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Discerning, deciding, drawing lines
Years ago my father told me, “Wher-
ever a line is drawn, that’s where your 
battle will be.” Those words came back 
to me as I perused “EMU and Goshen 
Announce Withdrawal from CCCU” 
(November, 2015).

I encourage the leadership of any 
church, church institution, nonprofit or 
business to read Mission Drift by Peter 
Greer and Chris Horst, who speak 
loudly and clearly about what happens 
to organizations when their leaders 
do not remain unwaveringly true to 
the organization’s core values and to 
Christ-centered and biblically based 
purposes and actions throughout their 
organizations.

My father’s words ring true and, sad 
to say, at times they can be accompa-
nied with pain.—Keith Swartz, Harri-
sonville, Mo.

Mennonite wariness
Dale Lee Nafziger, in his fine, 
thought-provoking, understandings 
of our Anabaptist-Mennonite faith 
(Opinion, December 2015), cautions us 
to be wary. 

How ought we to be wary? By 
reminding ourselves regularly of our 
core values and essence (following 
Jesus together as the body of Christ) 
and intending to live out this essence 
by bearing witness to Christ’s gospel of 
peace. Nafziger attempts to do this by 
asking, Where is Jesus in our delibera-
tions, including living out the new life 
in Christ. We thus need to differentiate 

between primary motifs (consensus 
on core values) and secondary motifs 
(where we attempt consensus but 
agree to differ if need be). 

The whole December issue fleshes 
out our core values: perceptive articles 
on binding and loosing (giving and re-
ceiving counsel); forgiveness; learn-
ing about the Amish way of relating; 
discernment, centering in the renewal 
of our minds in Jesus as the foundation 
for a faithful witness in times of endless 
war; and figuring out for ourselves, 
“What is a Mennonite?” These articles 
go far in describing who we are, how 
we relate to one another and what our 
witness entails, both among one anoth-
er as well as among others, near and 
far.—Leonard Gross, Goshen, Ind.

Why tell others about our faith
Ervin Stutzman (Mennonite Church 
USA, January) quotes Jesus (“Go and 
make disciples of all nations”) and elab-
orates on Menno Simons’ evangelical 
fervor. I’ve been asking myself, Why 
should I tell others about my faith in 
Jesus Christ? Is it (1) to be obedient to 
Jesus so I will not be rejected by God 
on judgement day for not having had a 
True evangelical faith? or (2) so others 
will not come up without faith in Jesus 
on judgement day? or (3) because faith 
in Jesus Christ changed my purpose 
and direction for living a better way and 
it is a formula for others that will bring 
purpose and love to their life? 

I focus on (3). Instead of standing 
in judgement of others in their stand-
ing with God, I want to embrace a 
“true evangelical faith that cannot lie 
dormant but spreads itself out in all 
kinds of fruits of love.” The apostle 
Paul stated, “The whole point of the 
gospel is love. Love uncontaminated 
by self-interest and a counterfeit faith; 
but a love that is open to God and all 
people.”—John Otto, Newton, Kan.

Responses to Steve Carpenter
As a convicted Mennonite and former 
member of the military, I, like Steve 
Carpenter (Letters, January), also 
hesitate to condemn veterans. But 
does the “responsibility” for military 
actions truly lie with the politicians and 
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generals or with the individual com-
batant? The expectations of Christ, to 
love the enemy, and the expectations of 
the military, to destroy the enemy, are 
not compatible. If the individual acted 
on Christ-centered convictions, who 
would the politicians and generals com-
mand?—Hank Rossiter, Dalton, Ohio

Like my brother Steve Carpenter, I am 
also proveteran. My dad and four of my 
uncles served in World War II. Most 
of the American veterans of that war 
self-identify as Christians. All Chris-
tians, not just Mennonites, are expect-
ed to abstain from violence. But even 
if our military consisted of non-Chris-
tians, I would wonder: If I love my 
enemies, why should I want someone 
to kill them? Let God decide whether 
they will conquer us. 

Personal accountability is also 
important. Augustine said, “The evil of 
giving the command might make the 
king guilty, but the order of obedience 
would keep the soldier innocent.” The 
Holocaust was the result of such think-
ing. Peter said to the authorities, “We 
must obey God rather than men.”

 May it be our understanding as 
Mennonites that we will not depend 
upon the disobedience of other Chris-
tians to keep us safe.—Scott Smith,
Greensboro, N.C.

U.S. and Canadian culture
In response to “Identity Unsettled and 
Renewed” by John D. Roth (Global 
Anabaptism, December 2015): The 
difference between the United States 
and Canada when it comes to use of 
guns may be due to the contrast in how 
immigrants were handled. In Canada, 
they were told: “Welcome to Canada, a 
free country based on Judeo-Christian 
values and laws. Please bring with you 
your languages, religion, foods, music, 
family habits.” In the United States, 
they were told: “Welcome to America, 
a free country based on Judeo-Chris-
tian values and laws. Forget about the 
terrible place you came from; now you 
are American.” 

But what is an American? Culture 
(from where values of morality and 
ethics evolve) takes many generations 
to develop. We Mennonites are fortu-
nate (like Jews) in that our culture and 
religion are kind of tied up together.   
— Richard Penner, Calgary, Alberta

Jesus was a Jew
Thank you for raising this issue. It is 
one that hit home for me, recently, 
when my husband and I visited a Men-
nonite church. I grew up Mennonite. 
He grew up Jewish. 

While walking through the church, 
we saw some beautiful works of art on 

display that were created by members 
of the congregation. One was titled: 
“The Kiss of Betrayal.” It depicted 
Judas’ kiss of Jesus in the Garden of 
Gethsemane. What struck both of us 
was how bloody the image was. My 
husband asked the pastor who was 
with us, what the congregation is doing 
to combat anti-Semitism. Seeing this 
image through my husband’s eyes has 
caused me to re-evaluate the stories I 
grew up with which, as you’ve so aptly 
indicated, were filled with insidious 
messages of anti-Semitism.

We celebrate Jewish and Christian 
holidays and engage in discussions with 
our children, in the hopes they will not 
blindly accept what they read or hear. 
We are encouraging them to ask ques-
tions and deconstruct assumptions.

We know that while some Menno-
nites maintained their pacifist theologi-
cal positions, others not only supported 
the Nazi ideology but joined the party, 
enlisted as soldiers and then aided 
known Mennonite Nazi war criminals 
to escape Germany after the war.

Thank you for raising our aware-
ness, for pointing out how the stories 
we tell shape the theology we believe 
and the framework for how we uncon-
sciously condemn our Jewish broth-
ers and sisters.— Cameron Altaras,     
www.themennonite.org

IN THIS ISSUE

This month we include on page 
12 an excerpt from Drew Hart’s 
new book, Trouble I’ve Seen: 

Changing the Way the Church Views 
Racism, just published by Herald 
Press. He writes about his experi-
ence as an African American and how 
Jesus’ subversive way can provide a 
way out of our racialized and hierchi-
cal culture.

On page 16 we publish an inter-
view with Hart, who calls himself an 
“AnaBlacktivist.” Hart says he wants 
to help people think through how race 
shapes us and how to approach race in 
the church.

In “Called to Love” (page 19), 

Hannah Heinzekehr interviews 
Patricia Barron, owner of Big Mama’s 
Kitchen in Omaha, Neb. Barron hires 
and trains ex-prisoners. She talks 
about her calling to love everyone, 
even those whose racial prejudice has 
hurt her.

“Dismantling the Doctrine of Dis-
covery” (page 22) looks at how this 
doctrine has been used to dispossess 
and oppress Indigenous Peoples. 
Sarah Augustine writes from her ex-
perience as an Indigenous person who 
has been affected by this doctrine, 
a philosophical and legal framework 
that dates back to the 15th century.

Felipe Hinojosa offers a tribute to 
Maria de Leon (page 27). He calls her 
“one of the most important Hispanic 

leaders in the Mennonite Church in 
the last 50 years.”

In my editorial (page 40), I write 
about our “culture of pessimism,” 
which often leads us to denigrate 
others, and how we are called to see 
everyone as made in God’s image and 
worthy of honor.

You’ll see in a box on that page 
that the magazine is now 40 pages. 
We are responding to changing budget 
realities and communication trends. 
We want to serve our readers as best 
we can and want to hear from you 
anytime. Email us at Editor@The-
Mennonite.org. We thank you for your 
support and are committed to bring 
you high-quality Christ-centered, 
Anabaptist content.—Editor
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NEWS BRIEFS
News from the Mennonite world

EMU vice president 
charged for solicitation
Luke Hartman, vice president of 
enrollment at Eastern Mennonite 
University (EMU) in Harrisonburg, Va., 
was charged Jan. 8 with solicitation of 
prostitution. In a statement released 
Jan. 9, EMU announced Hartman’s 
suspension, effective immediately. 
Hartman was one of 10 individuals 
charged as part of a sting operation 
conducted by the Harrisonburg Police 
Department and Rockingham County 
Sheriff’s Office.

According to Lieutenant Chris Rush 
of the Harrisonburg Police Department, 
Hartman was charged and released 
with a summons to appear back in 
court at a later date. In a Jan. 9 phone 
call, Rush said that this undercover 
operation was part of ongoing investi-
gations in the Harrisonburg area.

On Jan. 12, Hartman resigned from 
his position.—The Mennonite and EMU

Robert Kreider, educator 
and historian, dies at 96
Robert S. Kreider, long-time educator 
and historian, died Dec. 27, 2015, at age 
96. He was on The Mennonite’s list of 
the 20 most influential Mennonites of 
the 20th century (Feb. 22, 2000, issue). 

Kreider served with Civilian Public 
Service during World War II, provided 

leadership in Mennonite 
Central Committee’s 
relief efforts after the 
war and later served as 
president of Bluffton 
(Ohio) College (now 
University). Later, he led 
an inter-Mennonite effort 

to acquire 300-year-old Martyrs Mirror 
printing plates.

He also worked for inter-Mennonite 
organizations, such as Mennonite Cen-
tral Committee and Mennonite World 
Conference.

Kreider was married almost 70 
years to Lois Sommer. She and their 
five children survive.

See www.themennonite.org for a 
tribute to Kreider by Gordon Houser. 
He was also the subject of a cover 

story in the January 2013 issue.—The 
Mennonite

Mennonites join New 
Sanctuary efforts in 
Philadelphia
Two Philadelphia-area Mennonite pas-
tors joined a diverse ecumenical Dec. 
11 demonstration and rally planned by 
the New Sanctuary movement. The 
demonstration was meant to prevent 
Philadelphia Mayor Michael Nutter 
from reversing the city’s “Sanctuary 
order,” legislation passed in April 2014 
that protected Philadelphia residents 
from deportation and prevented Phil-
adelphia police from collaborating and 
sharing information with the national 
Immigrations and Customs Enforce-
ment (ICE) organization.

In mid-November, the Nutter 
administration revealed plans to repeal 
portions of the law on Dec. 11, specifi-
cally targeting individuals with criminal 
offenses, ranging from traffic violations 
to longer-term sentences.

In response, the New Sanctuary 
Movement called on pastors and faith 
leaders to join an action at City Hall 
on Dec. 11, which included a rally with 

speakers and prayer. New Sanctuary 
leaders, including undocumented im-
migrants, entered City Hall and asked 
to speak with the mayor. During that 
time, eight New Sanctuary represen-
tatives also blocked entrances to City 
Hall to raise awareness about the 
potential signing.

Aldo Siahaan, pastor of Philadelphia 
Praise Center and a LEADership Min-
ister for Franconia Mennonite Confer-
ence, participated in the rally with four 
members of his congregation.

Amy Yoder McGloughlin, pastor of 
Germantown Mennonite Church, was 
among the protesters who obstructed 
entrances to City Hall, including going 
face-to-face with police officers who 
physically pushed and pulled some 
protesters.—The Mennonite

‘Project 606’ Mennonite 
song collection project 
aims for 2020 release
MennoMedia, in close partnership with 
Mennonite Church USA and Menno-
nite Church Canada, began accepting 
applications for various committee and 
staff positions for a new Mennonite 
song collection on Jan. 1.

Junior Olympic fencer finds her footing at Goshen
Anja Kenagy may be the only student at Goshen (Ind.) College who had to decide 
whether or not to pack her swords. Kenagy is a first-year physics major from Dix Hills, 
N.Y., and a competitive fencer. She has been fencing for four years, since she was a 
freshman at Half Hollow Hills High School, where she fenced both with her school 
and in a club, H3 Fencing Institute, in Dix Hills.—Goshen College
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NEWS BRIEFS
—compiled by Gordon Houser

This new song collection will take 
into account the breadth of the Menno-
nite church, the diverse ways Menno-
nites sing and worship, and new digital 
technologies. It will replace Hymnal: 
A Worship Book (1992) and will likely 
include familiar songs from various 
previous hymnals as well as new songs 
and worship resources.

The new song collection will be 
more than a printed hymnal and will 
include an electronic version as well. 
Scheduled for release in 2020, the new 
project is being referred to as “Project 
606.”—MennoMedia

Mennonites help with 
interfaith winter shelter
On a winter shelter night, Jay and 
Susie Wenger leave home around 5 and 
drive to the local Lancaster City, Pa., 
YWCA. They arrive early to assist with 
setup as the Y closes to the public. At 
6:45, they’ll be joined by around eight 

volunteers. They make sure sheets and 
pillows are available, as well as mats for 
sleeping on. They stack piles of bath 
towels and make sure a basic supply of 
toiletries are on hand. And beginning 
at 7:30, they greet the women and chil-
dren coming in search of a safe place to 
stay overnight.

The Wengers, members of James 
Street Mennonite Church in Lancaster, 
are one of many faith groups represent-
ing more than six Christian denomina-
tions and one Jewish synagogue who 
partner with the Lancaster County 
Council of Churches to provide a winter 
shelter from December through March. 
—The Mennonite

Vietnam Mennonite 
Church ordains 26
After six years of training and prepara-
tion, the Vietnam Mennonite Church 
(VMC) ordained 26 pastors in Ho Chi 
Minh City on Dec. 5, 2015.

Pastor Nguyen Quang Trung, 
president of VMC, officiated at the 
ordination service for 26 Mennonite 
pastors who had come from provinces 
and cities all over Vietnam. 

Trung, who celebrated 50 years of 
ministry in the Mennonite church in 
Vietnam this year, said he was keenly 
aware of and grateful for God’s blessing 
on the church throughout years of both 
hardship and opportunity. 

Approximately 120 Mennonite lead-
ers and believers joined the festivities. 
Pastor Huynh Minh Dang, general 
secretary of the denomination, moder-
ated the ceremony. Pastor Huynh Dinh 
Nghia, the second vice president, led 
an opening prayer of thanks to God for 
blessing the church.—Eastern Menno-
nite Missions

Nations Worship 
Center receives Join-
Hands church grant
A JoinHands Church Grant of $40,000 
was presented to representatives of 
Nations Worship Center at the Franco-
nia Conference fall assembly on Nov. 
14, 2015. 

Organized in 2006, the Nations 

Worship Center meets for worship at 
the Philadelphia Ballet School. Other 
meetings are held in homes of church 
leaders. 

The new facility is a former catering 
hall with an attached apartment. It has 
8,700 square feet in three stories and 
a basement. It is located in a historic 
Italian neighborhood on the border of a 
growing Indonesian community.

