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A ‘kairos’ moment for the church
Regarding  “A ‘Kairos’ Moment for the 
Church” (Editorial, October): We as a 
church profess to offer true forgiveness 
and strive for a return to reconciliation 
and wholeness for everyone involved. 
If we continue to point fingers by citing 
names, have we really forgiven?
It does not seem Jesus’ way. May it not 
be ours.—Virginia Kreider, Goshen, Ind.

A Christian voter guide
In this presidential election cycle, an  
extensive, serious difficulty in choosing 
appears to prevail. Many Christians, in-
cluding Mennonites and Amish, appear 
to be oblivious to what following Jesus 
might mean relative to our discern-
ment and witness on this issue.  

Are we Mennonites thinking, 
discerning within our Mennonite faith 
values—love? Are supporting a leader 
whose platform is “Security, Peace 
through Violence”?

I suggest the following  voter guide: 
Think! Discern!                                                                                                                               
The Jesus platform:                                                                                                                         

“Love your neighbor, think compas-
sion, social and economic justice.”                                                                             
Which candidate most reflects Jesus?                                                                                        
Vote your opinion! We are God’s in-
struments!—James L. Peachey, Spring 
Mills, Pa.

A Pastoral Brewpub
I truly appreciated the article in the 
September issue about the Mennonite 
brewpub in Goshen. It is satisfying to 
see that even in that Menno Mecca the 

issue of responsible alcohol use is be-
ing addressed. In my view, articles such 
as this one provide a teachable moment 
in which our Mennonite young folks 
can be made aware of the responsibil-
ities involved in alcohol consumption. 
These issues are also ones we should 
be raising as a larger church. Thank 
you for the article.—Kurt A. Goering, 
Phoenix, Ariz.

This letter was prompted by “Pastoral 
Brewpub” (September). While we have 
nothing against people enjoying an 
alcoholic beverage if they choose to do 
so and can do so in moderation, we are 
concerned that people know the risk of 
doing so. Many of the risks of alcohol 
are well known—alcoholism, alcohol 
misuse, cirrhosis. However, many 
who drink regularly may not know 
that beverage alcohol—ethanol—is a 
well-established carcinogen—a class 1 
carcinogen—carcinogenic to humans.   
Nearly 20,000 people die per year from 
cancer due to alcohol consumption, 
which is one of the leading preventable 
causes of cancer (http://www.cbsnews.
com/news/alcohol-causes-20000-can-
cer-deaths-in-the-us-annually/).

You can research this yourself. 
Simply search online for “alcohol and 
cancer” and you’ll find many articles, 
including numerous ones from such 
reputable sites as Mayo Clinic, Ameri-
can Cancer Association, Johns Hopkins 
and Medscape. According to the article 
“No Amount of Alcohol is Safe,” on 
Medscape.com, alcohol consumption 
has already been found to be a cause of 
cancers of the mouth, pharynx, larynx, 
esophagus, colon-rectum, liver and 
female breast. Links have also been 
found with leukemia, multiple myelo-
ma and cancers of the pancreas, skin, 
cervix, vulva and vagina. Perhaps the 
most surprising point for some is that, 
while the risks are higher the more 
alcohol a person consumes, the link is 
still significant among those who report 
only “light” drinking.

Much has been made in the media 
at times about the potential of light to 
moderate drinking to reduce the risks 
of cardiovascular disease. It’s becoming 
increasingly clear that the potential 

This publication welcomes your letters, 
either about our content or about issues 
facing the Mennonite Church USA. 
Please keep your letter brief—one or two 
paragraphs—and about one subject only. 
We reserve the right to edit for length 
and clarity. Publication is also subject to 
space limitations. Email to 
letters@themennonite.org or mail to 
Letters, The Mennonite, 3145 Benham 
Ave., Suite 4, Elkhart, IN 46517. Please 
include your name and address. We 
will not print letters sent anonymously, 
though we may withhold names at our 
discretion.—Editors
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benefits of limited alcohol consumption 
are far outweighed by the potential 
harm to one’s own health (Dr. Jennie 
Connor, Department of Preventive and 
Social Medicine, University of Otago 
in Dunegin, New Zealand at: http://
mashable.com/2016/07/22/alcohol-di-
rect-cause-seven-cancers/#3edb-
wvhWvPqu).—Bill and Carole Schum-
acher, Columbus, Ohio

What ever became of practicing the 
instruction found in 1 Corinthians 8:9: 
“Be careful, however, that the exercise 
of your freedom does not become a 
stumbling block to the weak”?

It is a sad, sad day when the official 
publication of Mennonite Church USA 
prints an article promoting/publicizing 
brewers/brewpubs. There are a number 
of Mennonite congregations in the 
Goshen area that are working with indi-
viduals who are alcoholics/recovering 
alcoholics. How does one respond to 
those individuals when they shove that 
article in your face and want to know 
why the church is promoting that activ-
ity?—Vernard Guengerich, Goshen, Ind.

Although I encourage free enterprise, 
the article “A Pastoral Brewpub” was 
very distressing. Alcohol is a great de-
ceiver. My high school classmate died 
an early death from alcoholism that 

started with the first drink offered him. 
Come with me to the Lebanon 

Rescue Mission Clinic and hear the 
many stories of the broken families, 
lives taken down to gutter living caused 
by alcohol. The statistics are striking.  
Where is the truth of the gospel? Paul 
in Romans 14:21 wrote, “It is better 
not to eat meat or drink wine or to 
do anything else that will cause your 
brother to fall.”

All 15 of our Sunday school class 
members share these concerns.—Har-
old Kraybill, Lebanon, Ore.

Change, not revolution
I want change: accessible, govern-
ment-funded health care for all, draco-
nian increases in banking regulation 
and campaign spending limits, massive 
military cuts, huge increases in educa-
tion funding. I will not get what I want 
through a democratic process. Capi-
talist liberal democracies are good at 
creating wealth but also at securing the 
power of those who have wealth. I’m 
not committed to seeing the current 
economic political system continue. I’m 
committed to the reign of God on earth. 

What will bring about the change I 
want? A revolution might, or an apoca-
lypse. The campaign of Donald Trump 
seems attractive in this light. But any 
revolution that changes a system has 

always left massive destruction in its 
wake. In times of upheaval, those hurt 
most are those the gospel privileges: 
the poor, the orphaned, the dispos-
sessed. A vote for Trump is a vote for 
revolution because he does not partici-
pate in our current system of econom-
ics or politics. He benefits from our 
economic system but not in a fair way, 
not paying taxes or honoring contracts. 
He has made a mockery of our political 
system and suggests it is rigged. A 
vote for Trump is a vote for anarchy, 
and not the nice kind of anarchy, the 
kind that grabs the dignity of all who 
brush against it. 

A vote for Clinton is a vote to retain 
liberal capitalism as the system of eco-
nomics and government in this coun-
try. It is a vote for a strong military, a 
liberal Supreme Court and for politics 
as usual. It is also a vote that stabilizes 
the meek support our society offers 
the less fortunate, be they poor, of 
color or somehow different. It is a vote 
that shifts the historic gender of the 
presidency. But this election season, 
it is also the one action that does not 
seek to control the outcome of history, 
for it is the one action that says, I will 
not bring about the revolution; God will 
bring about the revolution when God 
is ready.—Trevor Bechtel, Ann Arbor, 
Mich.

IN THIS ISSUE

The theme for this month’s issue 
was inspired by a letter the 
late Robert Kreider wrote to 

Brad Born, academic dean at Bethel 
College, North Newton, Kan., in 2014. 
Kreider, an esteemed Mennonite 
thinker and former college president, 
wrote, “Is there not an invitation, 
wherever one is placed, to see one’s 
locale as one of particular worth to be 
sought and treasured?” 

This idea of being faithful to where 
one lives became the focus of a con-
ference in May at Bethel. We decided 
to make it the focus of this month’s 
issue. We sent out a call for sub-
missions and received 19—articles, 

poems, illustrations, photos—more 
than we can fit into the magazine. 
However, many will be posted to our 
website.

Our cover feature (page 12), 
however, was not one of those sub-
missions. I interviewed Erica Little-
wolf last summer, and we decided to 
publish it now, feeling it fit with the 
theme, as her work grows out of her 
growing up Northern Cheyenne in 
Montana.

The articles by Felipe Hinojo-
sa (page 15), Jeff Gundy (page 18), 
Melody Pannell (page 20), Brett 
Klingenberg (page 24) and Andre 
Swartley (page 27) address the theme 
of “fidelity of place” directly but from 
a variety of angles.

In News (page 32), Jordan 
Waidelich, a Goshen (Ind.) College 
student who is working as an intern 
with us this semester, writes about 
several young Mennonites who have 
invested their lives in working for the 
good of the land in their communities, 
being faithful to their place.

Ryan Ahlgrim (page 31) calls us to 
think about marriage, and Isabella Go-
mez (page 38) calls us to think about 
honesty. Mary Oyer (page 30) offers 
her top 10 hymns.

My editorial (page 40) addresses 
the difficult challenge of churches to 
be both intimate and permeable, able 
to welcome new people.

May you be faithful to Christ in the 
place where you live.—Editor
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NEWS BRIEFS
News from the Mennonite world

CLC discusses church’s 
common life and 
missional future
The Constituency Leaders Council of 
Mennonite Church USA met Oct. 17-19 
at Hesston (Kan.) Mennonite Church 
and discussed issues related to the 
church’s common life and missional 
future.

At its last meeting in March, CLC 
instituted a peer review process for 
area conferences making decisions at 
variance with denominational docu-
ments and guidelines.

Representatives of the first peer 
review team presented their expe-
rience in reviewing Central District 
Conference’s licensing of Mark Rupp, a 
gay man, as pastor of Columbus (Ohio) 
Mennonite Church in July 2015.

Two younger leaders presented an 
appeal for healing and hope for the fu-
ture of MC USA. Sandra Montes-Mar-
tinez, moderator of Iglesia Menonita 
Hispana, and Jessica Schrock-Ringen-
berg, pastor of Zion Mennonite Church, 

Archbold, Ohio, 
noted two key 
tendencies that 
contribute to the 
fracturing of the 
denomination: 
“spiritual negli-
gence,” ignoring 
the Spirit’s pres-
ence and Christ’s 
ownership of 
the church, and 
“tribalism,” cel-
ebrating certain 
cultural expres-
sions of our tribal 
communities and 
forgetting that 
Jesus is Lord.

They called on 
the church to in-
stitute “do over” 
and focus on the 
denomination’s 
Vision: Healing 
and Hope state-
ment.

Glen Guyton, chief operating officer 
and director of convention planning 
for MC USA, talked to CLC members 
about next summer’s convention in Or-
lando, Fla. He noted that the church’s 
institutional authority has waned, and 
what is important for the church’s 
future growth is authentic relational 
authority.

Guyton proposed a change to the 
Delegate Assembly model at Orlando 
2017—that the delegate assembly be 
“the first in a series of summits that 
would help to refocus our system and 
look at Mennonite Church USA as the 
sum of the parts rather than competing 
factions and pieces.”

The Executive Board will review 
Guyton’s proposal at its November 
meeting.—Gordon Houser

President Perry White 
to leave Bethel College
President Perry D. White of Bethel 
College, North Newton, Kan., has 
announced his plans to step down at 

Bluffton holds prayer vigil for gun victims
D’Nae Reese, an early childhood education major from Columbus, Ohio, and Malika 
Thompson, a Spanish and business administration double major from Cincinnati, 
Ohio, read the names of victims of gun violence during a prayer vigil organized by 
Bluffton (Ohio) University students on Oct. 5. The event was held to remember those 
who have been affected by gun violence and to pray for racial reconciliation in our 
community and our countries. Nearly 100 students and community supporters partici-
pated.—Bluffton University
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NEWS BRIEFS
—compiled by Gordon Houser

the conclusion of the 2016-17 academic 
year, concluding seven years of service 
to the college.

“I intend to work closely with the 
board and campus constituency in 
preparation for this transition,” White 
said Oct. 18. “I believe the institution 
is in a good position to welcome the 
next institutional leader and appreciate 
the support Dalene and I have received 
during our time at Bethel.”

White took office as Bethel’s 14th 
president in July 2010. He was pre-
viously vice president for external 
relations and admissions at Silver Lake 
College, Manitowoc, Wis., in 2008-09. 
—Bethel College

Sutter nominated as 
moderator-elect
Joy Sutter, a hospital administrator 
and current member of the Mennonite 
Church USA Executive Board, has 
been called as the nominee for moder-
ator-elect of the church beginning in 
2017. Her nomination was approved 
by the Executive Board and affirmed 

at the Constituency Leaders Council 
meeting held Oct. 17-19.

Sharon Waltner of Parker, S.D., chair 
of the board’s Leadership Discernment 

Committee, says Sut-
ter brings a number of 
important qualities to the 
role.

“We felt she was 
spiritually well grounded 
and very well-seasoned,” 

Waltner says. “It became 
clear to the committee as we talked 
with her that spiritual growth and depth 
are central to who she is. She has also 
demonstrated strong leadership gifts in 
the church and within the field of health 
care. As an administrator, she deals 
with some difficult things.”

Sutter lives in Harleysville, Pa.      
—Mennonite Church USA

Deep Faith conference 
explores faith formation 
in the 21st century
Sara Wenger Shenk, Anabaptist Men-
nonite Biblical Seminary president, 
welcomed 109 participants onto the 
AMBS campus in Elkhart, Ind., for the 
Deep Faith conference, held Oct. 6-8, 
with these words: “At a time of roiling 
tension and polarization, it is no small 
thing to have a learning community 
that can be a space to wrestle with 
questions of faith in nonanxious ways. 
We need to tap into deep wellsprings of 
wisdom and community practices that 
will form our faith over the long haul.”

The event was jointly sponsored by 
AMBS, the Anabaptist Faith Forma-
tion Network, the Mennonite Camp-
ing Association, Mennonite Church 
Eastern Canada, Mennonite Church 
Manitoba, Mennonite Church USA and 
The Gathering Place—and planned by a 
binational committee.

