lawn. Neighbors peeked out through 
their picture windows at me—a balding professor 
gesticulating wildly beneath the crabapple trees. 

I wanted the columnist to know that the 
greatest tragedy that could come out of the events 
in Charleston was that we as a nation would end 
up thinking that forgiveness was the solution to 
our problems of racism, that we would think we 
can all get along if we only forgive those who 
harm us. I told him the problems of race are com-
plex; forgiveness alone will not suffice.

As I have reflected more on my comments to 
the columnist, I think I was both right and wrong.

If we only latch on to the idea of forgiveness, 

We will need to find ways to address the 
unconscious racism that causes police officers to 
pull the trigger much more easily on a black man 
than a white man.
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then, yes, it is incomplete. We will need to find 
ways to address the unconscious racism that 
causes police officers to pull the trigger much 
more easily on a black man than a white man. We 
will need to find ways to teach our children to 
address the realities of power and privilege in our 
society that are too often mediated by white skin. 
We will need to find ways to better distribute our 
educational, employment and housing resources 
so that communities of color do not continue to be 
disproportionately burdened by poverty.

But if we discount forgiveness as unimportant, 
then, we, too, will be bereft. Political solutions 
are essential, but they are not sufficient. The 
removal of the Confederate flag from the South 
Carolina capitol and from many other commercial 
establishments resulted directly from the pow-
erful act of forgiveness that the nation witnessed 
in Charleston. Forgiveness brought about that 
change.

And so I wonder what we in this missional 
church of ours will do to make our faith one to 
be proud of? How will each of us bring our faith 
formation forward? How will we, in the words 
of Hebrews (9:11-15), be made free from those 
“dead-end efforts to make ourselves respect-
able”? How will we “live all out for God”?

I imagine for some of us this may mean 
little acts of forgiveness when we have been 
slighted. For others it may mean expressing one’s 
passion for justice through political action or mak-
ing wise decisions at work or home or church that 
do not bring attention but do build up the commu-
nity. I pray that no one will, however, in the act of 
forgiving, put themselves in a position to be hurt 
again. We have learned that people in abusive 
relationships must be especially careful about how 
they forgive. Sometimes the most powerful act of 
forgiveness requires that one leave the abuser so 
that the hurt may not again take place.

When we finally returned home to Missou-
la this summer, after more than 3,500 miles of 
driving, I encountered one more act of forgiveness 
from a cherished colleague. From 1995 through 
2005, Regina Shands Stoltzfus and I—a black 
woman and a white man—traveled across the 
country, often speaking and leading workshops 
together, calling our sisters and brothers in the 
church to bring an end to racism. Altogether 
our colleagues and we conducted more than 500 
workshops of a half-day or more in length. We 
were hopeful.

Cheryl and I had lunch with Regina this 
summer in Kansas City, Mo. We laughed a lot. We 
caught up on each other’s lives. And we assessed 
the results of our efforts. In some ways it felt like 
we had made a difference. More people of color 
were in more prominent positions of leadership 
in the church. A new generation of activists 
were speaking out about racism and drawing on 
resources we had written together two decades 
earlier. But at the same time, our actions paled in 
comparison with the renewed attacks on the Afri-
can-American community evident in the shooting 
at Emanuel and in the too-many shootings across 
the country of unarmed black women and men by 
the police.

When we returned to Missoula, I read a 
column by Regina (“The Summer of Grief,” July 
28). As I read it, I realized this column was a 
profound act of forgiveness, the result of a life 
focused on spiritual formation, deep wisdom and 
living “all out for God.” Regina had chosen to ad-
dress a church that had often betrayed her trust. 
She wrote as a black woman to white believers 
who had too often refused to listen to her counsel. 
She wrote, even though people she had come to 
trust—people like me, I am sad to confess—had 
let her down by allowing their power and privilege 
to get in the way of right relationship. Nonethe-
less, she chose to forgive the church, to forgive 
me, as she had many times before, and make 
herself vulnerable.

It is because of acts of forgiveness like Regi-
na’s, like those of the family members in Charles-
ton, that I want to be a part of a faith community 
that, despite its record of closing doors as often 
as it opens them, continues to produce believ-
ers who act out their faith with integrity. They 

demonstrate a faith to be proud 
of.

Tobin Miller Shearer teaches 
African-American studies at 
the University of Montana in 
Missoula.

I wonder what we in this missional church of 
ours will do to make our faith one to be proud 
of? How will each of us bring our faith formation 
forward?



Lessons I’m learning 
 from the Amish        
Six lessons about faith from the Amish and Old Order Mennonites

by Jeanette Harder

As a representative of Dove’s Nest, which equips faith communities to 
keep children and youth safe, I was invited by the New York Office of 
Children and Family Services (OCFS) to help them relate to the growing 
population of Amish and Old Order Mennonites in their state. While two-
thirds of the Amish live in Ohio, Pennsylvania and Indiana, they are also 
rapidly growing in Michigan, New York, Wisconsin, Missouri and Ken-
tucky. The Amish search for farmland now has them living in more than 
30 states and the province of Ontario. In fact, the Amish are growing 
faster than nearly any other subgroup in the United States, with 300,000 
currently and some projecting that number reaching 1 million by 2050.

Jeanette Harder (left) 
and Carol Knieriem, 
board members of 
Dove’s Nest, in New York 
State. Photo provided
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 My being Mennonite was about all OCFS 
needed to make me a good candidate to provide 
them with training and a connection to the Amish 
and Old Order Mennonites in New York. I told 
them from the outset that I was a different type 
of Mennonite from what they envisioned and that 
I’d never even been in a buggy. Though surprised, 
they still invited me to the work. With encourage-
ment from the Dove’s Nest board, I moved ahead 
with the work. Little did I know I would learn 
more than I would ever be able to teach. 

I started my crash course in all things Amish 
by reading everything I could about their faith and 
culture. I interviewed experts in the field, and 
before long, people from the Amish and Old Order 
Mennonite communities in New York were calling 
and writing me. In May, I went to visit them and 
spent many hours talking with Amish and Old Or-
der Mennonite families across the Empire State. I 
prepared training materials and received feedback 
and encouragement from my newfound friends. 
They were so supportive of my work that they 
joined me for each of the three training days. 

Here are the lessons I learned from the Amish.
1. I don’t need to claim power and pres-

tige. 
“Some people say I am the superintendent of 

schools.” 
Seriously? “Some people say”? This remark 

was made by an Old Order Mennonite as he was 
addressing 50 OCFS workers. 

I couldn’t help but smile at his humble state-
ment. In my world of academia, people strive for 
positions of power and prestige, and when they 
attain such a position, they embrace it with gusto. 
What would happen if I didn’t verbally or visibly 
claim power? Can I earn the respect of others 
through my servant actions rather than through 
smooth rhetoric and polished appearance? 

From my Amish brothers and sisters, I am 
learning not to think of myself more highly than I 
ought (paraphrased from Romans 12:3).

2. It’s important to talk with others before 
making a decision.

“I need to talk with the ministry.” 
Through my work, I invite the Amish to con-

sider how they might relate to the “English” (all 
of us who are not Amish) in ensuring the safety 
of children. Before they will accompany me to 
meetings with social services, they need to talk 
with the leaders of their church community. I’m 
curious what these conversations look like and 
where they take place. Sometimes the conversa-
tion leads church leaders to join the conversation, 
and sometimes they do not. 

Too often, I rush to make decisions—not 
always taking into consideration the thoughts and 
feelings of others. If I thought more often about 
the effects of my behaviors on others, would my 
actions have fewer “unintended” consequences? 

From my experiences with the Amish, I am 
learning to consider more carefully the thoughts 
and feelings of others before making decisions, 
for it is in coming together that “we may spur one 
another on toward love and good deeds, not giving 
up meeting together, as some are in the habit of 
doing, but encouraging one another” (Hebrews 
10:24-25).

3. If the world around me needs me, then I 
must respond. 

“If the English need foster homes, and the 
English want us to provide foster homes, then 
just let us know, and we’ll do it.” 

And sure enough, they’re doing it. Not only 
are the Amish and Old Order Mennonites step-
ping forward to care for English children, they are 
making significant changes to their ordered lives 
to accommodate the needs of children with special 
needs. They’re willing to run the “risk” of inviting 
social services into their private family lives in 
order to have the privilege of caring for children 
who need a safe home. 

Am I so willing to sacrifice my privacy, my 
very way of being, in order to care for someone 
in need? Or will I only reach out to others when 
it doesn’t inconvenience me? And what if that per-
son in need is different from me? Am I still willing 
to reach out and lend a hand?

From the Amish I am learning to step out of 
my comfort zone to serve others. Through God’s 
grace and strength, may I be God’s faithful stew-
ard (paraphrased from 1 Peter 4:10).

4. If the world around me asks me to 
change, I don’t necessarily have to com-
ply.  

“We’ve parented our children this way for 
hundreds of years. Why do we need to change just 
because you have changed?” 

Am I so willing to sacrifice my privacy, my very 
way of being, in order to care for someone in 
need? 
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Following the examples set forth in Martyrs’ 
Mirror, the Amish expect, even embrace, perse-
cution. They’d rather endure fines and imprison-
ment than change something they feel is im-
portant. The Amish do change and adapt to their 
environment, but not without much deliberation. 
They embrace technology if they believe it will 
enhance the life of their church community. 

The world around me changes faster than I 
can keep up. Too often, I feel like I am standing on 
“shifting sands”—striving to keep my balance, all 
the while hopping about to satisfy everyone. On 
issues that really matter to me, what would hap-
pen if I stopped changing and adapting and instead 
stood still? Even if it risked the ridicule of others 
and possible consequences, could I stand firm on 
principles that are core to my being?

Through the example of the Amish, I am 
reminded not to be conformed to this world but 
to be transformed by the renewing of my mind, 
following the good and acceptable and perfect will 
of God (paraphrased from Romans 12:2).

5. Walk with people who are different 
from me before passing judgment on them. 

“What do you want to know about us? What do 
you have to offer us?” 

They called me. That’s right, they called me. 
Word got out, and they started calling. I was 
astonished at their curiosity, and I tried to mir-
ror it back to them. When I asked question after 
question about their faith and life, they answered 
patiently and thoroughly and without judgment. 
As I came to understand their ways, their previ-
ous quirkiness dissipated and my respect for them 
grew.

When someone’s behaviors irk me, I need to 
remember to observe, ask questions, listen and 
seek to understand before passing judgment on 
them. It’s so much easier to keep my blinders on 
and to view others through my own lenses. While 
in the homes of the Amish, I learned that my 
questions, when asked out of ignorance and cu-
riosity, would be received and answered. In turn, 
the Amish asked me questions about how others 
perceived them. 

From my time with the Amish, I am learning 
that it’s OK to be “peculiar” or different and to 
embrace my stage in life as a pilgrim, “abstaining 
from fleshly lusts,” as I move forward with the 
cloud of witnesses in becoming “a chosen gen-
eration, a royal priesthood, a holy nation” (para-
phrased from 1 Peter 2:9-11).

6. Sometimes God’s ways are beyond 
comprehension and logic. I don’t need all the 
answers right now.

“One of God’s mysteries …”

While observing a Bible study, I noticed that 
the Amish welcomed questions. They displayed 
knowledge of Scripture as they moved back and 
forth through the Bible with apparent ease. Nev-
ertheless, at the end of a discussion, they often 
shook their heads solemnly and said, “One of 
God’s mysteries.”

I like to have answers—answers that solve the 
perplexities of the universe, answers that offer 
guidance in the messiness of my life. But some-
times things happen that defy all logic. I recently 
participated in a workshop where the presenter 
used music and readings to ease me into the 
understanding that sometimes I just need to 
“live the question,” just rest in the tension of not 
knowing. And someday, mysteriously, I will realize 
that an answer has come.

From the Amish I am learning that words 
are not always necessary to answer questions, 
especially written words. And I am learning that 
God’s ways are infinitely beyond my ways, and 
that’s OK. The wisdom of my world cannot match 
the mystery of God’s ways. For “no eye has seen, 
no ear has heard and no human has conceived the 
things God has prepared for those who love him” 
(paraphrased from 1 Corinthians 2:6-10).

So, while I do not embrace all the Amish ways, 
my newfound relationships with them are teach-
ing me a lot about them, about myself and about 
my faith. The Amish I know are hardworking 
and funloving. They ask questions and listen to 
answers. They think before they speak. All life 
centers around their faith in God. I am learning a 
lot from my new friends, the Amish. 

Jeanette Harder is a member at First Mennonite 
Church in Lincoln, Neb. She lives in Omaha, Neb. 

When someone’s behaviors irk me, I need to 
remember to observe, ask questions, listen and 
seek to understand before passing judgment on 
them.
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Planning a faithful 
witness amid
    endless war

A look at Scripture and empire for discernment 
by small groups, preachers and individuals

The first resolution passed at the Mennonite Church USA Delegate 
Assembly in Kansas City, Mo., in July identified the name of Jesus in 
Revelation 1:5, “Faithful Witness” (to God’s truth), and declared that 
our church is called to a new affirmation that we trust in God and the 
way of Jesus, not weapons, for our security.

by John K. Stoner

creativecommons.org/Sydney Missionary Bible College
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This affirmation, or teaching position, the dele-
gates said, will require renewed understanding of 
what it means in practice to be faithful witnesses 
to God’s truth in our time of endless war.

God’s truth? But truth claims are controversial 
in our world, are they not? At some level we all 
know that it takes courage to make truth claims 
and stick to them.

There in Kansas City we made a start on 
that courage and began to imagine what a faithful 
witness to God as our security would require of 
us. Now we are in the time when our resolve to 
carry out our resolution is tested. The first of 
four calls to action in the Resolution is directed to 
congregations, and this call is in three parts. 

What follows are suggestions for discernment 
and action by congregations and small groups to 
practice 21st-century faithful Christian witness. 
These local expressions of church are surely the 
foundation on which the next three calls to agen-
cies, staff and action regarding drones will rise or 
fall. 

At Kansas City, we said, first, that our teaching 
will have to address our society’s commitment to 
the moral necessity of violence. 

And what is meant by our society’s commit-
ment to the moral necessity of violence? 

Our society claims the nation uses violence to 
pursue moral ends, and hence its use of vio-
lence is morally justified. Here is the thinking: 
Terrorism must be stopped—a moral end—and 
violence is the indispensable tool to do this. You 
have heard the argument: “But surely we must 
do something.” And just that quickly, the end has 
been used to justify the means. But is it true that 

doing something violent is what we should do or 
the best that we could do?

Jesus actually taught another way to run the 
world, which he called “the kingdom/empire of 
God.” 

He took the world’s language (kingdom) to 
describe its way to run the world (organize human 
affairs), added “of God” and made his life and 
teachings a revelation of that other way (God’s 
way) to run the world.