Renovations include adapting the 
banquet hall for worship space, updat-
ing the electric system and cosmetic 
renovations such as doors, painting, 
new carpet, and mold remediation. 
A new green roof has already been 
installed.

JoinHands is the service component 
of Mennonite Men. Since 1985, 68 
congregations have received JoinHands 
Grants totaling $1.8 million.—Menno-
nite Men

Shands Stoltzfus receives 
Indiana’s highest civil 
rights award
Regina Shands Stoltzfus, assistant 
professor of peace, justice and conflict 
studies at Goshen (Ind.) College, has 
been awarded the 2016 Spirit of Justice 
Award by the State of Indiana Civil 
Rights Commission (ICRC).

The Spirit of Justice Award is the 
ICRC’s highest honor. The award was 
created to recognize Hoosiers who, 
inspired by Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s 
dream, have devoted their personal and 
professional efforts to creating social 
justice in the state of Indiana.

Shands Stoltzfus was honored at the 
25th Annual Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. 
Indiana holiday celebration on Jan. 14 at 
the Indiana statehouse and at Goshen 
College during MLK Day celebrations 
on Jan. 18.

Shands Stoltzfus, a former colum-
nist for The Mennonite, teaches courses 
in race, class and ethnic relations, per-
sonal violence and healing, peacemak-
ing, women and gender studies, biblical 
studies and transforming conflict and 
violence. She began teaching at Goshen 
College in 2002.—Goshen College

Grandmother arrested
On Jan. 12, the National Day of Action 
to Stop Killer Drones, grandmother 
and drone resister Mary Anne Grady 
Flores learned that she will go back 
to jail for six months starting Jan. 19. 
Grady Flores served as an intern on 
the Palestine and Iraq teams and was 
part of Christian Peacemaker Teams’ 
delegation campaign to stop the U.S. 
Navy bombing of the Puerto Rican 
island of Vieques.—CPT
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GRACE & TRUTH
A word from pastors

Jesus’ way of compassion

The youth in my church want to talk—soon!—
about “nonjudgment.” Theirs is not an 
anything-goes interest in nonjudgment but a 

keep-hold-of-my-values-while-listening-respect-
fully-to-yours interest.

These youth wonder how to be both faithful 
and compassionate, both steadfast and open-mind-
ed, both sturdy and flexible. Is it even possible, 
they wonder, with such diversity around us?

Here in Kansas, we are neighbors—up the 
road in Topeka—to Westboro Baptist Church, 
whose members once picketed us during a funeral 
with their hate-filled signs. How can we not judge 
such bald hatred?

We are neighbors—down the road in Wichi-
ta—to the Islamic Society of 
Wichita, to whom we recent-
ly delivered an overflowing 
care package of chocolates 
and teas. They sent back a 
half-dozen thank-you notes 
signed by their Muslim 
elementary school students. 
How can we not judge such 
sincere gratitude?

We are neighbors—right 
here in Newton—to a wide 
variety of Christians, to peo-
ple with no religious beliefs 
and to people limping along 
with wounds from their past 
faith communities. How can 
we not judge when people and churches do good 
or harm?

They are all our neighbors, and Jesus most 
frequently affirmed this about how we are to treat 
our neighbors: “You shall love your neighbor 
as yourself.”

In the Gospel of Luke, Jesus tells the parable 
of the good Samaritan to an inquisitive lawyer. 
Which of the three passersby was a neighbor 
to the battered man? The one who showed him 
mercy.

In the Gospel of Matthew, during his Sermon 
on the Mount, Jesus asks his listeners, “Why do 
you see the speck in your neighbor’s eye but do 
not notice the log in your own eye?” We are to 
address our own sin first, so we might actually be 
helpful to our neighbor’s well-being.

In the Gospel of John, Jesus told those ready 
to stone a woman caught in adultery, “Let anyone 
among you who is without sin be the first to throw 

a stone at her.” They all slunk off, guilty, unable 
to claim higher ground than the woman they were 
prepared to stone.

In a Zen Buddhist book written for teens, 
There Is Nothing Wrong With You for Teens, author 
Cheri Huber writes, “Those who feel completely 
loved are not selfish, they are loving.” Jesus is 
God’s love incarnate; he is completely loved and 
completely loving.

Jesus did occasionally judge people, espe-
cially wealthy or hypocritical people, but he never 
stopped loving them or treating them with com-
passion. He loved the adulterous woman and the 
crafty lawyer and the rich ruler and the hapless 
disciples, even when they clearly misunderstood 

or disobeyed his teachings.
I plan to ask the youth 

to write a love letter to 
themselves as part of our 
conversation on nonjudg-
ment. Cheri Huber sug-
gests a question to guide 
the letter: What have they 
always wanted to hear from 
someone who loves them, 
sees who they are, knows 
everything about them and 
has their best interest at 
heart?

This “someone” could be 
Jesus, God, the Holy Spirit, 
their parent, their mentor, 

their best friend or their own inner wisdom. We 
can hope it won’t be too difficult for our youth to 
hear this voice—and believe it.

Several years ago, I experienced Jesus’ com-
passion in a surprising way. One night, I felt as if 
I were being attacked by deep anxiety and fear. I 
called upon Jesus, whose loving presence quickly 
comforted me. What surprised me was that Jesus 
also accompanied my demons outside the house 
to begin loving them into redemption.

My mystical experience sounds, frankly, a 
little odd to my own ears, but it echoes the many 
times Jesus and his disciples cast out demons in 
the Gospels. My experience also echoes Jesus’ 
commands to love our enemies and to refrain from 
judging—even the demons.

Jesus teaches us the way of compassion for our 
neighbors and for ourselves—a way that names 
sin but redeems rather than condemns us. “You 
shall love your neighbor as yourself.” TM

Sara Dick 
is pastor at 
Shalom Mennonite 
Church
in Newton, Kan.

Jesus teaches us the way 
of compassion for our 

neighbors and for 
ourselves—a way that 
names sin but redeems 

rather than condemns us.
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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.

Images of pain and beauty

On Sept. 2, 2015, the world was stunned 
by the image of Aylan Kurdi, a 3-year-old 
Syrian boy lying face down, as if asleep, on 

the beach at the Turkish resort of Bodrum. Aylan, 
along with his 5-year-old brother and 11 others, 
drowned when the small boat ferrying him and a 
host of other Syrian refugees capsized in the Med-
iterranean Sea. 

But that haunting picture was only one of 
many images from 2015 reminding us of the pain 
and brokenness so evident in our world. Along-
side Aylan, the past year holds memories of public 
beheadings in Syria, escalating cycles of violence 
in Israel/Palestine, panic-stricken streets in Paris, 
and more than a million refugees moving through 
southern Europe, desperately seeking a safe 
haven from the horrific violence they face in their 
homelands. 

Here in the United States, we were confronted 
almost daily by the ongoing epidemic of shoot-
ings, the persistent ugliness of racism and the 
mean-spirited cynicism of our national political 
discourse. And even closer to home, we will 
remember 2015 as the year when the fragile unity 
of Mennonite Church USA came undone. 

 At home and abroad, it seems, the poet W. 
B. Yeats was right: “things fall apart; the center 
cannot hold.”

And yet … and yet. Even amid all of the dark-
ness and ugliness in the world today, I also experi-
enced moments of breathtaking beauty in 2015. 

Beauty takes many forms. I think, for 
example, of the opening worship at the Menno-
nite World Conference Assembly in Harrisburg, 
Pa., last summer, when representatives of groups 
from around the world, dressed in traditional garb 
and carrying banners, danced into the service to 
“When the Saints Go Marching In.” Or the sud-
den tears in the worship services that followed as 
7,500 people from 65 countries joined their voices 
together in songs of praise.

I recall the moment, two days before Christ-
mas, when I heard the news about a group of 
militants who boarded a crowded bus in Mandera, 
Kenya, with the intention of killing Christians. 
But the Muslim women on the bus refused the or-
der to leave. Instead, some gave Christian passen-
gers their hijabs, while others told the attackers 
to “kill us all together or leave them alone.” When 
the passengers refused to separate based on their 
religion, the gunmen left the bus. 

Recently, while traveling in Spain, I entered 

the basilica of the Sagrada Familia, designed by 
Catalan architect Antoni Gaudí, and was over-
whelmed by the enormity of space, the intricate 
design of the supporting columns and, above 
all, by the light streaming through an aperture 
above the altar and dancing off the stained-glass 
windows along the west side. Here was a phys-
ical structure—a human creation of stone and 
glass—that nonetheless pointed beyond itself to a 
noumenal world of wonder and beauty. 

Or consider the quiet ceremony that took 
place on Dec. 15, 2015, that brought an official end 
to a civil war between the Revolutionary Armed 
Forces of Colombia (FARC) and the Colombian 
government—a war that began more than 50 
years ago and killed or displaced millions of peo-
ple. One small step in that long journey of recon-
ciliation was an initiative each year at Christmas 
to encourage guerrillas on both sides to disarm 
and demobilize. One year, organizers decorated 
trees along strategic paths in the jungle with 
thousands of Christmas lights. Motion sensors 
suddenly illuminated the trees at night, bathing 
combatants in light. “If Christmas can come to 
the jungle,” was the message, “you can also come 
home … during Christmas, anything is possible.” 
Another year, organizers floated large plastic balls, 
also beautifully illuminated, down the rivers at 
night. Inside the balls were small gifts and hand-
written notes, inviting combatants to lay down 
their arms and return to their families. In each 
instance, the appeal was based on the vulnerable 
power of beauty and the essential humanity of 
those who were locked in conflict.

Beauty is fundamental to the Christian 
life. Unlike kitsch, beauty is not an escape from 
the reality of pain and sorrow. Instead, when 
beauty breaks through the shabbiness and despair 
around us, we catch a momentary glimpse of 
God’s deep love for this world and the essential 
goodness of Creation itself, formed out of the cha-
os of the void. Encounters with beauty remind us 
that the center is indeed holding—that despite all 
the evidence to the contrary, love will overcome 
fear and light will vanquish the darkness.

Beauty is essentially noncoercive. It invites; it 
bears witness; it testifies. But it does not demand 
or impose. 

If we are going to be true ministers of the 
gospel—agents of reconciliation in our divided 
churches and our violent world—our efforts will 
be successful only if they are also beautiful. TM

Beauty is 
essentially 
noncoercive. 
It invites; 
it bears 
witness; it 
testifies.
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Guns and suicide
The five deadliest shootings in the United States in the 21st century 
resulted in a total of 101 deaths. But in 2012 alone—the most recent 
year for which there is data—32,288 people died from gunshot wounds 

in this country, says News-
week. Suicides account for 
64 percent of these deaths. 
Research has shown that 
the availability of guns is as 
much a risk factor for suicide 
as mental illness, substance 
abuse or family history. One 

study revealed that men were 3.7 times more likely to die by gun sui-
cide in the 15 states with the highest gun ownership compared with the 
six states with the lowest; women in those states were 7.9 times more 
likely to kill themselves.—Christian Century

Global warming has arrived
A Russian transport ship sailed straight from St. Petersburg to the 
North Pole without assistance from an ice-breaker. Russian scientists 
said the feat by the Akademik Fyodorov was a first in the history of 
seafaring. Artur Chilingarov, deputy speaker of the Duma and a respect-
ed polar scientist, said the voyage shows that once-thick ice has melted 
to a thin coating—proof of “a substantial warming of the planet’s 
climate.”—The Week

The fullness of racism’s cruel 
bounty is not found in the bodies 

of the dead alone but also in the spirits of 
the living.… Its power is in the daily 
theft of our joy, our dignity, our sani-
ty.—Ezekiel Kweku in Pacific Standard

MISCELLANY
Items of interest from the broader church and world

The ‘text neck’ epidemic
Too much texting may be more than just a 
compulsive distraction. New research suggests 
that constantly tilting your head to look down at 
a smartphone may result in severe neck strain. 

Using computer 
models, surgeon 
Kenneth Han-
sraj found that a 
head bowed at a 
15-degree angle 
adds roughly 27 
pounds of pressure 
on the spine. But 
when the angle 
increases to 60 
degrees—a typical 
angle at which an 
upright person 

looks at a phone in their hand—that strain surges 
to 60 pounds, or roughly the weight of four bowl-
ing balls. The extra strain can cause neck cramps, 
pinched nerves, herniated discs and early degen-
eration of the spine.—The Week

$160 billion
The amount that hunger and food 
insecurity add to U.S. health-care 
spending.—Bread for the World

Tweets of the 
rich and poor
The tweets of the rich 

express more anger and 
fear than the tweets of 
the poor, which express 
more disgust, sadness 

and surprise; joy does not 
vary.—Harper’s

• Portion of white Americans who say the closing 
of a local public library would have a major impact 
on their family: 1/4
• Of Hispanic Americans: 
1/2
• Percentage of recently 
arrived adult immigrants to 
the United States who have 
a bachelor’s degree: 41
• Percentage of native-born 
U.S. adults who do: 30
—Harper’s
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Most-read online-only posts

TM 5. My top 
10 songs: A 

playlist, by Jill 
Schlabach

750

Quotable
“To those who find themselves in small (or smallish) congregations, I have a word for 
you today: You are enough. I know of the countless hours you have spent praying about 
growing in size. I know you have given much thought to growth strategies and various ways 
to reach out to your community. I know how you have tried to create new programming in 
hopes of attracting new families.… To my dear small congregation, you are not lacking. You 
are such an asset. You are enough.”—Rachel Springer Gerber in her blog, “To small congre-
gations: You are enough”

Do outreach in school sex case
Eastern Mennonite University (EMU) in Harrisonburg, Va., has report-
ed that its Vice President for Enrollment, Luke Hartman, was among 
those charged by the Harrisonburg Police Department for solicitation 
of prostitution (see page 6).

We do not presume Hartman’s innocence or guilt and have no 
reason to believe he hurt any EMU students. A distinction should be 
made between solicitation of prostitution and abuse. However, research 
indicates many people engaged in prostitution are victims of sexual 
abuse. Research also finds that men who buy sex may have much in 
common with sexually coercive men. Thus, Mennonite institutions 
have a responsibility to respond to charges of soliciting prostitution 
with sensitivity to its relationship with sexual abuse.

As a group of Mennonite-related survivors and advocates, we urge 
EMU and Skyline Middle School officials in Virginia and Hesston (Kan.) 
College officials, where Hartman has worked, as well as Mennonite 
Church USA officials, where Hartman has been a prominent speaker at 
youth conventions, to reach out publicly to potential victims, witnesses 
or whistleblowers and invite them to provide any additional information 
they may have.—Barbra Graber, Anabaptist Mennonite Chapter of SNAP, 
Mennonite@snapnetwork.org.
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Trouble   
  I’ve seen

Changing the way the 
church views racism

by Drew G.I. Hart

I have a brother who is one year older 
than me. For much of my young life we 
shared a bedroom. We often played 
and fought together. Others have fre-
quently told me that we look alike. I 
don’t see it, though we certainly have 
similar complexions and builds. We 
often played basketball together and 
had a lot of the same interests and ex-
periences growing up. No matter how 
much we got under each other’s skin, 
as young black men and as brothers, 
my life was deeply bound up and con-
nected with his.
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Late one night, my brother was hanging out 
with friends. They were just minding their busi-
ness and having a good time. A police car drove by 
while my brother and his friends were outside and 
enjoying each other’s company.