The conference featured three 
plenary sessions and 30 workshops by 
faith formation practitioners, covering 
topics ranging from engaging children 
in spirituality to choosing the best 
children’s Bible to late-life spirituality 
and models for intergenerational faith 
formation.—Hannah Heinzekehr

Church learns of arrest of 
Hopi Mission School staff
On Sept. 27, Thane Epefanio, admin-
istrator of the Hopi Mission School, 
Kykotsmovi, Ariz., and Michelle 
Epefanio, who teaches as the school, 
were arrested on a complaint that they 
committed Social Security fraud. This 
arrest comes in the middle of an ongo-
ing lawsuit between Mennonite Church 
USA and the school.

On Sept. 30, the Epefanios appeared 
before Judge Deborah Fine in the U.S. 
District Court of Arizona. Both Thane 
and Michelle Epefanio, who are mar-
ried, were released from custody on 
Sept. 30, while the case is pending.

Thane Epefanio was hired by Hopi 
Mission School in 2011.

“Mennonite Church USA has coop-
erated fully with any and all requests 
of law enforcement officials and will 
continue to do so,” MC USA executive 
director Ervin Stutzman said.

Mennonite Church USA initially 
formed the Hopi Mission School Task 
Group in 2014 to investigate com-
plaints about the administration of 
Hopi Mission School, which has a long 
relationship with the Mennonite church 
and is located on land that was deeded 
to MC USA to carry out education and 
mission. The school’s administration 
and board chose not to cooperate with 
the Task Group, refusing to turn over 
the school’s financial records. MC USA 
asked the administration and board to 
vacate the property by June 30, 2015.

The Hopi Mission School Board 
and administration have contested 
the church’s right to ownership of the 
property and its authority to intervene 
in the operation of the school. With the 
counsel of the Task Group, MC USA 
filed suit against the school in Arizona 
state court in September 2015. The 
matter now resides in the hands of the 
state courts in Navajo County.—Men-
nonite Church USAWhat a relief (sale)!

Jeremiah Hurst, 7, of Harrisonburg, 
Va., packages homemade kettle corn 
at the 50th annual Virginia Mennonite 
Relief Sale, held Sept. 30-Oct. 1 near 
Mt. Crawford, Va.—Jim Bishop
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GRACE & TRUTH
A word from pastors

A good meal

There’s a table at the center of our life in 
Christ. On it is some bread and some wine. 
It’s a good meal, one that awakens memories 

of other good meals. All of them are gifts from 
God. 

Marilou and I were married one morning in 
July. The chapel was cool. Outside it was steamy. 
It was Lancaster, Pa., and it was humid as all get 
out on the day we were married.

The service ended at 10 o’clock. The wedding 
party and guests headed off to the reception, held 
in the garden court of a local hotel with a marvel-
ous brunch American-style, meaning too much of 
everything.

Our guests ate and drank 
and talked and laughed 
and hugged and posed for 
pictures. It was a grand 
wedding feast if ever there 
was one.

It was a good meal. 
Marilou and I didn’t eat a 
thing, but we were full—full 
of the joy of starting a new 
life together. It was a good 
meal.

Many years later, we sat 
around some rectangular ta-
bles in the fellowship hall of 
an Assemblies of God church 
in Killeen, Texas. We’d just 
come from the cemetery 
where we’d buried my 
younger brother, Jim. Now 
the funeral was over, and it was time to eat.

It was a good meal. Cold cuts and macaroni 
salad, or maybe it was potato salad, plus rolls and 
olives and pickles and sweet tea with plenty of 
ice.

Soon we were talking. We reminisced, and 
for a time it seemed as if my brother were only 
away somewhere, off on some wild goose chase. 
He never did walk into the fellowship hall. He 
was gone. And he was right there with us. We ate 
together in our grief. It was a good meal.

More years later, we were celebrating Com-
munion at our first Mennonite church. Our chairs 
were in a circle. The table was set. Members 
came forward and were served. The celebration 
ended. There was bread left over, sitting on the 
Communion table.

A little girl, 4 years old, was sitting near the 

center of the circle. She was playing quietly on 
the floor when she noticed the leftover bread on 
the table. She got up off the floor, walked over 
to the Communion table, reached out, grabbed 
a great big piece of bread and stuck it into her 
mouth. She grabbed another piece for later. She 
went back to her playing. 

And no adult, not her mom or dad or any of 
those sitting around her, tried to take the bread 
from her or correct her in any way. A little child 
was drawn to the bread of life and no one stood in 
her way.

It was a good meal. Members received the 
bread and the wine, and even the youngest and 

hungriest were filled. It was 
a good meal.

Like other Christian rit-
uals, Communion has more 
than one meaning. Commu-
nion is memorial, celebra-
tion, anticipation, invocation. 
Communion is both cross 
and empty tomb. Commu-
nion is the grief of the parent 
who has lost a child and the 
joy of the parent who has 
found a child thought lost 
forever. Communion is new 
heaven and new earth.

Communion reminds us 
of our new life in Christ. 
Communion reveals and 
celebrates a new creation. 
The joy of living is in the 

wine and the bread. Communion is a meal served 
after a wedding. 

Communion reminds us of the death of Jesus. 
It reminds us of our own death. There is death at 
the table and remembering. And there is life. The 
crucified, risen one in our midst. Communion is a 
meal served after a funeral.

Communion is a celebration of our life togeth-
er. It is an enactment of the promise God made 
that one day we will live together in peace, and 
no one shall go hungry. Communion is a meal in 
which the hungry are filled.

Who comes to Christ’s table? The old and the 
young. The sick and the well. The captive and the 
free. The hungry and the full. The doubting and 
the faithful. The fearful and the unashamed. The 
wandering and the found. Sisters and brothers, 
invited by Jesus to share a good meal. TM

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

Communion is both cross 
and empty tomb. It is the 
grief of the parent who has 
lost a child and the joy of 
the parent who has found 
a child thought lost forever.
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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.

‘The past is never dead’

The great Southern novelist William Faulkner 
once wrote, “The past is never dead. It’s not 
even past.” I sensed the profound truth of 

those words recently at a Sunday morning wor-
ship service at the Obwollo Mennonite Church, 
a congregation of some 50 people who meet in 
a simple, one-room church house along a small 
unpaved road just outside Kisumu, Kenya. 

One stream of the Kenyan Mennonite 
Church (KMC), still evident in the worship ser-
vice at Obwollo, goes back to 1934, when Elam 
and Elizabeth Stauffer, along with John and Ruth 
Mosemann, arrived in the small fishing village of 
Shirati, Tanzania, as missionaries sent by East-
ern Mennonite Missions (EMM). Over the next 
decades, North American missionaries left a 
profound mark on the growing church in Tanzania 
and on the Kenyan church that emerged across 
the border in the Lake Victoria region of Migori 
and Kisumu. In contrast to the free-flowing Pente-
costal orientation of many churches in the region 
today, for example, the Obwollo congregation still 
follows a carefully planned order of worship, dis-
tributed to worshipers as they enter the building. 

As I arrived, the congregation was singing, 
“What a Friend We Have in Jesus” in Swahili, 
slowly and unaccompanied. The announcements 
of upcoming meetings, a formal report on the 
election of church officers, the restrained tone 
of presenters and, indeed, even the structure of 
the church itself—a design by missionary Clyde 
Shenk that was replicated in many Kenyan con-
gregations in the region—all hinted at the deep 
and lingering influence of Lancaster (Pa.) Menno-
nite Conference. 

At the same time, however, another current 
from the past was also evident in the worship ser-
vice. In 1942, the East Africa Revival—a move-
ment of the Holy Spirit that emphasized public 
confession, evangelical outreach and ecumenical 
unity—swept through the Mennonite mission 
school in Shirati. Two young Kenyan students, 
Ogwada Okach and Nikanor Dhaje, transformed 
by the revival, returned to their homes in Ken-
ya during a break, preaching the gospel as they 
went. Their preaching sparked a local mission 
initiative in Kenya that led to the formation of 
numerous congregations and the emergence of 
the KMC. An hour into the worship service at 
Obwollo, I heard clear echoes of that indigenous 
renewal movement. It started with a succession of 
choirs—first the children, then the young people, 

then a women’s choir, followed by virtually the 
entire congregation—that filled the small building 
with a new sense of energy. Singing in their native 
Luo, accompanied by tambourines, drums and 
keyboard, the congregation took on a new charac-
ter. The sermon—delivered with great vigor by a 
young Baptist guest—lasted nearly three hours.

 In conversation with church members follow-
ing the service, new themes emerged that are 
shaping the congregation today. Church members 
worry, for example, about the rising influence of 
Islam, the grinding poverty of their region, the 
economic strains imposed by refugees, and the 
future of their young people, who seem to be less 
committed to evangelism and the well-being of 
the church. They asked many questions about 
current politics in the United States, recalling 
their own contested political elections in late 
2007, which triggered a spasm of ethnic violence 
that left deep scars in the KMC. How do other 
churches in Mennonite World Conference (MWC), 
they wondered, respond to these challenges?

It was fitting that my visit to the Obwollo 
Mennonite church ended with a mile-long pilgrim-
age up a small path to Angira Hill, where I visited 
95-year-old Musa Adonga in his simple tin-roofed 
home. Born in 1921, when Kenya was still a 
British colony, Adonga’s life has spanned the 
entire history of the KMC. He first encountered 
Mennonites in Tanzania when his father migrated 
to the Musoma District and joined the Mugango 
Mennonite Church. But in 1956, transformed 
by the East Africa Revival, Adonga returned to 
Kenya and embarked on a remarkable career 
of church planting and leadership. As a leading 
bishop he worked alongside EMM missionaries as 
well as the leadership of the Tanzanian Mennonite 
Church, who claimed spiritual oversight over the 
young church in Kenya. He was directly involved 
in a series of painful conflicts that led to the emer-
gence of the KMC as an independent body; but 
he also was part of several memorable services of 
reconciliation and forgiveness. 

Though nearly blind, his legacy lives on—
Adongo’s daughter, Rebecca Osiro, the first 
woman to be ordained in the KMC, was elected 
vice president of MWC last year, and numerous 
grandchildren are active members of the KMC.

In the presence of Musa Adonga and the Ob-
wollo Mennonite Church, Faulkner’s words ring 
true: ”The past is never dead; it’s not even the 
past.” TM

An hour into 
the worship 
service at 
Obwollo, I 
heard clear 
echoes of 
that 
indigenous 
renewal 
movement.



10   TheMennonite  |  November 2016  |  www.themennonite.org  

MISCELLANY
Items of interest from the broader church and world

Food waste: Look in your own home
According to Consumer Reports, 40 percent of the food produced in the 
United States ends up in the trash bin. The leading culprit is the Ameri-

can home. The magazine says 
43 percent of food is wasted 
by individuals in homes, fol-
lowed at 40 percent by busi-
nesses like supermarkets, 
restaurants and institutions.

Food wasted in homes 
costs each family of four an 
average of $1,500 per year, 
the magazine says. “But 
the damage is global as well 
when you take into account 
how much water, energy 
and labor it takes to grow, 
package and transport the 
food that never gets eaten,” it 
says. “What’s more, food that 
has been tossed is the biggest 
component of landfills, and as 

it decomposes, it produces the greenhouse gas methane.”
Put another way, 28 percent of the world’s farmland produces food 

that is never eaten, and 25 percent of water in the United States grows 
food that gets tossed.—The Marketplace

More and more, there are events 
that are happening that are as-

toundingly unusual, that knock your socks 
off, like the flooding in Louisiana.   
—Michael Oppenheimer, a professor of geosciences and inter-
national affairs at Princeton, referring to weather that can be 
attributed to climate change

A fearful populace
Since the early 2000s, Americans have said in 
polls that crime has increased since the previous 
year, despite the fact that the national crime rate 
is about half what it was in 1991, the peak year. 
There were, on average, 20,377 murders per year 
during the Reagan administration. In 2014, there 
were 14,249 murders. In the meantime, the pop-
ulation has increased 35 percent, driving the per 
capita rate of murder way down. The perception 
that crime is on the increase is likely fed by the 
media coverage, the entertainment industry and 
by political rhetoric that plays on people’s fears. 
—Christian Century

15 seconds 
How long it took after exiting their 
squad car for police in Sandpoint, 

Idaho, to fatally shoot Jeanetta Riley, a 
Native American and pregnant mother 

of four, on July 8, 2014

$80,000
The amount paid to the owner of a 

dog killed by police in northwest Idaho 
14 hours after Riley was shot

3.1
Times more likely a Native American 
is to be killed by police than a white 

American—In These Times

2% 
of all imported food gets examined by the FDA.

—Pacific Standard

• Percent chance of being bitten by a venomous 
snake in the United States: .00002
• Percent chance of being struck by lightning in 
the United States: .00008
• Percent 
chance of a 
woman in 
the United 
States 
experienc-
ing physical 
violence by 
an intimate 
partner: 
33—Yes! 
Magazine

wikimedia.org
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Quotable
On Oct. 4, Hurricane Matthew struck Haiti, leaving widespread devastation in its wake. This 
prayer was written by Mennonite Central Comittee Haiti workers, Paul and Rebecca Shetler 
Fast: “We pray for the those without a safe place to sleep, without a place to brace against 
the coming storm. We pray for those with leaky roofs and mud walls, those still under tents 
and tarps and cardboard. We pray for those who fear their only belongings may be washed 
away. We pray for those who were hungry before this storm, and those who will see their 
crops washed away. We pray for compassion and helping hands. We pray for pastors opening 
up their churches to provide refuge from the storm. We pray for Haiti.”

4. What 
Mennonites 

can learn from 
Donald Trump 

by Tim Nafziger
1.7K

3. Mennonite 
colleges 
see 2016 

enrollment 
rise and fall 
by Jordan 
Waidelich

1.9K

2. White 
privilege and 
patriotism: 

Colin 
Kapernick and 
Mennonites by 

Eva Lapp
2.1K
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playlist: My top 
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hymns by Mary 

Oyer
4.3K
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The Mennonite is reaching over 80,000 people each year with Christ-centered 
Anabaptist news and features. We can’t continue this ministry without you. 

Give a gift that keeps on giving all year long. 
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Mail: Send a check for “The Mennonite” to 
3145 Benham Ave., Suite 4, Elkhart, IN 46517.

