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SUBTITLE

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

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.

Severe weather as  
God’s punishment
Daryl Yoder-Bontrager in “Acts of God, 
Human Choices and Disasters” (May) 
says natural disasters are not random 
and implies that human victims of 
such disasters receive their horrific 
losses as punishment from God for 
their misdeeds. But science tells us 
without equivocation that such natural 
disasters as volcanoes, earthquakes, 
tsunamis, hurricanes and tornadoes 
existed on Earth long before mankind 
ever traversed the landscape.

So if we accept the punishment 
concept and some biblical passages 
mentioned in the article, who or what 
was God punishing before human 
beings were on Earth? The Creator 
produced the Earth and the universe in 
a way that abides in the laws of physics 
and nature. These natural phenomena 
have occurred on Earth for millions 
of years as part of either a random 
process or an ordered process not 
linked to the evil behavior of humans.

Yoder-Bontrager correctly points 
out that many human victims of 
meteorological events have suffered 
due to human failure to adapt to the 
pre-existing laws of physics and nature, 
the Johnstown, Pa., dam failure being 
a perfect example. Unfortunately, such 
human failures to account for the laws 
of nature continue today, as evidenced 
by the massive losses of property 
due to flooding in the Missouri and 

Mississippi river basins in 1993 and 
again this year. Some of the blame here 
goes to the mismanagement of dams 
along these waterways by the U.S. 
Army Corps of Engineers, which again 
has failed to take into account the 
power of variations in climate activity.

Yoder-Bontrager rightfully applauds 
the fine work of Mennonite Disaster 
Service in supporting victims of natural 
disasters, and we all should support 
such Christian efforts to help our 
fellow humans in need. But we need 
to move away from this mentality 
that acts of nature represent God 
punishing certain people for evil 
or un-Christian behavior. What was 
the sin committed by an innocent 
infant drowned in a flood or killed by 
a tornado? As much as we’d like to 
believe it, God is not concerned with 
the everyday minutiae of our daily 
lives. Accept these natural phenomena 
for what they are, active geologic and 
meteorologic occurrences on our living 
and changing planet that follow the 
laws of physics and nature as created 
by an all-powerful God. And do not 
view them as an assessed punishment 
by an angry God.

—Keith Jantz,  
Leawood, Kan.

I have read comments that suggest the 
severe weather we have had recently 
is God’s punishment for sin in America. 
It is not clear to me that God operates 
this way. But who knows the mind 
of God? Reflecting on this concept, I 
was reminded that the Old Testament 
frequently reports that the people of 
Israel were punished for worshiping 
other gods. Often, God allowed enemy 
nations to punish the Israelites.

Perhaps our false god is wealth. 
Industrial, business and government 
leaders have a perception that taking 
care of creation would harm their 
financial status. Thus, we continue 
to dump pollutants into the air and 
water. Meanwhile, many of us enjoy 
our wealthy lifestyle, depending 
largely on fossil fuels. Our enemy is 
ourselves, as we continue to destroy 
the environment. God may be allowing 
us to destroy ourselves.

The sin of worshiping false gods is 
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on the top of my list of suspects for 
sins that contribute to bad weather. 
Perhaps we deserve it. Our children 
and grandchildren don’t.

—Elvera Johnson,  
Topeka, Kan.

Becoming a peace church
Thanks to John D. Roth for keeping 
us posted on the global Mennonite 
church, especially the story on the 
Reformed church inviting Mennonite 
representatives to the symposium and 
the observations about our current 
messy relationships with the state 
(Global Anabaptism, May).

I am excited to add a glimpse of what 
has happened at the Reformed church 
where I serve. Montclair Presbyterian 
Church recently went through several 
years of dialogue and reflection to 
declare itself a peace church. Here 
is a quote from the prologue: “There 
are many wonderful and wonderfully 
effective secular organizations that do 
good work in the cause for peace, but 
MPC entered into this conversation 
because churches have a unique 
voice and draw from the deep wells 
of spiritual traditions. By employing 
its singular articulation of ancient 
wisdom, the church is able to remind 
both its members and the broader 
community that peacemaking is 
integral to our quest to achieve our 
fuller humanity.” Read the whole 
declaration at mpcfamily.org/

—Dolores Nice-Siegenthaler, 
Oakland, Calif.

Faith in action
The effort of Community Mennonite 
Church in Harrisonburg, Va., to form a 
coalition of congregations to organize 
on behalf of immigrant neighbors is 
a great example of advocacy for the 
well-being of immigrant neighbors 
(“Faith in Action,” June). Mennonites 
have a great legacy of advocating 
privileges for ourselves—like receiving 
exemption by the U. S. government 
from military service. We teach peace, 
service  and conflict transformation, 
but we think we are making peace by 
talking about it over and over.    

Advocacy for equality and the 
common good could be practiced 
by families, taught in the church and 
promoted for local, state, national and 
international policies. Advocacy for fair 
and equal treatment and sharing of 
resources would engage people of all 
ages in all stages of life. Jesus said love 
of neighbor was like loving God.

—Urbane Peachey,  
Lititz, Pa.

PAX workers in Algeria
These first PAX workers in Algeria 
(From the Archives, June) built houses 
in villages destroyed by a 1954 
earthquake, not because of the revolt 
against the French rulers, which was 
just beginning. A complete report 
about this first Mennonite work 
in Algeria can be found in the first 
chapter of my book Algeria—Where 
Mennonites and Muslims Met: 1955-
1978. This book was self-published in 
2003 but should be available in the 
archives and Mennonite libraries.

—Marian E. Hostetler, 

Goshen, Ind.

Correction
The subheadline and article text for “A 
Year in Sanctuary” (June) should read 
“para mí” (with accent), not “para mi.” 
Mi means “my.” Mí means “me.”

—Editor

In anticipation of MennoCon19, the Mennonite Church USA convention July 2-6 
in Kansas City, Mo., we asked for submissions on how the Holy Spirit restores us.

David C. Cramer (page 10) explores Scripture to show how the church drew 
on the Spirit and the Word to discern its direction. Elizabeth Schrag (page 
13) writes about how the Spirit broke through her struggles with God. Carlos 
Martínez-García (page 16) draws on the New Testament to show that identity 
and mission are intimately entwined for those who follow Jesus. Hendy Stevan 
Matahelemual (page 19) argues that the Spirit helps us break down racial, 
ethnic and cultural divisions. Tommy Airey (page 22) relates his journey of 
unlearning whiteness. Hyacinth Stevens (page 25) calls the church to take 
action by drawing on the Spirit that raised Jesus from the dead.—Editor

IN THIS ISSUE

LE T TERS

READERS’ POLL

Look for the next 
poll question on The 

Mennonite’s Facebook 
and Twitter pages.

59.4%  
I am attending

7.8% 
No, but an immediate family 

member is attending

31.2% 
No one from my family is attending

1.6% 
What is MennoCon19?

Are you 
attending 

MennoCon19?

Total number of responses: 64
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Committee announces 
candidate of choice for 
AMBS president 
Faculty, staff and students of 
Anabaptist Mennonite Biblical 
Seminary, Elkhart, Ind., gathered for 
an all-campus meeting on June 10 
to hear the AMBS Presidential Search 
Committee’s announcement of David 
W. Boshart, Ph.D., of Wellman, Iowa, as 
the candidate of choice for the next 
president of the seminary. 

On June 17 and 18, Boshart was to visit 
the AMBS campus to participate in 
meetings with faculty, staff, students 
and administration. The search 

News Briefs

committee was to review feedback 
received during the visit and present 
a final recommendation to the AMBS 
Board of Directors by the end of June.

Since 2010, Boshart has served as 
executive conference minister for 
Central Plains Mennonite Conference 
of Mennonite Church USA. He also 
is appointed associate professor in 
the School of Education at Andrews 

University in Berrien Springs, Mich., 
where he teaches courses in leadership 
studies. Prior to his work with CPMC, 
he served as a pastor for more than 
25 years in Mennonite congregations 
in Iowa and Virginia. He is moderator 
of Mennonite Church USA (2017–19), 
having served on the denomination’s 
Executive Board since 2007 and on the 
board’s Executive Committee since 
2008.

—AMBS

Religious leaders issue 
statement on child deaths 
in detention
Joining an ecumenical and interfaith 
coalition effort, Glen Guyton, executive 
director of Mennonite Church USA, 
has signed on to the Religious 
Leaders Statement on Child Deaths 
in Detention. Convened by the Rev. 
Elizabeth A. Eaton, presiding bishop 
of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in 
America, the joint statement addresses 
concerns over the well-being of 
children who cross the U.S. border 
seeking safety from danger and threats 
in their home countries.

The statement reads in part: “Children 
coming to our nation for safety and 
protection are dying at our southern 
border while in U.S. detention. As U.S. 
religious leaders representing diverse 
faith perspectives, we are united in 
our concern for the well-being of 
vulnerable migrants who cross our 
borders fleeing from danger and 
threats to their lives.” 

It goes on to “urge the Administration 
to maintain its commitment to 
international law and defend human 
rights by implementing safeguards 
to ensure the safety and health of all 
those seeking protection in our land, 
especially those children who fall 
under our care.”

—Mennonite Church USA

Anabaptist, Reformed 
leaders begin formal 
dialogue
Five centuries after Swiss reformer 
Ulrich Zwingli suggested Anabaptists 
be “cast to the ravens,” Anabaptists 

Mural intended to start new tradition at Bethel
Lil Padro, a senior at Bethel College, North Newton, Kan., from Miami and 
an assistant in the Office of Student Life originated the idea of having a 
mural or some representation of school spirit on campus. She talked with 
administrators—Bethel president Jon Gering and Samuel Haynes, vice 
president for student life, who responded positively but said she needed 
to get the Student Government Association on board, which eventually 
happened. Graduating senior Jesus “Chuy” Alba of Dallas, Texas, came up with 
the design proposal and got comments before painting it. “The plan is for this 
to continue throughout Bethel history,” Padro said.—Bethel College
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from Mennonite World Conference 
are joining spiritual descendants of 
Zwingli from the World Communion 
of Reformed Churches for a series of 
formal conversations, culminating 
in 2025. WCRC leaders, meeting in 
May in Switzerland, hosted an MWC 
delegation. 