So our society is committed to the moral ne-
cessity of violence to run the world, and Jesus has 
shown us a counter-commitment, a commitment 
to the moral use of truth, forgiveness and nonvi-
olent resistance to evil as God’s way to run the 
world. We face a choice here.

In many ways, Jesus said it is wrong to kill, 
but one time he simply posed the question: “Is 
it lawful to do good or to do harm, to save life or 
to kill?” (Mark 3). He posed that question to his 
culture. Is he not asking us the same question? 
This text will reward careful study—notice that 
Jesus changed the moral agenda from legalistic 
obedience to Scripture to the simple and inescap-
able question of life vs. death. To repent (Mark 
1:5) is to change our thinking from our society’s 
commitment to the moral necessity of violence 
to Jesus’ way of enacted shalom/justice—God’s 
kingdom way. 

 John the Revelator (chapter 13) used the 
imagery of beasts to describe the propaganda pro-
cess used by empires to shape public perception. 
When did you last hear, in your church, an appeal 
or warning that we must not depart from or ignore 
the truth of this Scripture? We are called to let the 

To repent 
(Mark 1:5) 
is to change 
our thinking 
from our 
society’s 
commitment 
to the moral 
necessity of 
violence to 
Jesus’ way 
of enacted 
shalom/ 
justice.
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Holy Spirit, the Scripture, history and our sisters 
and brothers expose the false claims of the the 
world’s propaganda in this spiritual battle.

 Secondly, at Kansas City we said that we must 
address our government’s undisclosed purposes 
in its so-called “security efforts.” Again, what 
would this mean? 

Let’s start with insecurity. The purpose of 
“security efforts” is to give insecure people (that 
would be us) security. Do we, do the American 
people, feel insecure, feel a need for security? Is 
ice cold? Is the earth round? 

So the selling point for the military presence of 
the United States around the world is to provide 
security for the people. The government says it is 
protecting us from harm. This has been called, not 
without reason, a gigantic protection racket. The 
government protects us, and we pay something—
pay a lot—for it, in taxes.

Profound, troubling and revealing questions 
can and should be asked about whether endless 

war is in fact making us (American citizens) or the 
world safer. We might well ask and discuss those 
questions.

But beyond that, what other undisclosed 
purposes may the government (in bed as it is 
with corporate interests) have for endless war—
purposes that are not even about this presumed 
security?

Starting with an example from Scripture, recall 
the Roman King Herod (not the kingdom of God 
here) asking the Wise Men to come back and tell 
him where the young child was so that he could 
worship him (Matthew 2). The men, being wise, 
saw an undisclosed purpose in Herod’s edict and 
committed their act of civil disobedience by not 
coming back and telling Herod anything. For us 
the question may be, Are we wise enough to look 
for undisclosed purposes in messages from kings 
and presidents?

We are called then in our circle of church-
based discerning friends to do our own research 
and discuss our own perceptions of probable 

undisclosed purposes for endless war. Again, 
we’ll have to start by recognizing that this takes 
a little courage, because it is not the usual stuff of 
Rotary Club discussions. You will be participating 
in Jesus’ work of “unmasking principalities and 
powers” (Colossians 2 and Ephesians).

Third, at Kansas City we said our teaching will 
have to address our often secret sympathies with 
so-called security operations. But what would 
such secret sympathies be? Here is a challenge to 
engage in more honest conversation and not-so-
easy discussion. Do we as Mennonites say, “In 
God We Trust” but actually hope our protection 
will come from America’s military strength and 
drone warfare—from endless war? Such a thing 
has been known to happen before. Let’s consider 
our own biblical history. 

Not so many years after God delivered Israel 
from Pharaoh’s Egyptian empire, the children of 
Israel were asking the prophet Samuel to give 
them a king “so that we also may be like other 
nations, and that our king may govern us and go 
out before us and fight our battles” (1 Samuel 8). 
Actually, here their sympathies with “security 
operations” were no secret at all. How would a 
candid discussion of this text go in your Sunday 
school class or small group? Or what kind of ser-
mon could you preach on that?

Again, consider Ezra’s shame, in his own 
words: “For I was ashamed to ask the king for a 
band of soldiers and cavalry to protect us against 
the enemy on our way, since we had told the king 
that the hand of our God is gracious to all who 
seek him” (Ezra 8). Do we have this shame? Or 
have we no shame? Are we shameless in our 
secret trust in America’s endless wars? More 
material for discussion. 

Bring Jesus into this discussion. Also Peter 
and the disciples. Peter, so ashamed of Jesus, 
who wouldn’t rise up and fight when the enemy 
attacked, that he denied he even knew Jesus 
(Luke 22). There’s much grist for discussion here 
as well as in Mark 8. These texts could lead us 
to ask one another if “Christians” today believe 
Jesus or only believe in Jesus. 

All this discernment process is for “the renew-
al of our minds” in Jesus Christ (Romans 12:2), 
according to the Kansas City resolution. Appropri-
ate actions will surely follow the initial action of 

engagement in this, admittedly 
difficult, discernment process. 

 
John K. Stoner, a retired pastor 
and teacher, is a member of    
Akron (Pa.) Mennonite Church. 

Are we shameless in our secret trust in America’s 
endless wars?
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Our Father God is an amazing artist. I have 
especially learned to appreciate his artis-
tic splendor from the screened-in porch 

behind my home. I can see the sun rise every 
morning while taking in my first sip of warm, 
rich java. It starts with the glow of deep reddish 
orange and purple colors. As the sun inches 
closer to the horizon, the colors turn to brighter 
oranges and yellows until the sun walks onto the 
stage in its full bright gold and yellow splendor. 
The day has begun.

I pour my second cup of coffee in great antic-
ipation of God’s next paint strokes. The brush 
flutters to the canvas with a splattering of birds 
who come to enjoy the suet, sunflower and thistle 
seeds at the feeders. As I savor my coffee, I have 
the pleasure of observing the bright crimson of 
the cardinal, the tiny, nimble black-capped chicka-
dee, the small, white-spotted downy woodpecker 
with its signature splash of red, and the big, brown 
northern flicker with it black-spotted belly, black 
mustache and stroke of scarlet on the back of its 
head. I watch the tufted titmouse (my favorite) 
take one sunflower seed at a time from the feeder 
to a branch in a tree to peck it open for the meat.

I think of God’s drama and artistry with 
Jesus’ birth. I love to imagine what the shepherds 
saw the night the angel Gabriel came to announce 
his birth. “An angel of the Lord stood before them, 

and the glory of the Lord shone around them” 
(Luke 2:9), followed by: “And suddenly there 
was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly 
host, praising God and saying, ‘Glory to God in 
the highest heaven, and on earth peace among 
those whom he favors!’ ” (Luke 2:13-14). What a 
magnificent and sacred moment! Undoubtedly this 
was a vision of the glory and splendor of heaven 
revealed to humble shepherds.

Mary and Joseph had already seen much drama 
leading up to Jesus’ birth. The Immaculate Con-
ception, the journey to Bethlehem, followed by 
giving birth to the Son of God in a stable provide 
more than enough drama for one young couple 
to endure. Isn’t it appropriate for our Father God 
to give Joseph and Mary the stillness and peace 
of a stable to welcome their child into the world? 
There they were, just the three of them, along 
with a select few of God’s creatures, taking a deep 
breath and a moment in time to appreciate the 
miracle of what just happened. Simple, beautiful, 
glorious. Only God, the artist, could have written 

this script and painted this 
picture.

John Duerksen is a member of 
Blooming Glen (Pa.) Mennonite 
Church.

by John Duerksen

Only God, 
the artist, 
could have 
written this 
script and 
painted this 
picture.

God the artist        
Jesus’ birth is an example of God’s drama and artistry

creativecommons.org/Ralph Daily
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LEADERSHIP
A word from Mennonite leaders

Leading when there’s no good map

Ilike leading when there’s no good map for the 
terrain we’re traversing. I’m not sure why. 
Perhaps it’s because as a missionary kid, I grew 

up between cultures. As a perennial outsider, I’ve 
never seen a map that works well for me. Some-
how, that pervasive disorientation drove me to 
find my true north. The search is ongoing, but the 
magnetic pull of the compass grows stronger, as 
does my trust in the Spirit for discerning how to 
negotiate the terrain of institutional leadership in 
these tumultuous times. 

Unmapped terrain is a liminal space, with so 
many unknowns that the only alternative to being 
immobilized by fear is to learn to trust your best 
instincts. Because the terrain is so unfamiliar, we 
give up any illusion of certainty about the best 
path forward. Instead, we develop a heightened 
alertness to what is around us, carefully attending 
to facts on the ground, and to places of fracture 
and people in pain. We listen with humble awe to 
how the Spirit still speaks through the Scriptures 
to awaken love of God and neighbor.

Leading through uncharted territory is 
risky but invigorating in a heart-pumping way. It 
requires moving closer to conflict and disagree-
ment about the best way forward. It requires 
examining contradictory evidence and listening 
to those who’ve been silenced or marginalized 
because that’s often where the prophets heard 
God speaking.

Leading when there’s no good map provokes 
an urgent question about trust and authority. Why 
would anyone trust a leader who’s concluded that 
conventional maps aren’t adequate for showing 
the way? By what authority might a prophetic 
leader draw a new map for leading a disoriented 
people into a future with hope?

I’ve long been intrigued by the observation of 
people around Jesus that he had an authority un-
like the scribes and Pharisees. What astonishing 
spiritual authority did ordinary folk see in Jesus 
that they didn’t see in those officially authorized 
to be leaders of the people? 

A recent gathering at Anabaptist Mennonite 
Biblical Seminary (AMBS) of leaders who are 
remapping the terrain focused on that very ques-
tion: By what authority? I was caught off guard 
with my emotions as one storyteller spoke mov-
ingly about how the revoking of his institutional 
credentials drove him to reclaim the authority 
of his baptism. The crushing denial of his insti-
tutional authority led him to rediscover a more 

foundational authority with an intensity born out 
of crisis. Sounds remarkably Anabaptist. 

The question of who authorizes leaders is 
fraught with tension in our church today. We find 
ourselves without a good map—on uncertain ter-
rain. Who issues credentials? What education or 
affirmation of faith is required before leaders are 
authorized for various roles? On what authority 
can credentials be revoked? What is the meaning 
of institutional authority, of spiritual or baptismal 
authority? And there’s the emotionally laden 
question about which institution is authorized 
to ordain and hold credentials? Is it Mennonite 
Church USA? Lancaster Conference bishops? The 
local congregation? Evana (who after decrying 
institutions, is fast becoming one)?

I have great respect for institutions whose 
mission is to care for the common good—with 
polity and structures meant to assure fair, trans-
parent decision making, negotiated contracts and 
publicly owned agreements. We all benefit from 
institutions designed to offer recognized educa-
tional degrees, reliable medical treatment, legal 
expertise and trustworthy pastoral leadership. 
Good institutions conserve cumulative learning in 
the best professional practices known to us. 

Institutional strengths can also become their 
worst liabilities. Their very dependability requires 
that they change only when authorized through 
official channels—a painstakingly slow process. 
Meanwhile, escalating cries for help compel lead-
ers to draw up new maps with a Spirit authority 
that looks a lot like Jesus, an authority so deeply 
rooted in the “law and the prophets” that Jesus 
had to dispense with the conventional maps of the 
scribes and the Pharisees because “they neglect-
ed the weightier matters of the law: justice and 
mercy and faith.”

At AMBS, our faculty are exploring the dy-
namic interface of Spirit and institution. In these 
tumultuous times we need new maps that realign 
our institutions with the true north of the Spirit. 

I applaud leaders who are ready to experiment 
with new ways of being church without fear of 
failure or censure; leaders so deeply rooted in the 
wisdom of the tradition that they know the Spirit 
is restless to show us yet again that it is “for free-
dom Christ has set us free.” 

I applaud leaders who, rather than withdrawing 
or defensively clinging to conventional maps, are 
ready to redraw maps in the company of Jesus, the 
pioneer of our faith. TM

Sara Wenger 
Shenk
is president of 
Anabaptist 
Mennonite Biblical 
Seminary in Elkhart, 
Ind.
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OPINION
Perspectives from readers

Dale Lee 
Nafziger
is a mission worker 
in Nepal.

What are these stones?

Iwrite to ask, “What are these stones?” (see 
Joshua 4:19-21). I ask this on the basis of ongo-
ing discussion in Mennonite Church USA. At 

this historic juncture, as God’s Spirit brings con-
tinued revelation to the church, we should keep in 
mind these stones:

1. God cannot lie. God’s Spirit, consequently, 
reveals objective truth.

2. God’s objective truth applies to the catholic 
(universal) church.

A few pragmatic corollaries follow from this:
1. When viewing the North American 

church from a distance, it 
appears some of the highly 
emotional topics discussed 
nowadays have an immense 
focus on the individual, 
almost to the point of 
disregarding both the global 
church and the ultimate 
purpose of the church. In 
this context we should 
ask, Where is Jesus in this 
particular issue, and how is the name of Jesus 
being lifted up? Is this particular issue clearing or 
clouding the historical gospel message of calling 
sinners to repentance and experiencing new life 
in Christ? 

For example, I view online discussions of 
topics confronting the North American church. 
Sometimes the discussion goes on for 30 minutes 
without a single reference to the Lord or to how 
a particular stance is bringing people into the 
kingdom. This raises red flags for me. Is this issue 
ultimately about me or about the kingdom?

2. A second question is how the issues 
being discerned impact the global Mennonite 
church, which is now the majority church. Some 
of the most intense discussions remain a mys-
tery to the world at large. Islam (including the 4 
percent of Muslims here in Nepal), for example, 
takes rigid positions on many “life issues.” Appar-
ently this stance is increasingly attractive to some 
North Americans who have tired of the moral 
relativism that typifies some mainstream Western 
denominations who have tried to be everything to 
everyone. 

There are many Mennonites in Indonesia, for 
example, whose already precarious position may 
be made further precarious by having to identify 
with a North American stance that infringes on 
the local social norms they must respect in order 

to survive in their culture. About 10 years ago 
here in Nepal, one of our good South Asian friends 
said, “Never belittle the simple faith of the simple 
Christian.” The simple belief of a simple villager 
in Nepal may in no way compare to the sophisti-
cation of high-powered, theologically saturated, 
western church, but that simple faith is as pre-
cious in the eyes of God as any “higher revela-
tion” of the theologically sophisticated West.

3. A third question is, How does this 
particular issue affect the North American 
Mennonite church’s global call to mission? 

As I‘ve noted, this may be 
of relevance to non-North 
American Mennonites for 
survival in their traditional 
cultures. It is also of great 
relevance for how the North 
American Mennonite church 
chooses to do mission. 

If the cultural norms 
adopted by the North 
American Mennonite church 

differ too drastically from those in their coun-
try of service, for example, it may place North 
American missionaries in the awkward position 
of being identified with “life issues” that conflict 
with those of their host country, thus mitigating 
Christian witness. About 20 years ago in the Unit-
ed Mission to Nepal, for example, a prominent 
missionary (with more than 30 years of service in 
Nepal) felt compelled to resign from her spon-
soring mission when that organization adopted 
a stance that directly conflicted with all she had 
preached in Nepal.