On #GivingTuesday, November 29, 
gifts up to $2,000 will be matched.



A tradition of
resistance

Erica Littlewolf does 
her work for her 
people, especially 
the young people 
of her tribe

by Gordon Houser

When Native people 
introduce themselves, says 
Erica Littlewolf, especially 
to other Natives, they speak 
of their tribe. They introduce 
themselves as individuals 
inside a larger community that 
involves a land base.
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In the same way, when I ask her about her pas-
sion and why she does what she does, Littlewolf 
says her work involves “continuing a tradition 
of resistance.” Her tribe, Northern Cheyenne, 
was held captive in Oklahoma over a century ago. 
“They knew they would be hunted by the U.S. 
government if they went to Montana,” she says, 
“but they did it anyway.”

Littlewolf, 35, who works with Mennonite 
Central Committee (MCC) Central States and the 
Indigenous Visioning Circle, also does her work 
for the many young people who have died from 
suicide, she says. And she does it for her four 
nieces.

“It’s in my DNA,” she says.
Littlewolf rents a house in rural Newton, Kan., 

but she travels extensively. When I first inter-
viewed her on May 31, she was getting ready to 
travel to Toronto for a conference. The following 
week, she was to return to Toronto to give a pre-
sentation on the Doctrine of Discovery. The week 
after that, she was scheduled to fly to Norway for 
a meeting of the World Council of Churches.

She keeps her passport in the same spot at 
home so she doesn’t lose it, she says.

Littlewolf grew up on the Northern Cheyenne 
reservation in Busby, Mont., and was part of 
White River Cheyenne Mennonite Church. Her 
father worked for Head Start, and her mother was 
a special education teacher.

Erica went to Head Start, then to Colstrip  
School, located off the reservation. She says she 
got on the bus at 6 a.m. each day, and when she 
was involved in sports, she didn’t get home until 
9 p.m.

Later she attended Black Hills State Universi-
ty in Spearfish, S.D., graduating in 2004 with a de-
gree in psychology and American Indian studies.

After college, she volunteered in Phoenix, 
Ariz., for Habitat for Humanity through Ameri-
Corps, then later as an academic counselor at the 
University of Phoenix. 

While in Phoenix, she enrolled at Arizona 
State University in the graduate program in social 
work. Then Hurricane Katrina hit New Orleans, 
and she realized the social work program did not 
address the systemic racism she saw operating in 
the aftermath of that storm.

During her college years, Littlewolf had 
worked for MCC as a summer service worker 
in her home community in Montana. She helped 
with vacation Bible school, took youth on back-
packing trips, and in 2003 traveled with a group  
to the Mennonite World Conference assembly in 
Zimbabwe.

In 2004, she was asked to serve on the MCC 

Central States board. After Katrina, she did con-
tract work for MCC. She worked with the MCC 
Oglala Lakota Nation unit located in Porcupine, 
S.D., on the Pine Ridge Reservation. She then 
became a service worker and served from 2007 to 
2009.

That work became the Indigenous Visioning 
Circle, which is under MCC. In her work, she 
focuses on big issues (macro rather than micro)—
the “big picture,” she says. She connects with the 
MCC United Nations desk and the MCC Washing-
ton desk. Her job is to help educate the constitu-
ency about issues faced by Native Americans.

As part of that work, she teaches people about 
the Doctrine of Discovery, which was the theo-
logical justification settlers used to take land from 
indigenous people. In May 2012, at the United Na-
tions Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, the 

Her tribe, Northern Cheyenne, was held in 
Oklahoma and knew they would be hunted by 
the U.S. government if they went to Montana, 
but they did it anyway.

Erica Littlewolf (left) leads a workshop at Kansas City 2015. MCC photo

Photo provided
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World Council of Churches called for the Doctrine 
of Discovery to be repudiated. That has become 
a growing movement, Littlewolf says. And she is 
working with people to see what steps churches 
can take in repudiating it.

Does she identify as a Mennonite? “Some 
days,” she says, “but not if it’s an ethnicity.”

She says she relates to Mennonites she knows 
and to pacifism, but not to an exclusive ethnic 

sense of Mennonite as a person with Germanic 
ancestors.

She points to a sad, ironic aspect to Menno-
nites’ history in North America: “Mennonites 
came to [North] America for refuge from persecu-
tion, but they often displaced Native peoples.” 

Part of her job and her calling is to help people 
understand this dynamic. “I understand when 
people don’t want to hear [this],” she says. “And 
people need to hear it in order to not repeat it.”

What gives Littlewolf hope? She says she 
sees both individual and systemic hope. While 
others decried the election campaign this past 
spring, Littlewolf found it helpful that people were 
displaying their racism openly. “It makes things 
clearer when people who hold racist views don’t 
try to hide them,” she says.

She also sees hope in the many Indigenous 
people who have joined forces to protect the 
water and stop the Dakota Access Pipeline on the 
Standing Rock reservation. This energy helps 
build connections. “It’s hopeful when people who 
are oppressed see themselves more connected 
than isolated,” she adds. She has never before 
seen a coming together of Indigenous Nations and 
non-Indigenous people to stand for something 
they believe in.

She also finds hope in the youth at White River 
Cheyenne Mennonite  Church. They come to-
gether each New Year’s Eve at the church to play 
games and build their relationships. It also keeps 
them away from the drinking that often happens 
at that time on the reservation. Last New Year’s 

Eve, she spoke to the group 
and spent time with them. 
Their lives and commitment 
give her hope, she says.

Gordon Houser is editor of The 
Mennonite.

Mennonites came to [North] America for refuge 
from persecution, but they often displaced Native 
peoples.—Erica Littlewolf

TICO#50014322

See more intriguing tours at www.tourmagination.com

Choose from Heritage Tours in Europe in 2017: 300th 
Anniversary Swiss German Mennonite Heritage Tour, 
or Discover Prague & The Mennonite Sojourn in Poland. 

EXPLORE, EXPERIENCE, 
EXPAND YOUR WORLD!

      Explore your roots with your 
                      extended Mennonite “family”

 

office@tourmagination.com • (800) 565-0451

Erica Littlewolf. Photo by Gordon Houser

TM
Listen to an interview with Erica 
on the Peace Lab Podcast at 
ww.TheMennonite.org



Place matters
Felipe Hinojosa’s neighborhood and city shaped his understanding 
of Mennonite and Anabaptist faith and theology

by Felipe Hinojosa

In September, I got the news 
that my parents’ house in 
Brownsville, Texas, had sold. 
My parents bought the house 
back in the 1970s for $26,000 
and sold it for $45,000. The 
financial return was slim, 
but the house on Taylor 
Street—located in the heart 
of el barrio de la 421 (the 
421 neighborhood)—holds 
deep memories for me and my   
family.

The house where the author grew up Photo provided

U.S.-Mexico border. 
creativecommons.org / Terry Ross
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This was the 
house where 
Sunday afternoons 
were loud, with 
people around 
the table eating 
arroz con pollo 
while closely 
following the 
Dallas Cowboys 
football game. It 
was where people 

from all over the United States and Latin America 
came to visit my parents and where el hermano 
Manuelito—a Mennonite pastor from Matamoros 
(a border town on the Mexican side) patiently 
waited for a ride to church on most Sunday morn-
ings. It’s the neighborhood where my first bike 
was stolen, where the cholos and cholas decorated 
the streets with their fashion and art and where 
we were certainly the only non-Catholic family. 
We were the aleluyas (a term sometimes used to 
identify non-Catholic, mostly Pentecostal, Mex-
ican Americans). We had a tortilleria one house 
down, across the street you could buy hielitos 
(frozen Kool-aid in styrofoam cups). Ofelia had a 
tiendita (small store) a short distance away, and 

I’ll never forget how well manicured our neighbor, 
Conchita, kept her plants and grass. In recent 
years the neighborhood has not looked very good. 
After Conchita passed away, the subsequent own-
ers never kept up the landscaping, and the nearby 
Lincoln Park closed down, giving way for a new 
highway built to connect to a new border crossing 
to Mexico. 

Of all that is quickly recognizable about my 
family and my neighborhood, being Mennonite is 
certainly not. Yet we are, and that house and that 
neighborhood have been visited by other Men-
nonites (mostly Mexican Americans) who came 
for a Bible study, a meal or a place to stay. Our 
family was the only Mennonite family in el barrio 
de la 421, but all across town, Mexican-American 
Mennonites lived, worked and faithfully attended 
Iglesia Menonita del Cordero (Mennonite Church 
of the Lamb) in Brownsville, Texas. 

For most of us, place (our neighborhoods 
and the border city where we lived) shaped our 
understanding of Mennonite and Anabaptist faith 

and theology. Place mattered to us because it 
compelled us to live out our Mennonite faith in 
distinctive ways. For example, our church start-
ed programs to help people in our church (poor 
people helping poor people), and we became 
a sanctuary church in the late 1980s and early 
1990s, providing migrants and refugees from 
Central America and Mexico sanctuary, a warm 
meal and the opportunity to make a long-distance 
phone call.

Social geographers tell us that space and place 
are not neutral but in fact are vital in determin-
ing social interactions, politics and social move-
ments.1 Being on the border—being a border 
church and a Mennonite church—meant we lived 
out our faith differently from white Mennonites 
in the East or Midwest. Like the prairies and flat 
lands of the Midwest or the Pennsylvania Dutch 
Country that have shaped Mennonite faith and 
theology in America, living as a borderlands peo-
ple between two nations has shaped the experi-
ences of Mexican-American Mennonites. 

The relation to place has been a critical point 
in much of the Mennonite and Anabaptist histo-
ries written in the 20th century. That focus makes 
sense, given that most of the Russian Mennonite 
immigrants to America settled in defined locations 
across the East and Midwest during the latter half 
of the 19th century. The cities and towns in which 
they ended up, such as Hillsboro and Newton, 
Kan., and Goshen and Elkhart, Ind., historian Paul 
Toews has called “holy places.”2 

While Mennonites historically have been 
geographically segregated, place is additionally 
important in that it has also shaped the historical 
topics chosen for study as well as the methodolo-
gies and approaches of scholars who focus on the 
Mennonite experience. Consider what places and 
which archives Mennonite scholars are working in 
and with.

In 1997, Toews made it clear that most of the 
scholars who authored books as part of the Men-
nonite Experience in America series made “trips 
into the archival centers of the Mennonite uni-
verse [and] bypassed the bright lights of the na-
tion’s metropolitan centers.”3 While the majority 
of the historical records for the Mennonite com-
munity are archived in the “holy places,” it is im-
portant to remember that Mennonites themselves 
have never been solely confined to those areas. 
What new information might we have gathered 
about the experience of Mennonites during the 
civil rights movement or the sanctuary movement 
by looking in the National Archives, the Library 
of Congress in Washington, D.C., or even the Luis 
Muñoz Marín Foundation in Trujillo Alto, Puerto 

Place mattered to us because it compelled us to 
live out our Mennonite faith in distinctive ways.

Esther Hinojosa, 
Felipe’s mother.  
Photo provided
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Rico, which currently has an electronic collection 
of over 20,000 photos of Mennonite service work 
on the island in the 1950s and 1960s? 

For those of us working on rewriting the 
Mennonite story in the United States, deterritori-
alizing Mennonite studies—moving it away from 
its current ethnic and place-based trappings—has 
the potential to open new avenues that take us to 
the different locations where Mennonite histo-
ry occurred: in the West, the South, the Pacific 
Northwest and across national borders. Doing so 
can help us better understand how racism and 
oppression take place, how people of color have 
redefined the Mennonite experience, and what 
the range of Mennonite and Anabaptist history 
can teach us about religious experiences in the 
United States and across the globe. I know that 
in my corner of the world, in the barrios of the 
Texas-Mexico borderlands, there are many stories 
yet to be told.   

Felipe Hinojosa is associate pro-
fessor of history at Texas A&M 
University in College Station, 
Texas.
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Fidelity of place letter
In a 2014 letter to Brad Born, then academic dean 
at Bethel College, North Newton, Kan., Robert 
Kreider, Mennonite thinker and former college 
president, wrote, “I have wondered, When did 
we in Kansas awaken to awareness of these high 
plains as a unique gift, a treasure of the spirit?…
Is there not an invitation, wherever one is placed, 
to see one’s locale as one of particular worth 
to be sought and treasured?” Drawing on this 
celebration of place in Kreider’s letter, Born and 
others from Bethel in May hosted a Mennonite 
Higher Education Faculty conference focusing on 
the theme “Fidelity of Place” and exploring what 
it means to be rooted and located in a particular 
space, time, land and place. See the full text of the 
letter at www.themennonite.org

1See the work of Edward Soja, Thirdspace: Journeys 
to Los Angeles and other Real and Imagined Places 
(Blackwell Publishers, 1996).
2Paul Toews, “The Quest for the Mennonite Holy 
Grail: Reflections on ‘the Mennonite Experience in 
America’ Project,” Direction Journal 26, no. 1 (Spring 
1997), 43.
3Ibid.



Items the traveler
  has yet to 
 fully reckon A prose poem 

from Lithuania

by Jeff Gundy

The large and often lovely houses to the 
east, with their gates and flowers and 
barking dogs, with their paired Volvo SUVs, 
with their dramatic windows and glassy 
little towers and eccentric architecture, as 
if their builders are low-rent King Ludwigs. 
Where does the money come from?

The author (fourth from left, standing) with one of his classes at LCC International University. Photo provided
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The clump of Soviet apartments to the west, 
red brick and banks of windows crowded togeth-
er like toys pushed carelessly into a heap on the 
floor, always people slipping through them on 
the beaten paths, grocery bags in each hand. Old 
women wait at the bus stops, kids play on the 

battered swings, cars rest in every space and 
half the sidewalks. Some are scaffolded for new 
windows and wiring, some weary as the men in 
dark coats who must remember when the soldiers 
lived next door and the tanks rattled down the 
streets whenever they chose. Which of them 
were packed off in boxcars to some grim outpost, 
to live in a sod hut and survive on grass soup and 
knuckles, among villagers who’d been told watch 
your children. These people are cannibals? 