The cop car drove by again.
Once more the car drove by, but this time the 

police officers stopped and got out. They immedi-
ately arrested my brother for “fitting the descrip-
tion” of someone who had recently committed a 
crime.

The only description they had of the guy 
they were looking for was “black male with a 
black T-shirt and blue jeans.” My brother and his 
friends were not even at the scene of the crime, 
and they were not doing anything suspicious at 
all. But that description was evidently enough for 
these police officers to arrest and take him to the 
station.

I later found out the police also initially 
claimed my brother had a bloodstain on his shirt. 
However, when the lab results came back, they 
learned it was just a ketchup stain.

My brother was eventually put into a lineup 
before the victim in the case. He was not chosen 
and finally was released. But not before he had 
spent four months locked up in the county correc-
tional facility.

His crime? Being a young black man in a 
white-controlled society.

Things could have ended up much worse for 
my brother. I can’t exactly call him “lucky,” but 
when black males encounter the police and the 
judicial system in the United States, things often 
go very badly, whether or not those arrested are 
guilty. I had always known that being black left 
one vulnerable in this country, and I had heard 
about many other black folks dealing with similar 
or worse situations.

But when my brother, whom many people have 
said I resemble, was arrested purely based on the 
description “black male with a black T-shirt and 
blue jeans,” I realized how easily something like 
that could happen to me. Though far worse things 
happen routinely for black people when going 
through the judicial process, this event awakened 
me to the way our nation collectively and quietly 
accommodates the terrorizing of black people’s 
everyday lives.

Blackness is a visible marker that justifies 
suspicion, brutality and confinement by white 
society. In America, being black has always been 
defined and understood by the majority group 
in negative ways: criminal, lazy, obnoxious, ugly 
and depraved. White society often deploys static 
stereotypes, then throws a single blanket over our 

diverse African-American community, denying the 
beauty and uniqueness of each of us. My brother’s 
experience immediately increased my awareness 
of my blackness in a country that continues to 
stigmatize it as a problem to solve.

It’s not always evident how divided our coun-
try is. We are inundated by singing and dancing 
celebrities, intrigued by suspenseful Thursday 
nights of scandals and murders, and allegiant to 
the multibillion-dollar corporations that feed us 
our sports. With these weapons of mass distrac-
tion deployed, many people ignore the ongoing 
suffering and the racial division that is pervasive 
and has never gone away. But right below the 
surface, for 400 years, deep disagreements about 
race in America have been boiling.

More recent and publicized events than 
my brother’s arrest continue to expose the racial 
divisions in our country. The United States cycles 
through event after racialized event, each spark-
ing outrage over issues of racism in America. 

Michael Donald, Rodney King, James Byrd Jr., 
Amadou Diallo, Sean Bell, Oscar Grant, Aiyana 
Stanley-Jones, Trayvon Martin, Rekia Boyd, 
Jordan Davis, Renisha McBride, Michael Brown, 
Tamir Rice, Walter Scott, Freddie Gray: This list 
represents just a fraction of the cases that have 
gone viral in the last few years. Hundreds of peo-
ple have lost their lives, either through intentional 
malice or because their lives were not deemed 
valuable enough to ensure their protection within 
our white-controlled society. This cycle is not 
new. It happens like clockwork.

The responses to events like these are also 
predictable, as many people fall into their default 
defensive positions. People’s perceptions of what 
happened are as shaped by their socialization as 
by the event itself. The majority of white people 
believe racism is a national problem rather than 
a problem in their own communities. Many deny 
and dismiss the experiences of black Americans, 
claiming that our reactions are mere emotionalism 
and represent an inability to deal with the facts. 
Sometimes white people dismiss and label people 

In America, being black has always been 
defined and understood by the majority group in 
negative ways.
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of color as “race baiters” for daring to speak on 
the subject at all. Apparently, only white dominant 
culture is seeing things objectively and clearly. 
Everyone else, it is assumed, is allowing outside 
influences like the media to shape them.

Yet before we think that white suprem-
acy is merely white people’s problem, we ought 
to interrogate how black Christians have been 
responding to racism in our society as well. While 
many black churches want to take credit for the 
civil rights movement in the 1950s and ’60s, the 
truth is that only a small percentage of black 
churches actually participated in the freedom 

movement. Few black Christians today have 
acknowledged how they regularly give their full 
allegiance to the racialized status quo that slowly 
destroys us. Many black Christians have partially 
internalized and reproduced the same antiblack 
sentiments and racialized frameworks constructed 
to subjugate us. Having turned a blind eye to the 
sufferings of others, too many black Christians, 
in imitation of dominant culture, have pursued 
the American dream in a decisively Western and 
selfish manner. Too many have rejected following 
after Jesus concretely and have missed God’s 
revolutionary vision for shalom. While there is 
certainly a rich tradition of Afro-Christian faith 
that has resisted the domestication of Jesus for 
generations, we cannot assume that every black 
Christian is necessarily joining God in divine 
transformation and resisting white supremacy 
through active justice and peacemaking.

Whether white, black, Native American, 
Hispanic or Asian, we all get caught up in the 
currents of our white-dominated society and 
internalize its messages. Each of us must turn to 
the good news for a more hope-filled present and 
future. Given the racial history of the church in 
America, which has unfortunately often been at 
the center of the problem, few have considered 
the subversive life of Jesus as the way out of our 
racialized and hierarchical society.

Churches have often been the least helpful 

place to discuss racism and our white-dominated 
society. If racism is talked about at all, it is often 
addressed on isolated Sundays set apart for griev-
ing some national event or engaging in sparse and 
limited pulpit swaps. None of those efforts are 
necessarily problematic. But when our actions 
are limited to such strategies, they reveal that we 
don’t really understand the full scope or nature of 
race and racism in our society.

And therein lies the problem. Churches 
operating out of dominant cultural intuitions, 
perceptions, assumptions and experiences define 
the problem one way, while most black people and 
other oppressed groups bear witness to an alter-
native and diverging reality. This epistemological 
divide concerning racism—that is, the different 
ways of knowing and understanding life—is an 
even greater gap within the church than it is 
among the rest of society.

Just trying to start a conversation about racism 
in the church—which I am determined to do—
often results in defensive and even antagonistic 
dismissals by some of my white brothers and 
sisters. Having two-way conversations on racism 
is challenging when white people respond to 
discomfort with either defensive emotionalism or 
white fragility, which is the inability to deal with 
stressful, racialized situations. These responses 
are the norm in too many Christian communities.

The language that dominant-culture Christians 
frequently use to talk about race, full of colorblind 
rhetoric, gives the impression they have some-
how transcended these problems. Such claims 
imply they do not even notice the diversity of 
skin tones in people and that they are oblivious 
to racial categories. However, the common white 
Christian plea to just “see people as people” is 
undermined by the highly racialized life of the av-
erage white person. White Christians, especially, 
seem incapable of recognizing the contradictions 
of their utopian language and their distinctly and 
racialized lifestyles and daily choices. Colorblind 
rhetoric prevents people from evaluating the ma-
jority of their social relationships, the places they 
feel they either belong or do not belong, and the 
kinds of cultural, intellectual and artistic influ-
ences that are worthy of engagement. With such 
contradictions, I can only assume it is not color 
they are not seeing; racism is being missed.

Colorblind ideology is the 21st-century 
continuation of white Christian silence to rac-
ism. During legalized chattel slavery from 1619 
to 1865, white silence to this horrific institution 
didn’t get us anywhere. Nor did white silence 
from 1865 to 1945 move us toward progress. 
This is the era in which well over 100,000 African 

Few have considered the subversive life of Jesus 
as the way out of our racialized and hierarchical 
society.
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Americans were forced back into slave-like 
conditions through the convict leasing system, 
which allowed people to be arrested for things like 
not getting permission to change jobs, vagrancy 
or perceived inappropriate conduct with a white 
woman. White Christians were silent when 5,000 
black men, women and children were lynched 
throughout the 20th century. Many of the ear-
ly lynchings were actually moments of white 
entertainment, drawing crowds by the thousands, 
many of whom took photos of their white children 
standing in front of hanging black bodies.

From 1970 to the present, the prison system 
exploded from around 300,000 people incarcerated 
to over 2 million. Black males have been most dis-
proportionately affected by the prison industrial 
complex, mostly having been convicted for nonvi-
olent drug charges. In fact, both black and Native 
American people get shot or abused by police at 
disproportionate rates compared with the rest of 
society. Drug use ought to be primarily a public 
health concern rather than seen through the lens 
of criminality, but the so-called war on drugs has 
targeted poor black and brown neighborhoods.

Current research, however, reveals that black 
youth and white youth are using and selling drugs 
at comparable rates, yet stereotypes in dominant 
cultural discourse lead people to assume other-
wise. As someone who has lived in several black, 
inner-city communities as well as for three years 
in a white suburban neighborhood, I can attest 
that the war on drugs is not being carried out in 
white middle-class communities. When white 
youth use or sell drugs, they are seen as “experi-
menting” or “going through a stage.” When black 
youth engage in the exact same actions, they are 
seen as destroying the fabric of American values. 
This results in our society putting one in every 
three African American males through the crim-
inal justice system at some point in their lives 
(mostly for nonviolent drug offenses). Black wom-
en are the fastest-growing demographic being tar-
geted by mass incarceration. The disproportionate 
policing, stop-and-frisk encounters, arrests and 
incarceration of racial minorities ought to awaken 
the church, because Jesus himself called for us to 
visit the imprisoned (Matthew 25:34-46) and bring 
release to the captives (Luke 4:18-19).

The church’s understanding of racism is 
frequently too deficient for it to be antiracist in its 
witness. Our instincts about what racism is tend 
to be unhelpful. The church urgently needs to un-
derstand the realities of racism better than it has. 
Christians must do a better job of thinking, ana-
lyzing, discussing and ultimately transforming our 
racialized lives into antiracist and antihierarchical 

ways of life that conform to the way of Jesus. We 
must learn to see and understand the racism all 
around us so that we can faithfully resist being 
complicit in its patterns. Once we are able to see 
it, we must engage in initiatives of metanoia, 
or repentance—initiatives that change us from 
racialized accommodation to resistance.

When my own brother was arrested and 
confined in a cage for being a black male, I, like 
thousands of others, was compelled to wake up 
and speak truthfully. I was compelled to talk about 
the racial ladder that has strung people, who are 
wonderfully and fearfully made, into humanly 
constructed categories of varying worth.

“Jesus is the answer for the world today” is 
not just a cliché. In our racialized and hierarchi-
cal society, the way of Jesus is also a realistic, 
practical way for the church to make the kingdom 
of God visible.

So what are Christians who participate in dom-
inant society to do when their racial intuitions and 
racialized experiences contradict the experiences 
and concerns of historically oppressed groups? 
Are Christians in dominant culture prepared to 
listen to groups of people who have seen trouble, 
so much trouble? Is the church a place where 
we can talk about the trouble we’ve seen? Is the 
church a place not only where we’ll be truly heard 
and understood but also where we will become a 
transformed community? Will the church take on 
the form of Christ in our racialized society?

Drew G.I. Hart is a blogger, doctoral candidate in 
theology and ethics at Lutheran Theological Sem-
inary, part-time professor and activist. This piece 
is an excerpt from his book Trouble I’ve Seen: 
Changing the Way the Church Views Racism 
(Herald Press). Drew and his wife, Renee, and their 
two young sons live in Philadelphia.

Are Christians in the dominant 
culture prepared to listen to 
groups of people who have 
seen trouble, so much trouble?



Insights from an 
AnaBlacktivist
The Mennonite: What drew you into Anabaptism and into 
relationship with Mennonites?

Drew Hart: I stumbled into Anabaptism by accident. 
I was a biblical studies major at Messiah College. I went 
there and didn’t even know what an Anabaptist was. I was 
just looking to get a biblical studies major at least a little bit 
away from home. Honestly, though, I often say that Messiah 
was Anabaptist lite. I got exposed to it a little bit because I 
was a Bible major, but I wasn’t an Anabaptist leaving there, 
although it planted an Anabaptist seed. 

Then I was invited to be on the pastoral team of the 
Harrisburg (Pa.) Brethren in Christ Church. This was an 
inner-city, multiracial church. And I mostly went there be-
cause it was intentionally multiracial. We barely talked about 
Anabaptism in my interview. At the end, they asked me, So 
what’s your perspective on peace? 

This church was Anabaptist but wouldn’t allow that to be 
a stumbling block to bringing people of color into leadership. 
They were committed to recognizing black leaders from dif-
ferent black church traditions. But I still never called myself 
an Anabaptist while I was there either.

I was there four years, then I left and went back home. 
I had started seminary and was back in some old networks 
among friends in Philly. It was there, when I was no longer 
connected to any Anabaptists, that I realized, Ah, these Ana-
baptists got me. I started calling myself an Anabaptist just to 
be honest about some of the faith formation that had quietly 
and slowly shaped me. And since then I’ve been connecting 
with Anabaptist communities and Mennonites in Philadel-
phia. 

TM: You call yourself an AnaBlacktivist. What is a cliff 
notes definition of AnaBlacktivism?

DH: I usually define AnaBlacktivists as folks who are 

engaging black theology and Anabaptism while also engaged 
in some form of activism. It’s the type of Christian formation 
and discipleship that allows these different streams to shape 
their attempts at following Jesus. 

TM: So what drew you to publishing this book with a 
Mennonite/Anabaptist press?

DH: I honestly had no plans of even writing this book. I 
was focused on getting ready to do my comprehensive ex-
ams and was speaking at a Missio Alliance event. Amy Gin-
gerich [of MennoMedia] came up to me and asked if I would 
like to write a book for Herald Press on race. This was right 
after Michel Brown was executed on the streets, and there 
was a lot of anger. Even though it went against common 
sense with everything else I had going on, it seemed like the 
right time. 

TM: Tell me about the Kingdom Builders group you con-
nect with in Philadelphia. 

DH: Kingdom Builders is an urban Anabaptist network 

An interview with Drew Hart

Brian Yoder Schlabach/G
oshen College
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in Philly. It’s interdenominational. It’s one of the 
places where I feel most at home with Anabap-
tists. It’s multiracial. It’s a place where you see 
an authentic merging of black and brown commu-
nities. And there are different Anabaptist expres-
sions in each church. My friend Juan’s church 
is comprised mostly of returning citizens out of 
prison, and that’s their ministry focus. Some have 
a more community development focus. Some 
work around immigration and the New Sanctuary 
movement. There are some “ethnic” or white 
Mennonites, but they are progressive and engage 
understanding and being in relationship with 
people of color. 

We have a different kind of space. That’s 
where I’m at home, and then I go off to other 
Mennonite spaces and realize, Oh yeah, you guys 
are Anabaptist, too. But that’s not home for me in 
the way a lot of these folks have become family. 
I’ve preached at most of these churches and been 
in a close relationship with them. 

TM: Where does the title of your book come 
from?

DH: The title comes from the spiritual, 
“Nobody knows the trouble I’ve seen.” We were 
struggling to figure out a good title and realized 
the book tries to ask epistemological questions 
around our ways of knowing. How does race 
shape our knowing? It even gets down to the level 
of intuition: How does race shape our intuitions? 
Those are some of the issues I try to get at. 