4. A fourth question is how the issue jives 
with historical Anabaptism. Throughout our 
history we Mennonites have been nonconform-
ists, both in the eyes of government and in the 
eyes of mainstream Protestantism (and perse-
cuted by both). I would be wary if North Ameri-
can Mennonites get caught up in contemporary 
issues that reflect a spillover from mainstream 
Protestant denominations. What is the origin of 
the issue? If it arises from intimate communion 
with God in prayer and via a sincere search of the 
Scripture, wonderful. But if the issue arises as an 
emotional response or reaction to contemporary 
mainstream Protestantism, I would be wary.

May wisdom in abundance rest upon Menno-
nite Church USA as it seeks the leading of God’s 
Spirit. 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 should ask, 
Where is Jesus in this 

particular issue?
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NEWS

WDC approves ‘Rainbow resolution’
Congregations now have a say in pastors performing same-sex ceremonies

At their annual meeting Oct. 30-31 in North Newton, 
Kan., Western District Conference (WDC) delegates 
voted by a 72-percent majority to approve a resolu-

tion that “pastors, with the affirmation of their congrega-
tions, consistent with Mennonite polity, and without fear 
of censure, may officiate or refuse to officiate ceremonies 
that consecrate before God monogamous, lifelong unions, 
regardless of the sexual orientation of those being united.”

The resolution came from Rainbow Mennonite Church in 
Kansas City, Kan., which introduced it to the July 4-6, 2014, 
WDC delegate assembly. Following that meeting, WDC 
asked member congregations to participate in a 20-question 
online survey as a first step in a conference-wide conversa-
tion responding to the resolution. WDC’s executive board 
also appointed a task force to study and seek input on issues 
of sexuality and polity.

WDC discussed the resolution at its reference councils 
in fall 2014 and last spring.

This year’s meeting was moved to October so as not to 
conflict with the Mennonite Church USA Delegate Assembly 
in July.

Peggy Coriell, moderator of Rainbow Mennonite Church, 
introduced the resolution to delegates, noting that the 

process took time. She emphasized that the resolution “only 
addresses pastors performing same-sex covenant ceremo-
nies.”

Richard Gehring, WDC moderator and pastor of Man-
hattan (Kan.) Mennonite Church, said the district will still 
follow the Membership Guidelines of Mennonite Church 
USA and review the credentials of a pastor who performs 
such a ceremony. However, the focus of that review will be 
whether or not the pastor followed the discernment of the 
congregation.

During discussion of the resolution, one delegate made a 
motion that a 60-percent majority be required for the resolu-
tion to be approved, rather than a simple majority. Delegates 
defeated that motion 132-126. Later, that became a moot 
point.

Several delegates expressed concern about the repercus-
sions of passing the resolution. One asked, “If the Western 
District is ‘at variance,’ are congregations and individuals [in 
WDC] also at variance?”

Gehring noted that a pastor who performed a same-sex 
ceremony after discerning it with his or her congregation 
would not be at variance with WDC but with the broader 
church.

Other delegates asked people to respect LGBTQ indi-
viduals and stop referring to who they are as following a 
“lifestyle.” One delegate said it is easy to justify our sin, but 
“this leads to destruction,” referring to Matthew 7:13-14.

Before delegates voted, Gehring explained the ballot, 
which included two choices under “yes” and two under “no.” 
A person could simply affirm the resolution or affirm it, even 
though they oppose same-sex relationships. On the other 
hand, a person could vote against the resolution or vote no, 
even though they affirm same-sex relationships.

The final tally showed 185 voting yes, with 30 of 
these noting they oppose same-sex relationships, while 72 
voted no, with four noting they affirm same-sex relation-
ships.

During the opening worship, Heidi Regier Kreider was 
installed as WDC conference minister. In her sermon, she 
said the church is to be a contrast community, a caring 
community and a Christ-centered community. “We are held 
together not by our own efforts but by God,” she said.

In a closing worship service, Ervin Stutzman, executive 
director of Mennonite Church USA, spoke on “The Reconcil-
iation of All Things in Christ.” He asked what it means to be 
held together (the assembly’s theme) in a denomination that 
sometimes seems like it’s falling apart. “My advice is to hold 
on to Jesus and let him hold on to you.”

WDC’s church planting commission reported that there 
are three church plants in the conference, all of them His-
panic congregations.—Gordon Houser

Western District Conference participants place cloths in a cross in 
the opening worship. 
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NEWS

Lancaster Conference leaders vote to leave MC USA
82.3 percent affirm proposal to leave; two-year implementation period follows

With a vote of 82 percent, credentialed leaders in 
Lancaster (Pa.) Mennonite Conference have voted 
to leave Mennonite Church USA. LMC credentialed 

leaders  have been participating in a process of discernment 
regarding LMC’s denominational affiliation with Mennonite 
Church USA. This process recently culminated in a reso-
lution from the Board of Bishops that credentialed leaders 
were invited to affirm. The resolution needed a two-thirds 
majority to pass.

Early on Nov. 19, the results of the returned ballots 
from active credentialed leaders of Lancaster Mennonite 
Conference were counted regarding LMC’s denominational 
affiliation. The results returned with 82.3 percent of leaders 
affirming the proposal and 17.7 percent not affirming.

This vote means the ratification of the Bishop Board 
resolution to withdraw LMC’s affiliation with Mennonite 
Church USA. Approximately 80 percent of eligible creden-
tialed leaders participated in the vote. LMC will now enter a 
two-year implementation period.

In a Nov. 19 statement, LMC said, “[This] announcement 
will likely be received in very different ways by leaders 
and congregations of Lancaster Mennonite Conference and 

across the denomination. Leaders were encouraged to inter-
act with others in loving and respectful ways and to pray for 
the Lord’s leading in the life of LMC in the days ahead.”

Lancaster Mennonite Conference joined Mennonite 
Church USA in 2004. With 13,838 members in 163 congre-
gations, LMC is Mennonite Church USA’s largest confer-
ence.—Lancaster Mennonite Conference with reporting by 
The Mennonite

Give a gift subscription to TheMennonite  today.
www.themennonite.org/subscribe/

Give the gift of inspiring Anabaptist 
content all year long.
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Leaders were encouraged to interact with 
others in loving and respectful ways and 
to pray for the Lord’s leading in the life of 
LMC in the days ahead.—statement from  
Lancaster Mennonite Conference
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NEWS

Two conferences discuss implications of resolutions
Franklin considers withdrawal, Virginia leaders discuss same-sex relationships

Two area conferences—Franklin Mennonite Conference 
and Virginia Mennonite Conference—gathered lead-
ers to discuss the implications of two resolutions on 

inclusion of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender and Queer 
(LGBTQ) individuals passed by the Delegate Assembly at 
the Mennonite Church USA Convention in Kansas City, 
Mo., in July. 

At a Nov. 12 meeting of conference delegates at Marion 
Mennonite Church in Chambersburg, Pa., Franklin consid-
ered a proposal calling for the conference to withdraw from 
Mennonite Church USA. 

And from Nov. 9-11, 102 credentialed leaders from 
Virginia Mennonite Conference gathered at Lindale Men-
nonite Church in Linville, Va., for a two-day consultation on 
“same-gender attraction, relationship, [and] lifestyle.”

The Forbearance in the Midst of Differences Resolu-
tion acknowledged the lack of consensus within Mennonite 
Church USA about how LGBTQ individuals are included 
in the life of the church, and states, “We call on all those in 
Mennonite Church USA to offer grace, love and forbearance 
toward conferences, congregations and pastors in our body 
who, in different ways, seek to be faithful to our Lord Jesus 
Christ on matters related to same-sex covenanted unions.” 
Delegates passed the resolution with 71-percent approval. 

The Resolution on the Status of the Membership Guide-
lines, written and proposed by Mennonite Church USA’s 
Executive Board, included, among other recommendations, 
a recommitment to the denominational Membership Guide-
lines as written, including a statement prohibiting pastors 
from performing same-sex marriages, and a commitment not 
to reexamine the Membership Guidelines for another four 
years. The resolution passed with a 60-percent vote. 

Franklin Conference considers withdrawal

On a Thursday evening, as part of Franklin’s annual 
assembly, 80 delegates gathered to give feedback on a pro-
posal from the conference board calling for withdrawal from 
Mennonite Church USA. The proposal, emailed to delegates 
on Oct. 15, suggested that the best way to strengthen the 
conference’s missional calling was to withdraw from the 
denomination and seek a new vision and new relationships 
together. 

The rationale for the proposal included discomfort 
with affiliation with area conferences who are accepting 
of LGBTQ individuals, concerns about continuing to lose 
congregations and a desire to focus more fully on “kingdom 
work.”

“As I listened to pastors leading up to convention in 
Kansas City, it is the movement toward an understanding of 
condoning or affirming at some level noncelibate homosexu-
ality that is the lightning rod that prompts them to say things 
to me like, ‘What is the conference doing? This is of such 
concern that we’ll align ourselves somewhere else,’ ” said 
Allen Lehman, conference minister for Franklin, in a Nov. 13 
phone conversation. 

Lehman and conference leaders had urged pastors and 
congregations to wait until after the convention in Kansas 
City to make any decisions, but the combination of the two 
resolutions on sexuality passed by delegates added to con-
ference anxiety. 

“The four-year [prohibition on changes] connected to the 
Membership Guidelines opens speculative thinking,” said 
Lehman. “Who knows what that means [in four years]? If 
you’re a conservative, you think it means the worst.”

Lehman noted that Franklin delegates had a good dis-
cussion about the proposal and raised questions about next 
steps. 

“We are on a journey,” said Lehman. “We wanted to find 
out from congregations, What does the board need to provide 
you so that your congregation can make a very informed de-
cision? Our next work as a board is to assist leaders as they 
go back to congregations to carry on that conversation, and 
the support or lack thereof [for this proposal] will evolve.”

Lehman expects the conference will vote on the proposal 
sometime in 2016, perhaps as early as February. The propos-
al would require a two-thirds majority to pass. 

If the proposal passes, future affiliation for Franklin 
remains unknown. The recommendation calls for a year of 
being independent and reestablishing conference vision, 
goals and identity.

“What happens next is a big question mark,” said Leh-
man. “We’ll always keep our eye open to affiliation and what 
would be the best fit, if any. I’m not sure what that will be. 
It’s clear to me that the journey will not be unanimous. We 
are like everyone else, plunged into a time of heaviness.” 

Clyde Kratz, executive conference minister for Virginia Mennonite 
Conference, makes some concluding remarks at the pastoral con-
sultation held Nov. 9-11 at Lindale Mennonite Church in Linville, 
Va.
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Virginia Conference pastoral consultation
Over 100 pastors and credentialed leaders gathered for 

the fifth and final consultation on same-sex relationships 
and attraction in Virginia Mennonite Conference. According 
to Clyde Kratz, executive conference minister, the purpose 
of the gathering was educational and to provide a space for 
leaders “to think together theologically and reflectively 
about the issue of same-gender attraction and relationship.” 

Kratz commended the overall spirit of the gathering and 
the sense of “worshipful work,” undergirded by music led by 
the Lindale Mennonite Church praise team. 

Craig Maven, pastor at Harrisonburg (Va.) Mennonite 
Church, opened the gathering with a presentation on the 
ways that church and culture intersect and interact. 

Later, Phil Kniss, pastor of Parkview Mennonite Church 
in Harrisonburg, gave an address open to the public entitled, 
“The Unity of God’s Kingdom.” 

“My hope was to kind of put out a vision for how we 
might see ourselves staying together in our differences and 
that we wouldn’t have either too low or too high expecta-
tions of the kind of unity we can achieve,” said Kniss. “I 
thought it might be helpful for us to say there’s really good 
and important work we can do in striving toward unity in 
certain areas, and while we may not ever achieve full unity 
in some areas, there are other areas where we can, and we 
should maximize those possibilities.”

On Nov. 10, Nancy Heisey, professor of Bible and Reli-
gion at Eastern Mennonite University (EMU) in Harrison-
burg, gave a presentation outlining six Christian viewpoints 
on LGBTQ sexuality. Heisey presented a spectrum of beliefs 
ranging from outright condemnation to liberation and full 
inclusion for LGBTQ individuals. 

Melissa Florer-Bixler, member of Chapel Hill (N.C.) 
Mennonite Fellowship and minister of nurture at Duke 
Memorial United Methodist Church in Durham, experienced 
the storytelling and relationship-building as the highlight of 
the consultation. 

“Some of the most powerful moments were in hearing 
people’s stories and the table sharing,” said Florer-Bixler. 
“It was really when we got around tables where the most 
interesting things happened. An emerging theme seemed to 
be, how does the Holy Spirit work among us in our congre-
gations and in our identity as a conference?” 

Florer-Bixler also acknowledged the diversity in the 
room when it came to discussing next steps. “For a lot of 
congregations this is very theoretical,” she said. “I heard 
a sort of weariness about this conversation or a wanting to 
get over this so we can move on to mission. But for some 
of us, this is mission. We have people in our congregations 
and communities who have been isolated or rejected by the 
church. The results of this really matter for our congrega-
tions and our towns and the way we do mission.” 

Additional activities during the two-day event included 
the sharing of family stories, table group conversations and a 
panel of conference leaders reflecting on the implications of 
the Forbearance and Membership Guidelines resolutions for 
their congregations. On Nov. 11, David Brubaker, associate 
professor of organizational studies at EMU, led the group 
in a circle process inviting leaders to share “expressions of 
concern, hope and challenges.” 

Kratz acknowledges that the conversation isn’t 
over. He noted a call from leaders to engage in biblical study 
around same-sex relationships and also a call to find ways to 
be in relationship and conversation with LGBTQ individuals 
themselves. 

“Overall this was a very positive experience, and we 
were able to hold the conversation in a creative way,” said 
Kratz. “David Brubaker’s facilitation on [Nov. 11] was a 
meaningful way of engaging us in various ideas that could be 
considered in the future.”—Hannah Heinzekehr

We have people in our congregations and 
communities who have been isolated or 
rejected by the church. The results of this 
really matter for our congregations and 
our towns and the way we do mission.
—Melissa Florer-Bixler
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Brokenness and hope meet at CLC
Constituency Leaders Council discusses being ‘elders,’ hear from conferences

This is a hard time for the church,” said Ervin Stutzman, 
executive director of Mennonite Church USA. “Take 
courage as you step into leadership in new ways.”

These words, spoken in the midst of a “pep talk” to mem-
bers of the Constituency Leaders Council during its Oct. 
19-21 meeting in Archbold, Ohio, summed up the meetings 
where area conference, agency and constituency group lead-
ers gathered to discern what it means to be “elders” for the 
church and heard from area conferences considering propos-
als to withdraw from the denomination.