And in between our school, strange oasis of 
English and good intentions, little hive of other-
ness sauced with honey and coffee and Western 
notions of harmony through understanding, half 
absurd stereotype and half brave new world. Here 
in the small scrap of ground between kruschevkas 
and suburbs, between St. Kasimir’s new concrete 
cathedral (more grain silo than Chartres) and the 
new Rimi with its underground parking lot and 
casino and stores full of glittery stuff and cakes 
that look better than they taste. Not far from the 
decaying outdoor stadium the Russians built for 
games and concerts, where the people gathered in 
’89 to see if they could claim their country again.

Learn all you can, we say. Consider the visi-
ble conditions of your actual life, and the manifold 
events that have led to your particular existence. 
If you find yourself in a room with strangers 
whose grandfathers may have killed your grand-
fathers, or tried, let those memories blow away, 
as the bags and scraps of plastic wheel across the 
open fields. Eat together, breathe the common 
air, practice your vowels and idioms. Listen your 
way toward a common tongue. Wait for the voice 
of God, which speaks in the spaces where true 
hearts meet.

Between the occupation and whatever comes 
next, between the old ways and the undiscovered 
future, between Dievas the sun god and Jesus the 
Christ and Gediminas the noble pagan who re-
fused both to convert and to persecute the Chris-
tians already in the kingdom. Between freedom 
and no work to do. Between grandmother in the 
village and sister in the UK, sending something 
home each month, texting the news.

Hang both your flags out the window, with a 
red heart between. Practice the shaking of hands, 
the translation of gray and brown into intricate 
knots of thought, into bright flowers of feeling, 
the construction of tables and bridges, bike paths 
and streets so fine and true that no tank will dare 
trundle down them.

Jeff Gundy teaches English at 
Bluffton (Ohio) University. He 
wrote this prose poem near the 
end of a semester spent teaching 
at LCC International University 
in Klaipeda, Lithuania. LCC is 
an English-language, Christian 
liberal arts college with students 

from all over the Baltics and eastern Europe and 
just celebrated its 25th anniversary.
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A Mennonite girl
 from Harlem 
A Mennonite professor seeks to bring different communities together

by Melody M. Pannell

The seven-hour drive from Harlem, N.Y., to Harrisonburg, Va., was filled with 
excitement, anticipation and a sense of purpose. Somehow I knew that I’d 
never be the same once I stepped into this “new land,” this unfamiliar place 
I’d call home for the next four years. Everything was different yet strangely 
comforting. I longed to feel a sense of belonging and acceptance. I remem-
bered the moment I became a part of this transformative community. Now 
the community just needed to become a part of me.

The author (center) surrounded by (from left to right) her mother, 
maternal grandmother paternal grandmother and father. Photo provided
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 My father, Richard W. Pannell, once told me 
he had visited Eastern Mennonite College (EMC) 
when he was a teenager back in the late 1950s. 
A group from Newlinville Mennonite Church in 
Coatesville, Pa., visited the college to hear the 
music of “The Holy City” Oratorio. He remem-
bered feeling a sense of peace upon arriving on 
the beautiful campus. He felt in his heart this 
was the college he wanted to attend when he 
graduated from high school. Although he was not 
raised in the Mennonite faith, he began attending 
a Mennonite church when he was a teenager. He 
was drawn to the hospitality, care and loving spirit 
of the pastor, Elmer D. Leaman, and the congre-
gation. They felt like family to him. He also was 
intrigued by the Anabaptist theology of peace, 
justice and service to the world. “Yes, this was the 
place for me,” he exclaimed to his mother upon 
his return home.

This was some lofty idea my father had. Af-
ter all, he was African-American. Although EMC 
was the first predominately white college insti-
tution in the south to open its doors to African- 
Americans, few African-American students found 
their “place” in this Mennonite academic society. 
Willis Johnson was the first African-American to 
be enrolled in 1948, although he did not graduate. 
Peggy Webb, another local student in Harrison-
burg, actually became the first African-American 
graduate of EMC, in 1954. It was the year of the 
landmark case Brown v. Board of Education and 
the beginning of the Civil Rights Movement. 

My father was at the top of his class at Coates-
ville High School; therefore, his academic ability 
was not in question. Yet he was strongly encour-
aged to reconsider his plan to attend a predomi-
nantly white college in rural Virginia. His mother 
worried about whether he would truly be wel-
comed as part of this close-knit community due to 
the South’s history of racial segregation. She was 
not as familiar with Mennonites, since she was a 
Baptist. However, she did have experience with 
“white society” as an African-American woman 
growing up during the Jim Crow laws. Conse-
quently, my father never applied to EMC.

To him, it was a dream dashed, a harsh reality 
of a dichotomy of community. He had embraced 
the Mennonite church as a teenager, but Men-
nonite higher education was a different place. 
Little did he know he would relive the dreams of 
his heart later in 1993, when his daughter began 
her first year as a social work student at East-
ern Mennonite University. I had begun working 
with at-risk black adolescent girls in Harlem and 
decided that I wanted to study social work from a 
Christian perspective. I’d been raised at Seventh 

Avenue Mennonite Church on the corner of 146th 
Street and Adam Clayton Powell Jr. Blvd. in Har-
lem, where I learned about Anabaptist theology 
concerning peace and justice, as well as black 
liberation theology. There I heard preaching on 
existential theology, which supplied a divine Word 
that answers a crisis or conflict at the heart of 
human existence, and utilized the model of ethical 
political theology, where preachers proclaim God’s 
Word as an alternate vision to injustice, inequities 
of power, suffering and oppression. 

With this in mind, I packed up my belongings 
and began my new journey filled with enthusiasm, 
determination and hope. I was a Mennonite girl 
from Harlem who carried with me all the hopes 
of my father as well as many others in my Afri-
can-American community—hopes that too often 
had been denied. I also represented the ideas of 
white Mennonite allies who believed in the value 
of racial diversity, advocated for social justice 
and worked against systemic inequalities in the 
church community. White Mennonites like my 
mother, Ethel M. Pannell, had traveled from rural 
Lancaster (Pa.) County to New York City to serve 
as a missionary in Harlem during the height of the 
Civil Rights Movement. There my parents met, 
married and raised three biracial children. 

Members of Seventh Avenue Mennonite Church (now called Infinity Menno-
nite Church) in New York. Photo provided

I carried with me all the hopes of my father as 
well as many others in my African-American 
community—hopes that too often had been 
denied.
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I became part of the community of East-
ern Mennonite University (EMU) the moment I 
stepped on campus. I felt called to this place, not 
only for my academic development but for my 
spiritual formation and personal transformation. 
I sensed I had a purpose for being here. I was 
called to be a bridge builder. I belonged, even if 
many people did not believe I, too, was Menno-
nite. I was Mennonite through the ethnicity of my 
German-Swiss, Pennsylvania Dutch mother and 
by faith and the principles of Anabaptist theology 
through my African-American father, who had 
served during my childhood as the first black pas-
tor of Seventh Avenue Mennonite Church.

I did not look like the majority of the students 

around me. I was also not from a rural or suburban 
area or from a higher socioeconomic status. I was 
from one of the most diverse and largest cities in 
the world. However, I represented a historically 
marginalized group of people who had experi-
enced the trauma of prejudice, oppression and 
systemic discrimination. During the low points of 
my experience, I questioned whether or not I ac-
tually belonged at Eastern Mennonite University.

Yet I believed in the vision of EMU to be a 
“learning community marked by academic excel-
lence, creative process, professional competence 
and passionate Christian faith, offering healing 
and hope in our diverse world.” I believed it when 
EMU said they commit themselves to do justice, 
love mercy and walk humbly with God. My fidelity 
to this place was strong. I was a loyal, support-
ive, dedicated and active member of the campus 
community. My mentor, Marian Sauder Egli, who 
had graduated from Eastern Mennonite Seminary 
when it was not popular for women to attend 
seminary, said to me: “You need EMU, but EMU 
also needs you.” I believed her. I became involved 
on campus as a ministry assistant, celebration 
worship leader and chapel committee member, 
president of the Black Student Union, resident 
assistant, hall director and the co-president of the 
Student Government Association. 

Although there were marked differences, 
I was able to make a few significant connections 
with peers, faculty members and the broader 
church community. This enabled me to move 
through the “transformation pyramid” of survival 
(physiology and safety), success (social belonging 
and esteem) and transformation (self-actualiza-
tion). I shared my ideas, utilized my creativity 
and opened myself to be transformed through this 
cross-cultural experience. I also believed God 
wanted to use my life as a vessel to transform the 
two societies I represented.

After graduating in 1997, I came back to my 
alma mater to become the director of Multicul-
tural Services from 2003 to 2008, and a year ago, 
I returned again to my fidelity of place to become 
an assistant professor of social work. It was a 
dream fulfilled to be a part of increasing the diver-
sity of faculty members at EMU. Unfortunately, 
my story is an exception, not the normal experi-
ence of students of color at EMU. 

This leads me to ask: How can Mennonite 
institutions go beyond the practice of hospitality 
to create and utilize a framework of particular 
education theories, philosophies and perspectives 
that enhance our efforts to empower our multi-
cultural students to overcome cultural barriers 
that separate them from becoming engaged in the 

The first Multicultural Services (Black Student Union) 
homecoming reunion was held in 2005. Photo provided
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community of learners, contributing their unique 
gifts and thriving in the place we ask them to call 
home? 

A few of my favorite authors shed some 
light on the empowerment, liberation and trans-
formation of educational communities. 

In Empowering Education: Critical Teaching 
for Social Change, Ira Shor writes: “A curriculum 
designed to empower students must be transfor-
mative in nature and help students develop the 
knowledge, skills and values needed to become 
social critics who can make reflective decisions 
and implement their decisions in effective person-
al, social, political and economic action.”

In Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Brazilian educator 
Paulo Freire writes: “Education either condi-
tions the younger generation into acceptance of 
society’s status quo or becomes the practice of 
freedom through which people deal critically and 
creatively with reality and discover how to trans-
form their worlds.” Freire created a revolution in 
educational thinking by proposing that liberation 
and education were equivalent and mutual pro-
cesses. In other words, “education is necessary 
for the liberation of communities of oppressed 
people, and education and liberation are partner-
ships that must work together for the good of all 
communities.”

In the book To Know As We Are Known: Edu-
cation as a Spiritual Journey, Parker Palmer writes 
that this “transformation should be the goal and 
objective of our educational efforts and that the 
spirituality of our students plays a significant role 
in the successful development and formation of 
their educational journey. Such spirituality en-
courages us to welcome diversity and conflict, to 
tolerate ambiguity and to embrace paradox.”

This is a beautiful and worthwhile journey of 
learning we can take as a community. However, 
we must tap into a new way of relating to and 
educating our multicultural students. It is not just 
about what our Mennonite institutions can teach 

those that represent different cultures. It is about 
what embracing diversity can teach us. Togeth-
er we can engage, empower and transform our 

Mennonite communities and create an inclusive 
fidelity of place that will be sustained, transform 
our society and flourish into the future. 

Melody M. Pannell serves as the assistant professor 
of social work at Eastern Mennonite University, 

Harrisonburg, Va. Her life 
mission is to embody practical 
theology and encourage those she 
serves to engage in a transfor-
mative journey of “emancipatory 
hope in action” and empower-
ment through holistic, therapeu-
tic and restorative ministry.

EMU students that were predominantly white and for-
mer students from the historically black Virginia Union 
University, predominantly black, came together for a 
social work conference in 2015. Photo provided

It is not just about what our Mennonite 
institutions can teach those that represent 
different cultures. It is about what embracing 
diversity can teach us.



  Creek crossings
and the rural church 

A Mennonite pastor on boundary issues 
and crossing points

by Brett Klingenberg

A tiny creek runs through the pasture of our 
rural Nebraska farm. Most of the summer it 
stays dry, but by early winter, after the trees 
and grass go dormant, the springs begin again, 
and the tiny trickle of water slowly makes its 
way to the Big Blue River. Our children love to 
play there because there are trees and places 
to explore and even a couple of small bridges 
we’ve made out of old planks (see photo). The 
creek winds its way through the middle of the 
pasture and forms a pretty landscape of ditch-
es and gullies. Caleb and Maya Klingenberg, the author’s 

children, cross a creek. Photo by Cassie Klingenberg
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Much of the landscape of Gage County, Neb., is 
rolling hills, symmetrical fields and native prairie 
that all seem to meet at the Big Blue. The Blue 
cuts a wide valley that is forested and provides 
a corridor of food and shelter to wildlife. Other 
creeks, such as Cub Creek, Big Indian and Bottle 
Creek influence and shape the terrain. On the 
West side, where the Ogallala Aquifer sends out 
fingers of water, good irrigated land is farmed. 
To the east, the large and sometimes rocky hills 
that the locals call “Iron Mountain” rise above the 
river.

It is amazing just how much geography shapes 
human activity. Excellent crops are raised in the 
Big Blue valley as well as the flat areas above the 
aquifer. Where the land is rougher and the pas-
tures remain, livestock graze and find their home. 
The land, the creeks, the rocks and the rivers 
dictate our activities, influence our livelihoods and 
shape us economically and culturally. 

Church geography
First Mennonite Church meets for worship a 

few miles north of our farm. The church building 
is large and made of stone that’s hard to miss as 
you drive down the highway. Founded in 1876, 
most of the congregation moved from West 
Prussia to seek greater religious freedom. The 
congregation brought with it several overlapping 
Prussian and Mennonite traditions and cultural 
markers, including the German language and 
distinctive music and foods. 

Comparable to the rivers, creeks and hills of 
Gage County, our rural Mennonite church is geo-
graphically unique. Our congregation is sustained 
by Christian faith and Anabaptist theology. Prus-
sian culture, family history, traditional foods and 
musical instruments become the creeks that me-
ander through our church. Other cultural markers 
include long-held friendships, common stories and 
a European style of worship. For those who are 
sustained by them from within, these boundaries 
can be positive. As the pastor of First Mennonite, 
I love hearing stories from the local canon and 
learning family connections. Elders of the church 
sometimes produce ancient family books and 
pictures and make the connections for me. At the 
local grain elevator, the farmers uncover more 
history as they tell stories about each other. 

