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Letters
This publication welcomes your letters, 
either about our content or about 
issues facing 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.

Anabaptist music
Defined a bit narrowly, worship songs 
about social justice (aren’t these 
Anabaptist?) are surprisingly absent 
even in Hymnal: A Worship Book, as 
they are from most popular songbooks. 
There is “I’ll Praise My Maker While I’ve 
Breath.” What other selections praise 
God for his intervention on behalf of 
the poor or oppressed? “My Soul Is 
Filled with Joy” is in Sing the Journey. 
Are there more?

For more details on this topic, see 
my blog “Sing Justice for the Poor” at 
uplandweb (WordPress).

—David Alleman, Harrisonburg, Va.

Once upon a border
“Once Upon a Border” (December 
2017) is high in emotional appeal 
and short on historical and scriptural 
analysis. 

After Jesus was born and was visited 
by the Magi and fled to Egypt, 
Joseph, Mary and Jesus probably did 
not encounter “Egyptian” soldiers 
at the border because Egypt was a 
province of the Roman Empire at the 
time of Christ’s birth. They may have 
encountered Roman soldiers here and 
there, but there was probably no issue 
going into Egypt because they were 
crossing an open border. It’s like the 
governor of Pennsylvania wants you 
dead, so you flee to Ohio. 

And they probably didn’t use the 
vast wealth they acquired from the 
Magi to help others cross an arbitrary 
border but probably used it to travel, 
get Jesus an outstanding education, 
possibly a carpentry apprenticeship, 
and for Joseph to establish a carpentry 
business. How else do you think Jesus 
was able to parse words with the most 
educated Jews of the day, even as a 
boy? 

Furthermore, they returned to 
Nazareth in Israel after the threat of 
king Herod had passed. If this article 
was meant to provoke sympathy 
toward people coming into the United 
States by illegal means, it might help if 
the article was at least factually based.  

—Debon Kolb, Quakertown, Pa.

Fear of strangers
The December 2017 issue really 
touched a chord. My aunt and 
grandmother took refugees into their 
home for decades, beginning with the 
wave of Vietnamese immigrants in the 
1970s. My blog recently recounted 
their generosity and inclusion, which 
extended to Muslims in a post entitled 
“Grandma’s Bedroom and the Holy 
Family as Refugees”: marianbeaman.
com/2017/12/13/grandma-bedroom-
holy-family-refugees/. 

This is the same Grandma Longenecker 
you featured in the article “Making 
Love Edible,” published in the 
September 2016 issue.

Thank you for continuing to promote 
wonderful examples of open-
heartedness in your magazine. 

—Marian Longenecker Beaman, 
Jacksonville, Fla.

Mennonite education
Having worked in church schools for 
30 years, I want to express my thanks 
for the January issue on Mennonite 
education. I especially found Suzanne 
Ehst’s article both helpful and 
insightful in focusing the current 
issues.

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

STAFF

Executive director:  
Hannah Heinzekehr

Editor:  
Gordon Houser 
editor@themennonite.org

Advertising, subscriptions:  
Rebecca Helmuth

Bookkeeper:  
Celina Romero

Editorial assistant:  
Nora Miller

Design:  
Hannah Gerig Meyer

Editor emeritus:  
Everett J. Thomas

Antioppression consultants:  
unlock Ngenuity, LLC

OFFICES

3145 Benham Ave., Suite 4 
Elkhart, IN 46517 
800.790.2498 
316.281.4399 (Hannah)

718 N. Main St. 
Newton, KS 67114-1703 
316.281.4398 (Gordon)

POSTMASTER 

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



THEMENNONITE .ORG  •   FEBRUARY 2018    5

LE T TERS

READERS’ POLL

Look for the next 
poll question on The 

Mennonite’s Facebook 
and Twitter pages.

This month we celebrate the 20th anniversary of The Mennonite since it began 
as a new magazine emerging from two predecessor publications, Gospel Herald 
and The Mennonite.  

We invited the four editors of the magazine to reflect on their times in the 
position (see pages 10-19). We also asked Malinda Elizabeth Berry to write about 
how to communicate as an Anabaptist magazine in our current climate. She 
writes about the need for nonviolent communication (page 20). And we asked 
Duane Stoltzfus to reflect on the challenges facing print publications today. He 
writes about building community in a digital age (page 24).

In the editorial (page 40), Hannah Heinzekehr bids farewell and celebrates how 
The Mennonite has reported stories of God at work in the midst of change. And 
we welcome Sheldon Good as our new executive director (see above).—Editor

IN THIS ISSUE

0% 
Print news outlets 

58% 
Online news outlets

28% 
Social media  

14% 
Radio/TV 

What is 
your main 
source for 

news?

THE BOARD OF DIRECTORS  of 
The Mennonite, Inc., has named 
Sheldon C. Good executive 
director (ED) of The Mennonite, 
Inc., effective Feb. 1. 

Good, along with his wife, 
Jennifer Svetlik, served as 
program coordinators with 
Mennonite Central Committee 
in Erbil, Iraq. Prior to working 
with MCC, Good served as an 
employment and education team 
coordinator for Community of 
Hope, a nonprofit in Washington, 
D.C. He also served a two-year 
team as the associate director 
for the Washington Community 
Scholars Center of Eastern 
Mennonite University, also in 
Washington, D.C., and worked as 
an assistant editor and web editor 
for Mennonite World Review. 

“Sheldon brings strong 
communication, administrative 
and church relations skills to his 
new role as executive director,” 
says Barth Hague, chair of The 
Mennonite, Inc., board. “The 
Mennonite, Inc., board sought 
someone who was fully capable 
of carrying forward our goals 
of sustaining The Mennonite 
magazine while growing new 
audiences on digital platforms. 
We’re convinced Sheldon is just 
that leader, and we look forward 
to working with him.”

The ED is instrumental 
in strategic planning and 
oversight for the organization, 
giving leadership to a print and 
multimedia content hub for 
Mennonite Church USA and 
beyond and works to develop 
programs appropriate for 

the digital age. The ED will 
also function as CEO of The 
Mennonite, Inc., and supervise 
staff, budget planning and content 
production.

Good is a 2009 graduate of 
Goshen (Ind.) College in business 
and communication.  

“A common thread across my 
work, both within and outside 
the Mennonite world, is the 
challenge of how to listen well. 
We can’t effectively tell stories, 
lead organizations or accompany 
people if we don’t listen well,” says 
Good. “I am excited to help tell 
the story of God’s movement in 
the world, in the church, in each 
of us. I hope the stories we tell not 
only inform us but shape us.”

Good will work from an office 
in Philadelphia. He is a member 
of Salford Mennonite Church, 
Harleysville, Pa. 

Sheldon C. Good 
named executive 
director of The 
Mennonite, Inc. 
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Lancaster Mennonite 
Conference formally exits 
Mennonite Church USA
More than two years after it began 
the process of exiting Mennonite 
Church USA, Lancaster (Pa.) Mennonite 
Conference (LMC) formally left the 
denomination on Jan. 1. Following 
LMC’s decision to leave Mennonite 
Church USA in November 2015 over 
disagreements surrounding church 
polity and the inclusion of LGBTQ 
people, congregations were given two 
years to discern where they would like 
to affiliate.

When the former Mennonite Church 
merged with the General Conference 
Mennonite Church to form MC USA, 
LMC was the last conference to join, 
becoming a full member of the new 
denomination in 2004 (two years after 
the denomination’s formal launch in 
2002).

News Briefs The majority of the conference’s 179 
congregations opted to stay with 
LMC. Of 17 congregations in formal 
discernment about affiliation, nine 
chose to stay with LMC and eight 
transferred their membership to 
nearby Atlantic Coast Conference 
(ACC) in order to remain a part of MC 
USA.

In a Jan. 5 statement on the MC 
USA website, Executive Director 
Ervin Stutzman wrote: “The official 
separation does not mean that all 
our relationships with Lancaster 
Conference will end. Members of 
the conference will continue to 
participate in some MC USA program 
agencies, such as Everence and MHS 
Alliance. And there are many other 
ways members will cross paths in 
the coming years, particularly in 
inter-Mennonite programs such 
as Mennonite Central Committee, 
Mennonite Disaster Service and 
Mennonite Economic Development 
Associates. Although we are now 
separate structural bodies, we all 
remain part of the body of Christ. Thus, 
we pray for Lancaster Conference in 
carrying out the ministry to which they 
feel called by God.”

—Hannah Heinzekehr for TMail

MCC health kits reach 
North Korea
In November 2017, Julie Bell, 
Mennonite Central Committee Canada 
senior writer and Chris Rice, MCC 
representative for Northeast Asia, 
delivered eight small bags of medical 
supplies to staff at a small medical 
clinic on a farm near Pyongyang, 
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea 
(DPRK), also known as North Korea. 

Bell, Rice and two MCC colleagues 
visited some of the projects supported 
by MCC, including providing 
canned meat and soybean products 
to orphanages and schools and 
agricultural support on their farm.

Their faces lit up when they were told 
it was a conversation during a previous 
visit to the Pyongyang farm that 
prompted a collaboration of people 
around the world.

—MCC Canada

Mission Network helps 
equip congregations for 
reentry ministry
Yanette Freeman is an Indiana 
Department of Corrections officer “with 
a heart,” said Don French, the main 
presenter at a Dec. 16, 2017, workshop 
on reentry organized by Mennonite 
Mission Network in collaboration with 
the Center for Community Justice, 
based in Elkhart, Ind.

Freeman addressed church leaders 
and community people involved in 
helping former inmates find their way 
back into society after having served 
time behind bars. More than a dozen 
congregations in Indiana and Michigan 
were represented at the eight-hour 
training session held at the Mennonite 
Church USA offices in Elkhart.

Familiar with the prison system from 
the time she was 13 years old, Freeman 
knew serial killers Richard Speck 
and John Wayne Gacy as her father’s 
friends. Her father had returned from 
Vietnam with his mind altered by 
Agent Orange and a heroin addiction.

French, coordinator of Restorative 
Reentry Services at Center for 
Community Justice, echoed Freeman’s 

Building a society that embraces nonviolence
Peacebuilding workers Oscar Siwali and Dan Smith Derksen look on as 
participants role-play a peer mediation training exercise. Siwali launched 
Southern African Development and Reconstruction Agency four years 
ago with the goal of building a society that embraces nonviolence. The 
nonprofit organization provides knowledge and skills to southern Africans 
through research and training in peaceful methods of resolving conflict. 
—Mennonite Mission Network
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statements about the arbitrary nature 
of incarceration that particularly 
targets communities of color. He said 
that some of the inmates he works 
with were imprisoned for things he 
himself had done as a young person, 
but for French, the consequences 
didn’t seriously change the trajectory 
of his life. Experimental use of alcohol 
and drugs, and fights at school—
behavior that used to be seen as rites 
of passage—are now criminalized and 
contribute to the “school to prison 
pipeline,” French said.

—Lynda Hollinger-Janzen,  
Mennonite Mission Network 

WDC Executive Board calls 
for presidential apology
At its meeting on Jan. 13, the Executive 
Board of Western District Conference 
approved the following resolution:

“As Christians, we on the Executive 
Board of the Western District 
Conference of Mennonite Church 
USA are saddened and appalled by 
the recent language reportedly used 
by President Donald Trump and 
the underlying sentiment toward 
immigrants it reflects, including 
immigrants in our churches. We 
condemn his offensive and degrading 
language and attitudes toward 
immigrants, especially those from 
African countries and Haiti. We believe 
all peoples, wherever they are from, 
are loved by God and created in God’s 
image. We call on President Trump, 
other government officials, and 
ourselves to apologize and repent of 
demeaning and racist language and 
attitudes. We call on the people of 
our churches to pray and act for the 
well-being of all people and to call 
our government to act in a way that 
reflects the value of all human beings.”

—WDC

Swiss Mennonites speak 
out against nationalism
“Nationalism is on the rise in many 
parts of the world,” says Juerg Braeker, 
general secretary of Konferenz der 
Mennoniten der Schweiz/Conférence 

God is like a woodworker
Rich Leatherman, a member of Deep Run East Mennonite Church, Perkasie, 
Pa., included his own visual wood pieces and stories of woodworking 
during Advent for children’s time. The children learned how God is like 
a woodworker.  God has plans for us and is proud of us. He used Leader 
(MennoMedia) as a guide for his lessons. —Beth Davco

mennonite suisse (the Swiss 
Mennonite church). “Mennonites, 
because of their view of the 
relationship between church and state, 
should be better equipped to point out 
the dangers of nationalism.”

The Swiss Mennonite church held a 
public forum on Nov. 18, 2017, to help 
attendees better understand the issue 
as it relates to an upcoming legislative 
change. There is a proposal to cancel 
a binding reference to the European 
Declaration of Human Rights in the 
Swiss constitution. Opponents are 
concerned the change will weaken 
commitment to human rights.