Hanspeter Jecker, a Mennonite 
theologian from Switzerland, and MWC 
Faith and Life Commission members 
John D. Roth (United States) and 
Thomas Yoder Neufeld (Canada) joined 
general secretary César García and 
president J. Nelson Kraybill to meet 
with WCRC representatives and review 
what divided the two groups in the 
16th century and identify ways the 
churches can reconcile and collaborate 
today.

In a closing statement, participants 
in the WCRC gathering in Switzerland 
said: “We recognize how theology and 
spirituality can be abused to foster 
hostility and violence. We commit to 
the dismantling of such theologies and 
spiritualities and to the advancement 
of theologies that seek the dignity 
and respect of all life. It is from this 
stance that we take up a dialogue with 
Mennonite World Conference.”

—MWC

Alumna to develop, lead 
new Hesston College 
ministry program 
Hesston (Kan.) College has hired 
Jessica Schrock-Ringenberg as the 
director for a new ministry program 
that began in development stages this 
spring.

The new ministry program will 
provide Anabaptist theology and 
nurture missional leadership for 
pastors and other church leaders in 
a distance-based format. It comes as 
a replacement of Hesston College’s 
Pastoral Ministries program, which 
closed in 2014 with a commitment to 
the development of a new program.

A graduate of Hesston College, 
Goshen (Ind.) College and Anabaptist 
Mennonite Biblical Seminary, Elkhart, 
Ind., Schrock-Ringenberg served as 
a pastor at Zion Mennonite Church, 
Archbold, Ohio, for 11 years and in a 

Around the world at EMM’s Global Fair
Moon Jung Kang from Ilsan, South Korea, performs a royal court dance in a 
brightly colored hanbok (traditional dress) at Eastern Mennonite Missions’ 
2018 Global Fair in Willow Street, Pa.—EMM

variety of roles for Mennonite Church 
USA. She served as a member of the 
Hesston College board of directors since 
2011 and completed her second four-
year term in May before transitioning to 
serve as an employee in early June.

—Hesston College

MCC partner provides 
mental health counseling 
and vocational training to 
women in Afghanistan 
On the grounds of the government 
health center in Herat, Afghanistan, a 
crowd of women in flowing black and 
blue fabric wait on the steps of the 
women’s health clinic. Off to the side, 
a small group of women are waiting to 
see Fatima Ghulami, a trained mental 
health counselor.

Ghulami’s office is half of a repurposed 
shipping container, baking in the 
Afghan sun. It’s an inauspicious space, 
but it’s also a space where women find 
hope in their war-tired country. Her 
work is a service provided by Women’s 
Activities and Social Services Association 
(WASSA), a partner organization of 
Mennonite Central Committee (MCC).

Read longer versions of 
these and other articles at 
themennonite.org.

Many women in Afghanistan are in 
difficult situations with little access 
to mental health services. The 
country has high rates of mental 
illness driven by decades of war and 
displacement, chronic poverty and few 
government services. The World Health 
Organization estimates 75% of women 
in Afghanistan have a diagnosable 
mental health condition, compared to 
a global average of around 25%.

Afghanistan also has high rates of 
domestic and gender-based violence. 
According to a recent United States 
Institute of Peace study, 87% of women 
in Afghanistan have experienced these 
types of violence, which contribute to 
the high levels of mental health issues.

While political peace is a distant hope 
in this country, the mental health work 
undertaken by Ghulami and others 
is bringing healing and happiness 
in ways that many did not think was 
possible.

—MCC
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Percentage decrease from 1973 
to 2017 in the size of the average 

American household:

15.6
Percentage increase in the square 
footage of living space per person  

over that same period: 

88
—Harper’s

Cynicism is the great enabler 
of corruption, normalizing 
and universalizing it so that 
any particular instance of 
wrongdoing can be left to fester 
or metastasize as the world wags.

—Marilynne Robinson in Harper’s

Living wage?
For the minimum wage to have the 
same buying power as in 1970, it 
would have to be raised from $7.25 
per hour to $19, according to the 
Economic Policy Institute, which 
studies labor issues. The average price 
of a house has quadrupled since 1980, 
and the median rent has doubled. 

 —Christian Century

1 in 5
children plays outside only  

once per week or less.

—Sierra

$125 million
Nearly 1,100 philanthropic 
organizations have funneled almost 
$125 million into dozens of anti-
Muslim groups from 2014 to 2016, 
helping once-fringe ideas shape 
public opinion and government policy, 
according to a new report from a civil 
rights group. The Council on American-
Islamic Relations’ report, “Hijacked by 
Hate: American Philanthropy and the 
Islamophobia Network,” traces the flow 
of money from mainstream charities 
and foundations to 39 identified 
anti-Muslim special interest groups 
through anonymous donations. In 
all, the report identifies some $1.5 
billion in private donations and other 
funds that have been made available 
to anti-Muslim organizations. Among 
the largest funders are mainstream 
philanthropic organizations like 
the Fidelity Charitable Gift Fund, 
the Adelson Family Foundation, the 
Schwab Charitable Fund, Donors 
Capital Fund Inc. and the Vanguard 
Charitable Endowment Program.

 —Religion News Service

$9.18 billion/$16.50
JPMorgan Chase, the largest bank in 
the United States, reported a record 
profit of $9.18 billion for the first 
quarter of 2019. CEO Jamie Dimon 
made $31 million in 2018. A starting 
teller’s hourly rate is $16.50, barely 
a living wage. If the bank were to 
give each of its 250,000 employees a 
$25,000 raise, it would cost them about 
two-thirds of the profit they made in 
the first quarter.

 —Christian Century

Change in climate coverage
The Guardian changed its style guide in 
a bid to sharpen its climate coverage: 
The paper is now advising writers 
to use “climate emergency, crisis 
or breakdown” instead of “climate 
change,” “global heating” instead of 
“global warming” and “climate science 
denier” instead of “climate skeptic.” 

 —cjr.org

48th

According to the 2019 World Press 
Freedom Index, the United States 
dropped three spots in the past year 
to rank 48th (out of 180). The top four 
countries for press freedom are, in 
order, Norway, Finland, Sweden and 
the Netherlands. The bottom five, from 
176th to 180th, are Vietnam, China, 
Eritrea, North Korea and Turkmenistan.

—Reporters Without Borders
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CONGREGATIONAL SNAPSHOT

1

Calvary 
Community Church

1. Desmond Harrison, worship and arts director, 
teaches a few little ones a new song. 

2. Meet and greet time is church members’ 
favorite time of the Sunday service.

3. Keenagers of the church, older adults keen with 
wisdom, design art pieces at a weekday event. 

4. Naomi Francisco (second from right), the 
church’s founder and wife of the late Leslie 
Walker Francisco II, with three of her sisters: Ivy 
Canady (left), Leoney Orie and Theresa Edwards. 

5. Jasmine Harris, with little Jackson McClendon in 
the nursery. 

Hampton, Va.

2 3

54

Photos by Lauren Francisco
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God’s Breath
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mong the radical 
reformers of the 16th 
century were the 

biblicist Anabaptists and the 
mystical Spiritualists, according 
to scholars. For Anabaptists, 
Scripture is the ultimate 
norm, whereas experience 
is considered subjective and 
fallible. This distinction between 
Word and Spirit has persisted in 
Anabaptist theology ever since. 
I argue that the distinction 
between Word and Spirit is 
not as sharp as is sometimes 
assumed. While the words of 
Scripture are unchanging and 
in that sense objective, the 
interpretation of Scripture 
unavoidably involves and 
is inevitably shaped by the 
interpretive community’s 
experiences, as guided by the 
Spirit. While Scripture is indeed 
the Word of God, the Spirit is the 
Breath of God that speaks forth 
that Word—together giving us 
the God-breathed Word that 
guides our lives and restores all 
things.

A

The New Testament undercuts 
a sharp distinction between Word 
and Spirit. In John’s Gospel, Jesus 
promises his disciples that, after 
he leaves them, he will send not 
a book but the Spirit to teach 
them: “The Holy Spirit, whom the 
Father will send in my name, will 
teach you everything and remind 
you of all that I have said to you” 
(14:26). Jesus later reiterates, 
“When the Spirit of truth comes, 
he will guide you into all the 
truth; for he will not speak on 
his own but will speak whatever 
he hears, and he will declare to 
you the things that are to come” 
(16:13). Finally, before he leaves 
the disciples, Jesus breathes on 
them and says, “Receive the Holy 
Spirit” (20:22).

Likewise, in his letter to the 
church in Rome, Paul speaks of 
the Spirit transforming believers’ 
hearts and minds, and he states 
that only after this transformation 
has taken place can they “discern 
what is the will of God—what is 
good and acceptable and perfect” 
(Romans 12:2). If the Bible were 
all we need to follow Jesus today, 
there would be no need for such 
transformation of the mind in 
order to discern the will of God. 
Indeed, there would be no need 
for discernment at all. (One 
doesn’t need much discernment 

Discernment 
requires Word 
and Spirit

to look up an encyclopedia entry 
or read a how-to manual.) But 
as it is, God has sent the Spirit 
so that believers, in community, 
can discern those things that are 
good, acceptable and perfect—
and distinguish them from those 
things that are not.

Luke’s narrative in Acts 
provides an early picture of what 
this discernment looks like on 
the ground, as the early church 
is led by the Spirit to discern 
whether it is the will of God to 
accept Gentiles into the Christian 
community without requiring 
them first to convert to Judaism. 
What’s especially fascinating 
about this story is the way the 
early believers are led by the 
Spirit first and foremost and only 
afterward engage with Scripture 

If the Bible were 
all we need to 
follow Jesus today, 
there would be 
no need for such 
transformation of 
the mind in order to 
discern the will of 
God. 
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to help them make sense of their 
experiences.