Alongside a statement that “the Delegate Assembly will 
not entertain changes to the membership guidelines for the 
next four years,” the Resolution on the Status of the Mem-
bership guidelines, which Mennonite Church USA delegates 
passed at their meeting in Kansas City, Mo., this summer, 
also included a call for the CLC to lead more intentionally. 
The resolution states: “We call on the CLC to take serious-
ly its role as ‘elders’ for the denomination, ‘discerning and 
advising the Executive Board, the Delegate Assembly and 
Mennonite Church USA on issues confronting each of them 
relative to faith and life.’”

The majority of the meeting was spent processing 
the practical implications of this direction and unpacking 
what it means to serve as denominational elders in the midst 
of disagreement. Jack Suderman, former general secretary 
for Mennonite Church Canada, offered reflections on elders 
in the biblical context, which guided the CLC’s work.

“In the biblical context, eldering is best understood as 
shepherding,” said Suderman. “And good shepherding is 
influenced by the terrain. One of your functions is episko-
pos—oversight—leading with a view to the ‘big picture’ and 
God’s leading.”

CLC members worked in table groups to craft answers to 
questions, including how CLC work will inform area confer-
ence decisions and how CLC will operate when conferences 
find themselves in conflict. When asked to list hopes for 
their elder role, CLC members articulated a desire to listen 
for the Spirit of God, serve as a discerning community and 
model and celebrate diversity. They also named fears of 
stepping into this role, which included being misunderstood, 
lacking courage and wielding power in harmful ways.

Who’s at the table?
On Oct. 20, CLC members heard from three area confer-

ences that are in the process of withdrawing or considering 
withdrawal from Mennonite Church USA and offered feed-
back on a proposal with more than 300 signatures (140 of 
them delegates) asking that the Brethren Mennonite Council 
(BMC) for LGBT Interests be named as a constituency 
group and therefore given seats on the CLC and EB.

Table groups had time to consider the proposal regarding 
inclusion of BMC as an official constituency group with seats 
on the Executive Board and at CLC. Table groups submitted 
counsel, and it will be sent to the Executive Board for con-
sideration at its meeting in February 2016.

The listening committee and several individuals also 
raised concerns about lower-than-usual numbers of people of 
color in attendance at the meetings.

During its July 17-19 annual assembly, North Central 
Conference passed a motion to begin a yearlong process 
of withdrawing from Mennonite Church USA. Jesse Swi-
ers, NCC moderator and pastor of Lake Region Mennonite 
Church of Detroit Lakes, Minn., spoke with tears in his eyes 
about the impact CLC has had on his leadership and spiritu-
ality, and he articulated a hope for continued connection.

“This may seem like separation or death, but it’s not,” 
said Swiers. “No matter the situation, the church should be 
a place of healing. I want the church to be known for some-
thing that brings dead things back to life. We don’t put our 
faith in structure but in the lordship of Jesus Christ.”

Two other conferences are considering proposals for 
withdrawal from Mennonite Church USA. Lancaster’s bishop 
board met Oct. 23 to consider a proposal that calls for Lan-
caster (Pa.) Mennonite Conference to begin a two-year pro-
cess of leaving Mennonite Church USA (see story on page 
33). Conference minister Keith Weaver articulated the pain 
that LMC has experienced in the past as congregations have 
left LMC and noted that something has to change or LMC 
“will implode.” He sensed that leaving Mennonite Church 
USA would allow for a “growing energy for the kingdom of 
God.”

Two other LMC pastors, Karen Sensenig of Habecker 
Mennonite Church in Lancaster and Dawn Winey of Mount 
Joy (Pa.) Mennonite Church, offered a call to other con-

Constituency Leaders Council members, clockwise from front left: 
John Denlinger, Shannon Dycus, Richard Goering, Dottie Delgadillo, 
Nan Kanagy and Terry Shue.
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ferences to help support those congregations within LMC 
who do want to stay connected to Mennonite Church USA. 
LMC’s current policy does not allow women to serve as 
bishops.

“I hope we can have a sense of freedom to network 
where we find life in the missional work of God and that this 
breaking apart might lead to healing,” said Sensenig. “Heal-
ing is always painful, but LMC could not continue as it was.”

Franklin Mennonite Conference leaders were to consider 
a proposal to withdraw from Mennonite Church USA at a 
Nov. 12 meeting.

A proposal emailed to delegates on Oct. 15 suggested 
that the best way to strengthen the conference’s missional 
calling was to withdraw from the denomination and seek a 
new vision and new relationships together. The rationale 
for the proposal included discomfort with affiliation with 
area conferences who are accepting of LGBTQ individuals, 

concerns about continuing to lose congregations and a desire 
to focus more full on “kingdom work.”

Rodger Schmell, Perkasie, Pa., moderator of Eastern 
District Conference, reflected on an image of dandelion 
seeds scattering in the wind. “I cried a lot yesterday,” he 
said. “It seems like the church is dissipating, like a dandelion 
puff when you blow on it. When all the seeds leave, you’re 
left with an empty stem. But wherever the seeds land, they 
prosper and grow, because God grows them. In the midst of 
grief and a shakeup for the church, we know that he is with 
each of us and will help us grow.”

CLC members participated in a litany blessing each 
conference and including special prayers for North Central, 
Lancaster and Franklin conferences.

Worshipful work
Throughout the meeting, Jane Hoober Peifer of Lancast-

er, Pa., and Michael Zehr, church planter from Key West, 
Fla., led the group in worship. The theme Scripture, Gala-
tians 5:16-26, focused on the fruits of the Spirit.

During his opening address, David Boshart of Wellman, 
Iowa, moderator and CLC chair, exhorted CLC members 
to “tend their joy” as a spiritual discipline. CLC members 
had opportunities to name the most powerful and positive 
aspects of the work of CLC, which included building con-
ference-to-conference relationships, offering counsel and 
modeling unity in diversity.—Hannah Heinzekehr

New from Good Books

Coming in January 2016

MENNONITE MEN CAN COOK, TOO  
Celebrating Hospitality with  
170 Delicious Recipes

by Willard Roth

Well-known Mennonite church leader and 
long-time cook and food lover, Willard Roth, 
presents his favorite recipes for men and 
women of all ages to prepare and enjoy!

Roth’s exquisite recipes (with full-color photos) come from across 
North America and around the world. A true treasure trove of deli-
cious foods. Perfect for yourself and others.

HESTER ON THE RUN 
Hester’s Hunt for Home, Book One

by Linda Byler

A childless Amish couple, settling in 
colonial America, discover a Native infant, 
wrapped in deerskin and placed by a spring. 
Hester grows into a beautiful daughter, 
torn between her two identities. Another 
engaging romance from the bestselling 
Amish author.

FIX-IT AND FORGET-IT BAKING WITH  
YOUR SLOW COOKER 
150 Slow Cooker Recipes for Breads, 
Pizza, Cakes, Tarts, Crisps, Bars, Pies, 
Cupcakes, and More!

by Phyllis Good

Did you know that you can bake with your 
slow cooker? Yes, you can enjoy wonderful, 
yummy baked goods of all kinds! New York Times bestselling author 
Phyllis Good shows how to make breads, pizza, cakes, tarts, crisps, 
bars, pies, cupcakes, and more in this full-color cookbook!

LANCASTER BURNING TRILOGY
by Linda Byler

A three-novels-in-one collection about the 
Lancaster Amish community, terrorized by 
barn fires. The leader’s daughter, Sarah, strug-
gles as she watches the pressure on her father, 
and as she tries to choose between two young 
men attempting to win her heart. Filled with 
suspicion, fear, and tension.

AVAILABLE FROM AMAZON.COM AND OTHER RETAILERS

New York, New York
www.GoodBooks.com

I hope we can have a sense of freedom to net-
work where we find life in the missional work 
of God and that this breaking apart might lead 
to healing.—Karen Sensenig
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‘Te vemos’ (We see you)
A prayer vigil in Los Angeles sends a message of forgiveness to those in jail

On Sept. 27, I went out to downtown Los Angeles to 
participate in a prayer vigil for justice. It sought jus-
tice for victims of mass incarceration, mass deporta-

tion, nonaffordable housing and underpaid low-wage jobs. 
The event began with the host, Yolanda Brown, crying 

out, “Make some noise if you are Latino, African-American, 
Asian or Pacific Islander, Muslim, Buddhist, Hindu, Jewish, 
Christian, Catholic, an immigrant, a child of immigrants or if 
you have a family member who has been incarcerated or if 
you’ve been incarcerated.” After all the cheering, Dr. Brown 
said, “We hear you, we see you, we see God, and we see 
God in you.” 

This was a simple but powerful act. In calling out all the 
categories that at times divide us as a people and are used 
to make us feel inferior, she empowered us and deemed us 
worthy and important. I say “us” because I identify with 
several of the categories she mentioned. I am an immigrant, 
Christian Latina who has had a family member incarcerated 
and deported. With this act, the host recognized those soci-
ety usually doesn’t recognize or acknowledge, the so-called 
“minorities.” We are not forgotten; we are seen (“somos 
vistos”).

Not forgotten
The meaning and intent behind the mantra of the night, 

“We see you—te vemos,” was to let the men, physically 
incarcerated behind the vigil, know they are not forgotten; 
they are also created in God’s image. They all have a dignity 
and are to be valued and respected. Most importantly, they 
deserve a second chance, a third and even a fourth, if need-
ed. How many times does God forgive us when we make 
mistakes? We make mistakes every day. God forgives us 
endlessly because God’s mercy is so abundant. So why can’t 
we return that same grace to those who have stumbled along 
their paths and made mistakes? Why must we be so harsh 
with our brothers and sisters?

As I stood outside and looked up at the jail cells and saw 
the tiny windows, where I knew inmates were looking down 
at us, I wish I had made a sign that said: “We care for you, 

we love you, we pray for you, we forgive you and we fight 
for you. You are not forgotten.” Although I did not have 
that sign, I imagine our presence alone and what we were 
declaring meant something to the men in the correctional 
facility. It’s like another female speaker said, “I pray being 
here reminds these men they are not forgotten. We still see 
them.” I hope the imprisoned men grasped the message we 
all wanted to give them—one of love, care, support, forgive-
ness and of not forgetting or leaving them behind.

Transformative love
Father Gregory Boyle, founder of Homeboy Industries 

in Los Angeles, also spoke at the prayer vigil. The organiza-
tion hires ex-convicts and gang members who want to lead 
a more honest life. Father Boyle is the author of Tattoos on 
the Heart, a book detailing how Homeboy Industries came to 
life. At the vigil, Father Boyle said the jail was a representa-
tion of how society excludes people. He compared it to the 
foot-washing ritual Jesus performed and how that signified 
inclusion. In biblical times, the washing of feet symbolized 
hospitality and a warm welcome to your guests. It was 
interesting to witness the two extremes beside one another; 
exclusion and inclusion.

I want to leave you with this testimony. Pastor Michael 
Fisher shared how he lost his brother, a vibrant young man, 
to a shooting. He became frustrated and asked God to show 
him the way to understand why these kinds of tragedies hap-
pen. Through this experience, Pastor Michael learned that 
a person takes someone else’s life because along the way, 
someone forgot about theirs.

As Father Boyle said at the vigil and in his book: “Moth-
er Teresa diagnosed the world’s ills in this way: We’ve just 
‘forgotten that we belong to each other.’ ”

So please, let us not forget any longer.—Ambar Sabino 
serves with DOOR Dwell in Hollywood, Calif., where she works 
with the First Presbyterian Church of Hollywood to coordinate 
worship, meals and social services for homeless people. Visit 
Sabino’s blog (https://myhollywoodservicejourney.wordpress.
com) to read more about her experience. 

In biblical times, the washing of feet 
symbolized hospitality and a warm 
welcome to your guests. It was interesting 
to witness the two extremes beside one 
another; exclusion and inclusion.

The meaning and intent behind “We see 
you—te vemos,” was to let the men, 
physically incarcerated behind the vigil, 
know they are not forgotten; they are 
also created in God’s image.
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Work in Progress gives, receives harmony in ‘Big Apple’
Ensemble sings at New York Council of Mennonite Churches in Brooklyn

When the Work in Progress ensemble sings at 
churches, congregations report being blessed by 
God’s healing message of harmony through racial/

ethnic diversity.
During its appearance Oct. 2-3 at the annual New York 

Council of Mennonite Churches in Brooklyn, ensemble 
members said they received in return a surprise version of 
the blessing. 

The New York Council’s 18 congregations are black, 
white, Hispanic and Garifuna. Garifunas are a dark-skinned 
people of Central America who are mixed with West/Central 
African, Arawak and Carib heritage. Their language is also 
part French, English and Spanish. They embody diversity. 
Work in Progress embraced the Garifuna-styled songs and 
worship repertoire, which made for a wonderful way to expe-
rience God, ensemble members said.

“Lefuarn Harvey and I [had] never met Garifuna brothers 
and sisters,” said Ann Jacobs, church relations associate for 
Mennonite Mission Network, who is one of the ensemble’s 
leaders with Harvey and Sandy Miller. Jacobs and Harvey 

are African American. “When we saw people who resembled 
African Americans—people who looked like us—and did not 
speak our language, we were amazed.”

Miller, who is white and of European heritage, said that 
she had experienced the Garifuna language and worship mu-
sic at a different church gathering and was inspired again. 

“It was unique for me to be one of the minority,” said 
Miller, who is director of church relations for Mission Net-
work. “I felt totally at home and comfortable.”

Work in Progress visits congregations across the coun-
try to worship and inform them of the full scope of Mission 
Network’s offerings. They share stories of God’s work 
around the world, and invite people to join and serve. Along 
with leading worship services, ensemble members lead 
workshops. About 250 people attended the New York event, 
where members from across New York’s five boroughs gath-
ered to worship, fellowship, learn from each other and unite, 
said Pastor Benjamin Stevens, chair of the council. Stevens 
and his wife, Hyacinth, co-pastor King of Glory Tabernacle in 
the Bronx. (See July 2014 cover story.)

The gathering was revived in 2014 after a few years on 
hiatus, Stevens said. This year’s theme was “Moving For-
ward United in Christ,” from Philippians 3:14.

Many of the ethnic/racial congregations were the result 
of inner-city mission worker efforts dating back to the 1950s, 
Stevens said. The congregations grew over the years and 
moved to different locations. 

Stevens said that coming together goes back to what all 
congregations are called to do. 

“We’re called to spread the good news of God. What 
does that mean?” Stevens asked rhetorically. “It means that 
as churches we want to be healthy, vibrant and alive.”

Hyacinth Stevens, who met Jacobs at the 2014 “Black 
Mennonite Women Rock” retreat at Camp Friedenswald, 
suggested bringing the ensemble to New York. Jacobs, 
Miller and Harvey led workshops, and Jacobs was a guest 
speaker. She preached about stepping up and being about 
God’s work.  