The event organizer, Anabaptist 
Forum for Justice and Peace, 
a working group of the Swiss 
Mennonite conference, invited 
speakers from Mennonite churches 
of Switzerland, from Reformed 
and Roman Catholic churches and 
from political movements that fight 
against this initiative of national 
self-determination. The six speakers 
covered historical, ethical, theological 
and political aspects of human rights.

—Mennonite World Conference

Singing for justice
Twenty-three members of First 
Mennonite Church of San Francisco 
participated in a nonviolent direct 
action in downtown San Francisco 
on Jan. 13. The “Sing-In,” held in 
the lobbies of three big financial 
institutions—Wells Fargo, Blackstone 
and JP Morgan Chase—was part of 96 
hours of direct action coordinated by 
the Anti Police Terror Project to reclaim 
MLK’s radical legacy.

“Our action is in direct opposition to 
the amoral tax legislation recently 
passed by the U.S. Congress,” writes 
Pat Plude, minister of worship arts at 
the church. “Jesus calls us to stand with 
and for the poor. What better way to 
do this than to demand that state tax 
loopholes are closed, so that $9 billion 
can flow back into our schools and 
social services?”

—Pat Plude
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themennonite.org.
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Silence is not spiritual
More than 140 evangelical Christian 
women from across the political and 
theological spectrums have signed 
onto a statement calling churches 
to end the silence around violence 
against women and the church’s 
participation in it. The statement, 
released Dec. 20, 2017, is accompanied 
by the hashtag #SilenceIsNotSpiritual 
and is part of a campaign that will run 
through Easter on April 1.

—Religion News Service

Print is more memorable
Support for longhand writing and 
reading print publications instead of 
electronic screens can be found in a 
recent issue of Fast Company magazine. 
The article “This Is How the Way You 
Read Impacts Your Memory and 
Productivity” cites studies showing that 
taking notes by hand helps a person 
remember content better than if your 
notes are typed into a smart phone or 
laptop. Similarly, when a Norwegian 
researcher asked people to read a 
mystery story on a Kindle or in print, 
the participants who read the paper 
version had better recall on questions 
related to time and chronology.

—The Marketplace

93%
of America’s largest churches  

are led by a white pastor. 
 Only one has a female pastor.

—Religion News Service

Miscellany
COMPILED BY  

GORDON HOUSER

Amount the U.S. pharmaceutical 
industry spent in 2016 on ads  

for prescription drugs: 

$6.4 billion
Number of countries in which  

direct-to-consumer  
pharmaceutical ads are legal:

2
—Harper’s

262
With 262 journalists jailed 

worldwide, the Committee to 
Protect Journalists lambasted “the 

United States and other Western 
powers” for failing “to pressure the 
world’s worst jailers—Turkey, China 

and Egypt—into improving the 
bleak climate for press freedom.”

—Columbia Journalism Review

What we’re asking for, what we 
need, is a fundamental shift in 
how men behave and how men 
relate to women, not just in 
journalism but in general.

—Alexis Okeowo, a staff writer at  
The New Yorker

Party plates
Ohio and Minnesota currently require 
offenders—such as drunk drivers—to 
use specialized license plates, but at 
least 14 other states have introduced 
similar legislation. Proponents say 
marked plates—also known as party 
plates—serve as an effective deterrent 
against drunk driving and warn 
anyone sharing the road to be vigilant. 
Others argue they encourage police 
profiling. Experts agree we’re likely to 
see more criminal registries and public 
notification schemes in the future. 
There is little evidence that registries 
prevent first-time offenses or reduce 
recidivism. At worst, they can effectively 
impose lifelong punishments. With 
criminal justice reform popular, 
politicians looking to cut budgets 
without appearing soft on crime may 
swap prison sentences for punishments 
that leverage social control.

— Meghan Walsh in Pacific Standard
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CONGREGATIONAL SNAPSHOT

1

Manhattan  
Mennonite Fellowship

1. Newly installed pastor Jason Storbakken with Vonetta, his wife, and 
their children Elgin (left) and Chloe at the Nutcracker at Lincoln 
Center, where Chloe performed.

2. Michelle Kennel Shenk, her daughter Madeline, and Brian Murray.

3. The congregation enjoys an agape meal.

4. A guest speaks at the wedding reception of Susan Miller and Mel 
Lehman in the Fellowship Hall, which doubles as a homeless shelter.

5. Residents and church members enjoy a backyard barbecue at 
Menno House, a townhouse founded by conscientious objectors in 
the 1950s. Menno House is a ministry of the congregation.

Photos by Jason Storbakken, except #1, by Tammy Wolf

Manhattan, N.Y.

2 3

4 5



20 years of 
The Mennonite
Four editors reflect on their 
time with the magazine
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BY  J.  LORNE PEACHEY
Over its 20-year existence, The 
Mennonite has had four editors. 
In the next pages, they reflect 
on their experiences during 
their terms. 

J. Lorne Peachey served as editor 
from the magazine’s beginning 
in 1998 until 2000. Everett J. 
Thomas served from 2000 to 
2014. Anna Groff served from 
2014 to 2015. She was then 
named executive director of 
The Mennonite, Inc., and Gordon 
Houser was named editor of  
the magazine.

During those 20 years, 
Mennonite Church USA has 
undergone many changes, 
too many to enumerate here. 
Among them, it has seen its 
total membership shrink as 
conferences and congregations 
have left. At the same time, 
membership of racial-ethnic 
congregations, particularly 
Hispanic churches, has grown. 
The Mennonite colleges and 
universities have seen increasing 
numbers of racial-ethnic 
students enroll at their schools.

The magazine has not always 
reflected this reality in its pages, 
though we are working hard to 
remedy that. 

While changes have occurred 
in the church, so too has 
society at large seen many 
changes, including increasing 
income inequality and a 
growing awareness of sexual 
violence, racial prejudice and 
environmental destruction. 
Movements such as 
BlackLivesMatter and #metoo 
have influenced church life  
as well. 

In this issue we look back on 
20 years with the hope that we 
will learn from our history and 
become even more faithful in 
helping readers glorify God, 
grow in faith and become agents 
of healing and hope in the world.

—Gordon Houser

ad we been paying 
attention more 
closely, we might have 

guessed the turbulent events 
surrounding the beginning of 
The Mennonite to have been 
harbingers of the kind of life the 
magazine would have.

It was Nov. 3, 1994. Gordon 
Houser, editor of the (former) 
The Mennonite for the General 
Conference Mennonite 
Church (GC), and I, editor of 
Gospel Herald for the (former) 
Mennonite Church (MC), had 
met in Elkhart, Ind. We were 
scheduled to address a gathering 
of Associated (now Anabaptist) 
Mennonite Biblical Seminary 
(AMBS) faculty and students 
about our vision for joining our 
two publications, should our two 
groups decide to merge.

Grace  
and support
A community of peace 
in turbulent times

H That morning we woke to 
the news that Marlin Miller, 
AMBS president, had died 
of a massive heart attack. The 
seminary community was in 
shock. Obviously there would be 
no faculty-student forum.

What to do?
What Gordon and I did was 

meet in a local restaurant and, 
after helping each other deal with 
the AMBS tragedy, brainstorm 
what a new, merged magazine 
might look like. While not 
nearly all our ideas survived, I’m 
surprised how many did. Even to 
this day.

The uncertainty of those 
early days continued with us as 
we became more serious in our 
planning. At one of the first 
meetings of editors, publishers 
and board members to work out 
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merging details, I remember 
looking up to see a contingent 
from Canada at the door. I, 
for one, didn’t know they were 
coming. They came to emphasize 
the fact that in no way would a 
new publication speak for them; 
they would have their own. 

Those were hard words to 
hear at that point. But they were 
probably the right ones, given that 
the GC-MC merger resulted in 
Mennonite Church Canada and 
Mennonite Church USA.

What surprised me most was 
the emotion that surrounded 
what the new publication should 
be called. Naming the magazine 
became a bargaining chip in the 
details of GC-MC integration 
being discussed at the Mennonite 
General Assembly in 1995.

As I recall, the argument went 
something like this: The name 
of the new denomination should 
be the Mennonite Church; after 
all, other groups were naming 
their denominations by their 
historical distinctive. But since 
Mennonite Church had been the 
designation for one of the former 
groups, then the name of the new 
denominational magazine should 
be that of the other. (There were 
also opinions about whether an 
MC or a GC person should edit 
the new magazine, but someone 
else needs to sort that out.)

Not everyone was buying 
it, particularly delegates from 
Lancaster (Pa.) Mennonite 
Conference. In the middle of 
the discussion, they called for a 
conference caucus. Forty members 
strong, they couldn’t hear each 
other in the crowded convention 
room, so they migrated en masse 
to a hallway.

Being at that meeting not 
only to learn the fate of the new 
publication but also to report on 
the meeting for Gospel Herald, I 

followed the group out the door. 
Standing on the edge, listening, 
I was amazed by what I heard. 
As editor, I had never counted on 
much support from Lancaster. 
But here were these delegates, 
defending not only the name but 
also the content of my publication. 
That was one of my best moments 
in the integration process.

As might be expected, there 
were many disagreements as 
the new publication took shape. 
Should it include births, marriages 
and deaths (a Gospel Herald 
practice)? Should it be weekly 
(Gospel Herald) or biweekly (The 
Mennonite)? Which columnists 
and which writers from which 
publication should be invited to 
continue? What stance should 
the new The Mennonite take on 
divisive issues? In those days, the 
women-in-leadership controversy 
was beginning to wind down; 
what to do about LGBTQ 
members was just heating up.

But what I remember most 
is the support I received in the 
two years I was editor of the new 
publication. Most of the readers 
of the new The Mennonite were 
kind, friendly, supportive. Even 
when they disagreed with what 
they read—or with my reasons for 
them needing to read it in the first 
place.

That grace and support are 
what I hope for The Mennonite 
as it continues to be the 
communication voice of our 
church. That hasn’t been an 
easy road in the past; it appears 

equally difficult today. The current 
disagreements about human 
sexuality and its expression in the 
church have many wondering if 
we will survive. The new era of 
Facebook, Twitter, Snapchat and 
whatever else is being invented 
has editors scratching their heads 
and wondering what their role is. 
Today, everyone can “publish”; no 
one needs an “editor”—unless as 
a scapegoat for “fake news,” i.e., 
something one disagrees with.

In these turbulent times, we 
need The Mennonite and its editors 
as much as ever if we are to be 
the community of peace, love and 
justice to which we say we aspire. 
We may not agree with everything 
we read or the way in which we 
read it. And who knows: The 
Mennonite may not even be in 
print form much longer. But 
if we are serious about being a 
community of believers, then we 
must continue to communicate in 
some form, helping us understand 
ourselves and each other.

It won’t be easy. It will be 
turbulent. It always has been. But 
we must continue to talk with 
each other in as many forms as 
possible if we are to be the people 
of God that we want to be.

J. Lorne Peachey, 
Scottdale, Pa., spends 
his retirement biking, 
reading and traveling.

In these turbulent times, we need The 
Mennonite and its editors as much as ever if 
we are to be the community of peace, love 
and justice to which we say we aspire.
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Thirteen years at  
the helm
Three major themes mark those years

W

BY  E VERE T T J.  THOMAS

hen I became 
editor of The 
Mennonite in 2000, 

former editor J. Lorne Peachey 
passed on some sage advice 
he had received from former 
Gospel Herald editor Daniel 
Hertzler. It went something like 
this: Editing a denominational 
magazine is a cross between 
betting on the ponies at a horse 
race and practicing psychiatry 
without a license. First, you 
never know which articles will 
be winners. Second, sometimes 
the reactions of your readers 
bear little relation to what is 
published; something personal 
and unrelated set them off.

I certainly found that to 
be true and observe the same 
phenomena continuing today. But 
the three major themes for my 
time as editor from November 
2000 until January 2014 were 
challenges other than reader 
feedback:
• hammering out the 

relationship between The 
Mennonite, Inc., and 

Mennonite Church USA, 
especially the relationship with 
the Executive Board and its 
staff;

• separating The Mennonite from 
Mennonite Publishing House 
(MPH);

• managing the incursion of 
websites, e-zines and social 
media into the print market as 
more and more readers did not 
want to pay for their news.

Relationship to Mennonite 
Church USA: When I began as 
editor, the magazine’s governing 
board was a group named the 
Interim Periodical Board. IPB 
members represented numerous 
entities, including MPH and the 
Executive Board. This was the 
group that hired me; it passed 
out of existence when delegates 
at Nashville 2001 approved 
members for a new governance 
board for The Mennonite. 
However, the relationship with 
MC USA and other boards 
and agencies in the church 
was not clarified at that time. 

At the Atlanta 2003 assembly, 
delegates approved language 
that ensconced The Mennonite, 
Inc., in the denomination’s 
founding documents and formally 
established The Mennonite as the 
official periodical of this young 
denomination. The language 
included three purposes, including 
one that gave the magazine and its 
board some protection from those 
who would wish to control the 
reporting we did. That purpose 
was to provide “an editorial voice 
collaborative with but distinct 
from” other leadership voices in 
Mennonite Church USA. 