Not long after the Spirit 
leads Philip to take the gospel 
to Samaritans and an Ethiopian 
eunuch, Peter is led by the Spirit 
to take the gospel across ethnic 
lines to a Gentile centurion 
named Cornelius. At first, Peter 
resists, as God’s instructions don’t 

biblical case to the contrary but 
by reporting “all that God had 
done with them” (15:4). After 
the assembly listens to them 
recount their experiences of the 
Spirit’s work in and through 
them, the assembly discerns 
together the way the Spirit is 
leading them forward. And it is 
precisely within this discernment 
process that James offers the 
words of Scripture to confirm 
the testimony of Peter, Paul and 
Barnabas. In other words, it is 
only in light of the Spirit’s Breath 
that James can return to Scripture 
to hear God’s Word anew.

As Mennonite Church 
USA enters into discernment 
processes on a range of issues at 
MennoCon19 and beyond, I pray 
the church will move forward 
in the words of the Jerusalem 
Council’s letter to the church in 
Antioch: “It has seemed good to 
the Holy Spirit and to us” (15:28). 
This line provides all the audacity 
of invoking the Spirit as a witness 
with all the humility of “seemed.” 
Rather than shutting down 
dialogue and discernment by 
pitting Word against Spirit, I pray 
the church can move forward with 
the conviction that the Spirit is 
still at work today, breathing life 
into the world and restoring all 
things in Christ—just as Scripture 
says would happen.

David C. Cramer 
is managing editor 
at the Institute of 
Mennonite Studies at 
Anabaptist Mennonite 
Biblical Seminary 
in Elkhart, Ind., and 
teaching pastor at 
Keller Park Church in 
South Bend, Ind.

THE BREATH OF GOD

In biblical Hebrew there is the 
consonant triad (n-sh-m), which 
is used, as its first-person verbal 
form, eshom, in Isaiah 42:14, 
with Yahweh speaking it saying, 
“I will pant.” The Brown-Driver-
Briggs-Gesenius Hebrew and 
English Lexicon defines this 
consonant triad as “the deep 
strong breathing of a woman in 
labor.” The verse in Isaiah goes 
like this, “I (Yahweh) will cry 
out like a woman in labor, I will 
gasp, I will pant.” 

A word derived from this 
same consonant triad, nishmat 
(breath), is used in Job 33:4, 
where it is linked with shaddai, 
usually translated as the 
Almighty. Elihu is speaking to 
Job and says, “nishmat shaddai 
(the breath of the Almighty) 
gives me life.”

In Genesis 2:7, nishmat (breath) 
is used to speak of the breath of 
life (nishmat chaiyim) the Lord 
God blows into the earthling. 

The life-giving, life-sustaining 
breath of God is like the “deep 
strong breathing of a woman 
in labor.” What a vibrant, 
animating reference to the 
breath of the Holy One. 

—Wally Shellenberger,  
a member of the Paoli (Ind.) 

Mennonite Fellowship.

compute with his understanding 
of Scripture. But the voice of the 
Lord responds, “What God has 
made clean, you must not call 
profane” (10:15). When Peter 
enters Cornelius’ home, he says 
in the words of a good biblicist, 
“You yourselves know that it is 
unlawful for a Jew to associate 
with or to visit a Gentile”—but 
he immediately modifies his view 
in light of the Spirit’s leading: 
“But God has shown me that I 
should not call anyone profane 
or unclean” (10:28). As Peter is 
speaking, the Spirit confirms 
his words by descending upon 
those listening to his message. 
Peter’s fellow Jewish believers are 
“astounded that the gift of the 
Holy Spirit had been poured out 
even on the Gentiles” (10:45).

When Peter returns to the 
church in Jerusalem, he finds 
that his actions have sparked 
controversy. “Why did you go 
to uncircumcised men and eat 
with them?” he’s asked by fellow 
believers (11:3). We might expect 
Peter to respond with a biblical 
case for Gentile inclusion, but 
instead he simply recounts his 
experiences of the Spirit’s work.

Later, at what has come to 
be called Jerusalem Council, 
the disciples meet to discern 
the Word of God in light of the 
Breath of the Spirit that has 
led some of them to embrace 
Gentile inclusion. Some members 
of the new Christian sect try 
to use God’s Word to stifle 
God’s Breath. “Unless you are 
circumcised according to the 
custom of Moses, you cannot be 
saved,” they claim. “It is necessary 
for [Gentiles] to be circumcised 
and ordered to keep the law of 
Moses” (15:1, 5). Peter, Paul and 
Barnabas respond not with a 
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BY  ELIZ ABE TH SCHR AG I

Because the Holy Spirit 
is too good

’ve shaken my fist at God 
quite a bit in my short life. 
Over the past four years, 

it has happened at least once 
a month, occasionally once a 
week and, in my darkest times, 
daily. What first frightened 
me—the thought of being 

raging mad at God—has 
become therapeutic: almost a 
spiritual practice. Yet this rage, 
pointed at God, always ends 
with the warmth of the Holy 
Spirit, beginning in my chest 
and radiating outward until I am 
again quieted and calm. 
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A scene from a hiking trip in the 
Black Hills in South Dakota

Photo provided by author



14    JULY 2019  •   THEMENNONITE .ORG

God has a sense of humor. This 
is apparent to anyone who has 
seen a platypus, looked at the arm 
length of a T-rex or journeyed 
away from God only to land right 
back in the middle of the church. 
I know what it’s like to be at 
the brunt of God’s jokes. While 
I imagine God as an ornery 
old relative, slapping her knee, 
coughing out through tears, “Ha 
ha, look at her now. She’s tried to 
run, and I made her a pastor,” the 
Holy Spirit remains a far gentler 
presence in my life. Perhaps that is 
why I struggle with accepting it.

Like Jacob on the banks of the 
Jabbok River, wrestling alone at 
night with God, I understand 
grappling. At the age of 18, I 
felt called to go to Anchorage, 
Alaska, for a year of voluntary 
service. And like the Israelites 
who brought God into battle 

made the decision my gut told me 
was wrong. When I ended up at 
Canadian Mennonite University 
in Winnipeg, Manitoba, I scoffed 
at the new student orientation 
beginning with a worship 
service and rolled my eyes when 
professors prayed. And that first 
cold, dark winter (worse than 
Alaska), as I learned a theology 
in the classroom that ultimately 
gave me the strength to break off 
a relationship that would have 
become an unhealthy marriage, 
I remained livid at God for 
exposing me to a way of orienting 
myself in the world that forced 
me to walk away from the man I 
loved.

Through all this brittle and 
brutal hardness, the Holy Spirit 
remained. There were moments 
when 606 (the hymn “Praise God 
from Whom”) broke out, and I 
felt lifted into the music and the 
memory of my childhood faith 
that accompanied the melody. 
There were times I stopped, bent 
over and breathless after a hard 
sprint, only to look up and see a 
sky full of stars that pulled my 
angry and broken gaze toward 
heaven. On a hiking trip, thinking 
out-loud, I realized that if God is 
Creator, she must be female, and 
for a brief moment I felt wholly 
understood in the sexual “rule-
breaking” I had done to spite a 
controlling male God. On another 
hiking trip, the morning after a 
near-rape experience, I poured out 
my heart, sobbing down a foggy 
mountainside in streaming rain, 
feeling such gratitude and release 
from the night’s fear that I knew it 
must be God and me alone in the 
world. 

Most critical to where I am 
today were the tuggings of the 
Spirit, brief but strong inklings 
within me that led me to sign up 
for ministry inquiry lunches, flip 

to the biblical and theological 
section of the course catalog and 
embrace feelings of wholeness 
and calling after pushbacks such 
as anti-LGBTQ comments, male 
peers telling me I could not be 
a pastor because I have a vagina 
and breakups that resulted from 
others’ lack of belief in climate 
change (and environmental 
stewardship as the role of the 
Christian).

I wish (maybe, depends on the 
day) I could say I lean fully into 
these moments with the Spirit, 
that I soak in these breaths of 
complete peace. On some level 
I do embrace them. Through 
these rocky years—the seven 
years of famine, as I refer to 
them—these moments have saved 
me. Although much of my story 
remains untold, there have been 
dark spaces where it almost ended. 

For a year and a half, 
I fought with God.

with them against the Philistines 
only to have the Ark be captured, 
that year left me shaken: 
shocked and overwhelmed by 
a painful outcome I had not 
anticipated, lonely and ultimately 
feeling abandoned by God. As 
fervently as I tried to make the 
abandonment mutual—to walk 
away from God—it instead turned 
to anger, and I was left wrestling. 

For a year and a half, I fought 
with God. I avoided church 
or went when dragged there, 
then left angry (often early). 
With great effort, I broke the 
habits of praying before bed 
and before meals. On the rare 
occasion I found myself seeking 
holy guidance on the major life 
decisions I made during that time, 
I stopped, shouted at God and 
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Although much of 
my story remains 
untold, there have 
been dark spaces 
where it almost 
ended. 

Elizabeth Schrag is a 
student at Canadian 
Mennonite University 
in Winnipeg, 
Manitoba.

Yet the Holy Spirit, breathing 
the fierce and clinging presence 
of God into my life, held me 
fast. Giving me a glimpse of 
the kingdom of God through 
good company, washing me with 
the light of a prairie storm sky, 
allowing liturgy to hit just right. 
Each encounter with the Breath 
of God strikes me with hope too 
big to walk away from. 

While these encounters are 
beautiful—healing, restorative, 
salvation right here—I rarely go 

seeking them and am no good at 
sticking around when they come. 
As I wonder at God’s creation, 
soaking in breathless moments 
in nature, I tend to think of the 
dishes left at home. As I ride 
on the grace of good times with 
friends, I notice a couple and 
come crashing back to my own 
singleness (and struggles of trying 
to date as a pastor). Even in the 
worship services that make the 
world feel whole, my anxiety 
always reminds me that the 
service—and the meaningful time 
being healed by the Spirit is—
must always come to an end.