Boundary issues
When it comes time to fix fence or round up 

cattle in my pasture, the creek our family loves 
suddenly becomes a significant boundary. Driving 
the pickup across is such a process. Even our 
horse, Starlight, gets a little picky when looking 
for a good crossing point.

Rural churches often have a love/hate relation-

ship with the natural boundaries that are a part of 
their community life. Traditions that have brought 
stability and identity to a congregation can sud-
denly be at the center of negative attention. When 
a church experiences population decline or sees 
young families leave for a younger community 
church in the area, these important boundaries 

become the focal point of their problems. Church 
boards and committees often wrestle with what 
needs to change, occasionally blaming the organ, 
pews or dress code of the congregation. At other 
times, we lament the lack of a worship band, rain-
ing down negativity on ourselves while talented 
organists faithfully play hymns on a highly techni-
cal instrument. Even our theology becomes sus-
ceptible to our indignation, and important beliefs 
that have been so central now become expendable 

Traditions that have brought stability and identity 
to a congregation can suddenly be at the center 
of negative attention.

creativecom
m

ons.org / Alw
ays Shooting



in the search for relevance and numerical growth. 
We can be so critical of ourselves, blaming our 
rural culture, history and traditions for our strug-
gles. But when we propose or try to eliminate 
them, the result is often hurt and confusion.

Dirt work 
If a farmer were to try to eliminate a creek 

that flowed through a pasture in order to make it 
more accessible, it would be extremely invasive 
and expensive. The farmer would have to bring in 
giant machinery, push the trees out, scrape tons of 
topsoil away and spend days leveling and grading 
the slope. In the end it might be crossable, but the 
creek would never really go away. It would still be 
a visible boundary that would continue to restrict 
access, especially on rainy days. Eliminating the 
cultural and theological boundaries of our church-
es involves the same amount of intrusive effort 
and never really gets rid of the source of frustra-
tion. However, it is tempting for rural churches 
to spend their resources trying to eliminate their 
identity in favor of church growth. 

Crossing points
Instead of eliminating the creek in my pasture, 

I access the other side through several creek 
crossings. To get to the other side, I first have 
to drive through one crossing, then another and 
another until I am able to say that I’m officially 
“across the creek.” I even have to maintain one of 
the crossings because it is susceptible to wash-
ing. Still, these crossing points are a much better 
option than simply destroying the creek.

In “The Work of Local Culture,” author Wen-
dell Berry writes: “When a community loses its 
memory, its members no longer know each other. 
How can they know each other if they have for-
gotten or have never learned each other’s stories? 
If they do not know each other’s stories, how can 
they know whether or not to trust each other?”  

Berry points out that the loss of stories and 
identity leads to mistrust and alienation. So when 
a congregation seeks to distance itself from its 
own natural geography, the results can be neg-
ative. Is it worth distancing ourselves from our 
identity? Are outsiders really afraid of our cultural 
and theological boundaries? What outsiders are 
truly afraid of is not being known. Outsiders 

seek adoption into the communities Berry writes 
about, communities with a living memory and 
identity.

In his letter to the Ephesians, Paul makes it 
clear the Gentiles have been adopted into the 
Jewish promise through Christ, who has broken 
down the walls of separation. In 2:18, Paul writes, 
“For through [Jesus] both of us have access in one 
Spirit to the Father.” Jesus becomes the access 
or crossing point between people and God. What 
is striking about this passage is that God does 
not become less holy or less Godlike in order to 
be more relevant to humanity but retains God’s 
holiness while creating an access point for our 
adoption into God’s household. Through Christ, 
God has broken down the walls that divide and 
provided access to himself. As the church, we, 
too, are invited to this same work. The church 
must discover and nurture crossing points that 
can lead to the adoption of outsiders into the faith 
community.

The good news of crossing points is that a 
church does not need to eliminate its common 
story, traditions and local culture in order to be 
accessible by the outside community. Forming and 
maintaining adequate crossing points into our ru-
ral congregations bring the access we long to offer 
outsiders as well as keeping our unique identity in 
place. Leveling the traditions and cultures of our 
rural churches in favor of relevance and perceived 
church growth only separates us from who we 
really are. While building crossings takes time and 
resources, they are exponentially more practical, 
economical and less invasive than a complete 
church overhaul. Our rural culture, agricultural 
lifestyles, traditional foods and shared history 
are a part of how we do church together. We are 
churches that are located in a specific geography 
with specific markings and stories that shape who 
we are. We are called to proclaim the good news 
of Jesus Christ in our own settings and participate 
in God’s mission of reconciliation as we interact 
with others at the crossing points.

Back home on the farm, I continue to maintain 
the creek crossings in my pasture. A load of rock 
here or a fence there keeps the crossings intact 
while slowing the forces of erosion. In the creek 
itself, water is running, the springs are flowing 
and the trees are putting on leaves. There is life 

in the boundaries. 
 

Brett Klingenberg is pastor 
of First Mennonite Church,        
Beatrice, Neb.

It is tempting for rural churches to spend their 
resources trying to eliminate their identity in 
favor of church growth.
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This is home
After living in Japan for two years, the author and 
his wife decided this was home

by Andre Swartley

In 2012, at the age of 33, I finally went home. Karatsu is a city 
of about 100,000 in southern Japan, where I taught for two 
years with the JET (Japan Exchange and Teaching) Program. By 
the time I arrived in Karatsu, I had been teaching for a decade. 
I had worked with students from every age, between early 
childhood and adult learners. I had already lived and taught in 
three countries: the United States, Germany and Spain. Despite 
all that, Karatsu was my first—and as far as I can tell now, my 
only—home. 
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Karatsu, Japan. Photo provided
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I already know what you’re thinking. It’s 
the vacation principle, in which someone has 
an impossibly magical time at some impossibly 
lovely vacation destination, then comes home and 
remembers only the nice parts of the place they 
visited. Believe me, I’ve been there. Looking back 
on SST in Jena, Germany, I remember my won-
derful host parents, Helmut and Jutta. I remember 
the slick local trains that took me anywhere I 
wanted to go for a pittance (and then running out 

of money early because that “pittance” actually 
wasn’t). I remember the little food stand called 
Grill Teufel (Grill Devil) that served juicy, deli-
cious foot-long white sausages clamped in hard 

little bread rolls so you didn’t burn your fingers. 
It’s easy to romanticize an experience like that.

But I also remember the hours upon hours of 
isolation. I remember my host brother calling me 
a “lazy bastard” when my increasingly crippling 
homesickness kept me from going to a concert 
put on by one of his friends, or getting yelled at 
multiple times by strangers in public because I 
misunderstood a word on a local menu or street 
sign.

So no, I don’t think my feelings toward Japan 
are purely rose-tinted or naive. After about a 
week in Karatsu, Kate, my wife, and I were on 
what soon became our daily walk to the grocery 
store. The store itself was a marvel: hairy root 
vegetables as long as I am tall, spiny things 
that look a bit like green peppers but are most 
definitely not, regular cantaloupes that cost as 
much as $80 apiece and are packaged in gorgeous 
hinged wooden boxes, locally caught squid and 
cuttlefish laid out on beds of ice with their skin 
rapidly shifting color in distress. It was enough to 
make a person retreat to the packaged food aisles, 
where the boxes were decorated with unfamiliar 
mascots and inscrutable Japanese lettering, but 
at least the mascots’ eyes didn’t beg for rescue. 
There is a reason many foreigners traveling in 
Japan find the supermarket one of the most anxi-
ety-producing experiences.

But back to my point. On our walk to the store, 
Kate turned to me and said, “This is home, isn’t 
it?”

Like all watershed moments, that one lived 
in the mundane. I was pushing our son’s stroller, 
fighting to keep it on the narrow sidewalk as a 
moped droned past, trailing smog. Across the 
street, a tiny, gray-haired woman was hosing fish 
parts into the public drain outside her shop. A 
group of rebellious teenage boys wearing all black 
and smoking cigarettes stopped talking suddenly 
and asked if they could take their pictures with 
our son, Oswald, because they had never seen a 
baby with blonde hair before. It all just felt right 
in a way I still can’t articulate. Karatsu was like 
nowhere I had ever been, because I had never 
been home before.

We lived in Karatsu for two years. The 
local board of education set us up—me, my wife, 
our son—in a 22- by 18-foot apartment inhabited 
by roaches so enormous they left little brown pel-
lets under the couch and in the corners of rooms, 
like mice. We found regular haunts, such as 
places that made the best noodles or curry. Our 
son played in parks with local kids and eventually 
went to a Japanese preschool. 

It bears asking, How could a place be 

Andre, Kate and 
Oswald Swartley 
in Japan in 2013.   
Photo provided

On our walk to the store, Kate turned to 
me and said, ‘This is home, isn’t it?’
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home when children in parks saw us coming, 
screamed, “Gaijin” (meaning “foreigner”) and 
rushed away to peer at us from between their 
mothers’ legs? How could a place be home when 
about half of what we heard, read or watched on 
television was incomprehensible to us?

About six months after moving back to the 
United States, I traveled to Tokyo to present at 
a conference for JET Program participants, like 
I had been only six months earlier. I stepped off 
the airplane into Narita Airport and bought a 
bottle of water and an onigiri, a rice ball wrapped 
in seaweed with a pickled plum at the center. 
I sat on a bench eating my weird, sour snack 
and wept. Away from my wife and son, already 
jetlagged and in need of a change of clothes. But 
I cried into that rice ball because it was home. 

Don’t ask me how or why. Find yours, and 
you’ll know.

Andre Swartley is the ESL program director at 
Hesston (Kan.) College and author of four novels, 
most recently The Wretched Afterlife of Odetta 
(2015). 

Find more articles on the theme of fidelity of place 
on our website, www.themennontie.org.
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LEADERSHIP
A word from Mennonite leaders

My top 10 list of hymns

The ancient songs and writers are important. 
These are the strong people who have kept 
Christianity going, and it’s important to know 

what they have to say, even if it’s translated or 
evolved to fit our context. For the production of 
The Mennonite Hymnal (known to some as “the 
red hymnal”), I looked up every text in its original 
form. We often found 30-40 verses and searched 
for new verses that fit our Mennonite thought.

Here are my top 10 hymns, though not in 
order of importance. 

1. Holy, Holy, Holy: In 325 C.E. at the Council 
of Nicea, the idea of the Trinity was created be-
cause they didn’t know what to do with “the three 
Gods.” Out of that council’s work this 19th-centu-
ry English text and tune were written for Trinity 
Sunday, the first Sunday after Pentecost. The me-
ter of the poetry is unusual: 11.12.12.10. syllables 
for the phrases in each stanza, with a fine tune. It 
also takes some imagery from book of Revelation: 
the glassy sea, etc. And this song has persevered. 
See #120 in Hymnal: A Worship Book (HWB).

2. Holy God, We Praise Thy Name: This song 
was #1 in The Mennonite Hymnal (1969), which 
was strange at the time because it’s a Catholic 
hymn, “Te Deum Laudamus,” translated into 
many languages. The English translation came 
from the German version by Ignaz Franz for 
Maria Theresa’s chapel in Austria and was set to 
music in a Catholic hymnbook in 1776. 

3. Lead Kindly Light: The author of this 
hymn, John Henry Newman, was a member of 
the Oxford Movement around 1830 in the Angli-
can Church. Its leaders longed for a return to a 
more liturgical form of worship in contrast to the 
growing influence of the informality of Methodist 
worship in England. This poem reflects unrest, 
speeding and slowing somewhat erratically. Refer-
ence: #316 in The Mennonite Hymnal.

4. Christ Lay in Death’s Strong Bands: 
There are two versions of this hymn in our cur-
rent hymnal. This is Martin Luther’s version of 
an old German hymn of around 1100, which came 
from a Catholic “Kyrie Eleison” (HWB #271). 
The older hymn was in three sections, each 
ending in “Kyrie eleison” (Lord, have mercy). But 
Luther brought it up to date with the favorite form 
for a hymn of his day: AAB, which was the form 
for a song of the singers’ guild. Luther’s hymn 
is harmonized by J.S. Bach in yet another style. 
Bach’s four voice parts each move as a lovely mel-
ody. Reference: HWB, #470.  

5. He Is the Way: See The Episcopal Hymnal 
(1982), pages 463-464, for two musical settings 
of  “For the Time Being,” the 1945 poem by W.H. 
Auden.” I value the way the author presents 
Christ’s incarnation. I see it as an archetype of the 
journey of life, a modern “Pilgrim’s Progress.”

6. Jesus A, Nahetotaetanome (Jesus Lord, 
How Joyful You Have Made Us): This hymn 
comes from Cheyenne Mennonites. When we 
sang a similar song at the Mennonite World 
Conference in Wichita, Kan., in 1978, members of 
the Cheyenne tribe attended. A wonderful woman 
named Bertha Little Coyote was there. I told her, 
“We want to sing your song tomorrow. Would you 
help us?” And she said, “You won’t be able to sing 
it.” But she was willing to help. It was hard for us, 
and the sound must have hurt her ears, but she 
said to me afterward, “I like it here.” A similar 
Cheyenne hymn is #9 in HWB. 

7. Jesus, We Want to Meet: This was a mis-
sionary song westerners brought to Nigeria in the 
middle of the 19th century, and Nigerians learned 
to sing it in the Western missionary way. But in 
1950, several Nigerians came to Methodists in the 
United States, writing and singing their song in 
their way, and the Methodists used this version in 
their next hymnal. This is #10 in HWB.

8. O God, Our Help in Ages Past: I like this 
Psalm text, partly because it is by Isaac Watts. 
Hymnals in early America were full of songs by 
Watts, a nonconformist. He went beyond the po-
etic meters acceptable at the time, and his Psalm 
settings included Jesus much of the time. His 
language in hymns was progressive for its time. 
This hymn is still valued for important occasions, 
like weddings and funerals. It seems timeless.

9. For the Beauty of the Earth: When I was 
at the seminary, a Russian student came to me 
and said, “I can’t find anything in [Hymnal: A Wor-
ship Book] about the arts.” Then she found this 
hymn with the verse, “For the joy of ear and eye, 
for the heart and mind’s delight, for the mystic 
harmony linking sense to sound and sight.” I grew 
up when the arts were rejected by some Menno-
nites as unnecessary and even wrong. 