Providing a voice distinct from 
what other leaders wanted us to 
report, or not report, while also 
attempting to be collaborative, 
was a balancing act. Collaboration 
first was in the form of publishing 
the news releases other boards 
wanted in our pages. In my last 
five years we also gave all MC 
USA boards a privileged position 
with their display ads: placement 
on page two with reduced pricing 
for their full-page display ads. 
This practice continues today. 
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But with the struggles 
Mennonite Publishing House 
was facing in the early 2000s 
and our responsibility to report 
developments with as much 
fidelity as possible, conversations 
occasionally grew testy. Initially, 
Executive Board meetings were 
open to the press, which also 
included Mennonite Weekly (now 
World) Review. But over my 13 
years, most meetings that involved 
Executive Board members and 
staff became more and more 
closed; access to information was 
slowly walled off. 

The low point in this process 
was the Executive Board’s 2008 
proposal to replace the boards of 
directors of Mennonite Mission 
Network, Mennonite Education 
Agency, MennoMedia and 
The Mennonite, Inc., with one 
new, large governance board 
that would manage all of them 
from a centralized system. The 
proposal also planned to designate 
the board of directors for The 
Mennonite, Inc., as an “editorial 
board” rather than a governance 
board. The Executive Board’s “one 
board” effort eventually collapsed 
and the proposal disappeared. 

There was one reality that 
provided some insulation from 
the efforts of Executive Board 
members and staff to influence 
our reporting: We received no 
funds through the giving system 
set up for Mennonite Mission 
Network, Mennonite Education 
Agency, MennoMedia and the 
Executive Board. The Mennonite, 
Inc., remained solvent and viable 
because of the revenue produced 
from advertising, by dollars from 
subscribers and with generous 
contributions from readers.

One of the finest 
collaborations, however, emerged 
around 2010 under the leadership 
of Marty Lehman, an Executive 

Board associate executive 
director. The CEOs of all the 
agencies began quarterly off-the-
record meetings and an annual 
retreat. Those meetings were 
immensely helpful in providing 
sensitive background information 
that allowed us to nuance our 
reporting without sacrificing 
objectivity. 

Separating from Mennonite 
Publishing House: 

When I became editor of The 
Mennonite in 2000, convention 
delegates had already determined 
that control of the magazine 
would not be through MPH 
and had established the Interim 
Periodical Board. This was 
done by ending both MPH’s 
Gospel Herald and the former 
The Mennonite, published by the 
General Conference Mennonite 
Church. However, the new 
The Mennonite was still printed 
in black and white at MPH. 
For four years I traveled to 
Scottdale, Pa., from Goshen, 
Ind., several times each month 
to manage the design, printing, 
subscriptions and accounting of 
the magazine. Former editor J. 
Lorne Peachey was immensely 
helpful in navigating the culture 
at MPH. For example, before 
one of our board meetings held 
at Laurelville Mennonite Church 
Center in Mount Pleasant, Pa., I 
asked for and received a financial 
report from the MPH accounting 
department. I received a report, 
but it came with the proviso that 

there was no guarantee it was 
accurate. My board of directors 
received the report but declined to 
accept it for approval.

It was our interest in printing 
the magazine in color that led 
us to change to another printer 
with more modernized presses 
that could print color more 
economically than could MPH. 
But the accounting remained 
at MPH until we opened an 
office in Goshen, Ind., in 2004 
and hired a bookkeeper and 
marketing director. By the time 
the Executive Board replaced 
the MPH board with themselves 
in a kind of “receivership” 
and appointed three men to 
manage MPH’s affairs, all the 
administrative functions of 
The Mennonite, Inc., had been 
transferred to the Goshen office. 

Adapting to websites, e-zines 
and social media:

In 2007, we hired Anna Groff, 
fresh out of Goshen College, 
to help build our first website 
and eventually develop several 
social media platforms and 
electronic magazines (e-zines). 
Anna did a wonderful job. 
Our first e-zine, called TMail 
became an additional news 
medium published each Monday. 
Eventually we also began to 
collaborate with Mennonite 
Education Agency and Iglesia 
Menonita Hispana to publish 
Menno Acontecer, a Spanish-
language e-zine with nearly all 
content originating in Spanish 

Those meetings were immensely helpful in 
providing sensitive background information 
that allowed us to nuance our reporting 
without sacrificing objectivity.
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rather than as translations of 
English articles. 

However, the “free news” 
phenomenon caused by websites, 
e-zines and Facebook posts 
became a double-edged sword. 
While the aggregate total of 
readership across all four media 
exploded, it happened at the 
expense of subscriptions to the 
print magazine (the engine 
that pulls the free cars in the 
train). This continues to be a 
challenge for all print media, not 
just for The Mennonite or other 
denominational magazines. (See 
“Attentive Conversation” by 
Duane Stoltzfus, page 24.)

Great memories: 
All in all, my time with The 
Mennonite was a wonderful 
gift, and I deeply appreciate 
relationships with board and staff 
members. Of particular note is 
the late Susan Sommers. During 
most of my tenure she was our 
board chair and was uniquely 
qualified for the job. She had 
been a reporter and published a 
small community newspaper, so 
she understood journalism. For 
a time while we were working 
together, she was serving as 
executive director of the Illinois 
Mennonite Conference, so she 
also understood church politics. 
What a great leader!

Happy 20th birthday to 
The Mennonite. I hope you will 
continue for another 20 years.

Everett J. Thomas 
retired in December 
2017 from his 
role as president 
of the Greencroft 
Communities 
Foundation and is a 
member of College 
Mennonite Church, 
both in Goshen, Ind.
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had the honor of serving 
as a Goshen (Ind.) College 
student intern on the 

staff of mPress, the official 
convention newspaper, at 
the Mennonite Church USA 
convention in Charlotte, N.C., 
in 2005. Duane Stoltzfus, my 
advisor and mentor, assigned 
me to a story about the 
Delegate Assembly. The first 
challenge for my 18-year-
old-self was deciphering who 
was the moderator of the 
denomination, the moderator-
elect and the executive director. 
Then I had to try to get an 
interview with the moderator. 
I first met the editorial staff of 
The Mennonite while walking 
around the delegate ballroom 
pursuing this story. That was 
my introduction to the church 
press. 

I graduated from Goshen 
with a journalism degree and 
started a temporary, half-time 
position as web editor with 
The Mennonite in May 2006. 
Eventually that evolved into the 
position of executive director 
of The Mennonite, Inc. During 
those nearly 10 years of my life, 
I worked with the rapid changes 
occurring in print publications 

A forum of voices

I and digital media as well as many 
changes in the demographics 
and future of Mennonite Church 
USA. While I was director of The 
Mennonite, Inc., we as a staff did 
our best to embrace its role as a 
“forum of voices” for Mennonite 
Church USA, and I’m grateful 
for Hannah’s adept continuation 
of this mission. I am impressed 
and inspired by the many voices 
featured online and in the print 
magazine.

I tell people that my favorite 
task-related role was creating 
and sending out TMail, the free 
weekly e-zine. Now e-newsletter 
and blasts arriving in one’s inbox 
are nothing new, and some may 
call it passé, with our current 
focus on turning to social media 
for news. But in 2007, TMail 
marked something new—the 
immediate delivery of Mennonite 
news to individuals’ devices. 

I remember that some 
criticized us for sensationalizing 
our headlines to get clicks. 
Others expressed gratitude and 
said TMail was all they needed 
to stay in touch with the world 
of Mennonite Church USA. 
Feedback aside, I relished putting 
together the news updates each 
Monday.

Personal and professional lives come together

BY  ANNA GROFF

LGBTQ inclusion was an 
ongoing concern among readers 
during my tenure. When I started, 
The Mennonite had a moratorium 
on opinion articles or letters to the 
editor about LGBTQ inclusion. 
The intent was to encourage 
person-to-person dialogue 

LGBTQ inclusion was 
an ongoing concern 
among readers 
during my tenure. 

about this topic. (We did report 
news regarding actions made by 
congregations and conferences.)

Reflecting on this time recently 
with Gordon Houser, we talked 
about misunderstandings and 
frustrations with the moratorium. 
We heard from readers who 
dropped their subscription 
because we published too many 
pieces about LGBTQ inclusion—
without realizing our moratorium 
guidelines meant we weren’t 
publishing any pieces at the time. 
Others—many of my peers and 
friends—thought the moratorium 
silenced helpful discussions, and 
they saw it as oppressive.
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Later, we lifted the 
moratorium, with support from 
our board of directors. However, 
the board advised us to focus on 
stories—first-person accounts 
of LGBTQ individuals in our 
denomination or people close to 
LGBTQ individuals. We gave 
less priority to those writing 
about think pieces about the 
disagreements themselves. This 
was wise counsel. 

I was honored to publish 
the piece, “The Children Are 
Listening” by Addie Liechty in 
July 2015. This piece described 
her childhood memory of two 
women, a lesbian couple, who 
were denied membership in her 
home church, and told her own 
coming-out story. 

The outpouring of gratitude 
to Addie and The Mennonite for 
this piece was overwhelming. It 
ran online, but Addie and others 
requested that we also publish 
it in the magazine. We had to 
shorten it, but we did publish it as 
an Opinion column in the April 
2016 issue. This kind of request to 
publish an online article in print 
came from other Millennials, 
which seemed curious. Online 
stories can reach a much broader 
audience, be shared, emailed, 
commented on, yet there was 
still something sacred about the 
printed word for people of all 
ages. 

In December 2017, I tried to 
buy the Person of the Year issue 
of Time magazine that featured 

“The Silence Breakers,” women 
and men across the United 
States who had spoken out 
about sexual violence. I’m not a 
subscriber to Time and couldn’t 
find it at several stores where I 
looked. Sure, I could scroll and 
scroll on my phone or computer 
for free, but I wanted to hold 
it in my hands, examine the 
photos and layout. 

The tension of print vs. 
digital is complex and may have 
no quick fixes. Whoever leads 
The Mennonite, Inc., next will 
be constantly evaluating this 
tension.

During my time at The 
Mennonite, I felt supported and 
cared for even by readers I never 
met in person. Before giving 
birth to my first daughter, 
I wrote an editorial about 
my anxieties and excitement 
regarding motherhood. During 
my maternity leave, Gordon 
published a photo in the News 
Digest section of the magazine 
of my husband, my daughter, 
Ella, and me when she was 
just a few days old. Readers 
wrote congratulatory emails 
to me or called me to ask how 
the baby was doing. I believe 
they truly cared about my life 
outside The Mennonite, Inc., 
and that felt good. The barrier 
between my professional life 
as a church journalist and my 
personal life lifted, reminding 
me that we’re all human and 
that the forum of voices can 
also be a compassionate, caring 
community.

Anna Groff, 
Tucson, Ariz., is 
executive director 
of Dove’s Nest.

During my time at 
The Mennonite, I 
felt supported and 
cared for even by 
readers I never met 
in person.
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’ve had the pleasure and 
privilege of working on 
this magazine over the 

past 20 years and working 
with each of its editors and 
other staff members. And part 
of that privilege has been to 
encounter many stories of 
faithfulness coming out of the 
Mennonite fold.

‘The New Kid on the Block’:

This was the title on the cover 
of the first issue of the new 
incarnation of The Mennonite, 
dated Feb. 17, 1998. I recall 
the excitement I felt as our 
staff gathered at Mennonite 
Publishing House in Scottdale, 
Pa., to work on that issue. 

Creating something new 
brought energy and a sense of 
purpose. The two denominations 
we represented—the Mennonite 
Church and the General 
Conference Mennonite 
Church—had not yet merged, 
but now the magazines 

Stories of faithfulness 
A grateful look back on 20 years

I representing those two groups 
had.

But what brought me 
excitement did not please 
everyone. Many people who 
seemed unhappy about a possible 

been the case for the magazine. 
That’s a given we’ve embraced, 
though we try to define the 
denomination not only as its 
institutions but its members, so we 
sometimes make the disclaimer 
with an article that it does not 
necessarily represent the official 
position of Mennonite Church 
USA. That’s actually the case for 
most of what we publish. But an 
article by a member does represent 
one voice within that group. That’s 
why we call the magazine a forum 
of voices.

The power of story: 

Over the years, we have 
published news, opinions and 
stories, both of individuals and 
of congregations. While there 
have been stories about failings 
in the church—and these are 
important in helping keep us 
faithful and accountable—there 
have been many more about 
people’s faithfulness to Jesus 
Christ. Encountering these stories 

BY  GORDON HOUSER

Encountering these 
stories and helping 
share them with 
our readers has 
been one of the 
highlights of my 
tenure with the 
magazine.

merger of the two denominations 
canceled their subscriptions. 
How many did this, I’m not sure, 
but quite a few gave this as their 
reason.