I know how to get along with 
God because I see my own self 
reflected in God: the image 
in a mirror. God—especially 
God before Jesus—is angry, 
occasionally petty, and loves a 
deep belly laugh. While the Spirit 

pulls out the parts of God that for 
years I struggled to see, the Spirit 
is good—wholly and irrevocably, 
sometimes painfully strong and 
gentle. The Spirit leads to healing, 
and it is this healing I yearn for. I 
yearn to be healed from becoming 
disheartened and angry at God 
when it feels like an impossibility 
in this still-so-broken world. And 
ultimately, when my voice is harsh 
and my fist is raised toward the 
sky, the Spirit picks me up and 
carries me home to the place of 
OK that lingers in my soul.



BY  C ARLOS MARTÍNEZ-GARCÍA

CALLED  
TO BE  
LIGHT
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Uniting our 
identity and  
our mission

W ho are we? is a 
question about 
identity. Why are 

we? relates to our mission. Both 
questions have been answered 
in different ways, not necessarily 
contradictorily, by theologians 
and confessional families 
throughout history. We need to 
ask ourselves these questions 
as we celebrate the 60th 
anniversary of the first church 
of the Conferencia de Iglesias 
Evangélicas Anabautistas 
Menonitas de México 
(Conference of Evangelical 
Anabaptist Mennonite Churches 
of Mexico).

About five decades ago in 
the Latin American evangelical 
sphere came a rediscovery 
that evangelization, when 
only composed of the verbal 
proclamation of the gospel and 
the emphasis on conversion, cuts 
short the integral example and 
mandates given by Jesus to his 
disciples then and now. 

Perhaps the most quoted text 
on the topic of the Christian 
mission is the Great Commission 
(Matthew 28:18-20). But even 
these verses are mutilated in 

the ethos of the gospel in danger. 
The recipients of Peter’s letter 

were foreigners (pároikos). Some 
of them were natives of other 
places, literal foreigners. Others 
were symbolic foreigners, as their 
elected identity (as Christian 
converts) had taken the place of 
certain aspects of their inherited 
religious and cultural identity.

John H. Elliot comments about 
who the pároikos in the cultural 
world of the New Testament 
were. The word was not merely 
descriptive but charged with a 
pejorative and discriminatory 
meaning: “The pároikos are the 
strangers, the foreigners, the 
outsiders, the people who are not 
in their homelands or who lack 
roots in the country or do not 
know the language, the customs 
and the culture, who do not share 
the same political, social and 
religious convictions of the people 
among whom they live […] the 
term was employed in a technical, 
political-judicial sense to 
designate ‘the condition or fortune 
of a foreigner who lived in the 
country (of an overseas resident), 
and who did not enjoy civil rights 
nor citizenship’” (John H. Elliot, 
Un hogar para los que no tienen 
patria ni hogar. Estudio crítico social 
de la Carta primera de Pedro y de 
su situación y estrategia, Editorial 
Verbo Divino, Navarra, 1995).

The identity of the Christians 
was looked down on, considered 
inferior and dangerous. Their 
identity was stigmatized by 

readings that isolate the verbal 
proclamation of the gospel from 
the ethical dimension of daily 
following Jesus.

In the New Testament there 
is a wealth of passages that 
contribute to the construction 
of the identity and mission of 
the people who confess Jesus as 
Lord and Savior. One of these is 
1 Peter 2:8-9, which gives a good 
definition of who we are and why 
we are.

In the New 
Testament there is a 
wealth of passages 
that contribute to 
the construction 
of the identity 
and mission of the 
people who confess 
Jesus as Lord and 
Savior. 

This text is part of the letter 
written in the Apostle Peter’s 
old age to Christians dispersed 
in areas of what is now Turkey. 
These communities confronted 
two dangers, one external and one 
internal. From outside there was 
incomprehension, hostility and 
cases of persecution. From inside 
there were false teachings, several 
of them filtering in and putting 

From left: Daniel Bonilla, Lucy Moya, Marisol 
Arriaga and Karen Vallejo help lead worship 
at the 60th anniversary celebration of 
the Conferencia de Iglesias Evangélicas 
Anabautistas Menonitas de México.

Photo by Aprendiz Deanabautista
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the dominant culture. On a 
daily basis, the members of the 
communities of faith experienced 
what it meant to be bearers of 
the stigma of being a stranger. 
Responding to this, Peter 
dignifies the exiles and tells them 
what their identity is in a world 
that looks on them with disdain. 

Verses 9 and 10 state: “But 
you are a chosen people, a royal 
priesthood, a holy nation, a people 
belonging to God, that you may 
declare the praises of him who 
called you out of darkness into his 
wonderful light. Once you were 
not a people, but now you are the 
people of God; once you had not 
received mercy, but now you have 
received mercy” (NIV).

Preceding these verses, Peter 
wrote that his readers (addressees) 
were like living stones, supported 
by the cornerstone who is Christ 
(2:5-7). All share this identity, 
which later on is broadened to say 
that together they form “a chosen 
people, a royal priesthood, a holy 
nation, a people belonging to 
God.” Here are concentrated the 
victorious images of the identity 
of those redeemed by Christ, who 
they and we are.

A ministry corresponds with 
each of these images. It isn’t about 
proclaiming a superiority that 
scorns other identities but is the 
dignification of the scorned, of the 
“nobodies” who are seen by the 
rest as expendable beings and are 
denied their right to belong in a 
particular social group. 

Instead of intending to provide 
a platform for pride by showing 
his readers who they are, Peter 
argues that with the identity that 
by grace the Lord has given there 
corresponds a mission in the 
world.

Here the apostle moves from 
the theme of identity to the theme 
of missional and missionary 

Carlos Martínez-
García is pastor of 
Fraternidad Cristiana/
Vida Nueva in México 
City, moderator 
for Conferencia de 
Iglesias Evangélicas 
Anabautistas 
Menonitas de México 
and a member of the 
Executive Committee 
of Mennonite World 
Conference.

have fellowship with one another 
and the blood of Jesus, his Son, 
purifies us from all sin” (1:5-7, 
NIV).

As communities of 
faith we must be 
examples of the 
kingdom of God, 
where the ethics of 
Jesus are put into 
practice. 

responsibility. They are what they 
are in order to live in a certain 
manner, one regulated by the 
example of Jesus, the cornerstone. 
Peter moves from what to 
how. The chosen people, royal 
priesthood, people belonging to 
God are responsible to announce 
with words and actions the 
greatness of their reconciliation in 
Christ. How is this to be done? By 
taking light to darkness. Darkness 
exists because there is an absence 
of light. 

The theme of light runs 
through the Bible. In Genesis, 
God made the light (1:3). One 
of the images used to announce 
the coming of the Messiah is 
expressed by the prophet Isaiah, 
who proclaimed, “The people 
walking in darkness have seen a 
great light; on those living in the 
land of the shadow of death a light 
has dawned” (9:2, NIV). In Psalm 
119:105, we read, “Your word is 
a lamp to my feet and a light for 
my path” (NIV). Zachariah, the 
father of John the Baptist, said the 
ministry of his son would be to 
proclaim “the tender mercy of our 
God, by which the rising sun will 
come to us from heaven to shine 
on those living in darkness and 
in the shadow of death, to guide 
our feet into the path of peace” 
(Luke 1:78-79, NIV). Jesus said 
he was “the light of the world. 
Whoever follows me will never 
walk in darkness but will have the 
light of life” (John 8:12, NIV). He 
also told his disciples they were 
the light of the world (Matthew 
5:13). Finally, in 1 John we read: 
“This is the message we have 
heard from him and declare to 
you: God is light; in him there is 
no darkness at all. If we claim to 
have fellowship with him yet walk 
in darkness, we lie and do not live 
by the truth. But if we walk in 
the light, as he is in the light, we 

As communities of faith we 
must be examples of the kingdom 
of God, where the ethics of 
Jesus are put into practice. For 
this reason, Peter encouraged 
congruency in the mission 
through the identity we have in 
Christ. Therefore his “exhortation 
to social nonconformance is 
accompanied by the exhortation 
to conform to the will of God 
[the foreignness] in the midst of a 
strange and hostile environment, 
described not simply as a 
lamentable social condition but as 
a divine vocation in the Christian 
community” (John H. Elliot).

From our identity should 
emerge a manner of being and 
doing. We are a holy priesthood 
called to be light in the manner of 
Jesus.
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The Spirit helps 
us break down 
racial, ethnic 
and cultural 
divisions

A  multicultural society 
is the reality in 
the 21st century. 

More people from all over 
the world are traveling, 
immigrating, seeking asylum 
and working overseas. This 
movement is creating cross-
cultural encounters at an 
overwhelming rate. Internet 
and social media contribute 
to hiding cultural borders, 
leading us to think there are few 
cultural differences. Without an 
intercultural society, conflict is 
unavoidable and hostility rises 
as ethnic groups become more 
polarized and cultural identities 
are defended and idolized.1 

BY  HENDY STE VAN  
MATAHELEMUAL

The intercultural church  
and the Holy Spirit

Hendy Stevan Matahelemual prays 
for (from left) Mercy, Mikhayla and 
Judah. Behind them is Rani.

Photo provided by author
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“Multicultural” describes 
a society that includes several 
cultural or ethnic groups. People 
live alongside one another, 
but each cultural group does 
not necessarily have engaging 
interactions with each other.2 For 
a couple of years I lived in New 
York City, one of the most diverse 
cities in the world, but it did not 
make me an expert on cultural 
diversity.

Moving from Indonesia to the 
United States has been a cross-
cultural experience for me. In 
cross-cultural communication, 
differences are understood and 
acknowledged and can bring 
about individual change but not 
collective transformation. I’m 
aware I had to speak English 
before I came to the United 
States, but I did not realize I 
also needed to speak Spanish. 
In cross-cultural societies, one 
culture is often considered “the 
norm,” while all other cultures 
are compared with the dominant 
culture.3 As an Indonesian, this 
feels like colonialism all over 
again. That is why I believe in an 
intercultural approach.