“We wanted to have a woman speak to do something 
different and step out of the box a bit,” Stevens said. “The 
message Ann brought was powerful; it was timely. It was 
as if she had been with us for months and was one of our 
members.”

“The diverse combination of who we are becomes inter-
esting to all people across the denomination,” Jacobs said. 
“This time became about people who wanted to connect with 
Work in Progress being present and offering music that the 
audiences recognized, and if they didn’t know the language, 
they recognized the tune and were happy to sing along in 
their language.”

It is often said that Sunday mornings are the most segre-
gated time of the week, said Miller.

“I would guess this is true, but when you consider who 
the worship is for, our loving God, we are combined in spirit, 
creating one body of Christ,” Miller said. “The NYC church-
es worshiped together and then went to their own churches 
on Sunday. It is awesome to see the church in all its beauty.” 
—Wil LaVeist of Mennonite Mission Network

Sandy Miller (middle-left) and Ann Jacobs (middle-right) are 
co-leaders of the Work In Progress Ensemble along with Lefuarn 
Harvey (not pictured). 

We wanted to have a woman speak to do 
something different and step out of the 
box a bit.—Hyacinth Stevens

Photo provided
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Howard Keim to leave Hesston College
He will conclude 11 years as president in June 2016

Hesston (Kan.) College President Howard Keim 
announced to the college community on Oct. 22 that 
he will transition away from his role at the college at 

the end of the 2015-16 academic year, concluding 11 years 
of leadership as the college’s eighth president. Keim will 
conclude his service in June.

“I am grateful for the trust that has been placed in me the 
last decade as I have served Hesston College,” said Keim. 
“I have always viewed myself as a steward, not an owner 
of the office of president, and it has been my goal to ensure 
students are well-served and the mission of the college was 
advanced and strengthened for the future.”

“Howard has served the college well,” said Kelvin 
Friesen, chair of the Hesston College Board of Directors. 
“He has given tirelessly of himself to advance this insti-
tution. It is evident that he has viewed his role here as a 
steward, and that he has seen his work here not as a job, but 
as a mission. He has served with distinction and the board is 
deeply appreciative of his work.”

During Keim’s tenure, the college has made great 
strides in many areas that affect the student experience, 
including academics, facilities, financial stability and more. 
In a September meeting, the board approved a new set of 

strategic priorities for the campus community to continue 
making improvements as it moves into the future.

Since January 2005, when Keim began his role as pres-
ident, Hesston has made important changes to its general 
education curriculum and course transferability as well as 
adding several high-demand programs of study and extra-
curricular activities to meet student needs and workforce 
demands. Program additions include the recent launch of 
a bachelor of science in nursing degree, the first four-year 
degree program for the college in almost 60 years.

The college also began measuring, evaluating and im-
proving course standards, academic challenge and faculty 
instruction as seen in Hesston’s outstanding results from 
the Community College Survey of Student Engagement and 
Individual Development and Education Assessment survey. 
In 2010, Hesston was ranked the number 2 two-year college 
in the country by Washington Monthly magazine, based on 
2009 CCSSE data, and showed markedly improved scores 
on the survey in 2012. Student satisfaction rates continue to 
climb as faculty respond to feedback in student learning.

Under Keim’s leadership, the campus has undergone 
several transformations. Keim helped the college recover 
from budget deficits, gain financial stability and increase the 
endowment. According to Friesen, under Keim’s leadership, 
Hesston has always been in the upper zone on the Financial 
Responsibility Index as evaluated by the Federal Depart-
ment of Education, a difficult task for a small college.

The past 10 years have also seen an increase in student 
diversity emphasized by a formal Inclusion and Diversity 
Council charged with evaluating the college’s inclusionary 
practices for students from all backgrounds. Physical chang-
es to campus include the addition of one new building and a 
new campus entry, as well as renovations to four others to 
increase efficiency and better meet student needs.

Starting with the 2015-16 year, Keim implemented a 
reorganized Student Development department that includes 
residence and campus life, campus ministries, student 
success and athletics. Student retention has increased over 
the last several years, and the new structure is a response to 
maintain and further increasing those efforts.

“Howard’s commitment to Hesston College, Mennonite 
education and the broader Mennonite church have been a 
valuable gift,” said Carlos Romero, executive director of the 
Mennonite Education Agency (MEA). 

A search for the college’s next president will begin as 
soon as a search committee is finalized. Ken Kabira, board 
member, will chair the search committee. Other members 
will include members of the board and the MEA board, 
faculty, staff and representatives from the wider Mennonite 
church and local community.—Rachel McMaster of Hesston 
College
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Negotiating the labyrinth of leadership
Kerry Strayer offers six strategies to achieve workplace equality

Glass ceiling” may no longer be the best description 
of what keeps more women from reaching high-level 
positions in business. The limitation on leadership 

for women isn’t so much a ceiling now as it is a labyrinth, 
where “you may not know all the rules,” Dr. Kerry Strayer 
said Nov. 10 at Bluffton (Ohio) University.

Noting the continued existence of gender 
stereotypes in the workplace, and a wage gap in 
which women currently earn about 80 cents for 
every dollar earned by men in equivalent jobs, 
Strayer, associate professor of communication 
at Otterbein University, offered six strategies 
she said could help achieve workplace equal-
ity, with opportunities for women—as well as 
men—to succeed.

And why should businesses support a more 
gender-diverse workforce, asked Strayer, a 
1984 Bluffton alumna and current university 
trustee. “Because your company will make 
more money,” she answered, citing studies that have indicat-
ed as such.

She suggested that prospective employees and leaders, 
especially women:

• Know yourself. “Know what you’re good at,” said 
Strayer. “Figure out where you want to be down the road.” 
She also advised her listeners to ask for and listen to feed-
back and pursue ongoing skill development.

• Promote yourself. Perform beyond expectations, take 
initiative and risks and recognize and negotiate for your full 
worth, Strayer said, noting that men are four times more 
likely than women to negotiate salary during a job search.

She also pointed to studies that have shown that men 

accept praise when things go well but look for an outside 
source to blame when something goes wrong. The opposite 
is true, however, for women.

• Choose your interactional and presentational 
style. She recommended, for instance, a blend of more ste-

reotypical masculine behaviors—assertiveness 
and decisiveness, for example—with behaviors 
typically linked with women, such as warmth 
and positivity. 

“Assertiveness isn’t aggressiveness,” Stray-
er said, addressing a stereotype often attached 
to assertive women. 

• Network. Women should build social cap-
ital through increased networking of their own, 
Strayer said, whether in professional organiza-
tions, volunteering or creating collaborations 
with clubs, alumnae associations or friends, 
among other possibilities.

• Find a mentor or sponsor. A recent 
book, Power Mentoring, suggests “it is nearly impossible for 
a woman to reach top leadership without utilizing a help-
ing mentor,” said Strayer. She proposed that prospective 
mentees determine what they want to learn from a men-
tor, check to see if their company has a formal mentoring 
program and, if not, create their own; and then become a 
mentor themselves.

• Make good choices. “Find a good fit” for a job and 
work at something you’re passionate about, she said. In 
addition, she advocated being accommodating but also being 
yourself, seeking and accepting career assistance, learning 
to read your organization and staying alert for opportunities. 
—Bluffton University

1-800-245-7894 • www.MennoMedia.org. Check our webstore for weekly Christmas specials.

thank youM e r ry  C h r i s t M a s  and h a p p y  N e w  y e a r
from MennoMedia

We appreciate your support, and wish you and yours a wonderful Christmas and blessings in the new year!

Kerry Strayer
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EMM refocuses discipleship training programs
Eastern Mennonite Missions will phase out its YES program in 2016

Missions isn’t just a calling for some and not for 
others, or a calling on part of my life but not other 
parts. We believe in a more holistic approach to 

missions,” says Troy Landis, discipleship coach for Eastern 
Mennonite Missions (EMM). “We’ve heard people’s desire 
to live out their missional calling every day, rather than 
doing an assignment or joining a program.”

EMM’s goal in this new approach is to invite all be-
lievers to learn how to partner with God’s plan, integrating 
discipleship and mission into daily life—whether people are 
living in their home communities or overseas.

“We want to increase the discipleship and mission energy 
locally, so that it will also provide space for more people to 
hear God’s call to be a part of what he’s doing around the 
world,” Landis says. 

“EMM now offers coaching and resources to help this 
more organic, in-life, missional discipleship happen,” says 
Landis. These build on the discipleship resources and learn-
ings that have been so effective in our historic discipleship 
programs like YES (Youth Evangelism Service) and STAT 
(Summer Training Action Teams). 

EMM will continue to send people on short-term inter-
national assignments with pre-, on- and post-field training, 
and they will be a mix of individual and team assignments. 

They will focus on specific skills or activities, transferable to 
ministry throughout participants’ lives. 

GO! Summer is a new seven-week program consisting of 
one week of training, five weeks of outreach and one week of 
debrief, beginning next summer. 

EMM will continue to offer mission internships for peo-
ple to explore and develop particular ministry and practical 
skills. Interns engage in a particular ministry focus, such as 
transformational business, prayer and intercession, educa-
tion, children at risk, refugee resettlement or church plant-
ing. EMM interns are organized into cohorts that enable 
them to share experiences virtually as they grow and learn 
in their particular setting and ministry skill. Interns can be 
full-time or part-time, serving locally or in various locations 
around the world.

EMM’s K-teams (Kingdom teams) program continues 
to be an opportunity for youth groups to experience disci-
pleship and urban ministry for five days during the sum-
mer. K-teams include an introduction to basic mission and 
discipleship concepts and ministry opportunities alongside a 
local church.

EMM is also helping form groups called Multipliers 
(www.emm.org/multipliers). Multipliers is a nine-month 
learning journey in a small group that explores simple dis-
ciple-making principles. It also provides accountability and 
encouragement to live out these principles and pass them on 
to others. 

Since the 1950s, EMM has developed short-term 
programs that allow people to step out of their regular lives 
and give time to cross-cultural service and deepening their 
relationship with God and others. With this current shift in 
short-term program focus, EMM is phasing out the 35-year-
old YES program. EMM will hold an event on May 21, 2016, 
at Lancaster (Pa.) Mennonite School to celebrate the YES 
program’s long and fruitful ministry.

YES began in 1980 and has sent almost 1,900 young 
adults on 446 teams. The teams have served in 13 states and 
56 countries. EMM president Nelson Okanya served in YES 
in 1996, as a YES team leader in 1997-98 and as an assistant 
director and director of the Baltimore YES Training Center 
in 1998-99. “It is hard to let go of a program that has been 
effective for 35 years and has provided spiritual transforma-
tion in the lives of so many,” Okanya says. “My life is a living 
testimony of the effectiveness of our programs and our work 
as a mission agency.” Okanya says he is “looking forward 
to an approach to missions that will once again capture the 
imaginations of youth and young adults and compel them not 
to settle for anything other than becoming God’s transfor-
mational agents so that God’s righteousness and praise may 
spring forth before all nations.”—EMM
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In September, the 16 participants in Mennonite Central 
Committee’s (MCC) Pipeline to Prison learning tour 
journeyed through Pennsylvania’s criminal justice sys-

tem, learning about law enforcement, sentencing, incarcer-
ation and re-entry.

The tour grew out of the organization’s commitment to 
focusing education and advocacy efforts on the racial dis-
parities in the U.S. criminal justice system. It aimed to help 
participants wrestle with the systemic and spiritual complex-
ities of mass incarceration.

Over six days, participants traveled to Philadelphia, 
Harrisburg, Lancaster and Reading, visiting sites such as a 
minimum- to medium-security prison, an immigration deten-
tion center and a coalition of organizations supporting people 
with criminal records.

They also studied The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration 
in the Age of Colorblindness by legal scholar Michelle Alexan-
der and held Bible studies exploring how their faith commu-
nities’ teachings on justice, reconciliation and forgiveness 
inform their understanding of mass incarceration in the 
United States.

Tour participants came from fields including educa-
tion, advocacy and Anabaptist ministry. For Sandra Perez, a 
member of Manhattan (N.Y.) Mennonite Fellowship and the 
New York City Council of Mennonite Churches’ prison re-
form committee, the learning tour offered a new perspective 
on a familiar phenomenon. 

“Living in New York City, I’ve seen the prison pipeline 
up close,” said Perez. “This experience gave me a new lens 
through which to view the issues surrounding mass incar-
ceration in our country.” 

Perez appreciated the chance to hear from leaders of local 

organizations about how providing support and assistance to 
people with criminal records impacts their communities.

Tour participants also visited Eastern State Peniten-
tiary, a museum housed in a former Philadelphia prison. At 
the MCC East Coast Material Resources Center in Ephrata, 
Pa., they packed MCC prisoner care kits, which help meet 
the basic needs of incarcerated people as well as those who 
are returning to their communities from prison. 

Participant Carolyn Schrock-Shenk, associate professor of 
peace, justice and conflict studies at Goshen (Ind.) College, 
co-leads an Inside-Out class at the Elkhart County Cor-
rectional Facility. The course includes “outside” Goshen Col-
lege students as well as “inside” students who are inmates.

Schrock-Shenk said she was moved by the spectrum of 
human interactions she witnessed throughout the week. “At 
one end of the spectrum, we saw people being treated in 
cruel and inhumane ways, and at the other end we saw peo-
ple extending great love and kindness to their fellow human 
beings,” she said.

Chantelle Todman Moore, Philadelphia program coordi-
nator for MCC East Coast; Ron Muse, MCC East Coast staff 
member and prison chaplain; and Lorraine Stutzman Ams-
tutz, restorative justice coordinator for MCC U.S., organized 
the tour.

Todman Moore said she hopes tour participants and their 
faith communities will continue to share God’s love and 
compassion with people and communities impacted by the 
U.S. criminal justice system. Grappling with the system’s 
spiritual complexities, studying The New Jim Crow from 
a Christian perspective and packing prisoner care kits are 
some ways that love can be expressed.—Rachel Sommer of 
MCC East Coast

MCC learning tour explores mass incarceration
Participants learn about racial disparities in the U.S. criminial justice system

April 15-16, 2016
www.bethanyseminary.edu/YA2016
800.287.8822

In Tune An Event on Young Adults 
and Music Ministry

Is your church
in tune with

young adults?
God’s Spirit is touching new generations. Come hear
Adam Tice and other leading musicians discuss and
demonstrate a range of styles. Check out the website.

Richmond, Indiana
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Panel reflects on changing Anabaptist world
Mennonite and Brethren in Christ historical societies sponsor discussion

In an evening full of change, a panel of Mennonite and 
Brethren in Christ leaders assembled by the Lancaster 
(Pa.) Mennonite Historical Society and the Brethren in 

Christ Historical Society gathered at the Lancaster Breth-
ren in Christ Church on Nov. 9 to discuss major shifts in 
the Anabaptist community around the world.