Being identified with the 
denomination’s decisions has often 
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and helping share them with 
our readers has been one of the 
highlights of my tenure with the 
magazine. 

There are so many good 
things happening in our church. 
We often get bogged down by 
disagreements and controversy 
and lose track of the many ways 
people are living out their faith in 
amazing ways.

I’ve been in awe at times when 
interviewing someone or reading 
their story. We’ve learned about 
people who have overcome abuse, 
addiction, poverty, rejection 
due to racial prejudice or gender 
exclusion. We’ve run stories of 
people who have left the military 
because of their convictions about 
peace. We’ve learned about people 
who find creative ways to reach 
out to others and bring Christ’s 
love to places that feel hopeless.

I have also been inspired by 
stories of strong faith among 
racial-ethnic members of our 
church and the forbearance they 
have shown those of us who 
possess privilege due only to the 
reality of our being male, white 
and more financially secure.

Two of the projects I’ve 
particularly enjoyed involved the 
number 20. In our Feb. 22, 2000, 
issue we ran an article called 
“Feeling the Reverberations” on 
20 influential Mennonites in the 
20th century. We editors had fun 
going over a long list of names 
and debating who should be 
included.

Then in our June 2016 issue, 
we ran a cover story called “20 
under 40,” which listed 20 
Mennonites who were 40 years 
old or younger (one of them 
turned 40 during our deliberation 
process) “who are committed to 
following Jesus and find value in 
Christian faith and community.” 
We chose 20 from a long list of 

people recommended to us by 
readers. This article, as well as 
many others, gave me hope for 
the church in the coming years.

Capturing history: 
I’ve learned that The Mennonite 
is a source for historians. 
What we publish goes on the 
historical record and can be 
accessed for people to better 
understand how a decision 
unfolded. This is one reason we 
like to be present at meetings 
of church leaders. It helps 
us understand not only the 
decisions they come to but how 
they come to those decisions.

As journalists, we work 
hard to be as accurate as we 
can in our reporting. This 
is also important for the 
historical record. Earlier, while 
we could print corrections in 
later editions, what we printed 
stood. Now, in the digital age, 
we can also go back and make 
corrections in the stories we 
run online.

Staff members: 

Over the years, many staff 
members have contributed to 
the work of The Mennonite: 
designers, copy editors, 
subscription and advertising 
managers and bookkeepers. 
I’m so grateful not only for 

Gordon Houser 
is editor of The 
Mennonite.

What we publish 
goes on the 
historical record 
and can be 
accessed for 
people to better 
understand how a 
decision unfolded.

their work but for the friendships 
I’ve had these 20 years. I’m also 
grateful for the hundreds of 
writers, photographers, artists and 
consultants we’ve used.

I’m perhaps most grateful 
to our many readers. I’ve heard 
(and sometimes deserved) much 
criticism over the years, but 
more often I hear encouraging 
comments from readers. We have 
loyal readers who care about the 
church and about following Jesus 
in their daily lives. And without 
you, dear readers, this magazine 
would not exist. So thank you.
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GOSPEL 
WORK

The need for  
nonviolent communication

BY   MALINDA ELIZ ABE TH BERRY
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s we celebrate the 
20th anniversary of 
our denominational 

magazine, this is an occasion 
for us to think about 
communication in all kinds 
of ways. As a teacher whose 
subject areas center around 
theology and ethics, I would like 
us to consider communication, 
especially denominational 
communication, from 
theological and ethical angles. 
I don’t want to spiritualize or 
moralize communication—
this isn’t about how “good 
Christians” communicate 
compared to “bad Christians”—I 
want to get us thinking about 
the way communication is one 
more venue for us to reflect on 
how we Historic Peace Church 
Christians, hoping to glimpse 
God’s great shalom, bear 
witness to and testify on behalf 
of the gospel.

Many Mennonites who are 
committed to an understanding 
of the gospel in which peace, 
justice and love are central to 
Jesus’ ministry struggle with 
how to communicate their 
beliefs. For some, praying for 
peace, participating in relief 
sales1 and assembling relief 
kits, and simply enacting their 
Mennonite faith are how they 
communicate. Others add to these 

A activities by signing petitions, 
organizing or participating in 
political rallies and engaging in 
political advocacy. Mennonites 
whose commitment is to the 
proclamation of the gospel 
through words may also do these 
things, but with the concern 
that our activity not eclipse an 
affirmation that Jesus is Lord 
and Savior of the cosmos. This 
is the classic struggle between 
orthopraxis (right, good, 
faithful activity in service of the 
gospel) and orthodoxy (right, 
good, faithful belief in service 
of the gospel). But what if we 
stop arguing with each other 
about which approach is better 
and more faithful? What if 
we communicated differently? 
Might we find more acceptance 
for ourselves and each other in 
how we communicate what we 
communicate?

Let me say more about two 
of the phrases I use above. I have 
found that owning the legacy of 
“historic peace churches” and the 
imagery of God’s “great shalom” 
have given me an imagination 
for understanding the role and 
function of denomination-based 
journalism and publications like 
The Mennonite. 

Mennonite Church USA, 
as a successor denomination 
to the General Conference 

Mennonite Church and the 
Mennonite Church, is part of the 
“Mennonite” of the Historic Peace 
Church table along with Quakers 
and Brethren. In the 1959 
Mennonite Encyclopedia, Melvin 
Gingerich explains how the term 
came into relatively common use 
in the United States in the 1920s, 
when Quakers held a series of 
conferences called the Conference 
of Pacifist Churches, which 
morphed into the Conference 
of Historic Peace Churches in 
1935. (H. P. Krehbiel, from 
General Conference background, 
was a significant leader of this 
movement.) These conferences 
were places where Mennonites 
and Quakers were able to 
articulate their commitment to 
a pacifism that wasn’t merely 
political (pacifism is effective) 
or social (pacifism is cool) but 
theological and ethical (pacifism 
is an ideological stance grounded 
in biblical interpretation, beliefs 
based on those interpretations, 
and a lifestyle shaped by those 
beliefs).

Because it is rarely sung, many 
likely don’t recognize the phrase 
“great shalom” from a hymn by 
Harris Loewen in Hymnal: A 
Worship Book: “O God, Great 
Womb.” I love this hymn and 
this phrase because they paint a 
song picture of creation that is 

Might we find more acceptance for 
ourselves and each other in how we 

communicate what we communicate?

Malinda Berry’s classroom at Anabaptist 
Mennonite Biblical Seminary

Photo by Naun Lucoer Cerrato
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both the beginning and end—the 
twofold mystery of how God 
created and what God will restore 
reality to. In my work as a peace 
theologian, I use “great shalom” 
interchangeably with or in place 
of phrases like “kingdom of God” 
and “reign of God” because it 
describes with greater theological 
clarity what I believe Jesus lived, 
died and rose to proclaim: God’s 
desire that Earth be a habitation 
where everything is at peace and 
unafraid.

Swiss theologian Karl Barth 
is known for describing the 
starting point of all theology 
and theological reflection as 
a communication—God’s 
self-revelation to us in and 
through Jesus Christ isn’t 
just “incarnation”; it’s also 
“communication.” The dictionary 
tells us an incarnation is “a person 
who embodies in the flesh a deity, 
spirit or abstract quality.” The 
dictionary also tells us “a letter or 
message containing information 
or news” and “the successful 
conveying or sharing of ideas and 
feelings” and “social contact” all 
constitute communication. To 
describe Jesus as “incarnation” 
makes a faith claim, but if we see 
that he’s also a “communication,” 
a whole new horizon opens up for 
considering the manner and style 
of incarnation. When incarnation 
meets communication, breaking 
old, harmful communication 
habits and creating new, 
connective communication 
patterns is gospel work. Again, 
it’s not about communicating 
with perfection, it’s about 
communicating with feeling, 
listening to others and being 
heard without harmful judgments. 
But most of all, it’s about being 
accompanied by the Holy Spirit 
because holy work is rarely easy 
work.

Malinda Elizabeth 
Berry is a member 
of Fellowship of 
Hope Mennonite 
Church and 
assistant professor 
of  theology and 
ethics at Anabaptist 
Mennonite Biblical 
Seminary, both in 
Elkhart, Ind.

argues that Jesus contrasts 
traditional righteousness with 
vicious cycles of judgment, and 
between those two options, 
Jesus proposes what Stassen calls 
transforming initiatives that 
deliver us from cycles of harmful 
judgment for participation in 
God’s great shalom. NVC can be 
such an initiative.

I have found owning the legacy 
of “historic peace churches” and 
the imagery of God’s great shalom 
has given me an imagination 
for understanding the role and 
function of denomination-based 
journalism and publications like 
The Mennonite. This magazine, 
if we allow it to be, is a forum 
for the “third way.” Instead of 
choosing between an active stance 
of fighting or fleeing or a passive 
stance of freezing or going numb, 
we can choose compassion and 
curiosity: What happens if we do 
something different, something 
that takes seriously our history, 
our complicity in violence, 
our favorite teachings from 
Scripture and our hope for the 
future? I have a hunch we might 
encounter the incarnation in our 
communication, and that is good 
news indeed.

...it’s about 
communicating 
with feeling, 
listening to others 
and being heard 
without harmful 
judgments.

1.  Events hosted by volunteers to 
raise money for Mennonite Central 
Committee relief work around the 
world. 

If you have followed my 
writing and reflections on 
Mennonite life, you will know 
that I am passionate about 
nonviolent communication 
(NVC). In his book The Joy of 
Compassionate Connecting: The 
Way of Christ through Nonviolent 
Communication, Jamie Prieto 
offers a clear, heartfelt and 
winsome account of the way NVC 
has brought Jesus’ Sermon on the 
Mount alive in new ways. More 
than that, Prieto links NVC 
with the “third way” thinking so 
important for 20th- and 21st-
century Mennonite theology. He 
writes: “Our natural tendency, 
when presented with a stressful 
situation, is to fight, flee or 
freeze. More often than not, I 
have chosen to fight instead of to 
flee. My experience tells me that 
everyone suffers when I choose 
violence—when I choose to sin.” 

Prieto says that what becomes 
good news—a communication 
full of hope and new options—is 
Jesus’ invitation to us “to connect 
to his spirit” so that we might “let 
go of our worldly strategies and 
engage each other in a heartfelt 
conversation, discovering the 
truth of our collective experience” 
so we can meet the challenges 
facing us and Christ’s church. 

Prieto’s work brings to mind 
Glen Stassen’s study of the 
Sermon on the Mount. Stassen 
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Attentive 
conversation
Building community in a digital age

BY   DUANE STOLTZFUS
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ast September, my 
Communication and 
Society class went to the 

woods to privilege silence over 
conversation—and cellphones. 

We took a daylong field trip to 
the Hermitage, a 62-acre retreat 
in southern Michigan, about an 
hour away from the classroom 
at Goshen (Ind.) College, where 
we were studying media and 
technology. Days before, we had 
looked at a comprehensive picture 
of media use by young people 
in the United States. The most 
startling finding in the survey 
report, called Common Sense 
Census, is that U.S. teenagers 
average about nine hours of 
entertainment media use each 
day, excluding time spent at 
school or for homework. (See 
commonsensemedia.org.)

How is that even possible in a 
24-hour day? The Common Sense 
researchers tracked time spent 
using social media; watching 
TV, movies and online videos; 
listening to music; playing video 
games; using the Internet and 
reading. If you spent an hour 
listening to music while watching 
TV—the two most popular 
activities—that added up to two 
hours of entertainment media 
use. Even with that allowance for 
double-counting, nine hours is a 

L huge part of an average day.
Our class also read a deeply 

troubling article in The Atlantic, 
“Have Smartphones Destroyed a 
Generation?” The article describes 
a dramatic shift in the behavior 
of teens after 2012, when the 
proportion of Americans who 
own smartphones rose above 50 
percent. As teens began living 
with smartphones, they logged 
more “screen time,” and their 
attention spans suffered; the 
evidence also suggested that 
smartphones were making teens 
profoundly less happy.      

I was thinking about that 
powerful attachment to electronic 
devices when I told the students 
in my class that, in packing a 
day bag for the field trip, they 
were welcome to take a camera, 
a journal, a water bottle, a sketch 
pad and pens for writing or 
drawing. But they had to leave all 
cellphones and other electronic 
devices back on campus. 

We were headed to a digital 
desert. Besides giving up screen 
time, students also had to limit 
their communication. Speaking 
is allowed at the Hermitage, 
but silence dominates. The 
Hermitage, a ministry endorsed 
by the Indiana-Michigan 
Conference, put it this way: We 
were invited to follow the way of 

Jesus in “taking time away from 
daily tasks in order to be fully 
attuned to the divine mission on 
this fragile earth home.” 