10. I Sought the Lord: The committee for the 
1969 book found this text in our search for new 
material. However, we were not convinced of the 
hymn tune. The poetic meter was uncommon, so 
Harold Moyer from Bethel College, the arranger 
for a number of our songs, composed the tune, 
FAITH. It has worn very well. TM

Mary Oyer
is professor emerita 
of music at Goshen 
(Ind.) College and 
professor at Ana-
baptist Mennonite 
Biblical Seminary, 
Elkhart, Ind. See the 
full article at www.
themennonite.org.
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OPINION
Perspectives from readers

Ryan Ahlgrim
is pastor of First 
Mennonite Church 
in Richmond, Va.

We need a churchwide study of marriage

Imagine that the Supreme Court of the United 
States has just legalized polygamy. Would Chris-
tians accept or reject polygamous marriage? 

Some Christians might accept it. The Bible 
never forbids polygamy, and several leaders in the 
Old Testament had multiple wives. Some Mormon 
splinter sects already practice polygamy. Their 
wives often claim the arrangement is fully loving, 
resulting in strong families. Provided women have 
the same right as men to marry multiple partners, 
is it not fair to let people make their own marriage 
decisions and arrangements?

Despite these arguments, the vast majority 
of Christians would reject polygamy—whether 
legalized by the Supreme Court or not. Most 
denominations would put severe penalties in place 
for clergy performing polygamous marriages.

This is how many Christians (and denomi-
nations) feel about same-sex marriage. Despite 
being legalized by the Supreme Court and despite 
examples of committed same-sex couples, many 
Christians believe these factors do not by them-
selves legitimize same-sex marriage as a Chris-
tian practice. They are not being homophobic; 
they are attempting to be good theologians. Be-
fore the church can determine whether same-sex 
marriage is acceptable, it must first agree upon a 
comprehensive theology of marriage.

Mennonite Church USA has not done this. The 
Confession of Faith in a Mennonite Perspective de-
votes one short article to “Family, Singleness and 
Marriage.” This article says little more than that 
God desires humans to be in families. One sen-
tence says we “believe God intends marriage to 
be between one man and one woman for life” but 
provides no basis for this other than two Scripture 
citations. Completely missing are answers to the 
following questions: What defines marriage? Is 
it a social arrangement, a legal status, a religious 
ceremony, a sexual act, a combination of some 
or all these? Who decides? Is there a difference 
between marriage and Christian marriage? What 
is its essential purpose, without which there is no 
marriage? What makes a married couple unmar-
ried? Are there forms of marriage the church 
should not conduct but may recognize? What 
obligations are Mennonite pastors under when 
they conduct a marriage ceremony?

In 1985, the Mennonite Church and General 
Conference Mennonite Church (precursors of 
Mennonite Church USA) promoted a churchwide 
study of human sexuality. The result was the 

Saskatoon (1986) and Purdue (1987) statement on 
human sexuality, which has guided us since. This 
study, good as it was, is now out of date. Defining 
marriage was a minor component of the study 
book, and reference to “a monogamous covenantal 
union of homosexuals” received one paragraph. 

Today a growing number of Mennonite pas-
tors are defying their conferences, the Confession 
and the “Membership Guidelines of Mennonite 
Church USA” by officiating same-sex marriages. 
They are doing this on the basis of conscience and 
their congregations’ biblical studies of marriage. 
But I am concerned that when pastors use the 
authority of their credential to officiate same-sex 
marriages in defiance of their conference, they 
may be violating their credential. Credentials are 
held by conferences and authorize people to act as 
representatives of their conference. To use that 
credential for an act that does not represent the 
conference appears to misuse the credential.

I empathize with pastors who wish to officiate 
same-sex marriages. On my own authority, I may 
do whatever my conscience dictates, but am I free 
to use the authority of the conference in any way 
my conscience dictates?

On the other hand, I question whether confer-
ences should withdraw the credentials of pastors 
who are acting through conscience, and it seems 
inappropriate for conferences to discipline con-
gregations who have studied the matter in more 
depth than the conferences themselves.

What is the way forward? A churchwide 
study of what makes marriage a marriage. We 
need to arrive at a carefully thought-out biblical 
theology of marriage—not only for the sake of 
determining the legitimacy of same-sex marriage 
but also for determining the legitimacy of other 
forms of marriage that surely lie ahead of us.

I hope such a study will conclude that Chris-
tian marriage is a social and economic arrange-
ment, a mutual help, a covenant of lifelong fidelity 
and a spiritual sign. Passionate feelings, sexual 
consummation, procreation and legal status are 
nonessentials for Christian marriage. We may find 
a basis in biblical principles for affirming same-sex 
marriage—or maybe not. But we need to come 
to much greater consensus about the meaning of 
marriage and the meaning and application of such 
crucial passages as Romans 1:18-2:1. If we leave 
this in the hands of individual pastors and con-
gregations, we may be undermining Mennonite 
Church USA and its theological integrity. 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.

Passionate 
feelings, 
sexual con-
summation, 
procreation 
and legal 
status are 
nonessen-
tials for 
Christian 
marriage.



32   TheMennonite  |  November 2016  |  www.themennonite.org  

NEWS

Young adults invest in the land in their communities
Mennonite young adults are involved in gardening, farming and making tea

Mennonite young adults are picking up gardening 
and farming as a way to invest in the land and their 
communities as an expression of their faith. 

Charity Grimes Bauman 
For Charity Grimes Bauman, who grew up in Goshen, 

Ind., preserving the land has always been important. As a 
child, she was fascinated by nature and loved being outside. 

“I grew up helping my dad in our vegetable garden,” she 
wrote in an Oct. 10 email, “so growing food was just a nor-
mal part of life for me as a kid. One year he gave me a small 
section of the garden to take ownership of, where I planted 
and harvested radishes and carrots. That still stands out as 
a meaningful experience that piqued my interest in growing 
food.” 

When Bauman started at Goshen (Ind.) College, she dis-
covered an interest in food justice and sustainability, which 
turned into an environmental science major. That passion 
has now led Bauman to The Kitchen Community in Chicago, 
a national nonprofit that works with public schools to install 
vegetable gardens on school grounds. 

The program lends its support to students and teachers 
as they grow food, learn about food systems and use the 
garden as a classroom. Bauman is a garden educator, and 
her role is to support schools and teachers. This includes 
answering garden questions, leading planting and harvesting 
days with students, forming garden teams and helping with 
teacher workshops.

Bauman and her husband moved to Chicago in June. She 
hasn’t quite found her place yet, but she is trying to build 
those roots.

“For me, investing myself and weaving my way into the 
city is paramount,” she says, “to find ownership in this place, 
to build a community, to turn an unfamiliar city into a home. I 
want to really know the place where I live and to be a part of 
it, not just a visitor.” 

That means getting her hands in the soil, which makes 
her feel connected in a way that not much else does. Garden-
ing is where Bauman’s passion and interests intersect with 
her desire to serve others. It also highlights two important 
parts of her faith: living a life of service and caring for all 
creation.

“I try to see God in everyone, help others where I can 
and follow the call to be caretakers of creation,” she says. 
“I believe in the work of helping reconnect children and 
families to the earth through food and using food as a way to 
bring people and communities together as God intended.” 

Pittsburgh Mennonite Church community garden 
Investing in the community is something Billie Davis also 

values. Davis is head of the mission and service commis-
sion for Pittsburgh Mennonite Church’s edible landscaping 
project.

A few years ago, a group from Pittsburgh Mennonite re-
placed the hedges around the church building with blueberry 
and raspberry bushes, apple trees, grape vines, flowers and a 
few other things. 

People walking past the church are encouraged to pick 
some of the fruit. The group wanted to make it clear they 
were investing in the land and in the local community. 

While the new landscape is aesthetically pleasing, the fact 
that it is edible plays a big part. The church also maintains 
a small garden, which it uses to give food to the local food 
bank, although low “person power” has forced the garden’s 
size to be reduced this year.

“I think it’s really important,” Davis said in a phone 
conversation on Oct. 11 about investing in the community. 
“I like that we care about our space. I live a couple of blocks 
away, and I like weeding. I like engaging with the church 
community that way.” 

For Davis, this program is a way for the Pittsburgh Men-
nonite faith community to connect with the local community. 
Whether it’s through admiring the landscape, pulling weeds 
or just being outside, Davis finds it important to be in the 
community in a tangible way. 

One year, the church grew potatoes, and that was the first 
time Davis had seen potatoes come out of the ground. That 
connection to her food was important. 

“It’s a really great way for the people in our church to 
interact,” she said, “another way of communing together. It 
also makes me appreciate not having to grow all of my food 
to survive.”

I want to really know the place 
where I live and to be a part of it, 
not just a visitor.—Charity Grimes 
Bauman

Growing food is a really great way for the 
people in our church to interact, another way 
of communing together. It also makes me 
appreciate not having to grow all of my food 
to survive.—Billie Davis
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Ben Penner’s farm
Connection to the source of food is important to Ben 

Penner, too, and he’s interested in making a connection for 
his customers between the soil and their food. 

Penner owns an organic farm in Belle Plaine, Minn., 
where he can utilize his interests in ecology and under-
standing the agricultural system. He farms the 36 acres by 
himself. They are full of turkey red wheat, hard red spring 
wheat, hard red winter wheat, a variety of beans and a few 
other crops. 

Penner’s drive toward an ecological understanding of 
who we are came from his study of Isaiah 51 and Luke 4. His 
farm attempts to address systematic issues in the farming 
industry and serve as an inspiration for others. 

Penner grew up on a farm in Hillsboro, Kan., during a 
time when farmers in the Midwest were hit by a financial 
crisis. It was a difficult time for many people, and he wanted 
to know why the system was set up that way. 

With current trending conversations around food and 
sustainability, Penner finds Minnesota a good place to be. To 
him, it is a “unique moment when the cultural conversation 
is similar to what is happening in circles of people of faith, 
particularly [among] Mennonites.” 

But since starting the farm, there have been a few chal-
lenges, the biggest one being a matter of scale. It can often 
be difficult to find suppliers for such a small farm. Access to 
equipment, capital and land are based on scale, and systems 
tend to favor larger farms. 

Despite these challenges, Penner simply enjoys working 
on the land and coming up with new ways of marketing his 
product.

“I love working with soil and with people,” he said in a 
phone interview on Sept. 16. “And I love developing new 
markets. I’ve been allowed to create a space where I can 
flourish and help others flourish.” 

His aim is to provide a product that is both sustainable 
and flavorful. He said he wants to close the gap between 
the soil, the seed, the growing of the product and the food a 
customer buys.

“It also gives me a space to reflect and put into practice 

my faith and convictions and communicate with others about 
taking care of the land and each other,” said Penner. 

Menno Tea
Hans Weaver and Niles Graber Alvarez, co-founders of 

Menno Tea, have set out to help consumers become more 
aware of their company’s production process. 

In July, Weaver and Alvarez opened a new mint farm and 
café in Lancaster, Pa., that provides customers the oppor-
tunity to walk through the acre of mint and see what the 
different kinds of mint used to brew tea look like. 

For Weaver, it’s important to preserve the land through 
farming. As the price of land in Lancaster County is on the 
rise, farms are disappearing. Weaver, who grew up in the 
area, doesn’t want the rich history of agriculture in Lancast-
er County to go away. 

Organic farming has also presented a challenge for Weav-
er and Alvarez. The balance between finding what a consum-
er is willing to pay and a product that is perfectly sourced 
has proved to be difficult and something they continue to 
work on. 

In the near future, they are hoping to introduce a new 
line that sources mint exclusively from Lancaster. To reach 
that goal, they’ve been giving rootstock and starter plants to 
farmers willing to grow mint on their behalf.

 Weaver says agriculture helps him build a stronger con-
nection to faith, since so much of the project is dependent on 
things beyond his control 

“When you’re involved in the agriculture industry,” 
Weaver said in a phone conversation on Oct. 7, “you feel a 
much stronger connection to God and his influence on earth. 
It’s hard to explain, but it’s easy to go about a desk job and 
not feel the same effects of when you don’t have the compo-
nents to control everything.” 

These young adults are choosing to be involved in their 
communities and take care of the land wherever they are. 
That choice is one that often grows out of and expands their 
faith commitments. It reflects a decision to be connected to 
other people, the land and God.

“When your income and livelihood are based on the 
earth and the land,” Weaver said, “there’s just something 
that makes you feel a closer connection with God.”—Jordan 
Waidelich for The Mennonite

Support For Resisters
War Tax Resisters Penalty Fund helps war tax resisters  

pay penalties and interest. In providing this mutual support, 
the Penalty Fund helps sustain and expand war tax  

resistance as a form of conscientious objection to war.

For more information, to contribute,  
or to request help go to: wtrpf.org

By mail: 1036 N. Niles Ave · South Bend · IN 46617

War Tax Resister Penalty Fund

I love working with soil and 
with people. And I love devel-
oping new markets. I’ve been 
allowed to create a space where 
I can flourish and help others 
flourish.—Ben Penner
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Birky, Nona Ruth Miller, 98, Hopedale, 
Ill., died Sept. 15. Spouse: Simon Birky 
(deceased). Parents: Eli and Amanda Hoch-
stettler Miller. Children: Jerry Birky, John 
Birky, Karen Nachtigall; 10 grandchildren; 
12 great-grandchildren. Funeral: Sept. 22 at 
Hopedale Mennonite Church.

Brubacher, Margaret Marie Wedel, 
89, Moundridge, Kan., died Sept. 25. 
Spouse: Donald J. Brubacher (deceased). 
Parents: Christian “C.P.” and Katie Goering 
Wedel. Children: Cindi Roth, Don Brubacher, 
Dale Brubacher; seven grandchildren; 12 
great-grandchildren. Funeral: Sept. 29 at 
Hesston Mennonite Church, Hesston, Kan.