How do we think about intuitions and ways of 
knowing and recognize that sometimes the most 
common ways of knowing we take for granted are 
not the best ways of being. 

The title gets down to what I as a person of 
color have experienced that isn’t really known 
and understood in broader society. The subtitle is, 
“Changing the Ways the Church Views Racism.” 
So before we worry about what we do, first we 
need to change our minds and mindsets for seeing 
the problems themselves. Then maybe we can 
consider faithful ways to respond to them. 

TM: When people read Trouble I’ve Seen, what 
do you hope they take away from it? What are 
your goals for what this book might mean?

DH: This is not a book on racial reconciliation. 
Lots of great books have been written on that 
topic, and I don’t need to redo that work. What 
has been missing is that people have assumed 
they know what race and racism are and how they 
shape us and feel ready then to move to reconcil-
iation. I want to help people think through how 
race shapes us and then how we approach race in 
the church. 

Typically in the church we’ve focused on lan-

guage of bridging the divide. We need more pulpit 
swaps, and these two sides need to come togeth-
er and that’s going to solve all our problems. I 
fundamentally believe that race is not just about 
this kind of cultural gap, as though we just need a 
cultural exchange. There’s a racial hierarchy. The 
roots of race were such that there was a sense 
of racial hierarchy that made some people more 
valuable and valued than others. This is maybe 
not something you believe outwardly but some-
thing you’re socialized into seeing and shapes how 
you experience the world.

So I want to ask, How does racial hierarchy ex-
ist in the 21st century? It’s different than before. 
How does racial hierarchy shape life and make 
us preference whiteness and see blackness as 
negative? I want us to see that problem and think 
theologically about how Jesus helps us respond. 

TM: What black Anabaptist stories or writers 
would you point people to?

DH: Some of what I’m doing in my dissertation 

I want to help people think through how race 
shapes us and then how we approach race in the 
church.

Drew Hart sits with 
Goshen (Ind.) Col-
lege students during 
a spoken word 
coffeehouse. Brian Yoder 
Schlabach/Goshen College
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is a speaker, theologian, minister, and activist. His blog, 
Taking Jesus Seriously, is hosted by Christian Century.

www.drewgihart.com |  Drew G. I. Hart |  @DruHart 

$16.99 PB. Order today at www.HeraldPress.com,  
by calling 1-800-245-7894, or at bookstores.

Racism. Police bRutality. mass incaRceRation. PoveRty.
Trouble I’ve Seen challenges Christians with an honest, provoca-
tive look at injustice, and offers churches concrete practices for 
confronting racism.

“An unforgettable read, Trouble I’ve Seen deserves the church’s full atten-
tion and considered action. It certainly challenged and changed me.”

—Rachel held evans, authoR and speakeR

that hopefully will help people think through this 
is to point out that it’s not an erasure of the Ana-
baptist history and story, starting with the 16th 
century, but that we can only really tell this story 
when it’s in conversation with other people’s 
stories. 

The black church has Frederick Douglass, 
Sojourner Truth, Martin Luther King Jr. and many 
other voices. There are a lot of traditions that 
have a lot of folks we can learn from. Anabaptism 
is often narrated in a way that privileges it as the 
only story. But we need to see that a lot of people 
have been struggling with a lot of these questions, 
and there’s a lot more to be learned in dialogue. 

There are folks like Vincent Harding, Hubert 
Brown and Nekeisha Alexis who have been able 
to engage the best of the black church and the 
Anabaptist church. You have to be willing to put 
them in dialogue and critique and take the best 
of each. If Anabaptism is about this kind of purity 
position and not letting anyone else influence us, 
that won’t go far. But if it’s willing to, in humility, 
enter dialogue and relationship with others and 
learn and grow and be transformed by those expe-
riences, that’s something beautiful. 

My guess is that the 16th-century Anabaptist 
leaders were much more radical and vulnerable 
than we can even imagine in the sense of trying 
something new and taking on a totally new path. 
This fear of deviating from our tradition and what 
it says is in some ways not in a very Anabaptist 
mode either. 

I’m engaging these two traditions, and I see 
that it’s something personal and has shaped me. 
But this conversation can be expanded in all 
directions. There is something important with 
the black church because of racial hierarchy that 
associates blackness negatively. Mennonites have 
been quick to engage Latin American liberation 
theology, but almost no Mennonite theologians 
have engaged black theology. TM

This fear of deviating from our tradition and 
what it says is in some ways not in a very Ana-
baptist mode either. 



Patricia “Big Mama” Barron is owner of Big Mama’s Kitchen, 
a restaurant in Omaha, Neb., and is a member of Northside 
Christian Fellowship. Hannah Heinzekehr, executive director of 
The Mennonite, Inc., interviewed her in December.

Hannah Heinzekehr: How did you get the nickname Big Mama?
In the African-American community, “Big Mama” is the matriarch, 

and it’s considered a position of honor. Everyone respects her and does 
what she says. It’s usually the grandmother. When my daughters got 
married and started having kids, I wasn’t ready to be grandma or nanny, 
so I said, “Call me Big Mama.” My grandma was called Big Mama, too. 

Tell me about your restaurant. How did it come to be? What’s 
unique about it?

I’m located on the campus of the old Nebraska School for the Deaf. I 
took its cafeteria and made it into a restaurant. The school had closed in 
1990 and sat empty for two years. But in 1992, Genesis, a local minis-
try, bought the property and dedicated it to children. 

I’m on this campus because after I retired from the phone company, I 
wanted to open my restaurant. I had a place picked out near the down-
town [Omaha] area. None of the banks would loan me money, because 
they said I was too old. I was 65 at the time. The director of the Turn-
ing Point program on this campus heard I was looking for a restaurant 
and invited me in. I was reluctant, but then I saw the kitchen, which 
was huge, and all the kitchen equipment, including the pots and pans. I 
thought I would only stay for one year, but now I’ve been here for eight.

Called to love
An interview with Patricia Barron

Patricia ‘Big Mama’ Barron
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  Our church doesn’t have a pastor, and we 
wanted to do ministry with people in prison. At 
the correctional facilities here, you can’t visit 
unless you are accompanied by a pastor, so I 
asked around for other churches involved with 
this ministry. We found Underwood Hills Pres-
byterian Church and its Crossroads program. We 
went into the jail with them for Bible studies. 
The pastor started bringing the inmates to his 
church for a service, and then we, along with our 
sister church, Beemer (Neb.) Mennonite Church, 
fed them, and the pastor from Beemer offered a 
sermon.  

I believe in giving felons a second chance. I 
found that that’s why there’s so much unemploy-
ment in North Omaha, where most of the African 
Americans live. In our community, there is so 
much unemployment. Families aren’t like what 
families were when I grew up. All some of the 
kids ever see is a life of crime, and a lot of these 
young folk are felons because that’s all they know. 
I take them on and hire them. 

When I opened the restaurant, all my help 
were on work release. They worked during the 
day, then went back to jail at night. I work with 
the Urban League of Nebraska and with the Ne-
braska Department of Human Services’ Employ-
ment First Program. It’s for felons or people who 
have never been employed. We take them in here 
[at the restaurant] and teach them. 

Some of the people who work for me want to 
be chefs. I work with the dean of a culinary arts 
school in Omaha. We’ve graduated four chefs 
since I’ve been here, and they all came straight 
from jail. 

I was featured on [the Food Network show] 
“Diners, Drive-ins and Dives” and was on the 
Travel Channel. In 2013, we had a pilot reality 
show on the Food Network and Cooking Channel. 
It had good ratings, but the network said there 
wasn’t enough drama. I didn’t want any drama. 
But that [TV exposure] brings lots of people here. 
Lots of people see us, and a lot of folks know that 
I hire felons. 

It’s a good advertisement and good for the 
restaurant. 

What’s your most popular menu item?
Oven fried chicken. I serve soul food here. 

It’s the food I was raised on, [food] my mom and 
grandma taught me how to make. My grandma 
would oven fry the chicken in just a little bit of oil. 
It makes it real juicy. 

The next popular item is our fried catfish. I 
also have a gluten-free menu, so the meatloaf is 
the third most popular thing, and I make it with 
oatmeal. We try to encompass everybody so they 
can come here and have a meal. 

How do faith and your business fit togeth-
er?

I feel this is my calling. I’ve always wanted to 
open a restaurant. I love to cook. I’ve been cook-
ing since I was 6. You know you never get to do 
what you want to do when you want to. It’s always 
on God’s timing. After raising five daughters and 
working for 30 years at the phone company, I 
finally got to retire and do what I want to do. 

I love to cook, and it gives me a chance to 
meet people and witness to them, particularly 
to those our society has cut off, which includes 
the felons. I have a chance to bring them into my 
midst and love them and witness to them. 

I have three generations of my family working 
here. Everybody’s family, and if they’re not, I just 
adopt them.

Is there any particular story that stands 
out as the most unique thing that’s happened 
during your time in business?

I have many stories. It just depends on what 
you want to hear. A gentleman who saw me on 
television in prison in Lincoln, Neb., said he 
was going to go work for me when he got out of 
prison. He got out of prison and came here. I got 
him back in school. He had gone to culinary arts 
school but never finished.

I witnessed to him and encouraged him to join 
Narcotics Anonymous; he was a drug addict at the 
time. He got into NA and eventually became one 
of the group leaders. He found a church and last 
year got married, and he’s just doing fine. He’s a 
chef now at one of the big hotels here. I’m just so 
proud of him because he defeated the drug thing, 
gave his life to the Lord, got married and is just 
doing great. 

Tell me about your church. What ministries 
do you participate in there?

We have Bible studies at my church. There are 
only four of us left at my church, but we keep go-
ing. That doesn’t stop us. We did an interview last 
month with a young man, and we hope he joins us 
[as a pastor]. 

I came to the Mennonite church in 1979. I 
think it was because I was looking for a group of 

We’ve graduated four chefs since I’ve been here, 
and they all came straight from jail. 
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people that truly believed in the gospel and lived 
out the life of being a witness to Christ. I found 
that with the Mennonite church. 

I was a part of AAMA [African-American 
Mennonite Association] for years. I was a part of 
the Mennonite Board of Congregational Minis-
tries, back when that was around. I’ve been to 
Africa and Mexico and was on the MCC [Menno-
nite Central Committee] Central States board for 
years. 

I love the Lord Jesus Christ. He is the focal 
point in my life, and I see the Mennonite church 
really having a mission to the people in this coun-
try. This country is falling. There is moral corrup-
tion and shootings everywhere. We need to stand 
with the banner of Christ and be a witness. It’s 
easy to be tucked away in our farms and our busi-
nesses and not really be involved with the world, 
but we have what the world needs and need to be 
out there broadcasting it. It’s the gospel and love 
of Jesus Christ. 

I came into the Mennonite church because I 
liked the way they went into the community and 
lived with the folk and were a witness, and I’d like 
to see us get back to that. And sure, there may be 
rejection, but Christ was rejected. That shouldn’t 
stop us. I’d like us to recapture that. That’s what 
brought me into the Mennonite church. 

What’s your go-to Scripture verse?
First Corinthians 13: Love is patient and kind. 

Love is not jealous or boastful. It is not arrogant 
or rude. Love does not insist on its own way. Love 
is not irritable or resentful. It bears all things, 
believes all things, hopes all things and endures 
all things. Love never ends. 

This Scripture was given to me by a gentleman 
who was white. I’m African American. The pastor 
at the time, back in the early 1990s, had said there 
was a request for people to talk to folk who are ill 
and invalid. I volunteered. I talked to this gentle-
man for three or four months. We would talk and 
read Scripture. He was dying of cancer. 

And one day he asked me, “Do you love me?” 
I thought maybe he was making a pass, and when 
I realized he was serious, I said, “Do you want 
the truth? I like you, but I don’t love you. You’re 
white, and I don’t love white people. All the things 
you’ve done. You’ve stripped Native Americans 
of their land. I don’t know where I come from 
because you brought my people here, and because 
of Jim Crow you made it quite clear we weren’t 
accepted. You have all the power. So no, I don’t 
love you.” 

He said, “If you don’t love me, you won’t see 
Jesus.” And I told him to show that to me in the 
Scriptures. 

He gave me five or six scriptures, and this was 
the one that stuck with me the most. I pondered 
over those scriptures for days. I asked God to 
change my heart so that when I see people I don’t 
see black or white. I see people that need the 
gospel. 

It was time for me to talk to the gentleman 
again, but he had died, so I never got to tell him 
I loved him. But I know he’s with the Lord, and I 
know he knows. I have no hangups and no hard-
ships. I love. And I call that my Damascus Road 
experience. 

Like Paul, all of us need to come to that point 
where we just love and where we look at peo-
ple as a soul that needs to know the Lord Jesus 
Christ. He can use us. And I have been used and 
am being used. I love everyone and don’t hate 
anyone. No matter what you do to me, I’m going 
to love you, just as Christ loves us. We are his dis-
ciples, and we’re to love. That’s very meaningful 
to me. That should come from Christians. 

When I was on the board of Mennonite Central 
Committee, I had a meeting in Pennsylvania. 
When I arrived at the airport, there was a guy 
holding a sign with my name on it. He was a white 
guy. I told him my name was Patricia Barron. He 
said, “You’re Patricia Barron.” He got my bags and 
sat me in a waiting area and said, “Someone will 
come pick you up.” 

Later, a woman from the host congregation 
came to pick me up from the airport. I asked her 
what was up with this guy. It turned out that he 
didn’t want black people staying in his home, and 
she said, “You’re coming with me. I don’t have 
any preference.”

 I love that man that rejected me because I was 
black. May God help him and bring revelation to 
his eyes that this is not how we are to treat one 
another, particularly as God’s people. TM

This country is falling. There is moral corruption 
and shootings everywhere. We need to stand 
with the banner of Christ and be a witness.



Dismantling
the Doctrine of Discovery
A movement of Anabaptist people of faith

In August 2014, a group of Mennonite church and 
lay leaders formed an ad hoc working group with 
the aim of sharing information, passion and varied 
resources to dismantle the Doctrine of Discovery. 
Members of this Doctrine of Discovery working 
group proclaimed a spirit of discipleship rooted in 
the call to love of neighbor and in an Anabaptist 
understanding that seeks right relationship and 
reconciliation through active nonviolence.
The working group includes:

•Anita Amstutz, ordained Mennonite pastor
•Sarah Augustine, Suriname Indigenous Health Fund
•Jennifer Delanty, moderator of Pacific Northwest Mennonite Conference
•Iris de León-Hartshorn, Director of Transformative Peacemaking for Mennonite 
  Church USA
•Elaine Enns, Bartimaeus Cooperative Ministries
•Charletta Erb, Christian Peacemaker Teams
•Katerina Friesen, M.Div. student at Anabaptist Mennonite Biblical Seminary
•Luke Gascho, Executive Director of Merry Lea Environmental Learning Center 
  of Goshen College and Mennonite Creation Care Network
•Ken Gingerich, member of Albuquerque Mennonite Church
•David Gray, Minister of Mission for Pacific Southwest Mennonite Conference
•Sheri Hostetler, Pastor of First Mennonite Church of San Francisco
•Erica Littlewolf, Mennonite Central Committee-Central States’ Indigenous 
  Visioning Center
•Ched Myers, Bartimaeus Cooperative Ministries
•Tim Nafziger, Carnival de Resistance
•Jonathan Neufeld, pastor at Seattle Mennonite Church
•Joanna Shenk, Associate Pastor at First Mennonite Church of San Francisco
•Sara Stratton, Kairos Canada
•Todd Wynward, Regional Minister of Watershed Discipleship for Mountain 
  States Mennonite Conference and Albuquerque Mennonite Church
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Ilive among the Yakama people in Central 
Washington State, specifically on a small farm 
just below the precise place where the sky 

touches the earth: Toppenish Ridge. The place 
where I stay is nestled against a series of curved 
foothills, along the southern edge of the earthen 
bowl surrounding the Yakima Valley.