I was not very confident that 
this field trip would go well. 
Would students quietly rebel, 
hiding their devices in pockets 
and backpacks? Would they look 
at this place of walking trails 
and prayer labyrinths as out of 
date and out of touch? Would 
they consider the day a pointless 
imposition? 

My whole sense of the media 
world and our relationship to 
it has been upended in recent 
years. I spent the first two 
decades of my career working as 
a newspaper reporter and editor 
for publications in New York 
and New Jersey. For 150 years, 
according to Mitchell Stephens, 
the author of A History of News, 
selling news was big business. I 
was born into that heyday.     

Drawn to storytelling and 
inspired by the investigative 
reporting of Watergate, I 
had a sense of high calling. 
We journalists were not paid 
handsomely, but each day we 
arrived at the newsroom to “seek 
truth and report it,” in the words 
of the Society of Professional 
Journalists, helping shore up the 
foundation of democracy.   

My whole sense of the media 
world and our relationship to it 

has been upended in recent years.

A scene at The Hermitage

Photo by Hannah Heinzekehr
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Armed with only a pen and 
a reporter’s notebook, I felt 
powerful. In my first job, at a one-
room weekly called The Brooklyn 
Paper, Governor Mario Cuomo’s 
office immediately returned my 
call when they learned we were 
about to publish a story accusing 
the governor’s father-in-law of 
perhaps illegally evicting tenants 
from his apartment building. Back 
then, in the 1980s, I wrote that 
story on a simple word processor, 
a glorified typewriter. 

Soon, the Internet turned 
everyone’s keyboard into a 
printing press—and put the 
economic model of many a 
newspaper and magazine at risk. 
So many factors threatened the 
viability of publications: the 
decline in ad revenues (between 
2000 and 2015, revenue in 
newspaper print ads fell from 
$60 billion to $20 billion), the 

expectation of free news online, 
the proliferation of content and 
channels. 

As The Atlantic pointed out in 
“The Print Apocalypse and How 
to Survive It,” the money flow 
shifted to Facebook and Google, 
to BuzzFeed and the Huffington 
Post, to Breitbart and Drudge, 
and to scores of newspapers, 
magazines and digital-only sites 
competing for audiences. For 
many publications, The Atlantic 
said, the way forward is to step 
back, to the 1830s and earlier, 
to the subscription-first model, 
counting on committed readers 
to finance high-caliber reporting, 
writing and editing.  

When I joined the board 
of The Mennonite, Inc., three 
years ago, I saw how many 
of these same headwinds are 
affecting church publications: the 
competition for readers’ attention, 

so much content available for 
free online, the disbursement 
of ad dollars. The fracturing 
in Mennonite Church USA is 
a unique, complicating factor, 
reflected in a decline in group 
subscriptions, especially in areas 
like Ohio and Pennsylvania; 
individual subscriptions have 
also fallen steadily. Increasing 
subscriptions, for groups and for 
individuals, is the No. 1 priority 
for The Mennonite, which reaches 
5,600 subscribers each month. 

All that said, interest in The 
Mennonite, especially online, 
has never been greater. In 2017, 
the website (themennonite.org) 
counted 938,700 views from 
more than 411,000 unique users. 
That compared with 666,300 
views and 311,000 users during 
the year before. Traffic, in other 
words, was up about 10 percent 
in 2017. Other social media 

Photo by Hannah Heinzekehr



THEMENNONITE .ORG  •   FEBRUARY 2018    27

Duane Stoltzfus 
teaches 
communication at 
Goshen (Ind.) College 
and is a member of 
The Mennonite, Inc., 
board.

The challenge is to 
convert this surging 
online interest 
into subscription 
commitments. 

indicators also run positive: TMail 
subscribers topped 4,000 this year, 
an increase of 4.5 percent from 
a year earlier; Facebook activity 
rose 15 percent; Twitter followers 
increased 7.4 percent.  

The challenge is to convert 
this surging online interest into 
subscription commitments. Here 
is where I believe denominations, 
conferences, congregations 
and individual members need 
to do better. Subscribing to 
The Mennonite (and our sister 
publication, Mennonite World 
Review) should be automatic. 
A regular subscription to The 
Mennonite costs $46 for the year; 
the group rate is a bargain, at $35 
per person. How to put $35 in 
perspective? Many people spend 
close to that amount weekly for 
coffee-to-go.

Through these pages, through 
these sites, we become more fully 
the church, a living network, 
in person and online. Here is 
commentary that helps us think 
about Anabaptist-Mennonite 
faith in a fresh way. Here are 
news reports that track our key 
decisions, the work of our church 
agencies, our births, marriages 
and deaths (the top news story 
for 2017, with more than 44,000 
views, was Hannah Heinzekehr’s 
report on the death of Michael 
J. Sharp, a United Nations peace 
worker killed in the Democratic 
Republic of Congo in March). 
Here are recommendations for 
books to read and movies to 

watch. Here are ads to tell us 
about job openings around the 
church. Here are letters that let us 
know what is on the minds of the 
community of believers.

The outcome for The Mennonite 
(and so many other publications) 
is by no means certain. But on the 
cusp of a new year, I feel, oddly 
enough, given events in the nation 
and the world, a stirring sense of 
hope, some of which can be traced 
back to that day spent at the 
Hermitage.

In their course evaluations, 
students praised the Hermitage: 
“One of my favorite days of the 
year because it was a chance to 
escape technology.” “I wish every 
student could do this!” “Beautiful. 
Learned A LOT.” “This was my 
favorite because I got to be alone.” 
“Incredibly valuable and unique 
experience. 10/10.”

On that day and throughout 
the semester, this small sample of 
young adults showed remarkable 
control over their devices and 
an ability to penetrate the 
complicated relationships between 
people and technology. They 
embraced attentive conversation. 
They followed the news. They 
set a high value on building 
community. In short, they 
appeared to be the kind of readers 
and contributors who will ensure 
a flourishing future for The 
Mennonite and other thoughtful 
publications, both secular and 
religious. 
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2017 in review 

OVER THE COURSE of 2017, we 
posted more than 600 news stories 
covering events across Mennonite 
Church USA. As our editorial 
staff reflected on the year, these 
10 stories (or series of stories) 
stuck out. These are not ranked by 
importance but listed in roughly 
chronological order. 

1. Mennonites engaging 
wider concerns: From 
participating in the Women’s 
March in Washington, D.C., in 
January to responses after white 
supremacist groups marched in 
Charlottesville, Va., to making 
a faith-based case for gun 
control after mass shootings and 
neighborhood gun violence, and 
leading prayer vigils for peace in 
situations like the United States’ 
escalating rhetoric with North 
Korea, Mennonites thought about 
and intersected with events that 
were trending beyond the church 
this year. 

2. Addressing sexual violence 
in Mennonite Church USA: 
Mennonite Church USA 
continued to respond to reports of 
sexual violence within the church. 
On Jan. 14, Mennonite Church 
USA released recommendations 
for Virginia Mennonite 
Conference and Lindale 
Mennonite Church leaders 
regarding the conference and 
church’s handling of allegations 
of abuse. Later, in October, Pastor 
Duane Yoder’s credentials were 
terminated after a conference 
review. In April, former Goshen 
(Ind.) College student Erin 
Bergen went public with a Title 

IX complaint filed against the 
college, reporting discrimination 
during the handling of a sexual 
assault complaint. And in 
November, Mennonite missionary 
James Arbaugh was arrested in 
Harrisonburg, Va., and charged 
with molesting children while 
working in Haiti. In October, 
Mennonite college leaders 
responded to an open letter 
from leaders of Into Account, an 
organization working to support 
survivors of abuse, agreeing to 
maintain the “preponderance of 
evidence” standard for complaints 
of sexual violence, despite federal 
changes to Title IX requirements. 

3. Untimely deaths: Death 
that happens suddenly is always 
unsettling and brings with it 
great grief. This year, the church 
mourned the sudden deaths of 
four young leaders: Hannah 
Hochstetler, the co-leader of the 
Jackson, Miss., Service Adventure 
service unit was killed in a car 
crash on Jan. 19; Michael J. 
Sharp, a peacebuilder working 
with the United Nations, and 
his co-worker, Zaida Catalan, 
were kidnapped and murdered in 
March while investigating human 
rights abuses in the Democratic 
Republic of Congo; Kumar 
Anuraj Jha, a peacebuilder and 

Eastern Mennonite University 
graduate working with UNICEF 
in Sudan, was killed in a Nov. 30 
car accident; and Teresa Cardenas, 
a sophomore at Iowa Mennonite 
School in Kalona, Iowa, was 
killed after falling from a ladder 
during a Dec. 1 school social. In 
May, the church mourned the loss 
of longtime mission worker and 
educator Alan Kreider, and, in 
October, Hispanic church planter 
and pastor Teofilio Ponce. 

4. Conference and 
congregational realignment: 
In 2017, Lancaster (Pa.) 
Mennonite Conference reached 

the end of its two-year withdrawal 
period from Mennonite 
Church USA. At the end of 
a discernment process, eight 
congregations chose to transfer 
their membership to nearby 
Atlantic Coast Conference. In 
addition, LMC welcomed 12 
former MC USA congregations 
into membership in March 
and, in September, Franklin 
Mennonite Conference, another 
former MC USA conference, 
voted to become part of LMC. 
In November, Eastern District 
Conference and Franconia 
Mennonite Conference took 
another step toward reconciling 

Members of the Future Church Summit theme team receive responses from participants 
at Orlando 2017.

Va
da

 S
ni

de
r

The year’s top stories in 
the Mennonite world



THEMENNONITE .ORG  •   FEBRUARY 2018    29

NE WS

Hannah Heinzekehr of The Mennonite, Inc.

into one conference after 170 years 
apart, and Allegheny Mennonite 
Conference and Central District 
Conference began conversations 
about a potential merger in the 
future. Central District also 
welcomed congregations from 
North Carolina, Georgia and 
Florida into membership, while 
Franconia voted to welcome 
congregations from California 
and New York as new members. 
In April, Southeast Mennonite 
Conference announced that it 
would explore leaving MC USA if 
the forbearance resolution passed 
by delegates in 2015 became a 
permanent denominational policy.

5. Transitions: This year saw 
widespread leadership transitions 
across MC USA. Five out 
of the six Mennonite college 
presidencies were in transition 
this year, with only President 
Sara Wenger Shenk of Anabaptist 
Mennonite Biblical Seminary, 
Elkhart, Ind., remaining. Four 
new presidents were appointed: 
Jon Gering at Bethel College, 
North Newton, Kan., replacing 
Perry White; Susan Schultz 
Huxman at Eastern Mennonite 
University, Harrisonburg, Va., 
replacing Loren Swartzendruber; 
Joseph Manickam at Hesston 
(Kan.) College, replacing Howard 
Keim; and Rebecca Stoltzfus at 
Goshen (Ind.) College, replacing 
James Brenneman. James Harder 
of Bluffton (Ohio) University 
has announced his resignation at 
the end of the 2017-2018 school 
year. In addition, four Mennonite 
Church USA agency and 
organization CEOs announced 
their resignation. Amy Gingerich 
was appointed as the new CEO 
of MennoMedia, replacing Russ 
Eanes, and Karen Lehman was 
named CEO of Mennonite 
Health Services, replacing 

Rick Stiffney. Ervin Stutzman, 
MC USA executive director, 
and Hannah Heinzekehr, The 
Mennonite executive director, are 
also in transition, and the search 
for their successors is underway. 

6. Congo crisis: The death of MJ 
Sharp helped bring awareness 
to the ongoing violent conflict 
and humanitarian crisis in the 
DRC. It’s estimated that armed 
conflict has displaced an estimated 
1.4 million people, including 
thousands of Mennonites. The 
region is the birthplace of the 
Mennonite Church in Congo, a 
church that is more than 200,000 
strong. In August, Mennonite 
Central Committee (MCC) 
reported 36 confirmed deaths of 
Mennonites in Congo, 12 church 
schools destroyed or attacked, 16 
churches destroyed or attacked, 
342 homes destroyed and 
thousands displaced.

7. Future Church Summit and 
the Journey Forward: The 2017 
biennial MC USA convention 
drew 3,200 Mennonites to 
Orlando, Fla., in July. Delegates 
(plus an additional 100 attendees 
representing diverse constituency 
groups), participated in the Future 
Church Summit, a large-group 
visioning process about God’s 
calling for MC USA in the 
future. Growing out of this work, 
MC USA staff announced in 
September the Journey Forward, a 
churchwide process to strengthen 
the church’s identity around 
shared beliefs and goals. 

8. Seeking Peace in Israel-
Palestine: During one of only 
two sessions, MC USA delegates 
voted to affirm the “Seeking Peace 
in Israel-Palestine” resolution. 
Originally considered and 
tabled by delegates in 2015, the 
resolution was revamped and 

considered again after two years 
of denomination-wide study. 
In October, Kansas Mennonite 
Esther Koontz found herself at 
the center of an American Civil 
Liberties Union lawsuit after she 
was denied employment because 
she chose to boycott products 
produced in Israel. Koontz cited 
the resolution as an inspiration for 
her boycott. 