Harriet Sider Bicksler, editor for the Brethren in Christ 
Historical Society, led the panel, entitled, “How in the World 
Have We Changed?” The panel included Emerson Lesher, 
chair of the Brethren in Christ Historical Society board; 
Samuel López of the Spanish Mennonite Council; Leonard 
Dow, pastor of Oxford Circle Mennonite Church in Philadel-
phia; and Alain Epp Weaver, director of planning and learning 
at Mennonite Central Committee. They were charged with 
answering two rounds of questions: first, reflecting on the 
journey Anabaptists have had over the last 50 years, and 
second, reflecting on what it means to be an Anabaptist in 
the world today.

The story they told was of a community moving 
from plain to integrated, uniform to diverse, and insulated to 
global.

Fifty years ago, Anabaptists were predictable in their 
dress and their background.

“In my lifetime, we moved from plain to fancy—my 
grandparents were plain, my parents grew up plain, but in 
their young adulthood they took off the covering and plain 
coat, and that was never part of my experience,” said Lesher. 
“I grew up with a minority mindset; if the majority believed 
something or did something, they were probably wrong. We 
were a separatist people, and that has changed.”

The Anabaptist community, including Brethren in Christ, 
Mennonite and beyond, saw a broad change, not just in dress 

but in the people coming to church. Dow reflected on seeing 
this shift in the neighborhood around Oxford Circle. Twen-
ty-five years ago, he said, it was predominantly Irish-Cath-
olic and Jewish; now it is a diverse community where 70 
percent of residents are new immigrants.

This increased diversity did not come easily. When 
Mennonite churches were being established in the area, they 
were not integrated. “We were part of the same church, but 
we were separated,” said Dow.

Even where people recognized they were part of the 
same faith family, there was a struggle as the Anabaptist 
community became more encompassing. López told a story 
he heard from Ron Collins, who pastored a Spanish Men-
nonite church in Chicago: “Some Ohio conservative Amish 
Mennonites wanted to meet the Hispanic Mennonites in 
Chicago, so one day he invited them to go. After the service, 
[and] after they experienced the charismatic worship, they 
asked Collins, ‘Are you sure these people are Mennonites?’ 
But later, when the conservative Amish Mennonites left, the 
Hispanics asked, ‘Pastor Ron, are you sure they are Menno-
nites?’ ”

Increased diversity was a touchstone of the evening, 
especially noting how the growing body of international 
Anabaptists is reflected in growth among North American 
Mennonites. Dow noted, “The global south is already here 
in our urban settings, and from what I hear, it’s coming to a 
county near you.”

Epp Weaver echoed the sentiment, saying, “We have 
already heard how the growing church in the global south is 
the growing church here in the United States—immigrant 
churches from across the world, they’re in Philadelphia, 
they’re in Los Angeles. They are not they; they are we.”    
—Joel Nofziger for Lancaster Historical Society

Members of a panel discussing shifts in the international Anabap-
tist community include, from left: Harriet Sider Bicksler, Emerson 
Lesher, Samuel Lopez, Leonard Dow and Alain Epp Weaver.
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Jeff Gundy talks fringes
Menno Simons Lectures at Bethel

Jeff Gundy, poet, essayist and professor of English at 
Bluffton (Ohio) University, is fascinated by the fringes. 
Or, more specifically, the Mennonite and Mennonite-re-

lated creative writing to be found there.
Gundy was at Bethel College in North Newton, Kan., 

Nov. 1-2 to give the annual Menno Simons Lectures on the 
overall theme of “Wrestling with Mennonite/s Writing.”

“What draws me and has for a long time is work that 
comes from the fringes, outside the hierarchy of the Men-
nonite church,” Gundy said in his first lecture, “Imagining 
Mennonite/s Writing.”

He noted the “irony” of himself as the speaker being 
“a privileged white male in a tenured university position, 
whose works have been published and read, speaking in 
the series named for the European white man who gave his 
name to the church.”

Gundy noted that he wasn’t sure if his lectures had one 
thesis, but one way to at least cast for one was this: “If 
there’s a single thread running through Mennonite writing, 
it’s hinted at in Rudy Wiebe’s title Peace Shall Destroy Many. 
[Peace is] not just being opposed to war. We’ve failed in lov-
ing our neighbors, loving as Jesus said we ought to.

“This especially emerges from the writing of those 
whose voices have been stifled—women, LGBTQ people, 
rebels of all kinds [whose] work exists as ‘transgression,’ a 
violation of the authority of God, the Bible, ‘the Tradition.’ ”

“Much Mennonite experience has been underrepresent-
ed, with voices unheard or unlistened to. Attention must be 
paid not only to creeds and doctrines but to the lived experi-
ence of human beings.”

Gundy also read from his own poetry and surveyed some 
recent Mennonite and Mennonite-related creative writing. 
—Melanie Zuercher for Bethel College
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In the spring of 1942, as World War II’s fury was intensi-
fying across the globe, some American Mennonites were 
mobilizing to confront a growing challenge on the home 

front: the training of ministers and other church workers. It 
was a domestic problem with direct connections to the con-
flicts across Europe, northern Africa and the South Pacific.

“Among other things, the war has certainly revealed that 
our church leadership is not always sure of its ground so 
far as concerning ‘the faith of our fathers,’ ” wrote John D. 
Unruh, president of Freeman (S.D.) Junior College. “Many 
of us still believe that the need is so great that we should not 
necessarily be deferred by war conditions, hard as they may 
become.”

Added Lester Hostetler, the new pastor at Bethel College 
Mennonite Church in North Newton, Kan., “Throughout the 
country there is quite a shortage of ministers and ministe-
rial students, and the postwar problems of the church will 
demand more than ever trained leadership.”

Unruh and Hostetler were part of a 14-member board 
charged with restarting a Mennonite seminary program. It 
was a long, arduous campaign, but they succeeded when 
Mennonite Biblical Seminary (MBS) opened its doors in 
Chicago in September 1945, 13 years before it became part 
of what is now Anabaptist Mennonite Biblical Seminary 
(AMBS).

Sponsored by the General Conference Mennonite Church 
(GCMC), it was the only American Mennonite seminary at 
the time. It also started at a critical juncture, according to 

historian and longtime GCMC leader Robert Kreider. The 
experiences of conscientious objectors during World War 
II had fostered in many of them a deep sense of Christian 
service.

“Those in wartime Civilian Public Service (CPS) hearing 
a call to the pastorate wished for ministerial study within 
their faith community,” Kreider said. “Mennonite Biblical 
Seminary … offered that promise.”

CPS veterans such as Elmer Ediger, Erwin C. Goering 
and Esko Loewen would graduate from MBS and go on to 
distinguished careers in pastoral ministry, missions and ser-
vice, church administration and academia. Another student 
was Marvin J. Dirks, a GCMC missionary in China when 
the war broke out. He and his family were imprisoned by 
the Japanese for the duration. After his seminary studies, he 
returned to MBS as a professor.

Kreider also said MBS’s urban setting put church 
members squarely in the arena of race relations as the Civil 
Rights Movement was developing in the 1940s and ’50s. 

“In South Chicago, a white middle class was moving out 
to the suburbs; blacks were moving in,” he said. “As housing 
costs plunged, Mennonite Biblical Seminary could buy at 
reasonable cost house after house on Woodlawn Avenue.”

In the years immediately after its start, MBS pur-
chased several residences for student housing and office 
space. The neighborhood was soon populated not only 
with MBS students and employees but other Mennonites. 
Kreider, for example, lived on Woodlawn while a doctoral 
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Mennonite Biblical Seminary turns 70
Begun in Chicago, it later joined Goshen Biblical Seminary to become AMBS
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student at the University of Chicago. In 1951, the communi-
ty created Woodlawn Mennonite Church, an early interracial 
Mennonite congregation. At its height, it was co-pastored by 
Delton Franz, a white MBS alumnus, and Vincent Harding, 
an African American who would become a leading civil-rights 
champion.

While most Mennonites lived on Woodlawn, classes 
were held 11 miles away on the campus of the Church of the 
Brethren’s Bethany Theological Seminary. MBS was not 
a stand-alone institution but affiliated with Bethany, which 
granted the degrees. MBS had several professors, who 
worked with the Bethany instructors as a practically seam-
less faculty.

MBS was the continuation of Witmarsum Theological 
Seminary in Bluffton, Ohio. Initially a department of Bluffton 
College, it was organized in 1921 as the first American Men-
nonite school to offer graduate-level theological education. 
Witmarsum closed 10 years later amid financial difficulties 
and broader changes in academia.

The board, however, never dissolved and in fits and starts 
sought to reopen the seminary before finally affiliating with 
Bethany with a new name. MBS remained in Chicago until 
1958, when it relocated to Elkhart, Ind. By that time, MBS 
wished for its own accreditation, and some who were part of 
the seminary were uncomfortable with the changing de-
mographics of the community. So the GCMC school and its 

Mennonite Church counterpart, Goshen (Ind.) Biblical Sem-
inary, explored closer relations. MBS and Bethany continued 
their positive association, but Bethany was dealing with its 
own internal issues. 

MBS and GBS, formed in 1946, proceeded to create As-
sociated Mennonite Biblical Seminary, which was renamed 
Anabaptist Mennonite Biblical Seminary in 2012.—Rich 
Preheim for AMBS

The Mennonite Biblical Seminary staff and faculty in the 1955-56 
school year

The Mennonite Biblical Seminary building on Woodlawn Avenue in 
South Chicago
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WORKERS

Horst, Javan, was ordained as associate 
pastor of Martindale Mennonite Church, 
Martindale, Pa., on July 26.

Kaye, Caleb, was ordained as associate 
pastor of Capital Christian Fellowship, 
Lanham, Md., on Oct. 25.

Martin, Kelly, was ordained as associate 
pastor at Goodville Mennonite Church, 
Goodville, Pa., on Nov. 8.

Miller, Doreen, was licensed for ministry 
as spiritual director of Gingrichs Mennonite 
Church, Lebanon, Pa., on Oct. 18.

Motley, Alvin II, was licensed for specific 
ministry as youth pastor of The Way Thru 
Christ Community Fellowship, Chester, Pa., 
on Oct. 18.

Nyce, R. Keith, was installed as associate 
pastor of Stumptown Mennonite Church, 
Bird-In-Hand, Pa., on Oct. 25.

Wenger, Barry, was ordained as deacon 
of Martindale Mennonite Church, Martin-
dale, Pa., on July 26.

OBITUARIES

Armstrong, Jesse J., 96, Archbold, Ohio, 
died Nov. 2. Spouse: Beulah Beck Arm-
strong (deceased). Parents: Clifford “J.C.” 
and Barbara Short Armstrong; children: 
Donna Shumaker, Grace Coon, Marvin 
Armstrong, Esther Fae Armstrong; 10 
grandchildren; 12 great-grandchildren. Me-
morial service: Nov. 7 at Central Mennonite 
Church, Archbold. 

Beyler, Gladys Arlene Graber, 91, 
Goshen, Ind., died Oct. 24. Spouse: Clayton 
V. Beyler (deceased). Parents: C.L. and Mina 
Roth Graber. Children: Betsy Beyler, Mary 
Beyler, Roth Conrad, John Beyler, Jean 
Beyler, Richard Beyler; eight grandchildren; 
two great-grandchildren. Funeral: Nov. 15 
at College Mennonite Church, Goshen.

Byler, Lois Eileen Garber, 88, New 
Paris, Ind., died Oct. 15. Spouse: Glen L. 
Byler (deceased). Parents: Joe and Frieda 
Cordes Garber. Children: Tracy Byler, Linda 
Byler. Funeral: Oct. 19 at College Menno-
nite Church, Goshen, Ind.

Detweiler, Grace Alderfer Swartley, 
86, Blooming Glen, Pa., on Oct. 11, of a 
heart attack. Spouse: Raymond Detweiler 
(deceased). Parents: Elias and Mary Ann 
Swartley Alderfer. Children: Laverne Det-
weiler, Dean Detweiler. Funeral: Oct. 15 at 
Deep Run East Mennonite Church, Perkasie, 
Pa.

Detweiler, Miriam Delp, 87, Plum-
steadville, Pa., died Sept. 11. Spouse: 
Wilmer Detweiler (deceased). Parents: 
Samuel and Anna Delp. Children: Donald 
Detweiler, Joanne Zwickel, Nancy Myers; six 
grandchildren; seven great-grandchildren. 
Funeral: Sept. 15 at Souderton Mennonite 
Home, Souderton, Pa.

Fahlsing, Rozella Edna, 95, Topeka, 
Ind., died Oct. 16, of a severe stroke. 
Spouse: Ernest H. Fehlsing (deceased). 
Parents: Menno and Martha Smith Yoder. 
Children: Kathy Fahlsing, Roger Fahlsing; 
two grandchildren; one great-grandchild. 
Funeral: Oct. 22 at Yoder-Culp Funeral 
Home, Goshen, Ind.

Friesen, Jerry, 62, Altona, Manitoba, 
died Nov. 5. Spouse: Gwendolyn “Wendy” 
Friesen. Parents: John A. and Margaret 
Hamm. Children: Four children; nine grand-
children. Funeral: Nov. 12 at Bergthaler 
Mennonite Church, Altona.

Grove, James, 76, Mill Creek, Pa., died 
Oct. 26. Spouse: Donna Grove. Funeral: 
Oct. 30 at Maple Grove Mennonite Church, 
Belleville, Pa.

Hofer, Gordon Glenn, 80, Bridgewater, 
S.D., died Nov. 5, of cancer. Spouse: Alvina 
Siebert Hofer. Parents: Peter J.S. and Adina 
D. Hofer Hofer. Children: Donita Davis, 
Stewart Hofer, Vincent Hofer; six grand-
children. Funeral: Nov. 11 at Hutterthal 
Mennonite Church, Freeman, S.D.

Hofer, Kathryn, M. Stahl, 91, Freeman, 
S.D., died Oct. 30. Spouse: Marvin P. Hofer 
(deceased). Parents: Mike J. and Katie Gross 
Stahl. Children: Donald Hofer, Priscilla 
Hofer, Ann Marie Reiling; four grandchil-
dren; nine great-grandchildren. Funeral: 
Nov. 4 at Hutterthal Mennonite Church, 
Freeman.

Horst, Ruth I., 86, 
Goshen, Ind., died Oct. 
27. Parents: John and 
Ida Weaver Horst. Ruth 
worked as an admin-
istrative assistant at 
Mennonite Central 
Committee in Akron, 
Pa., from 1951 to 1954; 

Menno Travel Service in Newton, Kan., from 
1954 to 1960 and in Amsterdam, Holland, 
from 1960 to 1963; Goshen College from 
1963 to 1986; and Mennonite Board of 
Missions in Elkhart from 1986 until her 
retirement in 1997. She is survived by a 
brother, John (Elsie) Horst of Sarasota, Fla., 
and many nieces, nephews, great-nieces 
and great-nephews, whom she loved and 
appreciated. She was preceded in death 
by her parents, brother James and a sister, 
Vera Witmer. Memorial service: Oct. 31 at 
North Goshen Mennonite Church, Goshen. 
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Kauffman, Frank Morris, 89, Goshen, 
Ind., died Oct. 1. Spouse: Evelyn Hostetler 
Kauffman (deceased). Parents: William and 
Elma Harris Kauffman. Children: Pat Yoder, 
Maryann Shultz; four grandchildren; nine 
great-grandchildren. Funeral: Oct. 5 at 
Waterford Mennonite Church, Goshen.