I am blessed to be welcomed as a neighbor 
among the Yakama people because in a nation that 
equates freedom with the open road, gasoline and 
automobiles, I’m a walker.

I was an adult before I took my first driving 
test and earned a license. I have owned a car for 
only half my adult life. This walking sensibility 
is a gift where I live. It allows me to see fully the 
world and community around me.

When driving-culture people look at an unfa-
miliar place, they look to roads. Homes, neighbor-
hoods, businesses, even landmarks like moun-
tains and rivers, are viewed in relation to roads. 
Maps define communities by the roads that snake 
through them and guide travelers from where 
they are to where they wish to go.  

If a person is looking at a place through 
the frame of roads, roadless places are not 
visible. This is why a road-centric person who 
is pumping gas at the Yakamart gas station may 
be startled when a walking person is suddenly 
standing nearby. She was rendered invisible by 
simply inhabiting the space that is irrelevant 
when traveling by road.

Now imagine traveling to the Wayana people 
in Suriname. To get there requires a series of 
international flights, either through Europe or 
the Caribbean. Once in the capital, Paramaribo, 
one must either charter a bush-airplane or travel 
on the Topanohoni River for three days through 
dense rainforest to get to the village of Apetina.

Imagine the difference between flying over 

the dense canopy for two hours and traveling by 
canoe for three days, sleeping within the forest for 
three nights.

The difference in the experience of the 
distance traveled is astonishing.

In Suriname, the national government claims 
that the rainforest that makes up most of the 
country is predominantly uninhabited. From the 
vantage of an airplane speeding high above dense 
forest canopy it certainly seems to be. But from 
traveling the slow way, the way of the Wayana, 
you may see things differently.

In the 1980s, Christian missionaries began 
consolidating the 12 distinct tribes of indigenous 
peoples into village clusters.

These tribes had planted gardens and hunted 
in large areas of forest with low-population densi-
ty on a cycle that spanned decades. This ensured 
that the poor rainforest soil replenished itself 
from light cultivation. Once mission villages were 
established, the national government declared the 
interior “empty” and therefore open for resource 
exploration and extraction.

According to government policy, the interior 
lands are uninhabited by humans.

Suriname’s policy toward Indigenous peoples 
did not originate in this small region. It is based 

Walking culture
by Sarah Augustine

Once mission villages were established, the 
national government declared the interior 
‘empty’ and therefore open for resource 
exploration and extraction.

What is the Doctrine of Discovery?

The “Doctrine of Discovery” is a philosophical and legal framework dating to the 15th century that gave Christian governments
moral and legal rights to invade and seize Indigenous lands and dominate Indigenous Peoples. The patterns of oppression
that continue to dispossess Indigenous Peoples of their lands today are found in numerous historical documents such as Papal
Bulls, Royal Charters and U.S. Supreme Court rulings as recent as 2005. Collectively, these and other concepts form a paradigm
of domination that legitimates extractive industries that displace and destroy many Indigenous Peoples and other vulnerable
communities, as well as harm the earth.—www.dofdmenno.org



on the principles defined by “terra nullius,” or 
“empty land,” a theological and legal doctrine 
that gave land title to Christian/European states 
that would assume sovereignty over “discovered 
lands.”

Terra nullius became the cornerstone of the 
Doctrine of Discovery on the basis that lands 
discovered were devoid of human beings if the 
original people who had lived there, defined as 
“heathens, pagans and infidels,” were not ruled by 
a “Christian Prince.”

Discovery is a legal doctrine that defines 
which European state had first claim to land title. 
Non-Christians, defined as nonhuman, had no 
claim.

The basic theological premise is outlined in 
the book of Exodus, where God sanctions geno-
cide enacted by God’s chosen people and fruitful 
lands are justly claimed by the chosen. Christ’s 
church formed the new “chosen people,” who 

were empowered to claim fruitful lands and justly 
eradicate inhabitants. Divine mandate, outlined 
in Romans 13, equated opposing a Christian state 
as opposing God. The Great Commission ensured 
expansion to all corners of the earth.

Thus, a religious and moral framework was 
constructed, its language used to shape every 
human institution in the “discovered world.”

This thinking set the stage for 500 years of 
international policy designed to give advantage 
to settler populations and remove indigenous 
populations from their traditional lands. The land-
rights issues that Indigenous peoples face today, 
reflected in legal decisions made by the U.S. 
Supreme Court and high courts around the globe, 
are based on a policy set by the church before 
Columbus and reinforced by legal structures for 
five centuries.

As recently as 2005, the U.S. Supreme Court 
referred to Discovery as the basis for denial of 
land rights to an American Indian Nation.

The process of enacting this policy is ongoing 
in Suriname. As the rainforest is eradicated by 
deforestation, hydropower generation and mineral 
extraction, thousands of indigenous people are 
streaming to the capital city. Their government 
denies their existence as a matter of policy. The 
national government in Suriname claims that the 
forest is “empty,” with the exception of villages 
established by missionaries. International institu-
tions agree that the rainforest peoples in Surina-
me will be lucky to survive another generation.

Thus, a religious and moral framework was 
constructed, its language used to shape every 
human institution in the ‘discovered world.’
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Daniel Peplow,   
Sarah’s husband, 
with their son 
Micah on their 
ranch on the 
Yakama reservation 
in Central Washing-
ton. Photo provided
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Last April, my local newspaper published 
a special edition to the Sunday paper 
entitled, “Stories from Our Families.” It 

included several dozen stories recounted by my 
neighbors in the small farming community where 
I live with my husband and son. Many told of the 
proud legacies of families who settled this valley 
more than 150 years ago as Washington was 
established as a state. Together, these stories 
weave a tapestry of history, land, struggle and 
pride.

As I pored over the words and pictures of 
neighbors, I was reminded of the absence of such 
stories in my own history.

Both of my parents were orphans.
I grew up without extended family, without 

roots. Like many Indigenous people in the United 
States, I have little contact with my historical 
homeland and no legal claim to tribal affiliation. I 
lack the legitimacy of a federal identification num-
ber. My lineage is similar to Indigenous people 
throughout the Americas.

This is the context in which I experience the 
Doctrine of Discovery. I am a displaced person.

When I was a teenager, I struggled to hide 
the poverty and dysfunction in my family. As a 
young woman, I worked to forget my childhood, 
chalking-up the shameful want and chaos of my 
youth to poor personal choices on the part of my 
parents.

I began working for money to support my 
family at age 14. I cared for a violent and unstable 
parent from that age, a task that included working 
for money, caring for other children, negotiating 

with landlords and employers and even posting 
bail. There were no grandparents, aunts, uncles or 
cousins to call for help.

I was not able to see my own story as part of a 
larger story, where the histories and actions of my 
parents were shaped by national and global policy, 
until I began advocating for Indigenous Peoples.

Like all Americans, Indigenous and settler 
alike, I am a product of the Doctrine of Discovery.

 My father’s people come from the hills of 
what is now referred to as Northern New Mexico. 
However, my father was removed from his family. 
He was separated from his mother at birth and 
placed in an urban Catholic boys’ home. He never 
knew his family. He endured forced labor, neglect 
and abuse in the institution where he grew up, 
and struggled with trauma-induced schizophrenia 
throughout his adult life.

There are many possible reasons for why he 
was separated from his kin, language, land and 
culture.

The Assimilation Era of American policy 

A story from my family
by Sarah Augustine

This legacy of displacement has emotional and 
spiritual consequences for my whole family.

Sarah and her son 
Micah. Photo provided
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toward Indigenous Peoples (1887-1934) sought 
to “civilize” entire generations of Indigenous 
children by removing them from their families and 
educating them in Christian boarding schools far 
from their homes.

Children were often separated from their 
communities and families for years at a time, 
and endured corporal punishment, overwork and 
abuse while denied the basic rights to speak their 
native languages, practice their cultures or wor-
ship according to their traditions.

 There were other forces at play as well. The 
Los Alamos laboratories, along with the atomic 
hope to end World War II, were birthed in the 
remote desert-mountain country where my 
father’s ancestors had lived and died for millennia. 
My father’s birth coincided with the war and its 
devastating effects on his community of origin. 

Not only did the United States military occupy our 
traditional homeland as a matter of national secu-
rity, but also denied the existence of the sovereign 
nation that dwells there.

Roosevelt’s Termination Era of policy toward 
Indigenous Peoples (1945-1961) was the last 
stage in a process to eradicate Indigenous Peoples 
from the United States.

The stated goal of this policy era was to ter-
minate the legal existence of tribal governments. 
Even if my father had remained with his mother 
and family, he would not have had title to his 
traditional lands, either individually or corporately. 
The wealth intrinsic to our homeland passed into 
the hands of others.

Perhaps these are reasons why my father was 
removed from his community and why I have no 
story to share with the local paper.

This legacy of displacement has emotional 
and spiritual consequences for my whole family; 
I grew up without a history, without extended 
family, without identity.

It also has financial consequences.
In the United States, wealth is most often 

accumulated over generations, passed down 
through college tuition, help with home owner-
ship via down payments, and inheritance of land, 
investments and savings. While settler communi-
ties have passed down the wealth and benefits of 
homesteading histories, many Indigenous families 
are left without resources or origin story.

 Funding my own education has been my 
responsibility alone. Establishing a home and a 
future for our son is something my husband and I 
must do without support from past generations.

Like me, my son will grow up without knowing 
his grandparents, their stories or the stories of 
their people.

Had my father remained with his family, per-
haps I would have a story to share with the local 
paper parallel to the ones shared by my neighbors. 
But even then, instead of reinforcing an identity of 
settlement, grit and success, it would be a story 
of loss, resilience and perseverance. Because of 
my father’s displacement, he, I and my son are 
deprived of this basic inheritance.

Sarah Augustine is the co-di-
rector of Suriname Indigenous 
Health Fund, a private interna-
tional charity, and professor of 
sociology at Heritage University, 
where she is also the director 
of student spirituality. These 
articles are reprinted from the 

Menno Snapshots blog.

Sarah and her 
father. Photo provided
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Her entire life was dedicated to caring for 
people, loving people and sharing God’s Word. 
Her daughter Vanita remembers her mother as 
the person “people went to when they needed 
prayer, when they needed a positive word … she 
always made it a point to encourage her children, 
grandchildren and great-grandchildren to follow 
God and make God a part of their lives.”

She was well-known and well-respected in her 
hometown of Mathis, Texas, where she worked 
first as a schoolteacher and later as a school coun-
selor in the local elementary school.

María joined the Mennonite church as a 
young person through her interaction with vol-
untary service workers (VSers) in the 1950s and 

’60s. In those days, segregation and racism ruled 
this small, South Texas town. Mathis was a place 
where the local Anglo elite ruled and where Mex-
ican Americans were relegated to second-class 
status. Those early experiences shaped her 
commitment to the Mennonite Church and later 
propelled her to be a distinguished elder and lead-
er of the Damascus Road Anti-Racism program in 
the 1990s. Her voice, counsel and wisdom were 
vitally important to an antiracism movement that 
desperately needed wise voices to lead the way in 
dismantling racism in the Mennonite church.

Throughout much of her life, María served on 
multiple church committees (too many to name 
them all here) that included the Mennonite Board 

Truthteller
María De Leon: an influential leader in the Mennonite church

by Felipe Hinojosa

María Magdalena De Leon, 
mother, pastor, antiracist or-
ganizer and Mennonite church 
leader, passed away on Dec. 
25, 2015. She was 71. She left 
a beautiful family, starting 
with her husband, Lupe De 
Leon; her children, Vanita De 
Leon, Barbara Ruiz, Ismael De 
Leon, Leonzo De Leon, Primiti-
vo De Leon and Rudy De Leon; 
and her 11 grandchildren and 
23 great-grandchildren. At the 
memorial to honor her life, her 
family remembered her as a 
woman of faith, love and as 
someone who spoke truth.

M
CC Central States
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of Education, Unidad Cristiana de Iglesias Meno-
nitas (UCIM) and Conferencia Femenil Hispana 
Menonita. In the early 2000s, she became board 
chair of Mennonite Central Committee Central 
States and led a broad coalition of staff and board 
members to address the inherent racism within 
MCC in general and the Central States region 
specifically. Esteemed by many, María’s work in 
multiple areas in the Mennonite church made her 
one of the most important Hispanic leaders in the 
Mennonite Church in the last 50 years.

For many of her friends and family in South 
Texas, María was the kind of person that put you 
at ease. She almost made things look easy. She 
had an energy that was neverending, a passion 
for the church and for los hermanos y hermanas 
that she loved and an unwavering commitment to 
building peaceful and antiracist communities.

María was a preacher, an advocate and—
not surprisingly—a strict follower of Robert’s 
Rules of Order, which she used to keep order at 
the always rowdy UCIM meetings in South Texas. 
It did not matter what your title was; if you were 
out of order, she would nicely and gently let you 
know.

I liked that about her. She was tough, a 
disciplinarian and someone who did not mince 
words. And for many of us, she was our link to the 
broader Mennonite Church in the United States 
and across the globe. For many years she was our 
only connection to the work of MCC.

That’s how I first met la hermana María. 
Growing up, I always knew her as una hermana de 
la iglesia, but we never interacted much. That all 
changed in 1996, when I was applying to the MCC 
Summer Service Program on the West Coast. 
MCC required that someone who had served with 
MCC or knew about the organization conduct an 
official interview with me. María De Leon was the 
only person equipped to do the interview. Once 
we set it up, I made the three-hour road trip on 
a Wednesday evening to meet her at her church, 
Tabernaculo de Fe, for a 6 p.m. interview (right 
before the 7 p.m. service).

After our interview, María wrote a positive 
report, and that summer I participated in MCC’s 
first antiracism drama troupe. Those who know 
me know that this experience changed my life. 
From that point forward, I was eternally grateful 
to la hermana María for shaping my development 
as a young man and later my work with MCC and 
the Mennonite church.

La hermana María provided spiritual guidance 
to many of us and did it with a joy and love that 
will forever be remembered. We are a stronger 
people—a stronger church—because she chal-
lenged each of us to be our best selves and to 
always seek God’s wisdom.

Gracias a Dios por la vida de la hermana María 
Magdalena De Leon.

From a hymn sung at her memorial service, 
this was one of her favorites: “Viene un día de paz 
cuando luchas ya no habra, no habra aflicción, no 
habra dolor, no habra temores en mi ser, todo será 
dulce paz, en la celestial ciudad, o que día, que día 
será…”

Felipe Hinojosa is associate 
professor in the History Depart-
ment at Texas A&M University, 
College Station, Texas, and 
author of Latino Mennonites: 
Civil Rights, Faith & Evangeli-
cal Culture.