9. Disasters: Mennonite Disaster 
Service and MCC responded to 
large-scale disasters around the 
world, especially at the end of the 
year. Mennonites were among 
those impacted by and responding 
to hurricanes Harvey, Irma and 
Maria, which struck the United 
States and Puerto Rico in August 
and September. MCC also found 
itself stretched to respond to 
natural disasters and crises around 
the world, including earthquakes, 
famine and flooding, addressing 
26 disasters in just the first six 
months of its fiscal year. 

10. Welcome your neighbor: 
A yard sign developed by 
Immanuel Mennonite Fellowship 
in Harrisonburg, Va., as a way 
to welcome their local interfaith 
neighbors made national news, 
and its use spread across the 
country. The simple three-color 
sign states, “No matter where 
you’re from, we’re glad you’re our 
neighbor” in English, Spanish and 
Arabic. In addition, congregations 
found other ways to support their 
neighbors, with Columbus (Ohio) 
Mennonite Church providing 
sanctuary to an undocumented 
mother and worker, Edith 
Espinal, and Faith Mennonite 
Church in Minneapolis digging 
in for advocacy alongside local 
Hispanic leaders.
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Why health care 
costs so much

Gordon Houser is editor of The Mennonite.

MOST OF US don’t need to be told 
health-care costs are rising in the 
United States. And many of us are 
aware that U.S. residents pay more 
for health care than other nations. 

In fact, write Austin Frakt 
and Aaron E. Carroll in “Why 
the U.S. Spends So Much More 
Than Other Nations on Health 
Care” (New York Times, Jan. 2), 
“The United States spends almost 
twice as much on health care, 
as a percentage of its economy, 
as other advanced industrialized 
countries—totaling $3.3 trillion, 
or 17.9 percent of gross domestic 
product in 2016.” 

Why is that? Is it because we’re 
generally sicker and need more 
health care? Or is it because the 
quality of our health care is so 
much better?

A 2003 study published in 
Health Affairs by the Princeton 
University health economist Uwe 
Reinhardt says no. The simple 
answer is, “It’s the prices, stupid.”

It’s not because we’re sicker. 
The study showed that “people 
in the United States typically use 
about the same amount of health 
care as people in other wealthy 
countries do, but pay a lot more 
for it.”

A recent study in JAMA: the 
Journal of the American Medical 
Association showed that what was 
true in 2003 continues to be the 
case. It spanned 1996 to 2013 
and looked at various aspects of 
personal health care, breaking 
down 155 different health 
conditions separately.

The researchers only looked 
at spending on health care of 
patients, not hospital construction 
or administrative costs. 

They found that over that 
span, “American personal health 
spending grew by about $930 
billion.” This was a huge increase 
and far outpaced overall economic 
growth.

And this was not because 
Americans became sicker. 
“Measured by how much we 
spend, we’ve actually gotten a 
bit healthier,” write Frakt and 
Carroll.

No, the JAMA study found 
that “most of the explanation for 
American health spending growth 
[63 percent]—and why it has 
pulled away from health spending 
in other countries—is that more is 
done for patients during hospital 
stays and doctor visits, they’re 
charged more per service, or 
both.”

Other studies put more of the 
blame on prices. One found that 
U.S. hospital prices are 60 percent 
higher than those in Europe. 

What to do about this? Frakt 
and Carroll offer a couple of 
suggestions. One is an all-payer 
system that regulates prices 
so that all insurers and public 
programs pay the same amount. 
A single-payer system, they write, 
would meet resistance from all 
those who benefit from the higher 
prices for health care.

THE BEST 
MOVIES OF 2017

1. I Am Not Your Negro

2. Graduation

3. Mudbound

4. Lady Bird

5. Get Out

6. Call Me by Your Name

7. The Florida Project

8. A Ghost Story

9. A Quiet Passion

10. Dunkirk

THE BEST  
BOOKS OF 2017

Always with Us? What Jesus 
Really Said About the Poor 
by Liz Theoharis

Killers of the Flower Moon: 
The Osage Murders and the 
Birth of the FBI  
by David Grann

Lincoln in the Bardo:  
A Novel  
by George Saunders

The Origin of Others  
by Toni Morrison

Sing, Unburied, Sing:  
A Novel  
by Jesmyn Ward
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Staff of The Mennonite  
in 2001.
Staff members of The 
Mennonite pose in front of 
their product in May 2001. 
From left are Everett Thomas, 
editor; Merrill Miller, designer; 
Marla Cole, marketing 
director; Gordon Houser, 
associate editor; Melanie 
Mueller, editorial assistant; 
and Rich Preheim, associate 
editor. The Mennonite began 
20 years ago this month. It 
is the product of a merger 
between two denominational 
magazines: Gospel Herald of 
the Mennonite Church and 
The Mennonite of the General 
Conference Mennonite 
Church. The merger of 
the magazines occurred 
four years before the two 
denominations merged to 
form Mennonite Church USA.

Photo source: The Mennonite, 
Inc., Board Records, 2000-2003.  
MCUSA-TMM-002.  Mennonite 
Church USA Archives.  
Elkhart, Ind.

FROM THE ARCHIVES

RECIPE OF  
THE MONTH

Lentil and  
Squash salad

2.5K
Mennonite institutions  

respond to turbulence in  
higher education

by Mennonite College and  
University presidents

2.5K
Lancaster formally exits  

MC USA
by Hannah Heinzekehr

1.3K
When church hurts

by Audrey Metz

1.1K 
Historian studies loss of LGBTQ 

individuals in the church
by Hannah Heinzekhr

1K
Benefiting from sin

by Elisabeth Wilder

MOST-READ  
ONLINE-ONLY POSTS

“Kendrick [Lamar] 
is trying to get you 
to understand that 
life—and spiritual 
attainment—are not 
that simple; all of us 
are tempted. At the 
end of the day, how 
then does God show 
up in those spaces? 
The messier it gets, 
the more God has a 
chance to show up.”

—Daniel White Hodge, 
speaking at a Jan. 15 Martin Luther King 

Jr. Day event for Anabaptist Mennonite 
Biblical Seminary, Elkhart, Ind.

JOIN THE  
CONVERSATION:

facebook.com/theMennonite
twitter.com/theMennoniteInc

instagram.com/theMennoniteInc

QUOTABLE
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OPINION

‘What About the City?’ revisited

I WAS BORN into a Mennonite 
family and congregation in 
Harlem, N.Y., in 1969. In 
reflecting on the 20th anniversary 
of the merger of Gospel Herald and 
The Mennonite in 1998, I decided 
to look up an issue published 
the year I was born. In the Jan. 
7, 1969, Gospel Herald, an article 
raised a question that had been on 
my heart throughout my growing 
up as an avid reader: “What 
About the City?” by Boyd Nelson. 

As a teenager, I remember 
my mother asking me to go 
downstairs from our eighth-floor 
apartment to check the mail. I 
was always so excited to find the 

people of color and the majority 
white congregations of the broader 
Mennonite Church. 

Nelson wrote: “Mennonites 
are rural people, and their mission 
should be to the country, one 
Mennonite leader seems to say.” He 
also said “a Mennonite sociologist 
suggests that Mennonites of 
rural background can be a unique 
resource for working in the city 
and that we perhaps should take 
our urban ministry and mission 
more seriously.” The article said, 
“Regardless of our feelings about 
our background and our mission 
as Mennonite Christians, one fact 
stands out more than any other in 
our modern world: urbanization. 
Urban culture dominates our 
world.”

I was well aware that urban 
culture was real. Urban cities 
were relevant, and the people 
who made up urban Mennonite 
communities were an asset to the 
Mennonite Church, not a liability. 
The urban Mennonite church was 
a needed voice, not a mission to be 
neglected. It was not just a one-
time calling but a commitment 
to build the kingdom of God and 
empower the cities where God 
dwelled.

Nelson highlighted a program 
initiative where a group of 15 
Mennonite pastors took part in a 
10-day “exposure tour and retreat” 
of Los Angeles and Chicago. 
During this time, they reflected on 
such questions as, What about our 
mission in this kind of world? Is it 
possible for the gospel to free men 
in the city and build a church of 
faithful Christians? How can we 
communicate with others and share 
Christ’s love in this urban milieu? 

What can Christians do to share 
faith and help men in the worst 
the city brings? How can these 
experiences and insights help us 
in our congregational life in other 
contexts?

Nelson wrote, “They will face 
the Scriptures, talk about the 
city and think about their own 
ministries in an urban world.”

Growing up as an urban 
Mennonite, I did not sense an 
ongoing commitment, compassion 
or courageous effort to expose and 
educate the broader Mennonite 
Church to the vulnerabilities, 
resiliencies or viabilities of the 
urban community. 

There appeared to be more of a 
focus on highlighting missionary 
assignments overseas. When I saw 
pictures of people of color in the 
Gospel Herald, they were Africans 
from Kenya, not African-
Americans from Harlem; they 
were Latinos from El Salvador, 
not Latinos from the South 
Bronx. They were well-funded 
and well-exposed. I appreciated 
the work that was being done 
internationally. Yet I wondered 
if we truly cared about what was 
happening in our own backyards? 
What about the city?

PERSPEC TIVES FROM READERS

Melody M. Pannell 
is assistant professor 
of social work at 
Eastern Mennonite 
University, 
Harrisonburg, Va.

When I saw pictures 
of people of color in 
the Gospel Herald, 
they were Africans 
from Kenya, not 
African-Americans 
from Harlem.

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

latest issue of the Gospel Herald 
in our mailbox. I was interested 
in learning about the work of the 
church. I searched through the 
pages, looking for a reflection of 
myself, of my African-American 
community, my congregation, 
Seventh Avenue Mennonite 
Church. I looked for news about 
the other Mennonite urban 
congregations I had connections 
with, such as Diamond Street 
in Philadelphia or Burnside 
Mennonite Church in the 
Bronx. Yet there seemed to be a 
disconnection between the urban 
churches that represented mostly 
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NE W VOICES

NOSTALGIA sometimes gets the 
best of me. I look back a decade 
ago on the three short but glorious 
years my wife and I spent as 
mission workers in Colombia, and 
it takes my breath away: 
• the deep friendships with 

Colombian Mennonite 
believers forged through prayer, 
ministry, struggle and laughter; 

• the satisfaction of teaching 
adolescents and teenagers at a 
local Mennonite school, seeing 
them come alive intellectually 
and spiritually; 

• the joy of accompanying 
students and neighbors on their 
spiritual journey, inviting them 
to youth group, church and, 
eventually, baptism; 

• the intense but rewarding work 
of assisting a Colombian-led 
church-planting team in a 
neighboring town, where we 
reached out to needy families 
displaced by violence. 
Or I recall my student days at 

Lancaster (Pa.) Mennonite High 
School, where two decades ago we 
experienced a remarkable move of 
God. Most mornings, dozens if 
not hundreds of students gathered 
to pray. Many had dramatic 
conversions that set their trajectory 
for life. 

If I dwell on these experiences, 
it’s easy to look at the current 
landscape of the church in North 
America and get discouraged. 
Nearly all denominations are 
in decline. Young people are 
increasingly estranged from the 
church of their parents. And 
assimilation into dominant 
American values—whether 

The best is yet to come
conservative or progressive—is at 
an all-time high. 

Yet I see three streams God is 
causing to spring up in what feels 
like a spiritual wasteland.

the 12 churches that have been 
planted are led by and made up 
of immigrants. Many of these 
churches are thriving. Last 
September, Manantial de Vida, a 
Spanish-speaking congregation in 
Harrisonburg, Va. sent Francisco 
and Juanita Machado, their first 
mission workers to Spain, with 
the help of VMMissions and 
Mennonite Mission Network. 
3. The growing missional 
unity across denominational 
lines here in the United 
States, despite the cultural 
forces driving fragmentation. 
Churches of all types are waking 
up to the fact that this country is 
a mission field. At VMMissions, 
we are mobilizing local mission 
workers within VMC and beyond 
to help the church engage our 
increasingly post-Christian 
culture. We’re learning how 
to start creative expressions of 
church, engage our immigrant 
neighbors, minister to those in 
jail, walk with those in poverty 
and raise awareness about human 
trafficking. The Holy Spirit is 
uniting followers of Jesus from 
across the Christian family who 
hold together the grace and truth 
of the gospel with deeds of justice 
and compassion so that we can 
all more effectively join God’s 
reconciling mission together. 

May God give us faith to see 
the best is yet to come.

BY AND ABOUT YOUNG ADULTS

Churches of all types 
are waking up to  the 
fact that this country 
is a mission field.