Kratz, David, 78, Clarksville, Md., died 
Aug. 26. Spouse: Annabelle Zuercher Kratz. 
Parents: Edgar and Evelyn Bonekemper 
Kratz. Children: David Kratz Mathies, Holly 
Kratz McEnaney; three grandchildren. 
Funeral was a private family service.

Kreider, Rachel Weaver, 106, Goshen, 
Ind., died Oct. 31. Spouse: Leonard Cale 
Kreider (deceased). Parents: Samuel E. and 
Laura Johns Weaver. Children: Emil Kreider, 
Anna Kreider Johnke, Sara Kreider Hartzler; 
Nov. 7 at Eighth Street Mennonite Church, 
Goshen.
 
Lapp, John H., 83, Port Allegany, Pa., 
died Sept. 30. Spouse: Floy L. Zook Lapp. 
Parents: Moses and Rachel Blank Lapp. 
Children: Lester Lapp, Joy Lapp, David Lapp, 
Mark Lapp, Ruth Ann Lapp, Paul Lapp; 13 
grandchildren; four great-grandchildren. 
Funeral: Oct. 3 at Birch Grove Mennonite 
Church, Port Allegany.

Litwiller, B. Willis, 88, Hopedale, Ill., 
died May, 20. Spouse: Marilyn Zehr Litwiller. 
Parents: Ervin T. and K. Vietta King Litwiller. 
Children: Myra Raab, Marge Weaver, KaEl-
len Schrag, Wes Litwiller, Delmar Litwiller, 
Darwin Litwiller, Kevin Litwiller, Doyle 
Litwiller; 21 grandchildren; 30 great-grand-
children. Funeral: May 25 at Hopedale 
Mennonite Church.

Mendel, Gladys Angeline Hofer, 83, 
Freeman, S.D., died Oct. 7, of a heart attack. 
Spouse: Jonathan Mendel. Parents: Paul E. 
and Anna L. Hofer Hofer. Children: Stephen 
Mendel, Charmaine Ries, Milton Mendel, 
Cynthia Mendel; seven grandchildren. 
Funeral: Oct. 31 at Hutterthal Mennonite 
Church, Freeman.

Miller, Majora M. Short, 87, Archbold, 
Ohio, died Oct. 21. Spouse: Lawrence J. 
Miller. Parents: Daniel L. and Malinda 
Stuckey Short. Children: Keith Miller, Nevin 
Miller, Julia Gorrell, Brent Miller, Ross Miller, 
LaRita Robinson, Eric Miller; 17 grandchil-
dren; eight great-grandchildren. Funeral: 
Oct. 24 at West Clinton Mennonite Church, 
Wauseon, Ohio.

Riegsecker, Richard D., 73, Ridgeville 
Corners, Ohio, died Oct. 13. Spouse: Loraine 
Fay Friesen Riegsecker. Parents: Theophilus 
and Dorothy Mack Riegsecker. Children: 
Linda Gabino, Shawn Riegsecker, Greg 
Riegsecker, Justin Riegsecker; five grand-
children. Funeral: Oct. 17 at West Clinton 
Mennonite Church, Wauseon, Ohio.

Roth-Yousey,  Thom-
as Eldon, 64, Buffalo, 
N.Y., died Oct. 15, of 
injuries sustained in a 
motorcycle accident. 
Spouse: Lori Roth-Yous-
ey. Parents: Joseph and 
Onalee “Donna” Frey. 
Children: Aaron Yousey, 

Lisa Sorriento, Carlos Roth-Yousey, Joe 
Roth-Yousey, Onalee Roth Yousey, Sophia 
Roth-Yousey. Funeral: Oct. 21 at the Harris 
Covenant Church in Harris, Minn. Memorial 
service: Oct. 22 at the Wayland Mennonite 
Church, Wayland, Iowa.

Smith, Justina P. Peters, 89, Wichita, 
Kan., died Oct. 9. Spouse: Dale W. Smith 
(deceased). Parents: Jacob C. and Anna 
Ott Peters. Children: Colleen Smith, Debra 
Davis, Candace Day, Angela Smith, Rebecca 
Smith; six grandchildren; four great-grand-
children. Funeral: Oct. 16 at Grace Hill 
Mennonite Church, Whitewater, Kan.

Smoker, Abner David, 84, Gap, Pa., 
died Oct. 27. Spouse: Esther M. Friesen 
Smoker. Parents: Abner B. and Fannie E. 
Fisher Smoker. Children: Darrell Smoker, 
Levon Smoker; three grandchildren. Funeral: 
Oct. 31 at Landis Homes West Bethany 
Chapel, Lititz, Pa.

Unruh, Wilbur A., 90, Hesston, Kan., 
died Nov. 3. Spouse: Donna Vogt Unruh 
(deceased). Parents: William and Linda 
Enz Unruh. Step-children: Royce Saltzman, 
Shirley Saltzman Bauer. Funeral: Nov. 10 at 
Hesston Mennonite Church.

Weaver, James Oliver, 95, Elkhart, 
Ind., died Nov. 9. Spouse: Vera Mae Troyer 
Weaver. Parents: Amzey D. and Bessie Fay 
Grosh Weaver. Children: Jon Weaver, Roger 
Weaver, Larry Weaver; seven grandchildren; 
15 great-grandchildren. Funeral: Nov. 13 at 
The Meetinghouse at Greencroft, Goshen, 
Ind.

Weber, Norma Eileen Shoemaker, 90, 
Floradale, Ontario, died Oct. 24, of Alzhei-
mer’s. Spouse: Edgar Weber (deceased). Par-
ents: Irvin and Edna Shoemaker. Children: 
Carolyn Burkhardt, Phyllis Dietrich; four 
grandchildren; eight great-grandchildren. 
Funeral: Oct. 29 at St. Jacobs Mennonite 
Church, St. Jacobs, Ontario.

Wengerd, Jennifer Lee Roth, 47, 
Goshen, Ind., died Sept. 11, of a massive 
cerebral hemorrhage. Spouse: Doug Weng-
erd. Parents: Paul and Caroll June Hostetler 
Roth. Children: Benjamin Park Wengerd, 
Isaiah Steven Wengerd. Funeral: Sept. 20 at 
Waterford Mennonite Church, Goshen.

Widmer, Helen Yoder, 98, Wayland, 
Iowa, died Oct. 4. Spouse: Dr. Glen Wid-
mer (deceased). Parents: Ervia and Fannie 
Neuenschwander Yoder. Children: Gwen 
Widmer, Theodore Widmer, Jane Widmer 
Yoder, Jean Clark, James Widmer, Janice 
Hadley; former exchange student and 
family member: Madjid Nader; 13 grand-
children; 11 great-grandchildren. Funeral: 
Oct. 10 at Sugar Creek Mennonite Church, 
Wayland.

Yoder, S. Glenn, 80, Goshen, Ind., died 
Nov. 9. Spouse: Doris Detrow Yoder. Par-
ents: Harold C. and Sadie M. Miller Yoder. 
Children: JoAnn Neff; two grandchildren. 
Funeral: Nov. 14 at College Mennonite 
Church, Goshen.
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RESOURCES

Spiritual Companioning: A Guide to Protestant The-
ology and Practice by Angela H. Reed, Richard Osmer and 
Marcus G. Smucker (BakerAcademic, 2015, $21.99) offers a clear 
and rich introduction to the theology and practice of spiritual 
companioning in the Protestant tradition. The authors explore 
the topic in a biblically based and historically informed manner 
and give practical help for cultivating spiritual relationships in 
congregations and beyond, using stories to illustrate key ideas.

Embracing the Other: The Transformative Spirit of 
Love by Grace Ji-Sun Kim (Eerdmans, 2015, $22) develops 
a new constructive global pneumatology that works toward 
gender and racial-ethnic justice. Drawing on the concept of spir-
it-breath in Asian and indigenous cultures, she reimagines the 
divine as “Spirit God” who is restoring shalom in the world.

The Bible in the Contemporary World: Hermeneutical 
Ventures by Richard Bauckham (Eerdmans, 2015, $22) calls for  
our reading of Scripture to lead us to greater engagement with 
critical issues in today’s world, including globalization, environ-
mental degradation and widespread poverty. Bauckham brings 
biblical texts to bear on these contemporary realities through the 
Bible’s metanarrative of God and the world.

The Trinity Among the Nations: The Doctrine of God 
in the Majority World, edited by Gene L. Green, Stephen T. 
Pardue and K.K. Yeo (Eerdmans, 2015, $20), focuses on Christian 
understandings of the character and work of God in various 
contexts. The contributors highlight global trends in trinitarian 
theology in relation to historic Christian confessions.

Room to Grow: Meditations on Trying to Live as a 
Christian by Martin B. Copenhaver (Eerdmans, 2015, $15) is 
a collection of brief, pastoral meditations that offer insight and 
guidance on a broad range of aspects of the Christian life, cover-
ing everything from grief to Christmas gifts. 

Reflections from Maple Crest Pond by Joanne Niswander 
(Workplay Publishing, 2015, $14.95) is a series of 365 short 
musings on life, nature, growing older, family, the normal and 
not-so-normal happenings of daily living.

Mennonite Men Can Cook, Too: Celebrating Hospi-
tality with 170 Delicious Recipes by Willard Roth (Good 
Books, 2015, $17.99) is a celebration of hearty, homemade 
meals by more than a dozen male Mennonite chefs and home 
cooks. Roth’s recipes are inspired by childhood favorites as well 
as by his travels to Ireland, England, Ghana, Jamaica, Cyprus, the 
Netherlands, India and Nepal.

Two ways to give:
Online: www.TheMennonite.org/Donate

Mail: Send a check for “The Mennonite” to 3145 Benham Ave., Suite 4, Elkhart, IN 46517.

Give a gift that 
  keeps �  giving.

The Mennonite is reaching over 80,000 people a year with Christ-centered 
Anabaptist news and features, but we can’t continue this ministry without you.
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CLASSIFIEDS

Visit Europe the Mennonite Way! Faith-based Hotel Tours 
to Holland, Belgium, Germany, Switzerland, Poland and Ukraine, 
focussing on the Mennonite-Anabaptist heritage. 
www.mennoniteheritagetours.eu.

Mountville Mennonite Church, Mountville, Pa., seeks a   
lead pastor. More information contact James Herr, 
jcjbc5@aol.com, website: www.mountvillechurch.org

Biology and biomedicine vacancy: Eastern Mennonite Uni-
versity announces a full-time assistant professor in 
physiology beginning mid-August 2016. Doctorate in biology 
(ABD acceptable) and experience teaching is desirable. Other 
potential areas of expertise will be considered, such as kinesiol-
ogy or developmental biology. Responsibilities include teaching 
courses in human physiology and developmental biology, with the 
potential to teach courses in research methods, ethics or biome-
chanics. Course audience can be solely undergraduate or graduate 
as well as dual-enrollment; thus the successful applicant will 
demonstrate effective teaching at both introductory and advanced 
levels. The biology department at EMU emphasizes open-ended, 
question-driven laboratory experiments, discussion of ethical and 
religious implications of biomedicine, and research. The ability to 
work collegially as part of an integrated graduate and undergrad-
uate program and compatibility with the department’s mission is 
essential. Research in a biomedical area that incorporates both 
undergraduate and graduate students as well as advising both 
undergraduate and graduate students in the health sciences will be 
required. Nine-month contract. Salary determined by education and 
experience. Send letter of application, curriculum vitae, transcripts 
(unofficial acceptable) and three letters of reference to Dr. Deir-
dre Smeltzer, Vice President and Undergraduate Academic Dean, 
Eastern Mennonite University, Harrisonburg, VA 22802. ugdean@
emu.edu. http://www.emu.edu. Applicants will be acknowledged 
by letter or email. Review begins immediately. Applicants will be 
asked to respond to questions specific to EMU’s mission after the 
initial inquiry. EMU reserves the right to fill the position at any time 
or keep the position open. AAEO employer.

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. 

Associate pastor (32-40 hours): Forest Hills Mennonite 
Church in Leola, Pa., is seeking an associate pastor of 
community life to support the pastoral leadership team. Role 
includes providing oversight and direction to Sunday school lead-
ers and serves as the community outreach person for the church. 
Interested candidates should uphold Christ-centered Anabaptist 
theology. Send cover letter and resumé to Forest Hills Mennonite 
Church, Attn: Search Committee, 100 Quarry Rd., Leola, PA 17540, 
or email fhmc@foresthillschurch.org.

Graduate students in health-care professions: Menno-
nite Healthcare Fellowship (MHF) offers scholarship funding 
for Anabaptist students to learn and serve in cross-cultural mission/
service settings in developing countries. Deadline for 2016-17 
academic year is May 15, 2016. For details and application form, 
see http://mennohealth.org/SET, email info@mennohealth.org, or 
call 888-406-3643.

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

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

What is a Mennonite?

What is a Mennonite? I am asked that 
often at my new pastorate in Glenwood 
Springs, Colo. I heard it often when I 

started attending a Mennonite church in Seattle 
during seminary, but it wasn’t at the forefront 
during my years in Oregon. In my new context, 
however, this question comes with confusion, es-
pecially since we have a large group of Old Order 
Mennonites that ride around town on Segways 
as a form of tourism. When I told one person I 
was the new pastor at the Mennonite church, 
they looked at my car and asked, “Are you only 
Mennonite part-time?” While this has its faults, 
it’s better than being confused with Mormonism, 
which also happens occasionally. 

It’s easy to think about this as unique to 
our small denomination, but on a phone call with 
a friend who serves at a Methodist congregation 
in Texas, he mentioned his struggle to answer 
the question of what a Methodist is. This shocked 
me, since I consider Texas in the Bible belt and 
Methodism fairly well understood. But he told me 
of a number of occasions of people directly asking, 
and a few wondered if they’d be welcome in a 
Methodist church, since they aren’t Methodist. 
As I reflected on this, it seems clear that denom-
inational identities need some unpacking, even 
in Texas. As we talked we challenged each other 
to think through our elevator answer, how we’d 
explain in a brief passing conversation. 