We are a stronger people—a stronger church—
because she challenged each of us to be our best 
selves and to always seek God’s wisdom.
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LEADERSHIP
A word from Mennonite leaders

Calling all artists, musicians and poets

David Bowie died last month, a multiin-
strumentalist, singer-songwriter, record 
producer, painter and actor. But he was not 

just a musician or actor; he was an artist, quirky 
and unpredictable. He thought outside the box. 
You may wonder why I’m writing about David 
Bowie. It’s because he represented a true artist, a 
creative soul.

Working in the church these past few years 
has been brutal on many fronts. We’ve dealt with 
inclusion, racism, sexism, sexual abuse, immigra-
tion and deportation. Some days I want to walk 
away and find a secluded cabin up in the moun-
tains where no one can find me. I wish I had a 
magic wand to make everything right.

With the church in such flux many wonder 
about its future, where we go from here and how 
much more can we carry as a church? 

In building the temple, one of the first people 
Solomon requested (2 Chronicles 2:7) was an 
artisan. He needed someone with more than the 
common skills of assembling brick and mortar. He 
needed someone with a creative mind, someone 
who could envision working with multiple media. 

In order to build up the church, we need 
people like the quirky, creative soul David Bowie. 
Even when building peace, we need artists. We 
need someone unafraid to imagine something 
different, unexpected and contrary to the norm. 
In John Paul Lederach’s book The Moral Imagina-
tion, he writes: “The moral imagination requires 
the capacity to imagine ourselves in a web of re-
lationships that includes our enemies; the ability 
to sustain a paradoxical curiosity that embraces 
complexity without reliance on dualistic polar-
ity; the fundamental belief in and pursuit of the 
creative act; and the acceptance of the inherent 
risk of stepping into the mystery of the unknown 
that lies beyond the far-too-familiar landscape of 
violence.”

Our future as a church can no longer rely on 
patterns that pit brothers and sisters in Christ 
against each other as enemies, putting ultimatums 
on complex issues as either/or and using violence 
in our writings or how we speak to each other. We 
must find a creative way of rebuilding our church 
on what it can become in an environment of love 
that nurtures creativity. Negativity and hate will 
only produce violence, which we Anabaptists say 
we abhor so much.

This issue (page 22) includes an article on the 
Doctrine of Discovery, a project I am involved in. 

A complex system and set of laws was created 
to dismantle indigenous ways of life here in the 
United States and around the world. It allowed re-
sources once held in common to become privately 
owned by individuals or corporations. Christianity 
was used to sow destruction and sided with the 
government. We are just beginning to understand 
what the actions of our ancestors and ourselves 
today have done to countless Native American 
tribes, many no longer with us due to the bom-
bardment of their way of life by European settlers.

Like issues of racism, the conflict within 
our church, deportation of immigrants and the 
dismantling of the Doctrine of Discovery will take 
our “moral imagination.” We will need to sit at the 
table with those we have wronged and imagine 
a new future. We will need to let go of what we 
think we know and embrace the mystery not yet 
revealed so that we can embrace “just” peace.

But in order to let go and embrace the mys-
tery, we need to be encouraged and challenged 
by the artists, poets and musicians among us. We 
must welcome them to be part of the work we do, 
whether it’s working with immigrants, systemic 
realities like racism, the Doctrine of Discovery 
and even into our conflicts as a church. We need 
to hear poets paint pictures with words that help 
envision a different future, paint for us in words 
what seems impossible to help us envision what is 
possible. We need to hear the music and words of 
musicians who help shape our way of seeing the 
world. In the late ’60s and early ’70s, the music of 
Pete Seeger had a profound influence, using folk 
music to frame important questions for us to re-
flect on as we fought a war as a nation that begged 
for an answer to the question why. We hunger for 
the artists, through their various media, to inspire 
through beauty and troubling images. We need 
them to unsettle our complacency and inspire us 
to act.

God has gifted us with artists, musicians and 
poets, and we must find ways to use them more 
so that we can embrace God’s mystery as an act 
of faith that we can make the impossible possible 
as we walk with God. TM

Iris de 
León-Hartshorn
is director of 
transformative 
peacemaking for 
Mennonite Church 
USA.

Our future 
as a church 
can no 
longer rely 
on patterns 
that pit 
brothers 
and sisters 
in Christ 
against each 
other as 
enemies.
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OPINION
Perspectives from readers

Philip E. Friesen
is a member of Em-
manuel Mennonite 
Church in Minne-
apolis. He blogs at 
galileanfellows.org.

Avoiding the rock in the middle of the river

When a river meets a large obstacle in its 
path, it separates into two channels and 
goes around the obstacle, coming back 

together once the obstacle has passed. At the 
end of Acts 15, Paul and Barnabas ran into a rock. 
Barnabas wanted to bring his cousin Mark along, 
while Paul felt Mark would be a liability. The mis-
sionaries parted ways, with Barnabas taking Mark 
to Cyprus and Paul going on to visit old church 
plants in Asia and begin new 
ones in Europe. 

Although we do not hear 
of Barnabas in the account 
again, we find Mark and Paul 
together again during Paul’s 
imprisonment in Rome near 
the end of his ministry, and 
Paul is enthusiastic about 
Mark’s contribution to the 
work. Paul mentions Mark 
favorably in Colossians, Phi-
lemon and 2 Timothy. The 
years between, no doubt, 
changed both of them, and 
we have some clues to what 
happened in Mark’s life during the interval.

After some time under Barnabas’ tutelage 
and most likely a time of working with Peter, 
Mark had matured. By the time he joined Paul in 
Rome, the Gospel of Mark should have already 
been written. Had Mark stayed with Paul, one 
wonders whether the first Gospel would have 
ever been written, considering Paul’s schedule. If 
scholars are right, Matthew and Luke later built 
on Mark’s research, and Mark may have been the 
initial stimulus that got them started. Surely Luke 
would have already been doing the research for 
his Gospel during the two years of Paul’s impris-
onment in Caesarea. The rock of bruising con-
tention in the middle of the river that separated 
Barnabus and Paul turned out to be providential. 
There can be no doubt that Barnabas’ instincts 
about Mark were correct, but Paul was probably 
also correct in his judgment of Mark’s suitability 
at that moment.

Often the rock of contention is the hand of 
God. The river must divide. In time the terrain 
will be altered and the waters come back together 
so long as the springs feeding the river do not dry 
up. This has great spiritual relevance, because 
contention may create such a spirit of distrust 
that the river of life dries up for one or even both 

channels, and life withers where once the grace of 
life flowed.

So when should churches or ministries need 
to separate as Barnabas did? How do we avoid 
destroying the work of God when the rock of con-
tention lies directly ahead? Here’s what I think 
we might learn from Barnabas and Paul: If God 
places a vision in our hearts and an opportunity 
before us, then we need to pursue the opportuni-

ty. If our brothers and sisters 
do not share the vision or 
find it objectionable, then we 
need to separate for the sake 
of obedience. 

We miss our true 
calling if we spend our time 
trying to convince every-
one else that we are right 
and they should accept and 
approve of us. Downstream 
in God’s time, God will bring 
us back together, whether 
in five years or in 5,000, 
but God will do it in God’s 
time.  

Years ago, I attended a Teachers Abroad 
Program retreat in Kenya sponsored by Eastern 
Mennonite Missions and led by anthropologist/
missionary Don Jacobs. Don described how when 
missions first came to East Africa, it was the dis-
enfranchised and marginalized people of society 
who first came to believe. Often they could no 
longer live in their villages and moved near the 
missionaries who evangelized them. 

Over time, the main part of the village rec-
ognized certain benefits available to those who 
had left. The two streams converged. According 
to Don Jacobs, nobody planned it this way, but 
having a separate pilot group doing things differ-
ently turns out to be the best attested means for 
achieving rapid social change. 

Separate channels of the same stream allow for 
hermeneutical and social experimentation where 
flaws can be corrected on a smaller scale. This 
process would be something like a sociological 
impact study conducted over 10 or 20 years—or 
perhaps two or three generations—to ascertain 
the navigability of the stream before imposing the 
changes on everyone. In time, blessing will come 
when both sides have matured and God is allowed 
to govern the process. 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.

If God places a vision in 
our hearts and an 

opportunity before us, then 
we need to pursue the 

opportunity.
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NEWS

Lancaster congregations weigh options
Some congregations meet to explore affiliation with Mennonite Church USA

Representatives from 16 Lancaster (Pa.) Mennonite 
Conference congregations met at the conference offic-
es on Jan. 7 to connect with one another and to discuss 

processes for discerning future affiliation with Mennonite 
Church USA or Lancaster Mennonite Conference. Last 
Nov. 19, LMC announced its decision to secede from MC 
USA, a resolution passed by 82 percent of voting clergy 
members. For congregations who wish to stay connected to 
both LMC and the national denomination, this is a conun-
drum, since congregations must be part of a member area 
conference to participate in MC USA. The LMC Bishop 
Board proposal established a two-year period where con-
gregations can continue official relationship with both LMC 
and MC USA.

The congregations attending on Jan. 7, informally re-
ferred to as the “LMC-MC USA group” met with LMC lead-
ers and each other to share and support one another as they 
begin congregational discernment processes about where to 
affiliate in the future. Some congregations are ready to begin 
talking with other MC USA area conferences about what 
affiliation would look like, while others don’t know the way 
forward yet.   

“Basically what this means is that there are congrega-

tions who have people on both sides: people who want to 
stay connected to the denomination and people who can’t 
bear leaving LMC,” said Dawn Ranck Hower, pastor of  New 
Holland (Pa.) Mennonite Church and one of four individuals 
selected as conveners of the group. “It simply means these 
churches are keeping the status quo of being part of both 
groups right now.”

In addition to Ranck Hower, the group of conveners 
includes Jonathan Bowman, pastor of Landisville (Pa.) Men-
nonite Church, Todd Gusler, pastor of Rossmere Mennonite 
Church in Lancaster, Pa., and Carol Oberholtzer, member of 
Lititz (Pa.) Mennonite Church. This group will take primary 
responsibility for pulling together future meetings, setting 
agenda and connecting with conference and denominational 
support people to resource the group.

LMC has created a Congregational Support Team 
that will serve as resources to congregations exploring 
affiliation. The team includes three LMC staff members: 
Joanne Dietzel, conference coordinator; Conrad Kanagy, staff 
consultant; and Brinton Rutherford, point person for Mis-
sional Anabaptist Identity. 

The group plans to meet every six to eight weeks 
throughout the next two years.—Hannah Heinzekehr
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NEWS

Building a bridge across borders
Members of Mountain States Mennonite Conference visit conference in Mexico

Eight members of the Mountain States Mennonite Con-
ference traveled to Mexico City in late autumn 2015 to 
begin building bonds between MSMC and the Confer-

encia de Iglesias Evangélicas Anabautistas Menonitas de 
México, better known as CIEAMM.

Earlier this year, Fernando Perez Ventura and Rebeca G. 
Torres were part of a group of CIEAMM leaders who had 
initiated contact with the North American conferences in 
Mennonite Church USA with a letter. They later traveled 
to the United States and visited Colorado, New Mexico and 
the Mennonite World Conference assembly in Harrisburg, 
Pa. Out of their trip and with the backing of their colleagues 
and expressed interest from MSMC, came the proposal and 
an invitation to Colorado and New Mexico Mennonites to 
initiate a fraternal relationship and visit several churches in 
Mexico City.

Nick and Ronda King of Carlsbad (N.M.) Mennonite 
Church led the group during the 10-day trip and drew on half 
a decade representing Mennonite Central Committee U.S. 
as country representatives in the capital city to reestablish 
connections with the congregations of CIEAMM and forge 
new relationships.

Trip participants included Deb Schaffer of First Men-

nonite of Denver; Nelda Thelin of Emmanuel Mennonite 
Church, La Junta, Colo. (Thelin also serves on the MSMC 
leadership board); Anna and Ridley Gardner of Carlsbad, and 
Neal Anderson and Ken Gingerich of Albuquerque (N.M.) 
Mennonite Church. Mennonite Mission Network’s Linda 
Shelly, who heads up the organization’s Latin America pro-
grams, was on hand to offer guidance and support.

Based out of a Quaker-run hostel, the MSMC group 
navigated the city by metro, bus, train and foot to visit the 
many churches in the vast metropolitan area for worship and 
fellowship on two Sundays and during the week.

The experiences proved invaluable to learning about 
CIEAMM’s commitment to Anabaptism in an urban context. 
Many of the congregations’ services are led by younger peo-
ple and female leaders, feature worship with contemporary 
music and are held in working-class neighborhoods. Due to 
the nation’s economic realities, laws and history, the pastoral 
leaders also hold several jobs; nevertheless, they dedicate 
a large amount of their time to guiding their congregations. 
Efforts by the churches include offering day care and early 
childhood education, entrepreneurial endeavors and theo-
logical training and experience to their younger members. 
—Neal Anderson
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Mennonite Church USA is full 
of young adults committed to 
following Jesus, find value in 
Christian faith and commu-
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OBITUARIES

Buckwalter, Faith Steffy, 92, Lititz, 
Pa., died Dec. 27, 2015. Spouse: Robert D. 
Buckwalter, Sr. Parents: Noah P. and Metta 
Martin Steffy. Children: Linda Brenneman, 
Robert Buckwalter, Jr., Judith Buckwalter, 
Joyce Samuels, John Buckwalter, Leon Buck-
walter, Mary Ann Good, Debra MacCrea, 
Steven Buckwalter, Carole Schumacher; 
37 grandchildren; 36 great-grandchildren. 
Funeral: Jan. 1 at Landis Homes, Lititz. 

Bauman, Laura Martin, 77, Elmira, 
Ontario, died Nov. 11, 2015. Spouse: Phares 
Bauman. Parents: Manasseh and Minerva 
Martin. Children: Richard Bauman, Don 
Bauman, Rod Bauman; six grandchildren. 
Funeral: Nov. 15 at Floradale Mennonite 
Church, Floradale, Ontario.

Brenneman, Jim, 72, Denver, Colo., died 
Nov. 19, 2015. Spouse: Jan Brenneman. 
Children: Jennifer Clements, Benjamin 
Brenneman; two grandchildren. Funeral: 
Dec. 5 at First Mennonite Church, Denver.

Detwiler, Oren L., 98, Hesston, Kan., 
died Dec. 27, 2015. Spouse: Wahneta Lucille 
White Detwiler (deceased). Children: Rene 
Jantzi, Austin Detwiler, Rita Schlabach; 
three grandchildren; four great-grand-
children. Memorial service to be held at 
Schowalter Villa, Hesston, in April.

Eicher, Simon, 87, Woodburn, Ind., died 
Jan. 15. Spouse: Mary Yoder Eicher. Parents: 
Noah and Christina Schwartz Eicher. Child: 
Karen Slagle; two grandchildren; four 
great-grandchildren. Funeral: Jan. 20 at 
North Leo Mennonite Church, Leo, Ind.