1. The rise of a truly global 
church. In the Anabaptist family 
alone, we’ve grown from 1.3 million 
in 2003 to 2.1 million today. There 
are more Anabaptist Christians in 
Africa than North America, more 
in Latin America than in Europe. 
The North American church is not 
the center of God’s movement, and 
the future of the gospel does not 
depend on us or our institutions. 
That is good news. Yet it is also 
an opportunity for partnership. 
At Virginia Mennonite Missions, 
where I serve, many of our mission 
workers are taking a support role 
as our global partners launch out 
in mission. We are learning to 
cooperate with the God who sends 
people in mission “from everywhere 
to everyone,” as Latin American 
theologian Samuel Escobar has put 
it.
2. The growing immigrant 
population bringing spiritual 
vitality to our churches here. 
People from all over the world come 
to our communities in search of 
jobs, a better life for their children 
or refuge from war and violence. 
And these immigrants are starting 
churches, with or without us. Over 
the past decade or so in Virginia 
Mennonite Conference, eight of 

Aaron Kauffman 
is president of 
Virginia Mennonite 
Missions. Reach him 
at aaron.kauffman@
vmmissions.org.
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LEADERSHIP F IELD NOTES

WHAT PEOPLE WONDER 
ABOUT MENNONITES

Retired mission workers 
Erwin and Angela Rempel 
are retiring from answering 
the myriad questions sent 
to the Third Way website. 
Third Way is dedicated to 
conveying information 
about Mennonites and 
related Anabaptist groups to 
the general public. Dennis 
Kuhns, a retired pastor 
in Harrisonburg, Va., has 
assumed their role.

E VERENCE OFFERS 
FINANCIAL PL ANNING 
GR ANTS TO PASTORS

Credentialed and active 
pastors from any churches 
affiliated with Everence are 
eligible to receive a Pastoral 
Financial Plan Grant toward 
the cost of a first-year 
Everence comprehensive 
financial plan. Many of those 
affiliated churches can be 
found online at everence.
com/who-we-serve. 

E THIOPIAN MESERE TE 
KRISTOS CHURCH 
CONTINUES TO GROW

Visiting Ethiopia last August, 
Darrell Jantzi and John Peters 
heard that Meserete Kristos 
Church has continued to 
grow and now numbers 
310,877 baptized members, 
an increase of 4.5 percent 
over the previous year. Jantzi 
and Peters are members of an 
MKC Link Canada team that 
connects Mennonite Church 
Canada and Meserete Kristos 
College. The two also visited 
an underground church 
where believers meet in 
secret prayer cells.

UPDATES

Lessons in leadership
I’M JUST OVER A YEAR into 
leading Franconia Conference as 
executive minister. I’ve found a 
deep sense of call and fulfillment 
in leading alongside this 300-year 
old community. The following 
three stories highlight key 
learnings for me in the past year.

leaders in our conference have 
advocated that I use social 
media to focus our vision and 
direction. They have said that 
placing Anabaptist values into 
the marketplace and political 
sphere has value. The post-
Christendom contexts of many 
of our communities means our 
perspective as peace churches is 
not always known or understood. 

Speaking with people in our 
conference affected by the DACA 
immigration process felt risky 
but necessary. Our conference 
leadership said we would offer 
pastoral care, prayer and advocacy 
on their behalf. About a quarter 
of our congregations are recent 
immigrants and refugees.

The call to leadership in 
a time of tensions means 
cultivating relationships in 
the midst of disagreement. In 
our conference, we have diverse 
responses to difficult issues. 
One of our long-term partners, 
Lancaster Conference, has left 
Mennonite Church USA. I live 
close to Germantown Mennonite 
Church, which was removed 
from our conference two decades 
ago for its inclusion of LGBTQ 
members. In the Religious 
Leaders Council of Philadelphia, 
we engage with Jewish, Muslim 
and other Christian partners. 

I trust that the great story 
and holy mystery of the reign of 
God is close by, within and just 
beyond.

I trust that the great 
story and mystery of 
the reign of God is 
close by, within and 
just beyond.

The call to leadership in 
demanding times is kept in 
healthy balance by callings that 
remind me to be more fully 
human. I talked with people 
who had led in this conference. 
I asked Jim Longacre, who had 
served in the executive role 
in the 20th century, how he 
maintained health and balance 
while in leadership. He said when 
he went home to his farm, the 
rhythm of farming and caring 
for cows kept him centered. I 
live in Philadelphia. Jim said, “I 
had the farm, you have the city; 
you’ll be fine.” I was reminded 
that I am called to be a good 
neighbor, to seek the peace of the 
city and to remember the words 
of Jesus, “What good is it to gain 
everything and lose your soul?”

The call to leadership in 
a precarious time provides 
an invitation toward risk and 
ongoing learning. Younger 

FROM MENNONITE CHURCH USA

Stephen Kriss is executive minister for 
Franconia Mennonite Conference.



THEMENNONITE .ORG  •   FEBRUARY 2018    35

GRACE AND TRUTH

A WORD FROM PASTORS

I’VE BEEN CHUCKLING to myself 
that this year Valentine’s Day 
and Ash Wednesday fall on the 
same day—Feb. 14. When I see 
all the red hearts decorating the 
community, I’ll keep in mind 
God’s word through the prophet 
Joel, which we always read on Ash 
Wednesday: “Return to me with 
all your heart” (Joel 2:12). 

Last summer, I joined a 
Benedictine community for 
worship services during a three-
week stay at a retreat house in 
Minnesota. The sung liturgies 
were beautiful, even if I was 
confused and frustrated early 
on by the seven worship and 
song books to shuffle. Four brief 
worship services each day began to 
resonate in my spirit, even when I 
was not attending a service. One 
of the services always ended with 
this: “Glory to the Father, and to 
his Son, Jesus Christ, and to the 
Spirit who dwells in our hearts.” 
Although I pray the Lord’s Prayer 
daily, relating to God as Father 
has not been the bread and butter 
of my Christian spirituality. 
Yet I’m not disoriented by this 
familial language to describe our 
relationship with God. What was 
startlingly fresh for me in this 
Trinitarian refrain was that part 
about the Spirit.

What if the Spirit really does 
dwell in human hearts? What if 
we were attending to the Spirit 
who dwells in our hearts not only 
while attending a worship service 
but throughout each day? 

If the Spirit dwells in our 
hearts, then gathering for worship 
and the work of the church 
become a priority, and the Spirit 
can draw out the connections 

among us that will bring new 
expression to our witness for 
Christ. If the Spirit dwells in our 
hearts, then we may need to listen 
more deeply to the anxieties, 
concerns and pounding hearts 
among us as well as to the good 
news, gratitude and peace that 

faith and witness in the capital 
city of the Empire (1:8-12). The 
words of Paul’s letter may have 
been understood differently by 
the addressees, even as they both 
challenged and comforted people 
on many sides of an early church 
controversy. Nevertheless, Paul 
trusts that the Spirit of Christ 
is at work in the hearts and lives 
and gatherings of the church. 
Paul is not impartial to their 
controversies—he makes his 
position clear—yet he is confident 
that the Spirit “dwells in you” 
(8:9, 11). The letter is delivered 
to the congregations in Rome by 
Phoebe, deacon of the church in 
the port city of Cenchreae near 
Corinth. Phoebe is trusted to 
read and interpret the letter for 
believers in Rome (16:1-2). 

Might the congregations in 
Rome have received Phoebe, 
present in body, and Paul, present 
through his letter, as people 
in whose hearts the Spirit was 
active? What if similarly we were 
to receive those God sends to our 
congregations? The Spirit of God 
is known for coloring outside 
our well-established lines and 
dwelling in the hearts of not only 
recognized leaders but diverse 
voices from all walks of life. 

 If we heed the prophet Joel 
as Lent begins, we may find the 
Spirit of the living God dwelling 
in our hearts. Glory to God.

The Spirit who dwells in our hearts

Jennifer Davis 
Sensenig is pastor 
of Community 
Mennonite Church in 
Harrisonburg, Va.

What if we were 
attending to the 
Spirit who dwells 
in our hearts 
throughout  
each day?

fill our hearts. If the Holy Spirit 
is making a home within the 
heart of the person beside me (in 
worship, at the demonstration, 
during a meeting, at a meal), then 
I may have to relinquish whatever 
stereotype I have of him or her in 
order to benefit from the Spirit’s 
work.

Each year, our congregation 
chooses a theme Scripture 
to carry throughout the year. 
Our council and pastoral team 
spend an afternoon together 
and consider a few options for 
Scripture passages that might 
be fitting for our congregation. 
Last year, our verse was, “May 
the God of hope fill you with 
all joy and peace in believing, so 
that you may abound in hope, 
by the power of the Holy Spirit” 
(Romans 15:13). The context for 
this verse is Paul’s peacemaking 
work among complex and diverse 
groupings of believers in Rome—
people he’d never visited in person 
but whom he esteemed for their 



36    FEBRUARY 2018  •   THEMENNONITE .ORG

FOR THE RECORD

 BIRTHS 

Beck, Colson Jay, was born Nov. 16, 
2017, to Kelby and Kendra Beck, West 
Unity, Ohio.

Williams, Colton Reed, was born 
Dec. 16, 2017, to Grant and Lindsay 
Williams, Goshen, Ind.

 MARRIAGES 

Grieser, BillieJo, Wauseon, Ohio, 
and Douglas Prothero, Wauseon, 
were married Nov. 5, 2017, at Tedrow 
Mennonite Church, Wauseon.

 DEATHS 

Alderfer, Arlene H. Musselman, 91, 
Souderton, Pa., died Dec. 13, 2017. 
Spouse: Levi C. Alderfer (deceased). 
Parents: John R. and Laura Hunsberger 
Musselman. Children: Nancy 
Leatherman, John M. Alderfer, Ruth 
Bower; 10 grandchildren; 28 great-
grandchildren. Funeral: Dec. 16 at 
Souderton Mennonite Homes.

Alderfer, Elizabeth Clemens, 94, 
Souderton, Pa., died Dec. 10, 2017. 
Parents: Jacob M. and Mary Clemens 
Alderfer. Funeral: Dec. 15 at Souderton 
Mennonite Homes.

Beyeler, Donovan J., 74, Sterling, 
Ohio, died Dec. 24, 2017, of leukemia. 
Spouse: Patricia Massanari. Parents: 
Noah and Viola Mast Beyeler. 
Funeral: Jan. 3, 2018 at College 
Mennonite Church, Goshen, Ind.

Brubaker, Ida Sauder, 102, Lititz, Pa., 
died Oct. 21, 2017. Spouse: John S. 
Brubaker (deceased). Parents: Peter 
Eby Sauder and Emma Martin Sauder. 
Children: Roy David Brubaker, James R. 
Brubaker, Kathleen J. Brubaker, Carol 
E. Smith, Mary Grace Shenk, John 
S. Brubaker; six grandchildren; five 
great-grandchildren. Funeral: Oct. 26 at 
Landis Retirement Community, Lititz.

Christophel, Charlene Showalter, 
93, Goshen, Ind., died Dec. 9, 2017. 
Spouse: Theron Christophel (deceased). 
Parents: Noble and Edna Kauffman 
Showalter. Children: Sandra Buss, Shirley 
“Crik” Christophel, Ronda Miller, Roger 
Christophel; five grandchildren; six 
great-grandchildren. Funeral: Dec. 15 at 
Waterford Mennonite Church, Goshen.

Cowles, Shirley Ann Grunkemeyer, 
68, Harrisonburg, Va., died Nov. 28, 
2017, of cancer. Spouse: Spencer L. 
Cowles. Parents: Harold and Mary 
Jane Grunkemeyer. Children: Sarah 
Ann Cowles, William Walker Cowles, 
Elizabeth Cowles. Funeral: Dec. 2 
at Parkview Mennonite Church, 
Harrisonburg.

Epp, Walter Bernard, 95, Marion S.D., 
died Dec. 1, 2017. Spouse: Catherine 
Epp (deceased). Spouse: Emma 
Lorraine Fliginger (deceased). Parents: 
Bernard and Margaret Jantzen Epp. 
Children: Betty Muenchow, Arlen 
Epp, Karen Kingsley, Diana Graber, 
Norman Epp, Margaret Hiebner, 
David Epp, Charlene Epp, John Epp, 
Raymon Epp; 20 grandchildren; 21 
great-grandchildren. Funeral: Dec. 
4 at Salem-Zion Mennonite Church, 
Freeman, S.D.

Friesen, Kathleen Foster Murray, 
58. North Newton, Kan., died Nov. 12, 
2017. Spouse: Jon Friesen. Parents: 
John and Marilyn Stauffer Murray. 
Funeral: Nov. 18 at Hesston Mennonite 
Church, Hesston, Kan.

Hartman, Dwight W., 94, 
Harrisonburg, Va., died Dec. 17, 2017. 
Spouse: Pearl Hoover Hartman. 

Spouse: Ellen Pellman Hartman 
(deceased). Parents: Jacob and Lena 
Good Hartman. Children: Jim Hartman, 
Curt Hartman, Mark Hartman, Jeanne 
Hartman; seven grandchildren; three 
great-grandchildren. Funeral: Dec. 
30 at Parkview Mennonite Church, 
Harrisonburg.