“Intercultural” describes 
communities where there 
is a deep understanding 
and respect for all cultures. 
Intercultural communication 
focuses on the mutual exchange 
of ideas and cultural norms 
and the development of close 
relationships. In an intercultural 
society, no one is left unchanged 
because everyone learns from one 
another and grows together.4 

The church today is also called 
to be intercultural and witness to 
people of every culture, ethnicity 
and nationality. The church is 
God’s nation, including people 

from every tribe and nation. The 
church’s mission is to reconcile 
different groups, creating one new 
humanity and providing a preview 
of that day when all the nations 
shall stream to the mountain 
of the Lord and be at peace.5 
This is the biblical call to build 
and participate in intercultural 
churches and communities. 

All over the world, many 
churches are taking more 
seriously the biblical call to build 
and participate in intercultural 
churches and communities. 
“The state of Dr. Martin Luther 
King Jr.’s oft-quoted statement is 
that 11 a.m. Sunday is the most 
segregated time in America. 
This is now being challenged 
by more and more communities 
attempting to integrate churches 
and break down racial, ethnic 
and cultural divisions,” claims 
Soong-Chan Rah.6 But there 
are many challenges to turn this 
dream into a reality. It is not an 
easy task. “To reverse centuries 
of negative history between races 
and to rectify ignorance and 
incompetence when it comes to 
cross-cultural sensitivity,” Rah 
says, “we desperately need to 
develop cultural intelligence to 
fully realize the many-colored 
tapestry that God is weaving 
together.”7

‘GOD SENT 10 
MESSENGERS’

Here in New York Mennonite 
Conference, we have been 
encouraged and inspired as we 
have accepted four new Chin 
congregations from Myanmar 
into conference membership. 
These immigrants from Chin 
State in western Myanmar 
have brought us the gifts of 
a passionate faith and joyous 
worship over the past 10 years. 
A fifth Chin congregation 
has also applied to become a 
conference congregation. 

A few years ago, Beth Steria, 
a member of the conference 
coordinating council, was 
seriously injured in a car 
accident. Word went out across 
the conference asking people to 
pray. Bawi Lian, a leader of the 
Buffalo (N.Y.) Chin Emmanuel 
Church, persistently insisted 
that a group from the church 
wanted to go to her intensive 
care room to pray. A group of 
10 people with limited English 
traveled more than three hours 
from Buffalo to Syracuse, N.Y. 
The hospital staff allowed all 10 
into Beth’s intensive care room.

“God sent 10 messengers that 
day to minister to me,” says 
Beth. “They were like angels 
gathered around my bed, 
praying for my healing. I can’t 
tell you what it meant to me to 
see these saints praying and 
assuring me I would be healed.” 
This was the beginning of a 
remarkable and speedy healing 
process.

—Gene Miller, outreach 
coordinator for New York 

Mennonite Conference

The church today 
is also called to be 
intercultural and 
witness to people 
of every culture, 
ethnicity and 
nationality.
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Cultural intelligence is not just 
something we learn but something 
we receive as we are closely 
connected with the Holy Spirit. 
The Holy Spirit convicts us that 
all culture is broken, and we need 
to lament its brokenness in order 
to fully embrace and celebrate the 
resurrected power of Christ (John 
16:8). The Holy Spirit will also 
empower people to be Christ’s 
witnesses (Acts 1:8). The work of 
intercultural church builder is not 
to bring Jesus from one culture 
to another but to reveal Jesus as 
already present in every culture. 
Randy Woodley, writes, “It’s the 
privilege of every believer to assist 
God in pointing out that Jesus is 
the fulfillment of every truth in 
every culture.”8 

The intercultural church is 
the result of Pentecost. Without 
the Holy Spirit it is impossible to 
integrate and break down racial, 
ethnic and cultural divisions. 
Miroslav Volf writes, “Pentecost 
is sometimes claimed as a reversal 
of Babel.”10 The Holy Spirit 
worked at Pentecost to help 
people understand one another 
not because they spoke the 
same language but because they 
understood different languages 
(Acts 2:8-11). How can we plant 
an intercultural church in the 
Spirit of Pentecost? The global 
church faces a choice: to seek to 
preserve the safety of homogeneity 
like at the Tower of Babel or to 
respond to remarkable diversity as 
at the day of Pentecost? “Pentecost 
overcomes cultural distance, but 
it doesn’t do so by reverting to the 
unity of cultural uniformity. It 
advances towards the harmony of 
cultural diversity,” writes Volf.11  

A church that operates within 
the power of the Holy Spirit will 
become an antidote to a dominant 
monocultural, polarizing and 
ethnic homogeneity practice. A 
church of the Holy Spirit will 
value all cultures and cultural 
expressions as equal. Such a 
church breaks down racial, 
ethnic and cultural divisions. 
It encourages the emergence of 
indigenous churches in every 
culture, rather than imposing 
alien forms of churches or 
extracting converts from their 
culture. It represents and 
embodies the story and purposes 
of God and encourages converts 
to discern and challenge the 
dimensions of their own culture 
that are not consistent with the 
values of God’s kingdom. 

The intercultural church is 

only possible with the works of 
the Holy Spirit, the lamentation 
of our brokenness in culture and 
the power of the redemption of 
the resurrected Christ within us. 
Church planters and members 
must own the vision of finding 
the Triune God in other cultures. 
Only this will complete our 
understanding of the Triune God. 
And this work must be done 
intentionally.
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Without the Holy 
Spirit it is impossible 
to integrate and 
break down racial, 
ethnic and cultural 
divisions.

The Holy Spirit is also the 
Spirit of Truth (John 14:17) and 
gives us the ability to show the 
truth in exposing other spirits 
at work. According to Woodley, 
there are two demonic spirits at 
work in the church for the last few 
centuries: division and uniformity. 
He says: “A spirit of division’s 
job is to get us thinking in terms 
of ‘us-and-them’ rather than 
‘Christ-in-us.’ On the other hand, 
there is the spirit of uniformity, 
whose task is to control and fire 
up ethnocentrism by influencing 
us to set up rules of acceptance or 
nonacceptance.”9
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A conspiracy theory

SPIRITUAL 
RESTORATION 

BY  TOMMY AIREY

Thousands of protesters gather at the Governor’s 
State of the State address just after the Flint poisoning 
story went viral on Jan. 19, 2016.

Photo by Michael Raymond Smith
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E arly in the fall of 2014, 
a few months after 
Lindsay and I left 

suburbia and moved to Detroit, 
community organizer Monica 
Lewis-Patrick told us about 
Black women from Flint, Mich., 
showing up at a march for clean 
and affordable water in Detroit 
with bottles of brownish-
yellow water from taps in their 
homes. These weren’t isolated 
incidents. Monica talked about 
an epidemic of lead poisoning 
throughout Flint. I listened to 
this beloved mentor I deeply 
respected. But I balked. It 
sounded to me like a conspiracy 
theory. It simply couldn’t be 
true. This is America.  

More than a year later, the 
Flint water crisis went viral. 
I’m ashamed to say it took the 
headlines of mainstream media 
to validate the brutal reality. 
Residents of Black-majority 
Flint had been drinking water 
from their taps tainted with lead 
and other toxins. Complaints 
and cries for help were legion. 
An epidemic of Legionnaires 
disease erupted. Local, state and 
federal officials issued denials, 
distractions, distortions, rebukes 
and justifications.

My mentality exposed in me a 
chronic spiritual congestion. The 
source of my sickness: whiteness. 
I’m not referring to skin color 
but to the spiritual condition that 
stems from the settler colonial 
project. Congestion (from the 
Latin “to heap up”) comes from 
clinging to control, comfort 
and convenience. It changes 
community into commodity. 

Obsessed with data and 
rationality, whiteness struggles 

to get out of its head. It labors 
under the burden of knowing the 
answers and forcing solutions 
to every problem. Whiteness 
is weighed down by insecurity, 
entitlement, defensiveness and 
rigidity. It remains oblivious 
to otherness. It struggles to 
stretch the imagination beyond 
supremacy. The benefit of the 
doubt is always reserved for those 
in the power position. Whiteness, 
often referred to as “western” 
or “civilized,” is a colonizing 
worldview that makes it difficult 
to breathe. 

The Flint scenario clarified 
for me that the spiritual power 
of conspiracy must saturate my 
commitment to the Anabaptist 
vision of discipleship, community 
and nonviolence. Conspiracy 
(from the Latin root “to 
breathe with”) orients my life 
around a higher power known 
as Emmanuel (“God with 
us,” Matthew 1:23) who was 
incarnated in a dark-skinned 
Palestinian peasant prophesying 
through parable. 

Jesus was crucified 
by those in the 
power position.

(Matthew 25:31-46), with those 
not in the power position.

This divine conspiracy beckons 
me to unlearn whiteness through 
the recovery of an indigenous 
self. I come from the people 
known by ancient Greeks and 
Romans as keltoi, the “strangers” 
or “hidden ones” living on the 
northwestern fringes of empire 
(eventually Ireland, England, 
Scotland, Wales). The tribal Celts 
emphasized relationship and 
action over rational knowledge 
and doctrine. They practiced 
an embodied earth spirituality 
of hospitality and blessing. The 
Celtic world was filled with 
wonder and enchantment. They 
thrived on a spiritual connection 
to nature, ancestors, dreams and 
visions. When they were forcibly 
converted to Christianity, they 
subversively synthesized their 
indigenous convictions with the 
conspiracy of Jesus. 

Over the centuries, however, 
my Celtic heritage experienced 
a congested whiteout. The 
settler colonial project erased all 
indigenous nuances into gross 
black-or-white racial categories. 
The good news is that, although 
the impact of whiteness is 
universal, everyone, deep down, 
has an indigenous self. To 
experience spiritual restoration, 
I’ve needed to commit to what 
my friend Nick Peterson calls the 
lifelong process of “de-godding 
whiteness.” It is the spiritual 
and political task of dismantling 
a whole world tirelessly built 
for white folks to thrive and be 
accommodated, to be worshiped 
and supreme. 