Fath, Doris L. Oswald, 90, Dalton, Ohio, 
died June 26, 2015. Spouse: Chester Fath. 
Parents: Herbert E. and Cora E. Hostetler 
Oswald. Children: Kenneth Fath, Karl R 
Fath, James H. Fath, Thomas N. Fath; eight 
grandchildren; four great-grandchildren. 
Funeral: June 29 at Pleasant View Menno-
nite Church, North Lawrence, Ohio.

Freese, Lucy Schmucker, 76, Spencer-
ville, Ind., and Fort Wayne, Ind., died Jan. 
4. Spouse: Richard George Steven Freese 
(deceased). Parents: Samuel and Rosa 
Miller Schmucker. Children: Vincent Freese, 
Michelle Seiler; two grandchildren; two 
step-grandchildren. Funeral: Jan. 8 at North 
Leo Mennonite Church, Leo, Ind.

Garber, Carol Ruth Miller, 78, 
Scottdale, Pa., died Dec. 18, 2015. Spouse: 
S. David Garber. Parents: Roman and Ann 
Slabaugh Miller. Children: David W. Kane, 
Ann Walter. Funeral: Dec. 5 at Scottdale 
Mennonite Church.

Grove, Donna Layne, 68, Waynesboro, 
Va., died Dec. 25, 2015. Spouse: Kenneth 
P. Grove. Parents: Curtis H. Layne Sr. and 
Jacqueline Rexrode Layne. Children: Crystal 
Lynn Grove, Stacey Evans; three grandchil-
dren; one great-grandchild. Funeral: Dec. 29 
at Springdale Mennonite Church, Waynes-
boro, Va.

Hostetler, Eldon, 93, Middlebury, Ind., 
died Jan. 8. Spouse: Esta Yoder Hostetler. 
Spouse: Edna Yoder Hostetler (deceased). 
Parents: Mahlon D. and Lizzie D. Schrock 
Hostetler. Children: Mary Etta Yoder, Ruby 
Wittmer, LeAnn Hochstetler, Dale Hostetler, 
Robert Hostetler, Eldon Hostetler Jr.; 10 
grandchildren; 12 great-grandchildren; six 
step-great-grandchildren; three step-great-
great-grandchildren. Celebration of life 
service: Jan. 15 at North Goshen Mennonite 
Church, Goshen, Ind.

Landis, Sara M. Meyers, 93, Sellers-
ville, Dublin, and Perkasie, Pa., died Dec. 
25, 2015. Spouse: Linwood A. Landis 
(deceased). Parents: William M. and 
Sarah High Meyers, William Blaine Landis. 
Children: Mary Lynn Ferry, Sally A. Oswald, 
Jay R. Landis; eight grandchildren; seven 
great-grandchildren. Funeral: Jan. 2 at Deep 
Run East Mennonite Church, Perkasie.

Lyndaker, Vera M., 94, Croghan, N.Y., 
died Dec. 28, 2015. Spouse: Leslie R. Lynda-
ker (deceased). Children: Vernon Lyndaker, 
Marlin Lyndaker; five grandchildren; nine 
great-grandchildren. Funeral: Dec. 31 at 
First Mennonite Church, New Bremen, N.Y.

Martin, Minerva Gingrich, 98, St. 
Jacobs, Ontario, died Dec. 23, 2015. Spouse: 
Emil Martin (deceased). Parents: Elam and 
Sarah Gingrich. Children: Doreen Martin, 
Dianne Steinacker, Dr. Ray Martin, Sandra 
Martin, Karen Huehn, Mary Martin, Ronald 
Martin; 12 grandchildren; 24 great-grand-
children; four great-great-grandchildren. 
Funeral: Dec. 29 at St. Jacobs Mennonite 
Church.

Martin, Ralph L., 102, Goshen, Ind., died 
Jan. 4. Spouse: Mary E. Grabill (deceased). 
Parents: Savilla Driver and Daniel Roth 
Martin. Children: Richard L. Martin, Norma 
F. Martin, Kathleen Ortiz, Ronald J. Martin; 
seven grandchildren; 14 great-grand-
children; four great-great-grandchildren. 
Funeral: Jan. 8 at Yoder-Culp Funeral Home, 
Goshen.

Miller, Mary Witmer, 88, Leo, Ind., and 
Ft. Wayne, Ind., died Jan. 9. Spouse: Perry 
E. Miller (deceased). Parents: Menno “Red” 
and Lydia S. Delagrange Witmer. Children: 
Margaret “Ann” Slone, Cindy Dale, Herb 
Miller, Denny Miller; 12 grandchildren, 23 
great-grandchildren. Celebration of life 
service: Jan. 16 at North Leo Mennonite 
Church, Leo, Ind.

Mininger, Dorothy H. Moyer, 98, 
Souderton, Pa., died Dec. 8, 2015. Spouse: 
Paul S. Mininger (deceased). Parents: 
Abraham L. and Mary Ellen “Mamie” 
Heckler Moyer. Children: Pauline Meszaros, 
Doris Johnson; two grandchildren; four 
great-grandchildren. Funeral: Dec. 19 at 
Souderton Mennonite Homes.
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Musselman, Gerald Clemmer, 75, 
Normal, Ill., and Harleysville, Pa., died Dec. 
21, 2015, of renal cell carcinoma. Spouse: 
Julie Landis Mussleman. Parents: Russell 
Bean Musselman and Esther Clemmer Mus-
selman. Children: Shannon Unzicker, Ben 
Musselman; four grandchildren. Funeral: 
Dec. 26 at Mennonite Church of Normal; 
Dec. 29 at Salford Mennonite Church, 
Harleysville.

Nelson, Frances Mardelle Mont, 84, 
Hopedale, Ill., died Dec. 14, 2015. Spouse: 
Robert Eugene Nelson (deceased). Parents: 
Harold and Mary Mont Nelson. Child: 
Dwight Eugene Nelson. Funeral to be 
scheduled at a later date.

Rissler, Mahlon Nolt, 79, Dayton, Va., 
died Oct. 5, 2015. Spouse: Gloria Grace 
Weaver Rissler. Parents: Daniel Shelley and 
Elizabeth Nolt Rissler. Children: Jay Clair 
Rissler, Ruth Ann Rissler Altemus, Debra 
Joy Rissler Layman; four grandchildren. 
Memorial service: Oct. 11 at Harrisonburg 
Mennonite Church, Harrisonburg, Va.

Roth, Wayne H., 80, Longmont, Colo., 
died Nov. 28, 2015. Spouse: Miriam Shetler 
Roth. Parents: Benjamin and Ethel Roth. 
Children: Susan Falk, Anne Keener, Kath-
leen; five grandchildren. Funeral: Dec. 12 at 
First Mennonite Church, Denver, Colo.

Shantz, Eral Cressman Brubacher, 
92, St. Jacobs, Ontario, died Jan. 11. Spouse: 
Stanley Shantz (deceased). Harold Brubach-
er (deceased). Children: Elizabeth Setzkorn, 

Margaret Griffin, Paul Brubacher; nine 
grandchildren; five great-grandchildren. 
Funeral: Jan. 15 at St. Jacobs Mennonite 
Church.

Shenk, Marion Horst, 84, Goshen, 
Ind., died Nov. 22, 2015. Spouse: Charles 
E. Shenk. Parents: James and Clara Horst 
Martin. Children: Sharon Shenk Risser, Jim 
Shenk, Jerry Shenk; five grandchildren; sev-
en great-grandchildren. Funeral: Dec. 5 at 
Scottdale Mennonite Church, Scottdale, Pa.

Smith, Albert Eugene Noland, 90, 
Mountain Home, Ark., died Dec. 12, 2015. 
Spouse: Rosie Kovalcik Smith Noland. Par-
ents: Albert Noland and Irma Korn Noland. 
Children: Richard Wayne Mayo, David 
Roger Smith, Timothy Brian Smith, Sherrill 
Montgomery, Elizabeth Smith, Roselyn 
Vance, Samantha Powers; five grandchil-
dren; five great-grandchildren. Funeral: Dec. 
15 at Howard Memorial Funeral Chapel, 
Melbourne, Ark.

Souder, Velma Martin, 88, Telford, Pa., 
died Sept. 30, 2015. Spouse: Stanley K. 
Souder. Parents: Phares D. and Magdalena 
Catherine Miller Martin. Children: Kristine 
R. Detweiler, Kathy S. Risser, Deb J. Souder, 
Donna M. Derstine, M. Jane Seaman, Mar-
lissa J. Grasse, Michael D. Souder, D. Kevin 
Souder; 21 grandchildren; 11 great-grand-
children; two step-great-grandchildren. 
Funeral service: Oct. 4 at Rockhill Menno-
nite Church.

Steria, Grace Violet Zehr, 90, San 
Diego, Calif., died Dec. 18, 2015. Spouse: 
Elmer J. Steria (deceased). Parents: David 
and Veronica Zehr. Children: Gary Steria, 
Roberta Steria, Martha Steria, Paul Steria, 
Elmer Steria, Jr., Stephen Steria, Carl Steria, 
Gabriel Steria, Herbert Steria, Bonnie Steria; 
many grandchildren, great-grandchildren, 
and great-great-grandchildren. A memorial 
service will be held at the Croghan Menno-
nite Church, Croghan, N.Y., in the spring of 
2016.
Stoltzfus, Esther P. Doutrich, 93, At-
glen, Pa., died Nov. 25, 2015. Spouse: Glenn 
R. Stoltzfus (deceased). Parents: Jason and 
Lena Lahr Doutrich. Children: Melba Reyn-
olds, Ernest Stoltzfus; four grandchildren. 
Funeral: Dec. 20 at Maple Grove Mennonite 
Church, Atglen.

Whetzel, Peggy Kline, 71, Harrison-
burg, Va., died Jan. 5. Parents: Virgil and 
Helen Dovel Kline. Children: Randy Horst, 
Melissa Pennington, Sandra “Sam” Baker; 
four grandchildren. Funeral: Jan. 7 at Kyger 
Funeral Home, Harrisonburg.

Zook, E. Pearl Good Petersheim, 87, 
Bowmansville, Pa., and Terre Hill, Pa., died 
Dec. 7, 2015, of a stroke. Spouse: Phares 
B. Zook (deceased). Spouse: Leon W. Good 
(deceased). Parents: Ira N. and Emma Be-
wlwy Petersheim. Children: Leonard Good, 
Ronald Good, Doris Myers, Patsy Horning; 
11 grandchildren; 12 step-grandchildren; 21 
great-grandchildren; 18 step-great-grand-
children. Funeral: Dec. 10 at Forest Hills 
Mennonite Church, Leola, Pa.

FOR THE RECORD  |  OBITUARIES

See your faith come alive

Go to www.bethanyseminary.edu/Immerse
800-287-8822

June 22-29 in Elizabethtown, PA

This summer, join us for Immerse!, where you can explore your 
faith and immerse yourself in “the deep things of God” (1 Cor. 

2:10). The verses of the Bible and places of Anabaptist history will 
spring to life! Learn more about yourself and more about about 

Jesus—the Lamb of God, the Lion of Judah, the Savior of all. 
Apply today, then invite your friends!

Immerse! is for junior high students.
Learning sessions are taught by 
Bethany professors.
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CLASSIFIEDS
 

Instructor of organic and biochemistry (one-year opening): 
Goshen College invites applications for a full-time, nonten-
ure-track instructor of organic chemistry and biochemistry starting 
July 2016 (one-year opening), teaching a 24-credit load. Teaching 
assignments include organic chemistry for science majors, bio-
chemistry for science majors, and condensed organic and biochem-
istry for non-science majors. A minimum of a master’s degree in 
organic chemistry or biochemistry is required. For further details 
and to apply, see the job posting at www.goshen.edu/employment.

First Mennonite Church, Indianapolis, seeks a full-time 
co-pastor with a focus on worship, congregational care and 
church life activities. Candidate should have a genuine personal 
faith, and beliefs with an Anabaptist perspective. Please contact 
Indiana-Michigan Conference (preferred) or send cover letter and 
resume to First Mennonite Church, Attn: Search Committee, 4601 
Knollton Rd., Indianapolis IN 46228.

Project director needed to oversee all aspects of Shine: Liv-
ing in God’s Light, a multicomponent Sunday school curriculum 
for ages 3 through grade 8. Must have strong vision, planning 
and oversight skills. Responsibilities include editing and writing 
with theological depth, awareness of multicultural diversity, and 
commitment to inquiry-based learning. Strong understanding of 
Christian education and curriculum is required. Full-time, salaried 
position for the duration of the curriculum, projected to be four to 
five years. Contact searchcommittee@mennomedia.org. Applica-
tion review begins in March.

Graduate students in health-care professions: Mennonite 
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.

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

Chief Executive Officer for Choice Books, LLC, is a faith-
based organization that distributes over 5 million inspirational 
books annually to retailers in the secular marketplace. The current 
CEO is retiring in 2016 after 22 years of service. The successful 
candidate will have a passion for Christian ministry, strong ser-
vant-leadership skills and solid business/management experience. 
Skills/qualifications: Business degree or equivalent. Willingness 
to lead in a complex, competitive and rapidly changing environ-
ment. Understanding of accounting systems, computer systems 
and financial management systems. Ability to work with board of 
directors and to engage a broad and diverse group of distributor 
organizations. Experience in retail/wholesale operations preferred. 
Strong communication skills. Innovative and visionary, bringing 
new ideas and strategies. The position is located in the Harrison-
burg, Va., office and will begin May-June 2016. Please send resumé 
with cover letter to: duanemdoc@icloud.com.

Schowalter Foundation, located in Newton, Kansas, seeks 
applicants for the position of president/general manager.      
Duties include: 
• manage endowment assets of Schowalter Foundation; such 
assets include farm real estate, securities investments, and oil and 
gas production contracts; 
• administer grant application and award process (all award deci-
sions are made by board of directors);
• conduct office practice, including accounting, correspondence 
with the public, grant applicants and board members, setting up 
board meetings, preparing for annual audit and overseeing tenant 
farmers.
Skills required:
• ability to organize and manage office functions (no other staff); 
• computer skills in word processing, spreadsheet and accounting 
software; 
• training in accounting practices, including knowledge of financial 
statements and investment protocol; 
• knowledge of Kansas agriculture and familiarity with related 
farming practices such as irrigation/dry-land cultivation, marketing 
and working with numerous farm tenants.
Characteristics and location:
• Denominational relationship: supportive of the Mennonite faith, 
its ideals, values, programs and institutions;
• Must live in or relocate to Central Kansas area;
To apply for this position, submit letter and resumé, including 
references to The Schowalter Foundation, Job Application, P.O. Box 
606, Newton, KS 67114-1969, by Feb. 15. A detailed job description 
is available upon request.

Hagerstown, Md., farm for sale. 115-acre farm with historic 
log house and barn (in need of repair). Lake and creek access. 
$500,000 firm. Brokers protected. Email Christy.mcelhaney@gmail.
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.



February 2016  |  TheMennonite  37

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

The wonder and glory of the human

Marilynne Robinson is that rare 
example of a writer who excels 
as a novelist and an essayist. 

She is also that rare writer who is an 
outspoken Christian, a member of the 
United Church of Christ, and widely re-
spected and read in the literary culture.

The Givenness of Things (Farrar, 
Straus and Giroux, 2015) is a collection 
of 17 essays originally delivered, some-
times in different form, as lectures. 