Campbell, Raymond Ersel Jr., 83,  
Harrisonburg, Va., died Sept. 22. Spouse: 
Mary Frances “Francie” Martin Camp-
bell. Parents: Raymond Ercil Sr. and Sarah 
Coffman Campbell. Children: Jeffrey Ersel 
Campbell; four grandchildren. Funeral: Sept. 
26 at Weavers Mennonite Church, Harri-
sonburg.

Dietzel, Wilmetta Dorothy Weaver, 
95, Newton, Kan., died Sept. 24. Spouse: 
Arnold Dietzel (deceased). Parents: Harry 
and Margaret Deschner Weaver. Children: 
Ronald L. Dietzel, Margaret E. Hillegass, 
Carol J. Cranston; seven grandchildren, 
eight great-grandchildren. Funeral: Sept. 29 
at Hesston (Kan. ) Mennonite Church.

Freed, Pearl Alderfer, 80, Perkasie, Pa., 
died Sept. 13, of cancer. Spouse: Norman 
Freed. Parents: Henry and Aquilla Miller 
Alderfer. Children: Vernon Freed, Duane 
Freed, Nancy Leh, Darlene Kulp; nine grand-
children; six great-grandchildren. Funeral: 
Sept. 16 at Deep Run Mennonite Church 
East, Perkasie.

Gardner, Oneta B. Kalb, 101, Goshen, 
Ind., died Oct. 4. Spouse: Charles V. Garner 
(deceased). Parents: Harry and Minnie 
Miller Kalb. Children: Ruthann M. Brunk, 
Thomas C. Gardner, Susan G. Nelson, Judith 
G. Ainley; 12 grandchildren; 21 great-grand-
children; one great-great-grandchild. Funer-
al: Oct. 10 at College Mennonite Church, 
Goshen.

Hamm, Eva Schmidt, 92, Altona, Mani-
toba, died Sept. 22. Spouse: Jacob “Shorty” 
Hamm (deceased). Parents: Jacob Schmidt 
and Lena Hamm Schmidt. Children: Conroy 
Hamm, Lorna Douville; one grandchild; 
one great-grandchild. Funeral: Sept. 25 at 
Bergthaler Mennonite Church, Altona.

Harder, Ethel Kathryn Klassen, 92, 
Reedley, Calif., died Aug. 23. Spouse: Robert 
John Harder (deceased). Parents: Henry and 
Katie Klassen. Children: Jan Harder Parker, 
Jean Harder Flores, James Robert Harder, 
Joseph William Harder; five grandchildren; 
three great-grandchildren. Funeral: Aug. 27 
at First Mennonite Church, Reedley.

Hieb, Wilbert “Bill” Edgar, 95, Brook-
ings, S.D., died March 8. Spouse: Selma 
“Sally” Esther Tieszen Hieb (deceased). Par-
ents: Jacob Hieb, Jr., and Ruth E. Irwin Hieb. 
Children: Barry Hieb, Charles Hieb, Richard 
Hieb, James Hieb, Shingo Kajinami; eight 
grandchildren; eight great-grandchildren. 
Funeral: July 2 at Salem-Zion Mennonite 
Church, Freeman, S.D.

Hostetter, Grace Haldeman Brack-
bill, 97, Harrisonburg, Va., died Aug. 22. 
Spouse: B. Charles Hostetter (deceased). 
Parents: Milton G. and Ruth Haldeman 
Brackbill. Children: Miriam King, Pat Martin, 
Doug Hostetter, Ron Hostetter, Darrel 
Hostetter, Chuck Hostetter, Phil Hostet-
ter, Rick Hostetter; 24 grandchildren; 33 
great-grandchildren. Funeral: Aug. 27 at 
Harrisonburg Mennonite Church and Aug. 
29 at Mountain View Mennonite Church, 
Hickory, N.C.

Jantzen, Edwin J., 92, Freeman, S.D., 
died Sept. 17. Spouse: Ardis Leder Jantzen. 
Parents: John and Margarete Epp Jantzen. 
Children: Carol Boehje, Cathy Neuharth, 
Sandra Ostraat, Audrey Sloan, Mary 
Manson; 13 grandchildren; 12 great-grand-
children. Funeral: Sept. 24 at Salem-Zion 
Mennonite Church, Freeman.

Live and learn 
in the field
Merry Lea Environmental Learning Center of Goshen College has 

programs designed to get your hands dirty and your mind engaged:

Learn more at:  goshen.edu/merrylea

Agroecology  
Summer Intensive

Sustainability  
Leadership Semester

Master of Arts in 
Environmental Education

Live and learn 
in the field
Merry Lea Environmental Learning Center of Goshen College has 

programs designed to get your hands dirty and your mind engaged:

Learn more at:  goshen.edu/merrylea

Agroecology  
Summer Intensive

Sustainability  
Leadership Semester

Master of Arts in 
Environmental Education



November 2016  |  TheMennonite  35

OBITUARIES

Krabill, Estelle Birdene Sutter, 97, 
Albany, Ore., Hesston, Kan., and Phoenix, 
Ariz., died Sept. 8. Spouse: Vincent Joseph 
Krabill (deceased). Parents: Samuel and 
Minnie Gerig Sutter. Children: Ann Burk-
holder, Rebecca Hauder, Martha Detweiler, 
Rosemary Lee Krabill; eight grandchildren; 
14 great-grandchildren. Funeral: Sept. 17 at 
Albany Mennonite Village Chapel.

Leichty, Mahlon Dean, 83, Kalona, 
Iowa, died Aug. 30, of complications 
following a stroke. Spouse: Delores Marlene 
Gnagey Leichty. Parents: William and Ada 
Mae Roth Leichty. Children: Allen Leichty, 
Deb Hochstetler, Carla Yoder, Bev Swartzen-
truber; 11 grandchildren; four great-grand-
children. Funeral: Sept. 3 at Kalona Menno-
nite Church.

Massanari, Walter S., 94, Goshen, Ind., 
died Aug. 16. Spouse: Orva F. Gerber Mas-
sanari (deceased). Parents: Joseph and Eliz-
abeth Sommer Massanari. Children: Patricia 
Massanari, Kathleen Massanari, Thomas 
Massanari, Steven Massanari. Funeral: Aug. 
22 at College Mennonite Church, Goshen.

Meyers, Garwood L., 89, Perkasie, Pa., 
died Sept. 20. Spouse: Elizabeth “Liz” Wible 
Kapski-Meyers. Spouse: Marion Alderfer 
Meyers (deceased). Parents: Harvey M. 
and Mary G. Leatherman Meyers. Children: 
Phyllis A. Nyce, Pamela Strunk, Dennis L. 
Meyers, Feryl L. Meyers, Keith L. Meyers; 
13 grandchildren; 13 great-grandchildren. 
Memorial service: Sept. 23 at Deep Run 
Mennonite Church East, Perkasie.

Mishler, Dorothy P. Birky, 89, La-
grange and Shipshewana, Ind., died Sept. 
8. Spouse: Maurice Mishler (deceased). Par-
ents: Albert and Kate Miller Birky. Children: 
Beth Yoder, Robert Mishler; five grandchil-
dren. Memorial service: Sept. 11 at Shore 
Mennonite Church, Shipshewana.

Nafziger, Marian Christner, 94, Arch-
bold, Ohio, died Sept. 1. Spouse: Freeman 
A. Nafziger (deceased). Parents: Jacob and 
Mary Boshart Christner. Children: Roger 
Nafziger, Charles Nafziger, Ron Nafziger, 
Charlotte Stepp; seven grandchildren; 12 
great-grandchildren. Funeral: Sept. 4 at 
Tedrow Mennonite Church, Wauseon, Ohio.
 

Nester, Stella D. Smith, 86, Allentown, 
Pa., died Sept. 20. Spouse: Norman Nester 
(deceased). Parents: Samuel and Lydia Sieg-
fried Smith. Children: Sharon Bleiler, Renee 
Hoch, Denise Jacoby, Monica Nester; five 
grandchildren; eight great-grandchildren. 
Funeral: Sept. 23 at Upper Milford Menno-
nite Church, Old Zionsville, Pa.

Peters, Robert D., 82, Goshen, Ind., 
died Sept. 12. Spouse: Geraldine Gra-
ber Peters. Parents: Ted and Alice Peters. 
Children: Randall Peters, Lyle Peters, Diane 
“Lisa” Tinneny; seven grandchildren; one 
great-grandchild. Memorial service: Sept. 
25 at Eighth Street Mennonite Church, 
Goshen.

Rittenhouse, Alice Clemmer, 87, 
Harleysville, Pa., died Sept. 10. Spouse: 
Norman Derstein Rittenhouse. Parents: 
Allen and Alice Moyer Clemmer, Children: 
Eric Rittenhouse, Jennifer Rittenhouse; six 
grandchildren. Funeral: Sept. 18 at Plains 
Mennonite Church, Hatfield, Pa.

Ruby, Helen Marie Hoffman, 90, Pi-
geon. Mich., died Sept. 9. Spouse: Joe Ruby 
(deceased). Parents: John and Mary Kuhns 
Hoffman. Children: Diane Maust, Delores 
Esch; six grandchildren; 11 great-grandchil-
dren. Funeral: Sept. 12 at Michigan Avenue 
Mennonite Church, Pigeon.

Shenk, Jacob B., 89, Lancaster, Pa., 
died July 21. Spouse: Beatrice “Betty” 
Frey Shenk. Parents: Jacob and Laura 
Shenk. Children: Ann Duval, Jeff Shenk, 
Sara Shenk; three grandchildren; two 
great-grandchildren. Funeral: July 30 at 
Akron Mennonite Church, Akron, Pa.

Smith, Geraldine “Gerry” Louise 
Myers, 72, Elkhart, Ind., died Aug. 17. Par-
ents: LaMar and Julianna McDonald Myers. 
Children: Susie Carter, Charles Smith, Nao-
mi Smith, Virginia Forbes, Jake Smith; seven 
grandchildren; seven great-grandchildren. 
Funeral: Aug. 21 at Belmont Mennonite 
Church, Elkhart.
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Franconia Mennonite Church, a congregation with 450 active 
members in southeastern Pennsylvania, is looking for two peo-
ple to join our existing pastoral team. Qualified applicants 
will have one or more of the following gifts: preaching, leadership, 
administration, youth ministry. To express interest or request fur-
ther information, please contact Tasha Alderfer, Search Team Chair, 
at jtalderfer@gmail.com.

First Mennonite Church of Iowa City, an active, diverse con-
gregation of 175, is looking for a full-time lead and half-time 
associate pastor to join our pastoral team. Applicants must 
demonstrate prior experience as ministers in Anabaptist-Mennonite 
theology as well as gifts in administration, preaching and pasto-
ral care. For more information, contact Dave Boshart, Executive 
Conference Minister, Central Plains Mennonite Conference at            
davidboshart@centralplainsmc.org.

Eastern Mennonite University is seeking applicants for a di-
rector of Master of Arts in Education and tenure-track 
faculty position for the Department of Education.
Qualifications: An earned doctorate in education and experience 
as a P-12 educator along with strong leadership, administration, 
program development and marketing experience preferred. Teacher 
licensure, higher education experience, scholarly research, experi-
ence with restorative justice in education, and knowledge of CAEP 
(formerly NCATE) desirable. For more information, please check 
the EMU website: http://www.emu.edu/hr/openings/Director_of_
Master_of_Arts_in_Education.pdf. EMU is an equal opportunity 
employer, committed to enhancing diversity across the institution. 
EMU conducts criminal background investigations as part of the 
hiring process.

Mennonite Mission Network has launched a search for a 
director to provide leadership in partnership relation-
ships, collaborative planning, direction and strategies 
for ministries in Asia and the Middle East. The ideal 
candidate will communicate passion for God’s mission of recon-
ciliation, be culturally sensitive, a collaborative leader oriented to 
the changing church and world context. Ability to forge effective, 
productive and trusting relationships, they will have a pasto-
ral work style, available to travel multiple weeks per year. Also 
required are proven capabilities in budget creation, management 
and administration. You can see the complete position description 
at www.mennonitemission.net. Preferred office location is either 
Elkhart, Ind., or Newton, Kan. Please send resumé and cover letter 
to StaffRecruitment@mennoniteMission.net or call Linda Krueger 
at 574-523-3009 for more information about this position. Menno-
nite Mission Network is committed to denominational and agency 
goals of antiracist action and inter-cultural competence.

North Newton Guest Housing—Serenity Silo, Barnview 
Cottage, Woodland Hideaway. Email or call for brochures: 
vadasnider@cox.net, 316-283-5231.

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

Books for your Christmas list

Here, more than a month early, 
even before Black Friday, are 
some books you may want to 

give—or request—for Christmas.
The Divine Dance: The Trinity and 

Your Transformation by Richard Rohr 
with Mike Morrell (Whitaker House, 
2016, $23.99) challenges the idea of 
God as a vengeful individual or sub-
stance. Drawing from Scripture, theolo-
gy, philosophers, mystics, even modern 
science, Rohr calls us to see God as 
Trinity—focusing on the relationship 
of the divine persons, the self-love he 
calls a “divine dance.” He writes that 
“nothing human can stop the flow of 
divine love; we cannot undo the eternal 
pattern even by our worst sin.” Salva-
tion, then, is “simply the readiness, the 
capacity and the willingness to stay in 
relationship.”

Being Disciples: Essentials of 
the Christian Life by Rowan Williams 
(Eerdmans, 2016, $10) is based on talks 
Williams gave on the Gospel of John. 
The writing is accessible and filled with 
insights. “Being disciples,” he writes, 
is “going on asking whether what we 
do, how we think and speak and act, is 
open to Christ and Christ’s Spirit.”

Medieval Wisdom for Modern 
Christians: Finding Authentic Faith 
in a Forgotten Age with C.S. Lewis 
by Chris R. Armstrong (Brazos Press, 
2016, $19.99) seeks to correct many 
modern Christians’ negative view of 
medieval Christianity and confront our 
“hyperactive immediatism,” which 
ignores much of Christian history. 
Through the prism of the writings 
of C.S. Lewis, Armstrong explores 
various aspects of medieval wisdom, 
noting, for example, that medieval 
theology “seeks not to explain away 
the paradoxes of the faith but…to pro-
tect those paradoxes and mysteries as 
much as possible.”