As I de-god whiteness, I 
am scripted by the sacred text. 
Detroit-based theologian Jim 

Jesus was crucified by those in 
the power position. Then he rose 
up, assuring his followers that 
he would be with them always 
(Matthew 28:20). But here’s the 
rub: in the middle of the Gospel, 
this God-in-a-flesh prodded his 
followers that they would breathe 
with the Divine only when they 
breathe with the most vulnerable: 
the immigrant, imprisoned, 
unclothed and unhoused 
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Perkinson has taught me that 
the Bible encodes Indigenous 
memories of living against the 
grain. The story starts with 
Abel, living sustainably and 
nomadically, slaughtered by 
the pre-Monsanto monocrop 
agriculturalist Cain (Genesis 
4). Abel disappeared. But he 
still speaks (Hebrews 11:4). The 
Indigenous way was crucified. 
But it rises up. Abel’s way 
inspired Jesus (Luke 11:47-54) 
to take his cues from women, 
the uncircumcised and people 
with disabilities, animating a 
way of courage, camaraderie and 
caregiving that, like Abel, was 
almost wiped out on the North 
American continent (along with 
the buffalo, salmon, sturgeon and 
Indigenous peoples themselves). 

The spiritual battle between 
conspiracy and congestion—
between Abel and Cain—is 

Tommy Airey and his wife-partner Lindsay 
work for Kardia Kaiomenē, a community-
supported nonprofit, partnering with 
families and faith communities to equip and 
accompany all those whose hearts burn 
for intimacy, community and justice. He is 
the co-editor of radicaldiscipleship.net and 
author of Descending Like a Dove: Adventures 
in Decolonizing Evangelical Christianity.

waged throughout Scripture. The 
Tower of Babel—congested by a 
“unity” built on assimilation—was 
confronted by the conspiracy of a 
scattering diversity (Genesis 11). 
The sacred stories offer readers a 
clear choice. Either sacrifice or 
mercy. Either profit maximization 
or daily bread. Either commodity 
or relationship. Either hierarchy 
or beloved community. Either the 
Lord God Almighty or a divinity 
descending like a dove. Two 
perspectives. Two postures. Two 
spiritual paths. 

I have a conspiracy theory. 
Only the crucified God of the 
mustard seed can restore us to 
sanity. I walk this path with 
the Scriptures in one hand and 
the perspectives of Black and 
Indigenous freedom struggles in 
the other. We all take our cues 
from somewhere. These spiritual 
sources beckon me to catch my 
breath through a Sabbath lifestyle 
that takes an eternal break from 
exploiting labor and extracting 
resources from Unci Maka 
(Grandmother Earth). 

When I follow the yearnings 
of my soul and exit congested 
spaces, I find myself exhaling, “I 
can finally breathe.” However, 
this divine sigh of relief is almost 
always met with the ongoing 
reality of settler colonialism. 
When I eat a meal in suburban 
spaces or sit on the beach or run 
on the river trail, what is Black 
and Indigenous has been blown 
away, systemically confined-to-
congestion by federal, state and 
local policy. On the reservation. 
In the ghetto. Behind bars. This 

is not a conspiracy theory. This is 
America.

My journey of unlearning 
whiteness entails pursuing spaces 
and study led by Black and 
Indigenous leaders and authors. It 
is a spirituality that humbly listens 
to and follows those the crucified 
God conspires with. Their lives 
have been infused with a sorrow 
percolating in the simmering heat 
of constant oppression. No one 
is immune to the congestion of 
whiteness, but these folks have 
been shaped by a lineage that has 
resisted it for centuries. They pivot 
from truthtelling to tenderness in 
fluid fashion. However, despite 
the onslaught of whiteness, they 
somehow sustain a rare brand 
of joy—a happiness that doesn’t 
depend on what happens.

In my exodus out of the white, 
suburban Evangelical Christianity 
of my adolescence, the spiritual 
wilderness has offered many 
circuitous routes that simply 
repackage whiteness. I keep 
learning (the hard way) that I will 
suffer from spiritual congestion 
unless I walk a path that de-gods 
my whiteness and prioritizes Black 
and Indigenous perspectives. In 
short, the spiritual battle boils 
down to who we are breathing 
with. This is the biblically 
subversive divine conspiracy. 

Only the crucified 
God of the mustard 
seed can restore us 
to sanity.

Claire McClinton, longtime Flint 
resident, at a Poor People’s Campaign 
march and direct action in Lansing

Photo by the author
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People worship at the New York City Council 
of Mennonite Churches annual convention.

Photo provided by the author

A call to  
the church
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he church must take 
action. This remains 
our challenge and our 

place of perplexity. We know we 
should be engaging in practical, 
tangible forms of stewardship 
bearing witness to the gospel of 
Jesus Christ. Most of us desire to 
remain committed to living out 
our faith in word and deed. But 
the challenge often is how we 
do this amid the various threats 
to our collective spaces. Is the 
church just tradition? Is the 
assembly still relevant, visible 
and applicable to the world? 
How are we to be an alive and 
active church?

Over 2,000 years ago, Jesus 
was resurrected to bear witness 
that the dead could live. The 
prophetic, divine and sovereign 
Christ demonstrated life, 
recovery, restoration, renewal and 
transformation of life. 

Isaiah says: “The spirit of the 
Lord God is upon me…to bind 
up the brokenhearted, to proclaim 
liberty to the captives and a 
release to the prisoners” (61:1). 
This resurrection power was 
indeed a witness to death, defeat 
and decay. The earth’s atmosphere 
was changed with possibilities for 
hope and salvation. 

The God who breathed on 
the earth and spoke creation 
into being was creating once 
again. This time the Sovereign 
was molding a new body—the 
assembly of those gathering as the 
hands, feet, head, eyes and arms, 
the body parts that would connect 
and be joined by the redeeming 
blood of Jesus. God created a 
body, a church, an assembly that 
could withstand being pressed 
on every side, persecuted but not 

is dead or on life support. 
Ecclesia, we are not dead. 

Let us be reminded of the 
apparent circumstances and 
environment that faced the 
women who journeyed to Jesus’ 
tomb before they encountered 
the resurrected Christ. They were 
prepared with burial offerings and 

abandoned, cast down but not 
destroyed.

Today we may be overtaken 
with grief about our assembly, 
our church spaces, but let us hold 
the remembrance that the ecclesia 
(church) was birthed by the same 
Spirit that raised Jesus Christ 
from the dead. His physical body 
endured but was resurrected 
and bore witness to a completed 
mission. The same Spirit that 
raised Jesus Christ from the dead 
is what breathes through the 
church. Yet it seems like we need 
a resuscitation. 

The same Spirit that 
raised Christ from 
the dead formed 
and gave life to the 
church.

T

salutations based on the previous 
day’s brutality. The gruesome 
separation, a horrific beating, 
confusion and chaos could only 
have led to the absence of life. 
But there was another plan in 
place, resurrection. The plan of 
destruction failed. What seemed 
to be the evidence of death 
became the active space for life. 
He has risen. Jesus is alive, and so 
is his body, the church. The same 
Spirit that raised Christ from the 
dead formed and gave life to the 
church. 

Our assembly is the space 
where the Holy Spirit established 
a gathering to call forth 
difference, diversity of nations, 
gifts and experiences. The 
assembly was born with fire, zeal, 
unity and commitment. Jesus has 
provided us with a transference of 
his body to become the church, 
the container, the earth suit, the 
vessel by which we are to express 
the ministries assigned to us by 
Christ. The resurrection power 
raised Christ from the dead, and 
that power is what birthed the 
church. 

The omnipotence of God 

Church, take a breath. 
Assembly, take a breath. Ecclesia, 
take a breath. Come alive. Live 
into your potential. Live out your 
purpose. In some of our gathering 
spaces, it may appear the ecclesia 

People worship at the New York City Council of Mennonite Churches annual convention.

Photo provided by the author
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did not allow the resurrection 
of Jesus to be deactivated by 
the Adversary. It could not be 
stopped. There was an eternal 
release of action and energy into 
the earth. That action and energy 
have now been given to the 
assembly, the ecclesia, the church. 
If we believe in this resurrection 
power, then we can extend our 
faith to our assemblies. Can the 
dry bones live? Yes, they can. 
Can the disjointed ligaments 
be reassembled? Yes, they can. 
Globally, as a church, we are in a 
season of redirection but not death 
because the Spirit of resurrection 
is in covenant with the church.

Take action, assembly, with 
faith, not fear, with hope, not 
despair, speaking life, not death.

But how? 
Stay alert, look for signs 

of new life. Above all, let us 
love each other deeply, for love 
covers a multitude of sins. Offer 
hospitality to others, especially 
strangers, without complaining 
and grumbling. Let’s commit to 
use our gifts and make space for 
the gifts not being used. Work 
and live as good stewards of the 
earth and of what God has given 
us. (See 1 Peter 4:8-12.)

Let our words be chosen and 
inspired by God and our service 
be done not in our strength but 
the strength and grace God gives 
us. 

Why? For the glory of God 
and not ourselves.
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GISSELLE GUITY believes that 
while compassion and a sense of 
call led her into church planting, 
it is coaching and resourcing that 
would have kept her there. 

She and several other women 
discovered this the hard way. 
After two years of serving 
marginalized women in West 
Palm Beach, Fla., they stalled out 
and didn’t know how to continue, 
she says. 

“Our initial sense of call was 
strong, but we lacked the tools 
and resources to help us sustain 
the work,” says Guity, a student 
at Anabaptist Mennonite Biblical 
Seminary in Elkhart, Ind., and 
executive assistant to Stanley 
W. Green, executive director for 
Mennonite Mission Network. 

“When this stalling happens, 
church planters can begin to 
doubt whether they really heard 

Laurie Oswald Robinson  for Mennonite 
Mission Network

Coaching and 
resourcing 

God speaking to them in the first 
place,” she says. “Usually, this 
isn’t it at all. What we are missing 
is the connection to others who 
can share their resources and 
coach us on how to navigate the 
challenges.” 