Before we came up with our answers, I told 
him about a time I was thinking through this 
question with other young adults in Seattle. A 
well thought of woman in our group who had 
grown up in the Mennonite church and attended 
Goshen (Ind.) College admitted she often told 
people things she knew they’d likely agree with. 
She’d tell people that Mennonites are against war, 
active in social justice and fair trade, as well as a 
people of simplicity. She noticed that while this is 
what she loves about being Mennonite, it lacked 
anything about how we feel God calls us to those 
actions, as well as allowing the person to continue 
practicing those things without the need for the 
church. 

I recognize this list wouldn’t be seen as popu-
lar everywhere, and for some it would shut down 
their interest in our congregations. That may be 
warranted, but for me these realities became clear 
as I spent time with Jesus, not before. For many 
people, we are awakened to these possibilities 
through prayer, study and experience in our walk 

with God, and if they had been necessary com-
mitments before we knew the crucified and risen 
one, we would not have made it far. This reality 
raised some difficult issues as I tried to answer 
this question in an elevator-conversation fashion. 

My friend and I agreed it would be important 
to acknowledge that our uniqueness is an element 
of how we understand ourselves as part of the 
universal church rather than attempting to start 
with us not being like other Christians. So we’d 
begin by saying, “We’re a group of Christians, but 
our particular emphasis is ______.” 

In his words, “When people ask what a Meth-
odist is or what a Mennonite is, I feel they’re ask-
ing what our fetish is. However, I think we should 
try to change that into a conversation about Jesus 
that honors the tradition that we’ve come out of.” 
He admitted that while the Wesleyan concept 
of sanctification might have made some sense 
culturally at some point, today it would be odd to 
throw that out as an answer to the question and 
expect the other person to understand. He settled 
on, “Methodists are Christians who believe 
that when we encounter God’s love in Jesus it 
transforms lives.” Given more time and people’s 
interest, this would give him a chance to talk 
about Wesley’s encounter at Aldersgate or some 
of their distinctives about how they believe Jesus 
changes lives. 

As we thought through it, I mentioned how 
at times I would answer the question: “Men-
nonites are Christians who believe following 
Jesus means we are called to live peaceably in 
the world, and for us that also means not killing 
people.” This normally elicits a light chuckle. 
But my friend pushed me to say something after 
that, to flesh it out more. If I was able to get a 
slight response, it might mean I’d have a chance 
to add more language around our uniqueness. 
Thinking about a second sentence was as hard as 
the first. But then I met a couple who asked that 
question. After my first answer, I told them about 
how we are a people looking at the role of God’s 
peace in the world as a robust thing that touches 
every area of our lives. After a short pause, they 
responded, “That’s the type of community we’d 
like to be a part of.” 

Here’s a challenge to you: How would you 
answer the question, What is a Mennonite? TM

Matthew 
Shedden
is pastor of 
Glenwood Men-
nonite Church in 
Glenwood Springs, 
Colo.  He blogs at 
mshedden.com.
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MEDIACULTURE
Reflections on the effect of media and culture on our faith

The plethora of zombies

Zombies are everywhere. Well, 
not actually, but certainly in our 
culture. Halloween is past, but 

we still find zombies proliferating on 
television, at the movies and in books.

This interest in zombies leads to 
several questions: (1) What are zom-
bies? (2) Where did they originate? and 
finally, (3) Why are they so popular?

Today, zombies are flesh-eating 
creatures who have died and come back 
to some semblance of life. But that 
wasn’t always the case.

In an Oct. 28 piece at theatlantic.
com, Mike Mariani notes that the 
zombie myth “first appeared in Haiti in 
the 17th and 18th centuries, when the 
country was known as Saint-Domingue 
and ruled by France, which hauled in 
African slaves to work on sugar planta-
tions.” Slavery was brutal, and half the 
slaves brought there from Africa died 
within a few years.

“The original brains-eating fiend 
was a slave not to the flesh of others 
but to his own,” writes Mariani. “The 
zombie archetype, as it appeared in 
Haiti and mirrored the inhumanity 
that existed there from 1625 to around 
1800, was a projection of the African 
slaves’ relentless … subjugation.”

The Haitian slaves believed that 
only dying could release them from 
slavery and return them to Africa in 
a kind of afterlife. However, suicide, 
which was common enough, left them 
trapped in their bodies, wandering 
around as soulless zombies.

“After the Haitian Revolution in 
1804 and the end of French colonial-
ism,” Mariani writes, “the zombie 
became a part of Haiti’s folklore.” 

Later, this folklore got tied to Voo-
doo religion, with Haitians believing 
zombies were corpses reanimated by 
shamans and voodoo priests. 

This didn’t enter American pop 
culture until the 1932 Bela Lugosi hor-
ror film White Zombie, which depicted 
undead Haitian slaves.

George A. Romero’s 1978 film 
Dawn of the Dead was next to use the 

term “zombie” in an American film. 
By then, the term had lost its con-

nection with slavery. Instead, besides 
scaring audiences, it served to stand 
for various social ills.

“At various times,” Mariani writes, 
“[the living dead] represented capi-
talism, the Vietnam War, nuclear fear, 
even the tension surrounding the 
civil-rights movement.”

Today, zombies are almost always 
linked with the end of the world. Some 
pandemic has infected much of human-
kind, and a few survivors must fight 
them off.

This is the premise of The Walking 
Dead, the popular TV show on AMC. 
As Mariani points out, “The show’s 
sixth-season premiere had around 20 
million viewers, and its spinoff, Fear 
the Walking Dead, debuted in August to 
record ratings.”

Which leads us the question of 
why zombies are so popular now. Its 
current popularity is often seen as a 
form of escapism, a means of enhancing 
the meaning of being human.

Mariani quotes Angela Vidergar, a 
doctoral student who told Live Science 
in 2013: “The ethical decisions that the 
survivors have to make under duress 
and the actions that follow those choic-
es are very unlike anything they would 
have done in their normal life.”

On the other hand, The Walking 
Dead offers up multiple ethical dilem-
mas its characters must face and asks, 
What will a person do to survive? A 
further question is, What does it mean 
to be human?

Mariani notes the contrast between 
the current fantasies and the real-life 
horrors of dehumanization that Haitian 
slaves faced. Where they used to repre-
sent lack of control, they now represent 

“a perverse kind of 
freedom.” TM

Gordon Houser is 
editor of The Men-
nonite.

FILM REVIEWS

Bridge of Spies (PG-13) is set during 
the Cold War and based on the story of 
James B. Donovan, an American lawyer 
recruited to first defend an arrested So-
viet spy in court. Later, he helps the CIA 
facilitate an exchange of the spy for Gary 
Powers, the Soviet-captured American 
U2 spy plane pilot. Thanks to fine acting 
and a good script, the film avoids some 
spy-thriller clichés. It shows the moral 
tenacity of a man doing good in the face 
of public opposition.—Gordon Houser

Suffragette (PG-13) tracks the story 
of the foot soldiers of the early feminist 
movement in Great Britain, facing an 
increasingly brutal state. These mostly 
working women with few rights endured 
much suffering in pursuit of the right to 
vote. The film shows the personal cost to 
many women.—gh

BOOK REVIEWS

Life Together in the Spirit: A 
Radical Spirituality for the 
Twenty-First Century by John Driver 
(Plough Publishing House, 2015, $10) 
shows that the spirituality of Jesus’ 
disciples and the early Christian church 
encompasses every dimension of life. The 
chapter on 16th-century Anabaptism is 
especially insightful, including this: “The 
early Anabaptists were the first church 
community in a thousand years … to 
directly and explicitly relate the baptis-
mal vows of believers to the missional 
vocation of the church.” The book in-
cludes responses from Mennonite leaders 
around the world.—gh

Sacred Sense: Discovering the 
Wonder of God’s Word and World 
by William P. Brown (Eerdmans, 2015, 
$22) argues that “God is encountered 
in wonder.” Brown examines 16 biblical 
“texts of tremendum” (wonder). “Won-
der wears many faces in the Bible,” he 
writes, “from the ‘fear of the Lord’ to 
the beauty of creation, from Wisdom’s 
delight to the cross of Christ.”—gh
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Christmas Greetings
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MCC, 21 South 12th Street, Akron PA 17501 717.859.1151

This Christmas, share the joy of giving.
Choose a gift that is a personal and meaningful 
expression of God’s love. Give a teacher the gift 
of education, your favorite chef a gift of 
food or your grandparents gifts of health 
and hope.
Browse and purchase gifts at 
mcc.org/christmas or call toll free 
888.563.4676 to request a printed 
booklet.
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Mennonite Church 
USA.

The compassion-filled life
The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has 
anointed me to proclaim good news to the poor. 
He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the pris-
oners and recovery of sight for the blind, to set the 
oppressed free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s 
favor.—Luke 4:18-19 TNIV

At the inauguration of his ministry in his 
home synagogue, Jesus declared his calling 
to social justice. In both his message and 

his person, Jesus announced a Jubilee that could 
only come about by the power of the Spirit. He 
preached and demonstrated a social vision of a 
people gathered in the power of God, filled with 
the love of God, and empowered to do the works 
of God. His focus on righteousness (or right-re-
latedness with God and neighbor) was inextricably 
linked with a vision for justice. In many places in 
Scripture, these two terms (in bold) are virtually 
interchangeable. 

In Richard Foster’s book on the six spiritual 
streams or historical traditions, he declares that 
God’s chosen economy includes Jubilee sharing, 
Jubilee caring and Jubilee compassion for all who 
are crushed and broken by social and economic 
structures. He avers that social justice is the 
sweet spot of Jubilee, where the emphasis of 
the holiness tradition on purity of heart meets 
the reality of social life. Here the power of the 
Holy Spirit vaunted by the charismatic tradition 
extends to our relationships with people, social 
structures and the earth itself. Here the contem-
plative tradition provides the spiritual perspective 
and respite for the soul that is needed to swim 
against the tide of social injustice. 

By means of a towel and basin in the Upper 
Room on the last night of his earthly life, Jesus 
demonstrated that Jubilee living inverts a typical 
vision of social status or greatness. There Jesus 
taught his astonished disciples that the humble 
kingdom community is God’s chosen means 
to change the world. Later that evening, in the 
Garden of Gethsemane, Jesus refused to call 
down angels to obliterate the political structures; 
instead, he turned his face toward the cross, the 
way of spiritual conquest through profound love 
for his enemies.

The Scriptures teach that God’s reign has 
profound social consequences, often expressed in 
terms of peace and/or justice. Missiologist Darrell 
Guder asserts that “if Christian faith makes any 
difference in behavior, then the church in con-
formity with Christ is called to an alternative set 
of behaviors, an alternative ethic, an alternative 
kind of relationship and dialogue with the sur-
rounding cultures.” Without an alternative ethic 
that demonstrates our commitment to the way of 
Christ, our witness to the world around us will be 
insipid and uninspiring.

The greatest strength of the social justice 
tradition is that it lends profound social relevance 
to the language of Christian love and the vision 
of Christ’s redemptive power. It reaches even 
beyond care for humans, extending compassionate 
stewardship and demonstrating God’s shalom for 
the earth and all who are sustained by it (Psalm 
24:1). 

Yet a Christian vision for peace and jus-
tice will inevitably remain incomplete without 
speaking of grace, part of God’s chosen means 
for achieving a just society. God’s grace provides 
uniquely Christian resources to guide our ap-
proach to social action. Without grace, we may try 
to achieve a just society without sufficient focus 
on the condition of the heart. Without grace to 
temper our desire to set things right in the world, 
we may easily slip into rigidity and judgmentalism 
or an unbending political approach of the sort that 
leads to gridlock rather than bipartisan legislation 
in our nation’s capital. 

We have been called by God to join other 
Christian disciples from around the world to 
demonstrate the peaceable and righteous reign of 
God on earth. I pray that by God’s grace, Men-
nonite Church USA in its many parts will carry 
out that vision, demonstrating the power of God’s 
shalom through compassion-filled lives that bring 
healing and hope to a world in need. TM
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Last year at this time, I had been invited to 
write a feature article for the December issue 
of The Mennonite. I chose to write about living 

into the “messy middle” of life and looking for 
God even, or especially, in the midst of chaos. 
As it turns out, I could have been writing those 
words to myself today. Little did I know the 
journey this past year would take me on, and here 
I am, writing my first editorial as the executive 
director for The Mennonite, Inc., and trying to 
remind myself to flow with the chaos of new be-
ginnings and give myself grace to adjust. 

I’m surprised, honored and excited to find 
myself in this new role, and I’m encouraged by 
the commitment and expressions of support I’ve 
already received from so many people who read 
The Mennonite in print and online. Thanks to all of 
you for the warm welcome you have extended.  

During my second week on the job, I 
traveled to Bluffton (Ohio) University to present 

a paper at the Mennonite Education conference. 
While there, one of my former professors and 
longtime board member of The Mennonite, Inc., 
Gerald Mast, gave me a “tour” of past Anabaptist 
and Mennonite publications in the Mennonite 
Historical Library on Bluffton’s campus. 

I paged through issues of the Herold der 
Wahrheit/Herald of Truth, a publication coming out 
of the Old Order Amish and Conservative Amish 
Mennonite traditions in the early 1900s. I read 
editorials from John Funk, articulating a new call 
for a distinctive Anabaptist vision long before H.S. 
Bender ever wrote his watershed text. I flipped 

through old issues of Gospel Herald, the former 
Old Mennonite Church publication, and saw famil-
iar faces smiling out at me from the pages, albeit 
looking a bit younger. I was intrigued by copies of 
The Christian Exponent, a publication launched by 
young adults who desired a more radical witness 
from the communities they were a part of. And I 
read old issues of The Mennonite, before it became 
the official publication of Mennonite Church USA 
and represented voices from the General Confer-
ence Mennonite Church. 

I am grateful for this peek back into the lin-
eage this publication you are holding grows out 
of. What I realized as I surveyed this literature 
was that Anabaptist publications have played an 
important role in shaping the conversation com-
munities and denominations are participating in. 
They have provided forums for debate, inspiration 
and encouragement. And perhaps especially in 
moments of conflict and division, they have pro-
vided a rallying point for people from a variety of 
denominations or groups to connect and engage in 
a common conversation. 

At this particular moment in Mennonite 
Church USA’s history, as we are seeing the emer-
gence of a new denominational configuration and 
way of being, I’m grateful to be joining the team at 
The Mennonite as we seek to provide a forum to 
ask tough questions, wrestle with what it means 
to follow Jesus at this particular moment in time 
and continue together to put “flesh on the bones” 
of an ever-evolving Anabaptist vision—rooted 
in Scripture, grounded in a long Anabaptist faith 
tradition and reshaped again and again by the 
movement of the Holy Spirit. 

Indeed, The Mennonite would not exist 
without the writing, art, letters, subscriptions 
and financial support of many people across the 
denomination. I’m grateful to be on this journey 
with each of you, and excited to see what unfolds 
in the coming months and years.—hh

Surprised, honored and excited

Hannah Heinzekehr

Anabaptist publications have played an import-
ant role in shaping the conversation communities 
and denominations are participating in.

                        FROM THE EDITOR