The first essay, “Humanism,” lays 
out a theme that recurs throughout 
the book: the wonder and glory of the 
human. She presents this as a counter-
point to how we tend to treat one an-
other. Although “the spirit of the times 
is one of joyless urgency,” she writes, 
“we have as good grounds for exulting 
in human brilliance as any generation 
that has ever lived.”

And while she freely acknowledges 
humanity’s destructive tendencies, she 
places her humanism in the context of 
faith. “Our ontological worthiness,” she 
writes, is “in relationship with God.”

Robinson shows that she reads 
widely, as knowledgeable about science 
and history as she is about theology 
and literature. And she is unafraid to of-
fer her critique of people’s faulty think-
ing in either area. She calls scientists’ 
insistence of the category “physical” 
absurd, an error of logic. 

“I find the soul a valuable concept,” 
she writes, “a statement of the dignity 
of a human life and of the unutterable 
gravity of human action and experi-
ence.” Meanwhile, she argues, “neuro-
science, at least in its dominant forms, 
greatly overreaches the implications of 
its evidence and is tendentious.”

She freely admits her own bias as 
a theist, which she recognizes goes 
against materialism, “a discipline of 
exclusive attention to the reality that 
can be tested by scientists.” While 
acknowledging the usefulness of this 
approach, she writes, “the greatest 
proof of its legitimacy is that it has 
found its way to its own limits.”

In another essay, “Givenness,” 

she makes a similar point: “Scientific 
reductionism, good in its place, is very 
often used to evade the great fact of 
complexity.”

In the same essay, she goes on to 
compare faith with disbelief: “Faith 
takes its authority from subjective ex-
perience, from an inward sense of the 
substance of meaning of experience. 
The same is true of disbelief, no doubt. 
Objective proof cannot be claimed on 
either side.”

In her emphasis on humanity’s 
dignity, Robinson often criticizes our 
current denigration of one another. She 
laments the rise of “cultural pessi-
mism,” which she defines as “bitter 
hostility toward many or most of the 
people within the very culture the 
pessimists always feel they are intent 
on rescuing.”

She often criticizes a Christianity 
“rooted in an instinctive tribalism.” 
Christianity’s true nature, in contrast, 
“has no boundaries, no shibboleths, no 
genealogies or hereditary claimants.” 
This tribal Christianity is false and goes 
against the teachings of the Bible, she 
writes. “Does the word ‘stranger,’ the 
word ‘alien,’ ever have a negative con-
notation in Scripture? No. Are the poor 
ever the object of anything less than 
God’s loving solicitude? No.”

In “Fear,” Robinson makes two 
points: “Contemporary America is full 
of fear,” and “fear is not a Christian 
habit of mind.” She does not mince 
words in her criticism of those who 
profess to be Christians: “Those who 
forget God, the single assurance of 
our safety, however that word may be 
defined, can be recognized in the fact 
that they make irrational responses to 
irrational fears.”

The Givenness of Things is a rich 
source of thought 
and provocation. TM

Gordon Houser is 
editor of The Men-
nonite.

BEST FILMS OF 2015

1. Spotlight
2. Timbuktu
3. Carol
4. Bridge of Spies
5. Phoenix
6. Brooklyn
7. The Martian
8. Mad Max: Fury Road
9. The Big Short
10. Inside Out

BEST BOOKS OF 2015

The Givenness of Things: Essays by 
Marilynne Robinson
Last Hundred Years trilogy: Some 
Luck, Early Warning and Golden 
Age: novels by Jane Smiley
The Gospel According to the Blues 
by Gary W. Burnett
The Nearest Thing to Life by James 
Wood
Silence: A User’s Guide by Maggie 
Ross 

FILM REVIEW

The Big Short (R) tells how four out-
siders in the world of high-finance who 
predicted the credit and housing bubble 
collapse of the mid-2000s decide to take 
on the big banks for their lack of fore-
sight and greed. The film uses humor and 
direct address to the audience to explain 
what happened. And it leaves you angry 
at Wall Street. It also leaves a hollow pit 
that little can be done.—Gordon Houser

BOOK REVIEW

Spiritual Companioning: A Guide 
to Protestant Theology and 
Practice by Angela H. Reed, Richard R. 
Osmer and Marcus G. Smucker (Baker 
Academic, 2015, $21.99) emphasizes the 
importance of companionship in our spir-
itual journeys. The authors show how this 
can work in congregations, small groups 
and everyday life. They include stories 
and biblical reflection. —gh
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NEW VOICES
By and about young adults

The power of grace

In the last few years, I have been on a journey 
of understanding grace. I talk about it a lot. I’m 
learning to ask for it and I’m discovering the 

necessity of it in everything. 
I even spent my final year at Goshen (Ind.) 

College writing a book through PinchPenny Press 
called The Meaning of Grace, a compilation of 
poetry and creative nonfiction essays. Basically, 
this book was the product of me processing my 
jumbled thoughts of identity 
and faith and my struggle to 
find the Divine in them. Ulti-
mately—and I didn’t realize 
this right away—that book 
was the start of my journey 
to self-love. 

Is self-love kind of 
like grace? I’d like to think 
so. In the book is a piece 
called “Grace Means,” which 
offers various snippets of my 
experience with grace, from 
me receiving a small taste of 
it to the times when I have 
been fully engulfed in the 
profound warmth of it. To be 
clear, these depictions are 
more obscure scenes than definitive answers. But 
in this piece, I write that grace means “looking in 
the mirror and finally, finally accepting your hair 
after a lifetime of hating it. [Grace means] stand-
ing in a room full of people where you are the 
Only [person of color] and accepting your skin.”

For so many, this world is a difficult place to 
navigate. It is far too easy to internalize messag-
es of self-hatred or self-worth when everything 
around you preaches you are wrong. It seems 
loving ourselves has become a radical act. And 
loving others? Too idealistic and thus virtually 
unheard of.

In her book All About Love, bell hooks writes, 
“To open our hearts more fully to love’s power 
and grace we must dare to acknowledge how little 
we know of love in both theory and practice.” 

I agree with hooks that love is a wildly loaded 
word that carries so much weight that we don’t 
know what to do with it other than speak of it in 
metaphors and theoretical terms. The love for a 

spouse or partner, the love a parent has for their 
child, the love for my family, the love I have for 
my friends, the love that God has for us are all 
ways that I know how to talk about love. But the 
reality is that I don’t have a spouse or a child and 
don’t fully understand the love that God has for 
us, and to me, these are all different kinds of love. 
And maybe sometimes we confuse love for grace 
and grace for love and maybe that’s OK. That just 

may mean we’re at the be-
ginning of the acknowledge-
ment that hooks is talking 
about, that we’re beginning 
to open up and surrender to 
love’s power and grace and 
to the power of grace and to 
the love that comes along 
with the grace.

But what about the 
kind of love I’m supposed 
to have for my enemies? 
Or people I don’t know? Or 
people who have wronged 
me? What kind of love is 
that, and what does it look 
like? Maybe that’s where 
grace comes in. 

I have been working on meeting people where 
they are. Ideally this is reciprocated, but this is 
difficult because listening to each other—actually 
hearing each other, sharing each other’s bur-
dens—is uncomfortable. But this vulnerability is 
exactly where grace comes in. 

Evidently, grace means a lot of things. It looks 
different in a lot of ways, but I know I need it. I 
know I should give it. It should be given freely. 
Grace meets us where we are and carries us for-
ward. Grace gives me the humility and strength to 
keep doing the world’s work—to keep on the path 
of peace and of justice—and grace is at the center 
of our relationship with the Divine. It has to be, 
right? As humans, we are flawed and imperfect, 
yet through the Divine we are always, always met 
where we are, welcomed back or invited in but 
never turned away. TM

Dominique 
Chew
is a member of 
Whitestone Men-
nonite Church in 
Hesston, Kan. It seems loving ourselves 

has become a radical act. 
And loving others? Too 

idealistic and thus virtually 
unheard of.
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The sacramental life
The Word became flesh and made his dwelling 
among us.—John 1:14 TNIV

We’ve just celebrated Advent, rejoicing 
as a church in the incarnation (“enflesh-
ment”) of God in human form, as told in 

the Gospel of John. According to Richard Foster, 
the Incarnational tradition (the last of the six 
Christian traditions I’ve discussed in this col-
umn), “makes present and visible the realm of the 
invisible spirit.” Christians who follow Jesus in 
this spiritual tradition seek to “experience God as 
truly manifest and notoriously active in daily life.” 
“The jagged line dividing the sacred and secu-
lar becomes very dim indeed, for we know that 
nothing is outside the realm of God’s purview and 
loving care.”

Susanna Wesley demonstrated the strength 
of the incarnational tradition with her approach to 
mothering. She instilled in her many children (in-
cluding the well-known John and Charles Wesley) 
a curiosity and love of learning that touched the 
world. Bezalel glorified God as an artisan. He was 
“filled with the Spirit of God, with wisdom, with 
understanding … and with all kinds of skills—to 
make artistic designs for work and gold, silver 
and bronze, to cut and set stones, to work in 
wood, and to engage in all kinds of crafts” for the 
Hebrew tabernacle (Exodus 31:3-5). 

On the one hand, the incarnational tradition 
embodies the sacramental approach to liturgy, 
which simply means “the people’s work.” Litur-
gy uses physical materials to make manifest the 
spiritual presence of God among us. As Foster 
points out, worship practices vary widely from 
one denomination or tradition to another, but all 
of them use some kind of liturgy. There are no 
nonliturgical churches. The sacraments of the 
church are considered “the visible means of an 
invisible grace.” The Roman Catholic doctrine 
of transubstantiation goes farther down this path 
than any other Christian tradition, teaching that 
everyday material becomes the body and blood 
of Christ when a priest leads in the Eucharist. As 
Mennonites, we believe Christ is present with us 
in Communion but through the Spirit in the midst 
of the faithful community.

On the other hand, this incarnational tradition 

emphasizes the presence of God in everyday life. 
The 16th-century reformer Martin Luther spoke 
about the vocation or “call” of ordinary people. 
He insisted that the plowboy and the milkmaid 
could bring glory to God in the midst of their daily 
work by means of their daily work. He coined the 
phrase “priesthood of all believers” to show the 
spiritual nature of daily work. The Faith at Work 
movement coalesces around this emphasis, as 
does the Mennonite Central Committee, Menno-
nite Economic Development Associates, Menno-
nite Disaster Service and many other Christian 
service organizations.

Foster urges us to recover a Christian spiri-
tuality of work that values a sense of creativity, 
community and dignity alongside efficiency or 
productivity. It empowers the poor and liberates 
the downtrodden. Like the pursuit of the Mission-
al Church, it draws its ultimate sense of meaning 
and purpose from cooperating with God—aligning 
oneself with the work of God in the world. 

As with the other five streams I have 
mentioned in this column, there are strengths and 
weaknesses in the way people practice this tradi-
tion. The greatest strength is the insistence that 
God is truly among us and meets us in everyday 
life, even in mundane work. It provides a valuable 
corrective to the false notion that spiritual things 
are good and material things are bad. Finally, it 
deepens our ecological sensitivities, valuing all 
that God made as good.

Taken too far, or out of balance with other 
traditions, the incarnational focus can lead to the 
pitfall of idolatry—identifying God with the creat-
ed world, as in pantheism. It can also cultivate a 
wrong tendency to see and manage God through 
externals, seeking to control God through rituals 
and sacraments.

I long for our church to follow Jesus in all six 
of the traditions I’ve written about in this column 
over the past six months. May God enable it to be 
so, in this new year and always. TM

The greatest 
strength [of 
this tradi-
tion] is the 
insistence 
that God is 
truly among 
us and 
meets us in 
everyday 
life, even in 
mundane 
work.
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Many of us acknowledge that we live in a 
time of painful polarism. We tend to draw 
near or cling to those who speak what we 

believe is the right perspective. In doing so, we 
often denigrate those who represent a different 
perspective. Is this acting in the spirit of Christ?

In her book The Givenness of Things: Essays, 
Marilynne Robinson calls this “cultural pessi-
mism,” which she defines as “bitter hostility to-
ward many or most of the people within the very 
culture the pessimists always feel they are intent 
on rescuing.” (See my review on page 37.)

At the root of this pessimism is the feeling that 
the world is such a mess. All around us are the 
evils of racism, terrorism, economic hardship, en-
vironmental destruction, all threatening to wreak 
havoc on our world. 

At the root of this feeling is fear. Robinson 
notes that “contemporary America is full of fear.” 
Then she adds that “fear is not a Christian habit 
of mind.”

Fear seems to be a habit of many of us. But as 
believers in the God who rules the universe, we 
are called to a different habit of mind.

Robinson is farily blunt on this: “Those who 
forget God, the single assurance of our safe-
ty, however that word may be defined, can be 
recognized in the fact that they make irrational 
responses to irrational fears.”

I understand pessimism. My friends will tell 
you I lean in that direction. I’m always sure the 
team I’m rooting for will lose.

So I was caught up short when I read an ex-
cerpt from a column by Jeff Jacoby in The Boston 
Globe that said 2015 was “a year of wonders and 
blessings.” He points to such things as the devel-
opment of a new vaccine that is effective against 
Ebola, that global female literacy has passed 93 
percent (up from 40 percent in the 1970s), that 
violent crime was down, not up over 2014. He 
quotes economist Charles Kenny that it was “the 
best year in history for the average human being 
to be alive.”

Our Confession of Faith in a Mennonite Perspe-
citive (Article 6) states: “We believe that human 
beings were created good, in the image of God.” 

Robinson, an avowed Calvinist focuses her 
book not on the depravity of humanity but its 
worthiness. She writes that “we have as good 
grounds for exulting in human brilliance as any 
generation that has ever lived.”

In her Leadership column (page 30), Iris de 
León-Hartshorn writes that in order to address 
the many issues our church is facing, we need to 
use our moral imagination. She calls us to seek 
out musicians, artists and poets “to unsettle our 
complacency and inspire us to act.”

I find hope in many places. One is being with 
people in poverty who are working to be free of 
that weight. They show such courage and resil-
ience. When we meet we always share something 
“new and good.” That’s a realistic optimism.

Let us not bow to the culture of pessimism 
that leads us to denigrate those who are made 
in the image of God. As Robinson, one such 
artist, writes, “We know how profoundly we can 
impoverish ourselves by failing to find value in 
one another.” Instead, she writes, let us pursue 
a theology of grace that “is a higher realism, an 
ethics of truth.”—gh

Seeking hope in a ‘culture of pessimism’

Gordon Houser

As believers 
in the God 
who rules 
the universe, 
we are 
called to a 
different 
habit of 
mind.

                        FROM THE EDITOR

Note to readers: You’ll notice this edition of the magazine is shorter 
than usual. We are in the process of making some changes to the maga-
zine to respond to changing budget realities and communication trends. 
In addition to news that is exclusive to the magazine, you can always 
find up-to-date coverage of Mennonite events online at www.themenno-
nite.org. Readers will have a chance to give feedback on the magazine 
through a reader survey. You can also email us at any time: 
Editor@TheMennonite.org. We are grateful for your support and commit-
ted to continuing to provide high quality, timely, Christ-centered Anabap-
tist content.—The Mennonite, Inc., staff