The need to be guided and 
renewed is why Guity has 
attended all four Sent conferences 
sponsored by Mission Network 
and Everence, starting in 2016. 
Mauricio Chenlo, minister for 
church planting for Mission 
Network, conceptualized the Sent 
conference in response to what he 
and others heard from conferences 
asking for more networking and 
resourcing of church planters. 

In late April, Guity attended 
the fourth annual conference, 
held at Beloved Community 
Mennonite Church in Englewood, 
Colo., a recent intercultural 
church plant in Mountain States 
Mennonite Conference. 

Guity was one of 80 
attendees at the gathering, where 
participants—through worship, 
fellowship and networking—
fanned the flames of their passion 
for sharing God’s good news in 
Christ. They also received biblical 
wisdom and encouragement from 

Linda Oyer, a former mission 
worker and church planter in 
France and a seminary professor.

Oyer focused on the 
conference theme, “Beloved are 
the feet of those who bring good 
news,” by sharing insights from 
the Gospels of Luke and John. 
She compared the narratives in 
each, reflecting on how their 
differences affirm the need for a 
variety of expressions of sharing 
the good news in today’s world.

“The perspectives of…
Luke and John are very, very 
different,” she said in a telephone 
interview after the conference. 
“So, too, today, there is not just 
one exclusive expression of the 
gospel to be incarnated in our 
world.” Nevertheless, she said, 
all expressions include the main 
theme that God makes all things 
new in Christ.

To provide further resourcing, 
coaching and mentoring beyond 
the conference, Chenlo, along 
with Sandy Miller, director of 
church relations, have created the 
Sent Network. At the gathering, 
they previewed the six-month 
resourcing program. 

Mission Network’s Church 
Resourcing and Engagement 
team will launch the program 
Aug. 30. The curriculum includes 
three phases—explore, equip 
and send—and Mission Network 
staff will teach a course every 
other week, completing 12 
modules, four in each phase. In 
addition to online studies, group 
and individual coaching will be 
available. The team will explore 
with each conference how Mission 
Network can walk alongside them 
in their efforts to create healthy 
church planters.

Church planters 
connect with coaches 
at Sent conference

Sent participants pray for one another at the 2019 conference at Beloved Community 
Mennonite Church in Englewood, Colo., in late April. 
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TWO BROKEN CHALKBOARDS, 
thrown by the 115-mile-per-
hour winds of Cyclone Idai, 
bake in the sun on what remains 
of the crumpled tin roof of one 
neighborhood’s only preschool.

In mid-March, Cyclone 
Idai slammed into east-central 
Mozambique near the coastal 
city of Beira, tearing off roofs, 
destroying homes and businesses, 
downing trees, displacing tens of 
thousands and killing hundreds. 
As the poorest, most densely 
populated neighborhood of the 
city, located on low-lying land 
near the port, Munhava was 
particularly vulnerable.

“These neighborhoods 
like Munhava were already 
so vulnerable before the 
storm,” says Zacarias Zimba, 
program officer for Mennonite 
Central Committee (MCC) in 
Mozambique. “The low quality of 
the buildings, economic poverty, 
high rates of HIV and other 
infectious diseases—anyone could 
see this was going to be a disaster 
if it hit these areas.”

Idai hit Beira over a 12-hour 
period, peaking in intensity in the 
middle of the night on March 14.

“It was a nightmare when it 
came,” says Zimba. “It was very 
loud, very scary for all of us. 
We had never had something 
like this. It was the first time 
even for elders here, who told 
us that even their fathers and 
grandfathers had not seen this 
kind of wind and destruction. 

‘First sign of 
promise’

The amount of damage caught 
everyone by surprise. The power 
of the wind was so bad, concrete 
blocks and metal flying through 
the air, everything. It was just a 
nightmare.”

Once the storm passed, 
MCC’s relief response to 
Munhava and other devastated 
areas of Mozambique began. 
In this neighborhood, MCC 
has a 13-year partnership with 
Associacao de Auxilio as Criancas 
Orfãós (AACO: Association 
for Assistance to Orphan 
Children), providing preschool 
education, nutritional support, 
girls’ empowerment and HIV 
support programming to some of 
the community’s most vulnerable 
people.

Francesco Caelano, AACO 
administrator and local pastor, 
says: “All the community was 
looking to us after the cyclone 
because no one else was doing 
anything to respond. Families 
were without hope or income or a 
way forward. They were in need of 
assistance just to eat the next day.”

With MCC’s support, AACO 
provided emergency food baskets 
with two months of supplies 
to 450 families in Munhava, 
representing about 2,250 people. 
MCC also is working with the 
Brethren in Christ Church in 
Mozambique and the Christian 
Council of Mozambique.

These food baskets contained 
rice, corn, beans, oil, salt and 
sugar, offering a foundation of 
nutrition for these families as they 
work to rebuild their lives.

“This food, it gave us hope,” 
says Francesco Zuba, AACO 
coordinator. “This help cannot be 
measured. It gave us a message of 
comfort and hope at a time when 
we had none. AACO with MCC 
was the first and only responder to 
these families.”

“It was a great help to my 
family,” says Maria Inacio, who 
received a food basket and whose 
child is a student at the AACO 
preschool. “This cyclone brought 
so many losses to our family and 
community. Receiving the food 
was our first sign of promise.”

According to the latest data 
from the United Nations, more 
than 3 million people remain in 
need of basic assistance across 
Mozambique, Malawi and 
Zimbabwe following Cyclone 
Idai and Cyclone Kenneth, which 
struck Mozambique several weeks 
later. In Mozambique alone, 
nearly 2 million people remain in 
need, half of whom are children. 

MCC also continues its 
work with the Brethren in 
Christ Church in Malawi as it 
ministers to people there who 
were impacted by Cyclone Idai. 
Donations can be made to support 
MCC’s response in both countries 
at mcc.org/learn/what/relief/
disasters.

MCC responds to 
Cyclone Idai in 
Mozambique 

Paul Shetler Fast for Mennonite Central 
Committee. 
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Francesco Zuba, coordinator for Association 
for Assistance to Orphan Children
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WHAT I’M 
READING 
THIS MONTH

MEDIACULTURE

Poverty need not 
be necessary

Gordon Houser is editor of The Mennonite.

WHEN JESUS SAID “you always 
have the poor with you” (Matthew 
26:11), he wasn’t suggesting we 
ignore the poor—only that there 
will always be opportunities to 
help the poor, something the 
Scriptures are clear is God’s 
desire. (The book Always With 
Us? What Jesus Really Said About 
the Poor by Liz Theoharis is an 
excellent study of this issue.)

The June issue of Harper’s 
includes the article “Is Poverty 
Necessary?” by Marilynne 
Robinson, a novelist and essayist 
who is also a Christian. She 
looks at the history of Western 
economies and considers how 
they have been set up with the 
assumption that workers be paid 
as little as possible so that the 
wealthy can grow even wealthier.

Robinson reviews the writings 
of Henry George, a 19th-century 
American economist, who 
considered poverty a crime, “the 
criminal being a misconceived 
social and economic and social 
order,” she writes.

That social and economic 
order, which continues today, 
sees poverty as necessary for 
corporations to function. 
Governments and financial 
interests have collaborated to 
create austerity policies that say 
we can’t afford such “luxuries” as 
day care for working mothers or 
universal health coverage. 

Many people are unhappy 
about this, yet the problem 
persists. Robinson asks, “What if 
our being a free country meant we 
had some measure of freedom to 

decide what kind of country we 
wanted to be?” 

She notes that the majority of 
citizens want health care for all, 
strong gun laws, a meaningful 
minimum wage, student debt 
relief and better immigration 
policies. But somehow even 
overwhelmingly popular reforms 
are blocked. “We are effectively 
prevented from doing one another 
good,” Robinson writes. “Who 
decided that this is a privilege 
reserved for socialists? We are 
captive to words and attitudes we 
cannot define or source.”

George argued that wages be 
drawn from the value of the thing 
produced, but our economic order 
resists this, leading to such things 
as huge tax breaks for the wealthy.  
George wrote: “Why, in spite 
of increase in productive power, 
do wages tend to a minimum 
[that] will give but a bare living?” 
Robinson says it’s “because they 
can, neither ethics nor laws 
intervening.”

She compares our economic 
theories to “the intellectual 
equivalent of canned fish, 
rationalizing in their terms a 
poverty we had no need to suffer.” 
We thus see addressing poverty as 
an act of charity rather than one 
of justice.

Robinson argues that we’ve 
accepted poverty partly because 
we’ve accepted a low view of 
humanity. Each of us is made in 
the image of God and deserves 
justice. Poverty is not necessary.

Romans Disarmed
by Sylvia C. Keesmaat and 
Brian J. Walsh

Jump into the Story

by Ray R. Friesen

From Risk to Resilience
by Jenny Rae Armstrong

This excellent book looks at the 
context in which the apostle 
Paul wrote Romans, then seeks 
to discern a dynamic equivalent 
to our context. The authors read 
Paul’s letter “as something akin to 
a call to disarm the empire.” They 
draw on stories from their own 
Christian community in Toronto.

Friesen, a retired pastor in 
Canada, presents 20 of his 
sermons along with lessons 
about preaching. He counsels 
doing your homework, being 
relevant and not being boring, 
then entering the biblical story.

Armstrong tackles an important 
issue,  “the particular dangers 
that adolescent girls face and 
what happens when they are 
given the mental, emotional, 
social and spiritual tools they 
need to overcome those 
challenges.”
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Mennonite World 
Conference focuses on 
the Holy Spirit
The theme of the Mennonite 
World Conference in 
Amsterdam in 1967 (52 years 
ago) was “The Witness of the 
Holy Spirit.” This view shows 
one of the general sessions 
with the theme banners. 
Erland Waltner is at the 
podium. Waltner gave the 
keynote address, as president 
of MWC, on “The Fellowship 
of the Holy Spirit.” There 
were at least 11 other major 
addresses and sermons, all 
by men, only one by a person 
not from Europe or North 
America (S. Djodjodihardjo 
from Indonesia). That was the 
second time the MWC had 
been in Amsterdam. All the 
previous sessions had been 
in Europe or North America, 
but the following one, in 
1972, ended that pattern, 
meeting in Brazil.