Live Like You Give a Damn! Join 
the Changemaking Celebration by 
Tom Sine (Cascade Books, 2016, $24) 
asks, Does the future have a church? 
Sine writes that “the Spirit of God is 

using young changemakers, largely 
outside the tent, to help us recover a 
sense of purpose for our lives that calls 
us beyond ourselves.” He considers 
future trends and sees them as oppor-
tunities. He includes stories of people’s 
innovative work that is bringing com-
passionate change to our world.

 A Doubter’s Guide to God by 
Roger Martin (Woodley Press, 2016, 
$20) is a wide-ranging memoir by a 
Mennonite who has come to faith via a 
journey characterized by doubt. Martin 
is an engaging writer who addresses 
Mennonite faith and practices from an 
outsider’s perspective. His story is 
challenging and refreshing in its hones-
ty and exploration of various angles to 
faith, including Scripture, neuroscience, 
addiction and community.

 Sick Religion or Healthy Faith? 
Beliefs and Practices for Healing 
Christian Communities by Ryan 
Ahlgrim (Wipf & Stock, 2016, $22) 
outlines 12 characteristics of a healthy 
religious community and describes 
what a healthy Christian community 
of faith believes and practices. “Our 
beliefs are largely shaped by our expe-
riences of community,” writes Ahlgrim, 
a Mennonite pastor, and the capacity 
to critique our religious communities 
“is essential for nurturing a mature, 
robust, well-funcitoning faith within a 
pluralistic society.”

 Called to Community: The Life 
Jesus Wants for His People, edited 
by Charles E. Moore (Plough Publish-
ing, 2016, $18), collects writings from 
Christians throughout history under 52 
subjects (one for each week of a year), 
all related to community. The writers 
range from Benedict of Nursia and Fyo-
dor Dostoyevsky to Mother Teresa and 
Joan Chittister. Several Mennonites 

are included. A good 
resource. TM

Gordon Houser is 
editor of The Men-
nonite.

FILM REVIEWS

13th (unrated) is a documentary by Ava 
DuVernay released to select theaters 
and streaming on Netflix. The title refers 
to the 13th Amendment, which outlaws 
slavery, “except as a punishment for 
crime.”The film moves through U.S. 
history, showing how African-Americans 
especially have been labeled criminals 
in order to enslave them and use their 
labor for profit. DuVernay uses interviews 
with historians and others plus historical 
footage to tell a damning story of the 
U.S. criminal justice system. A stat to 
consider: African-American males make 
up 6.5 percent of the population and 
40.2 percent of the prison population. If 
you see one film this year, make it this 
one.—Gordon Houser

The Birth of a Nation (R) tells the 
story of Nat Turner, a slave preacher 
who led a rebellion in 1831 that killed 
60 white slaveowners and their fami-
lies, leading to whites killing over 200 
blacks—slave and free. Turner was cap-
tured and hanged. While little is known 
about Turner, the film makes him a kind 
of superhero. A controversy around the 
film is that writer and director Nate 
Parker, who plays Turner, was acquitted 
of rape when in college, and the alleged 
victim later killed herself. While signifi-
cant as a story of blacks told by a black 
filmmaker, the film is not groundbreak-
ing. You won’t see a film this year, how-
ever, with more Scripture recited.—gh

DVD REVIEW

The Innocents (PG-13) is set in 1945 
in Poland, where a young French Red 
Cross doctor is assisting survivors of the 
German camps. A Polish nun begs her to 
come to the nearby convent, where the 
doctor finds several nuns in advanced 
states of pregnancy, having been raped 
by Russian soldiers. Based on a real 
incident, this powerful film explores 
themes of faith and suffering as both 
the unbelieving doctor and the nuns are 
changed by each other.—gh
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NEW VOICES
By and about young adults

Moving mountains

Honesty is the most important part of our 
personal as well as interpersonal faith jour-
ney. Without honesty, faith, love and hope 

become hollow attempts to connect with God and 
with each other.

My first insight to why honesty is the most 
important in our faith journey comes from a life at 
church. Church in general comes in many differ-
ent forms, and people go to church for different 
reasons. Most people have good hearts and go for 
unselfish reasons, but some go out of guilt, obli-
gation and to keep up appearances. Being honest 
with yourself and with others about why you go to 
church is important. Most people I’m addressing 
have gone to church for most of their lives. But I 
still encourage you to list the reasons you attend 
church. Why? So that you make sure you are 
actually fulfilling your spiritual needs as well as 
helping others meet theirs. 
That way you remember the 
simple truth of why you go 
to church. “I go to church for 
emotional support” could be 
on your list, and you could 
make sure you are reaching 
out to your community and 
sharing your stories with 
them. 

My second insight is 
doubt. There are times our 
faith is tried in tremendous ways, and we are not 
always good about sharing our doubts with others. 
You may be reluctant to admit doubt in church and 
may feel ashamed of it or simply let it slip into a 
story you tell your youth group but quickly say it 
went away. Many of us have doubted our faith and 
need to be honest about it. If we aren’t, we create 
a complex in which people criticize themselves 
for their struggles of doubt because they believe 
others don’t share that struggle. 

Families sometimes don’t tell you things so 
that you don’t worry, and the church does that, 
too. We hide things and put on our masks for 
Sunday service. Being with God and walking on a 
faith journey with others is about honesty—hon-
esty about the problems our community faces 
and how to address them. The issues are big and 
scary, but if we keep hiding, we threaten and hurt 
people in our community. 

I hope I can practice what I preach and be 
honest with you. This article was hard for me to 
write. My own bias and guardedness have led me 

to leave out details. I will admit I know the church 
is there to support me, but I really haven’t worked 
it out yet. I’m not looking for sympathy or for 
others to reach out to me. I hope I can just start 
somewhere, and I decided to start with honesty.

My faith has been tested for the better part 
of this year. In April, I lost my cousin (more like 
an older brother), and it was as if everything went 
dark. I have always been a person looking for the 
best in every situation, looking for the light, but 
all I saw was darkness. I heard Bible verses and 
thought, That makes no sense; it may as well be 
in another language. I read my last article about 
coritos (May issue) and thought, This was defi-
nitely not written by me. 

I keep thinking this darkness I feel must have 
been felt by someone in my church at some point, 
but I don’t remember them sharing their story. 

Maybe I was too young or 
was never in those circles 
or Sunday school rooms, but 
all I remember about church 
was songs and sermons 
about being a Good Samar-
itan. Suddenly I felt lied to 
and alien. I’m still trying 
to understand how I have 
changed and how I’m going 
to move forward.

One of my favorite cori-
tos I sang as a girl was called “Grano de Mostasa.” 
It goes, “Si tuvieras fe como un grano de mosta-
sa eso lo dice el señor, tu le dirias a la montaña 
muevete.” (“If we have faith the size of a mustard 
seed we can move mountains.”) We have to have 
faith that our communities can handle the radical 
honesty I’m speaking about. 

I’m primarily a scientist and engineer, so I’m 
always looking for actionables. Below are a few 
things to focus on for the next month:

• Write down why you go to church and share 
it with those closest to you on your faith journey.

• Remind those in your congregation that the 
church is a safe place to ask for help and share 
stories.

• Encourage small group conversations in 
Sunday school or other groups about tough issues 
your community faces and how you can address 
them effectively. 

• Be honest with yourself and do what makes 
you feel the most fulfilled. TM

Isabella Gomez
is a student at MIT 
in Cambridge, Mass.

Being with God and walk-
ing on a faith journey with 
others is about honesty.
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At our best
Trust in the Lord and do good; dwell in the land and 
enjoy safe pasture.—Psalm 37:3 TNIV

In a recent sermon from Psalm 37 in my home 
congregation, Pastor Barbara Moyer Lehman 
lamented the pervasive negative rhetoric in 

the current presidential campaign. She urged us 
to put our trust in God as the Psalmist bids us 
do. Further, she encouraged us to look for and 
retell stories of hope we see around us. That was 
good advice, reminding us that God’s goodness is 
abundantly evident in spite of the negativity that 
tempts us to fret and become angry (Psalm 37:8). 

In the Sunday school class that followed, an 
elementary school teacher shared such a story 
of hope. Her school has adopted a new prac-
tice—the school administrator makes a phone 
call to a selected child’s home each day to relay a 
positive message about what their child has done. 
This simple exercise has turned the norms at 
the school upside down; now children long for a 
teacher’s directive to “go to the principal’s office.” 

Telling the stories of people at their 
best—whether children or adults—is a power-
ful incentive that inspires hope. In Mennonite 
Church USA, we’ve attempted to highlight the 
ways we’re at our best under the rubric of “Love 
is a Verb,” bearing witness to the hope engen-
dered by God’ love.

I sensed that my home congregation was at 
its best a few weeks ago at our annual “School 
Kit Blitz.” Dorothy Logan, a tireless organizer, 
brought 150 people from all ages together to pack 
school kits to be distributed by Mennonite Central 
Committee (MCC) to parts of the world lacking 
basic educational supplies for children. 

The Sunday afternoon event began by honor-
ing two volunteers. The first was Pauline Myers, 
who sewed 1,031 school kit bags on her Singer 
sewing machine in the past year. The Singer 
evokes memories of her late husband Homer, who 
gave her the faithful machine as a gift 62 years 
ago. The second volunteer was Tom Matheny, a 
resident at Virginia Mennonite Retirement Cen-
ter, who also sewed more than 1,000 bags for the 
occasion. What an amazing pair of volunteers!

As part of a brief meditation, Pastor Moriah 
welcomed members of the local Muslim mosque, 
who gratefully lent their hands to this communal 
relief effort. Together we sang, “He’s Got the 
Whole World in his Hands,” accompanying the 
familiar verses and some impromptu lyrics with 
hand motions. I choked with emotion as we sang, 
“He’s got the refugee children in his hand.” How 
I long for God’s mercy and love to accompany the 
school kits given to children forced to flee their 
homes!

As she dismissed us volunteers to assigned 
work spaces, Pastor Moriah reminded us that 
“this is not a race.” Nevertheless, the friendly 
competition between various “teams” kept the 
five packing lines moving quickly. The assembly 
line at my table included several families—includ-
ing one representing three generations—showing 
that even small children had a role to play. To-
gether we tucked notebooks, rulers, pencils and 
erasers into fabric bags before carrying them to 
workers who packed them into boxes and wheeled 
them to a waiting truck. 

I sensed God’s smile of approval as we 
worked shoulder to shoulder, seeking to fill bags 
with hope as well as supplies. We finished the 
task in less than an hour, then celebrated the 
accomplishment with refreshments. We set a new 
congregational record that day—1,870 school 
kits, packed and ready to make their way to MCC 
headquarters in Akron, Pa.

It seems we’re at our best when we’re pursu-
ing our church’s stated vision: God calls us to be 
followers of Jesus Christ and, by the power of the 
Holy Spirit, to grow as communities of grace, joy 
and peace, so that God’s healing and hope flow 
through us to the world. Packing school kits is 
one creative way to that end. TM
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Telling the 
stories of 
people at 
their best—
whether 
children or 
adults—is 
a powerful 
incentive 
that inspires 
hope.
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Most of our congregations, I imagine, want 
to be welcoming to visitors. We try to be 
friendly and open to new people. At the 

same time, we emphasize community and seek 
to grow in our love of one another.

Often the trick is, How do we do both?
My congregation, New Creation Fellowship 

Church in Newton, Kan., began 43 years ago as an 
intentional community. We had a common trea-
sury and shared all our possessions. (To a degree; 
we didn’t share toothbrushes.)

That kind of arrangement, which was inspired 
partly by the early Christian community in Jeru-
salem (Acts 2), required a pretty intense common 
life. We worked through interpersonal conflicts 
and grew close. We developed an intimacy that 
many found appealing. But others felt unwelcome, 
unable to penetrate this close-knit community. 
They always felt outside.

Even after the common treasury ended, at 
the end of 1985, we continued as a congregation 
and emphasized an intimacy that required some 
commitment and work.

Eventually, we came to understand what 
was fairly obvious to others: We were not a very 

welcoming congre-
gation. We didn’t 
always engage 
visitors or make it 
easy for newcomers 

to be part of the church.
We faced the question many congregations 

face: How are we to be intimate and permeable at 
the same time? How do we maintain a loving com-
munity and make it easy for outsiders to become 
insiders?

In part, it’s a dilemma of identity. If we allow 
people different from us to be part of our com-
munity, it will change our identity. But if we don’t 
welcome others, what kind of church are we?

Brett Klingenberg (page 24) uses the image 
of crossing points to illustrate how communities 
might maintain their own story while welcoming 
outsiders. At the same time, stories are ongoing 
and often enriched by new characters.

At last month’s Constituency Leaders Council, 
several young leaders challenged the church to 
focus on our Vision: Healing and Hope statement. 
They noted two tendencies that contribute to frac-
turing the denomination: “spiritual negligence,” 
ignoring the Spirit’s presence and Christ’s own-
ership of the church, and “tribalism,” celebrating 
certain cultural expressions of our tribal commu-
nities and forgetting that Jesus is Lord.

One key for moving in this direction is to 
see our identity in our relationship with our Lord 
Jesus Christ and to live by the Holy Spirit rather 
than trying to maintain our identity in our tribe, 
whether that is ethnic or ideological.

In his new book, The Divine Dance: The Trinity 
and Your Transformation (see the review on page 
37), Richard Rohr maintains that our identity is 
in the eternal relationship of the Trinity. Because 
that identity is based on God’s love and mercy, we 
don’t need to fear losing it. 

As we grow together in that divine love, we 
can also welcome others, unafraid. 

Then our churches can be places of intimacy 
and permeability. We can welcome others into our 
circles without fearing that who we are in Christ 
can be shaken.—gh

A permeable place

Gordon Houser

One key is to see our identity in our relationship 
with our Lord Jesus Christ and to live by the Holy 
Spirit rather than trying to maintain our identity 
in our tribe, whether that is ethnic or ideological.

                        FROM THE EDITOR

TM
Check out Hannah Heinzekehr’s 
recent blog post about visiting 
churches at ww.TheMennonite.org