Hertzler, Mary Yoder, 89, Mt Pleasant, 
Pa., died Nov. 18, 2017. Spouse: Daniel 
Hertzler. Parents: Eugene and Esther 
Miller Yoder. Children: Dennis Hertzler, 
Ronald Hertzler, Gerald Hertzler, Daniel 
Marl Hertzler; nine grandchildren; five 
great-grandchildren. Funeral: Nov. 
25 at Scottdale Mennonite Church, 
Scottdale, Pa.

Heussman, Gunther D., 78, Emmaus, 
Pa., died Dec. 19, 2017. Spouse: Francis 
Long Heussman. Parents: Herbert 
and Anna Spreckleman Heussman. 
Children: Wayne Heussman; two 
grandchildren. Funeral: Dec. 23 at 
Upper Milford Mennonite Church, Old 
Zionsville, Pa.

Jantzen, Matilda “Tillie” Mueller, 
99, Hesston, Kan., died Dec. 15, 2017. 
Spouse: Lubin Jantzen (deceased). 
Children: Esther, Dan, Jim, Jon; seven 
grandchildren; six great-grandchildren. 
Memorial service: Jan. 6 at First 
Mennonite Church, Newton.

Johns, Gladys Louise Yoder, 98, 
Topeka, Ind., died Jan. 2. Spouse: 
Dewayne Johns (deceased). Parents: 
Edwin and Mollie Stoltzfus Yoder. 
Children: Joan Mullet, John Johns, 
Bonnie Johns, Janice Stanley; six 
grandchildren; 14 great-grandchildren; 
seven great-great-grandchildren. 
Funeral: Jan. 8 at College Mennonite 
Church, Goshen, Ind.

Leichty, Lowell John, 85, Coralville, 
Iowa, died Nov. 20, 2017. Spouse: Ruth 
Earnest Leichty (deceased). Parents: 
Willard and Ruth Augsburger Leichty. 
Children: Greg Leichty, Phil Leichty, 
Kathy Sands, Ruth Giesking, Mark 
Leichty; 14 grandchildren; four great-
grandchildren. Funeral: Dec. 2 at First 
Mennonite Church, Iowa City, Iowa.

To submit births, marriages or deaths, 
log on to themennonite.org, use the 
“About Us” tab and select “Contact Us” 
from the drop-down menu. You may 
also use email, editor@themennonite.
org, or mail, 3145 Benham Ave., Suite 4, 
Elkhart, IN 46517. 

For the record
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CLASSIFIEDS

CL ASSIFIEDS

Hesston College seeks applicants 
for a full-time position as director 
of aviation. Desired candidate 
has a bachelor’s degree or 
higher and FAA Commercial Pilot 
certificate. Responsibilities include 
administering part 61/141 flight 
and air traffic control programs; 
recruiting, orienting, leading and 
evaluating aviation faculty and 
staff; meeting with prospective 
students and alumni; strategic and 
capital planning; and managing 
a budget. Applicants must 
demonstrate a commitment to 
Christian higher education and 
the mission and values of Hesston 
College. Position will remain 
open until filled. To apply, send 
letter of interest, application and 
curriculum vitae or résumé to 
joinus@hesston.edu. EOE

Hesston College seeks one 
male and one female resident 
director. As a member of the 
Student Development team, 
the resident director provides 
campus leadership and oversight 
for operation of Hesston College 
dormitories. This resident director 
role is a full-time position during 
the school year, to include 
weekend responsibilities. A role 
model and mentor for students, 
resident directors select, train 
and supervise student staff 
and assist in enforcement of 
campus community standards. 
Qualifications include strong 
Christian faith, commitment to 
Christian higher education and to 
the mission of Hesston College, 
leadership ability and listening 
and relational skills. Bachelor’s 
degree or higher preferred. Given 
our diverse student population, 
preference given to bilingual 
candidates and candidates with 
experience working with diverse 
populations. Resident directors 
receive free housing, partially 

subsidized meal plan, and 
benefits. Please send résumé and 
application to joinus@hesston.
edu. Review of applicants begins 
immediately and continues until 
the position is filled. EOE

Ridgeview Mennonite Church, 
Gordonville, Pa., seeks a candidate 
for the role of full-time pastor, as 
our current pastor has announced 
his departure within the next two 
years. The accepted candidate 
will work with our current pastor, 
transitioning into the lead role 
over a negotiated period of time. 
Interested people may call/text 
Jill Heine 717-629-2204 or Elton 
Horst 717-572-7598 for more 
information. 

Community Mennonite Church 
of Lancaster, Pa. (Atlantic Coast 
Conference), is looking for a 3/4-
time administrative pastor who 
will be responsible for providing 
overall administrative structure 
and leadership to our three-
person pastoral staff as well as 
sustaining and strengthening the 
spiritual life of the congregation 
through preaching and teaching. 
For more information, go to 
www.communitymennonite.org/
pastoral-search. To express interest, 
contact ACC conference minister 
Joanne Dietzel at joanned@
atlanticcoastconference.net or 
search committee chair Katy 
Heinzel at katyheinzel@gmail.com

Encounter Cuba is an up close 
and personal people-to-people 
experience sponsored by the 
MEDA Sarasota Chapter. Explore 
this fascinating country off-limits 
to most Americans for more than 
50 years. Led by expert Cuban 
guides, you’ll experience the sights 
and sounds of Cuba and see Cuban 
life through the eyes of artists, 

chefs, entrepreneurs, students, 
medical practitioners, farmers, 
senior citizens and more on this 
unique and affordable adventure. 
Dates are March 17-24, and Nov. 
10-17, 2018. Scholarships available 
for full-time students and recent 
graduates. For further information 
contact JB Miller at MEDA.Sarasota.
Cuba@gmail.com or 574-849-2751.

Beth-El Mennonite Church, 
Colorado Springs, Colo., is 
seeking a part-time (24 hrs./wk.) 
church administrator. For more 
information please review the job 
description. If you have questions 
or are interested in applying, please 
contact Pastor Jordan at jordan@
bmccs.org.

The leadership development 
office of Mennonite Church 
USA is seeking applications for a 
denominational minister with 
oversight of the calling system 
for pastors in transition. The 
successful candidate will have 
pastoral and conference leadership 
experience within MC USA. We are 
committed to diversity among staff 
and welcome people of diverse 
backgrounds and abilities to 
apply. To request a copy of the job 
description and application form, 
contact HR@MennoniteUSA.org or 
call 316-281-4257.

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

Turkey farm for sale in SW 
Missouri. Top Cargill farm for sale 
in Anderson, Mo. Three 50x500 
barns, 2,300 sq. ft. home, lots of 
extras. Listed with Keller Williams of 
SWMO, Susie Goodall agent.
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GLOBAL ANABAPTISM

STORIES FROM THE GLOBAL MENNONITE CHURCH

“MY NAME IS Maria Vargas. 
No…my name was Maria Vargas. 
My real name—the name given 
me at baptism that I am trying 
to use now—is Teresa Alonso.” 
Teresa is one of several thousand 
former guerilla soldiers associated 
with the Revolutionary Armed 
Forces of Colombia, or FARC, 
who recently agreed to turn in 
their weapons and begin the 
difficult journey of reintegration 
into Colombian civil society. 

For more than 50 years, 
Colombia has been wracked by 
civil warfare, fueled by internal 
conflicts over land, wealth, 
religion and political power, 
whose roots go all the way back 
to the 16th century, when the 
region was colonized by Spain. 
For decades, hopes for land 
reform, an equitable judiciary 
system and a true constitutional 
democracy have been undermined 
by the brutal reality of violence—
inflicted by both the government 
and paramilitary revolutionaries. 
Nearly 8 million people, mostly 
villagers, have been displaced by 
the conflict, and three generations 
now carry with them searing 
memories of traumatic violence. 

In the summer of 2016, after 
five years of arduous negotiations, 
a peace settlement persuaded 
members of the FARC to disarm 
and begin the transition to civilian 
life. Although Colombian citizens 
later voted against the peace 
agreement by the narrowest of 
margins, efforts at reconciliation 
continue to move forward slowly. 

In Colombia, as in many other 
settings all around the world, the 
postwar challenges of restoring 
peace are enormous. How do large 

Healing from war in Colombia
numbers of soldiers who have 
been trained to kill take on new 
identities as productive citizens? 
How do traumatized people—
who have suffered or inflicted 
atrocities—return to the routines 
of normal life? These questions 
are as old as Homer’s Odyssey. 
They were the primary focus of 
the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission in South Africa 

knowing we were responsible.”
For decades, Mennonite 

Central Committee has supported 
various organizations in Colombia 
who have been working quietly 
and creatively for peace in that 
war-torn country, often at the 
grassroots level. In the Chocó 
region, which has been greatly 
impacted by the violence, 
several Mennonite Brethren 
congregations have helped 
local farmers find alternatives 
to growing coca for cocaine. 
In other settings, Colombian 
Mennonites have advocated for 
refugees, provided microloans 
to support small businesses, and 
even taken an active role in the 
peace negotiations. But they know 
that long after the war has ended, 
the challenge of peacemaking 
remains.

What would it mean for 
our congregations—here in 
North America and in all our 
Mennonite World Conference 
churches—to accept more fully 
the responsibility of walking 
alongside “morally wounded” 
people seeking to be reintegrated 
into society? How might we 
encourage the many Teresas in our 
communities, recently returned 
from the trauma of war, to move 
into a new identity, helping them 
remember their real names, the 
names given them at baptism?

How do large 
numbers of soldiers 
who have been 
trained to kill take 
on new identities as 
productive citizens?

in the 1990s. They were the 
motivation behind Michael 
Sharp’s courageous work in the 
Democratic Republic of Congo. 
And they continue to haunt 
societies around the world, in the 
global North as well as the South.

At a recent gathering of global 
church leaders in the Colombian 
capital of Bogotá, a former FARC 
military commander identified 
a significant dimension of the 
challenge—acknowledging moral 
wrongdoing. With remarkable 
candor, he named specific 
atrocities for which the FARC 
was responsible. He described 
meeting a person face-to-face 
who had suffered deeply while in 
FARC captivity. “I would have 
rather faced the barrel of a gun,” 
he said, “than sit across the table, 
look her in the eyes and hear her 
describe the horror she suffered—

John D. Roth is 
professor of history 
at Goshen (Ind.) 
College, director 
of the Institute for 
the Study of Global 
Anabaptism and 
editor of Mennonite 
Quarterly Review.
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FROM THE EDITOR

SOON AFTER I began work at 
The Mennonite, I wrote these 
words: “It may be tempting to 
long for simple unity—unity that 
celebrates sameness as its goal—
but my guess is that this form of 
unity will leave us feeling hollow 
not far down the road. Better to 
celebrate our lives as communities 
and followers of Jesus, strung 
together in complex, sometimes 
messy configurations and enriched 
by the diverse expressions and 
experiences we bring with us.” 

These words still ring true for 
me as I write my last editorial 
as executive director. As you 
read the reflections in this issue, 
you’ll notice that the last 20 years 
for this publication have been 
marked by transition, change and 
challenge, and my tenure over 
the last two and a half years has 
been no different. We’ve seen 
three conferences exit Mennonite 
Church USA and congregations 
come and go from one conference 
to another. We’ve seen 
disagreements about our theology, 
polity and practice. “Messy” is an 

apt descriptor for this era. 
But we’ve also seen marks 

of God’s faithfulness, care and 
movement among us. We’ve seen 
the seeds of a new vision during 
conversations at convention 
and beyond about how God is 
calling Mennonite Church USA. 
We’ve seen survivors of sexual 
violence, people of color, LGBTQ 

leaders and other individuals 
from marginalized groups prod 
our denomination toward more 
transparency, accountability and 
health. We’ve seen new people say 
yes to leadership roles and long-
time leaders illustrate continuing 
commitment to the church. 

As a forum for the voices 
across this denomination, the 
pages of The Mennonite have 
held countless testimonies of 

God at work from Mennonites 
across the country and around 
the world. In these pages, we’ve 
sought to hold together joy and 
sorrow, celebration and struggle, 
affirmation and critique, and a 
range of emotions that illustrate 
the messy and necessary journey 
we are on together as a church. 
I’m grateful to be a part of a 
denomination that celebrates the 
priesthood of all believers and 
relies on each of us to help move 
our church forward on this faith 
journey. 

As I move from the role of a 
denominational leader to that of a 
church member, I will continue to 
look to The Mennonite as a source 
of inspiration, information and 
vision. Thank you for your support 
and readership of The Mennonite 
over these 20 years. Here’s 
looking forward to 20 more.

The next steps on the journey

Hannah Heinzekehr,
Executive Director of The Mennonite, Inc.

We’ve seen marks of 
God’s faithfulness, 
care and movement 
among us.