FROM THE ARCHIVES

RECIPE OF THE MONTH   |  Smokey ancho cheddar burgers
You can find the recipe on our website at themennonite.org/hungryhounds

“Despite experiencing 
so many bad things in 
my life, this program 
helped me to move past 
things, and despite a 
sorrowful life, I have 
learned to live again.”

—Kadija, 
has experienced years of war and insecurity  

in Afghanistan, and is a participant in a 
mental health counseling and vocational 

training (including sewing) project 
implemented by WASSA, a partner of 

Mennonite Central Committee

QUOTABLE

1.4K
MWC replaces proposal on 

controversial issues

by Mennonite World Conference  
and The Mennonite staff

1.2K
Tilling soil on stolen land

by Luke Gascho

1.1K
Listening to the empty chairs

by Eric Kurtz

MOST-READ  
ARTICLES ONLINE
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OPINION

Human mobility: everywhere in all directions
AMONG THE VARIED issues that 
lead to human mobility we find 
climate change, which modifies 
the environment; empires and 
world powers, which produce 
more wealth while causing 
poverty in other countries; 
means of communication, which 
gives us access to information; 
routes and transport, which give 
us knowledge of better living 
conditions in other places.

The 16th-century Anabaptists 
lived through migration motivated 
by the persecution they suffered. 
In large part, their faith in the 
teachings of Jesus moved them 
to put up with this. Their furtive 
escapes from persecution enabled 
them to organize intentional 
communities where they learned 
to live in fellowship, come to 
agreements and cooperate.

These values were necessary 
for daily life in order to achieve 
a community in spite of being 
uprooted from their place of 
origin, where they supported one 
another in difficult times and 
could feel mutually supported 
and accompanied in their 
journey. Throughout the time 
of martyrdom and persecution, 
their faith grew, and community 
life and mutual support was 
reinforced. These character traits 
have marked them over time.

Today, human mobility is 
occurring everywhere and in all 
directions: north to south and 
south to north, east to west and 
west to east.

I have watched people 
arrive in the United States after 
traveling great distance across 
the American continents while 
ignoring the suffering endured 

just to be able to achieve the so-
called American dream.

The Bible documents many 
human migrations—some 
voluntary and others not. They 
are always toward abundance, 
where there is an empire and the 
possibility of life.

Through all these experiences 
runs the presence of God 
manifested through compassion 
for the poorest and least of the 

Colo. This place welcomes 
migrants seeking political asylum.

We have learned huge life 
lessons about how to intervene 
in crisis situations that go far 
beyond the ideas learned in school 
and the many arenas of dialogue 
about migration. We learned to 
be compassionate with foreigners, 
and their stories moved us; to 
respond to migrants’ urgent 
needs; to respect their habits and 
customs, which are different from 
our own; to serve unconditionally 
because every human is made in 
the image of God.

Now we hear about mass 
exodus: human caravans that have 
left their countries for the United 
States. The border has become a 
battleground. The travelers only 
bring themselves—vulnerable 
and dependent on the goodwill 
of others. The horizon is their 
imaginary guide, the famous 
“American dream.” The farther 
they walk, the farther they 
see. They urge one another on, 
daring themselves to keep going. 
Nobody is from here, but in the 
end, nothing belongs to any of 
us anyway because we are all 
transitory in this life.

Now, at the height of 
globalization, human mobility 
demands that communities be 
moved to compassion and see the 
multitudes of powerless people as 
sheep without a pastor.

PERSPEC TIVES FROM READERS

Rebeca González 
Torres is a member 
of Mennonite 
World Conference’s 
Faith and Life 
Commission. This 
first appeared at 
mwc-cmm.org.

Human mobility 
demands that 
communities be 
moved to 
compassion.

Earth. Among them we find 
women, children, the ill, the 
elderly and foreigners.

In the New Testament we 
find the presence of God through 
Jesus, who incarnates God’s 
compassion (John 14: 9-10, 
Philippians 2:5-11).

In Romans, the Apostle 
Paul urges us to always show 
hospitality (12:13). And the 
author of Hebrews even suggests 
welcoming strangers can be an act 
of hosting angels (13:2).

Fernando, my husband, and 
I thought long and hard before 
deciding to accept an invitation 
that required us to abandon 
comfort and move toward an 
uncertain future without knowing 
what it would hold for us. In 2016, 
we decided to volunteer at the 
“Casa de Paz” (House of Peace) 
located one block from the GEO 
Detention Center in Aurora, 
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AT THE MENNONITE CHURCH 
USA convention in Columbus, 
Ohio, in 2009, I was a recent 
seminary graduate looking for 
a job. During the conference, 
I interviewed 24 times with 
different conference ministers 
and individual congregations. I 
experienced a tension between 
understanding ourselves as 
individual congregations, a 
collection of area conferences and 
a national denomination. 

Following the Future Church 
Summit in 2017, it seems we 
are choosing to operate as a 
national body more than as area 
conferences or congregations. I’ve 
only been a member of two area 
conferences in the west (Pacific 
Northwest and Mountain States) 
but have friends in each of our 
conferences and have interacted 
with conference ministers in 
several conferences. While my 
observations are limited, I don’t 
think they are unique. I want to 
focus on two things: conference 
structure and the hiring practices 
of area conferences. 

First, our current conference 
structure fails us by reflecting 
geography. Two conferences are 
growing because of ideological 
defections (Central District and 
Western District), and others 
have left MC USA. While it 
once made sense to draw our 
conferences along geographic 
lines, now, with new technologies 
and the ease of travel, we seem to 
be segregating along ideological 
lines. I don’t see this as a problem 
except to the extent it is limited 
along the lines of human sexuality 
and clergy ordination. It’s sad that 
people divide over one point of 

Reflections on leadership practices
contention and pick and choose 
based on that. This is one reason 
our current conference structure 
is failing. What the church is and 
how it relates to the world carry 
more contention than we think. 

My hope is not that we don’t 
divide along ideological lines but 
that we have a better selection of 
ideologies. We should focus on 

Many of our clergy do the hard 
work of breaking broken patterns 
that may have worked before to 
break ground for a better future. 
Conference minsters will cheer 
this on without doing that work 
themselves. This work requires 
sacrifice and pain, but it is good 
work. Now it seems many of our 
conferences choose to live under 
job descriptions from 20 or 40 
years ago instead of leading us to a 
brighter future. 

Surely competent management 
is a good skill, but we don’t 
seem to be hiring people with an 
entrepreneurial spirit or the ability 
to inspire and direct us. It would 
take a bold conference to decide to 
look beyond what it’s always been 
to something new, but what they 
gain in being uplifted by someone 
who pushes them and inspires 
them would be great. A new kind 
of conference minister could be 
a catalyst for change and hope in 
congregational life.

Our conference structures 
are a remnant of the past. If 
we embrace the Future Church 
Summit and move toward a larger 
body instead of area conferences, 
we may be able to amend these 
faults. In the meantime, the best 
thing we can do is think deeper 
about the relationships we choose 
and how they can guide us into a 
brighter future as MC USA or as 
an area conference. 

BY AND ABOUT YOUNG ADULTS

The hiring practices 
of those leading us 
seem broken.

how the church witnesses to the 
world over ordination preferences. 
We may actually find ourselves 
with odder friendships and 
congregations if we seriously reflect 
on the church and its witness to 
the reign of God. 

I’ve challenged some 
conservatives I know who have 
switched conferences because of 
interpretations of sexuality to 
consider how a conference might 
empower them missionally. How 
might a conference help them in 
a renewed focus on children or 
neighborhoods.

Second, the hiring practices 
of those leading us seem broken. 
Most conference minsters are 
chosen for longevity in minstry and 
bureaucratic management skills. 
This is not bad, but it’s limited. It 
often seems people are hired who 
will keep the status quo rather 
than bring us into new realities. 
Conference leaders seem to reflect 
back good news that isn’t true 
rather than speaking the truth, 
and they are drowning under the 
patterns of a broken past. 

Matthew Shedden 
is pastor of Defiance 
Church in Glenwood 
Springs, Colo.
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AMBS L AUNCHES 
ONLINE MASTER’S 
IN THEOLOGY AND 
GLOBAL ANABAPTISM

In response to a growing 
demand for online master’s 
degrees, Anabaptist 
Mennonite Biblical 
Seminary in Elkhart, Ind., 
is launching a new fully 
online Master of Arts: 
Theology and Global 
Anabaptism. The new 
program will analyze how 
Anabaptism developed in 
Western and non-Western 
contexts and will deepen 
students’ faith through 
spiritual and intercultural 
formation.

L ANDESES LEAVE 
FOR SERVICE IN 
COLOMBIA

Mennonite Mission 
Network workers DeeDee 
and Mark Landes began 
their international service 
assignment in La Mesa, 
Colombia, on June 21. Staff 
members prayed for them 
May 29 at a chapel service 
in the Newton, Kan., offices.

EXHIBIT FEATURES 
ART OF MENNONITE 
FAMILY TREES

A new exhibit at the 
Mennonite Archives of 
Ontario at Conrad Grebel 
University College in 
Waterloo showcases 
painted family trees, 
hand-drawn charts, and 
other ways Mennonites 
have visually remembered 
family. The exhibit is called 
“Growing Family: Design 
& Desire in Mennonite 
Genealogy.”

UPDATES

Called to lead
EARLY IN MY CAREER, I worked 
for a Christian humanitarian 
aid organization and, as part of 
my job, traveled to Manhattan, 
N.Y., on a monthly basis for 
marketing staff meetings. These 
meetings were my first experience 
interacting with several of my 
more tenured colleagues, and 
it took a bit of time to feel 
comfortable and secure among 
these seasoned coworkers. For a 
20-something introvert, it was 
sometimes easier for me to stay 
quiet, get a lay of the land and let 
others lead the discussion. 

Too often, we frame 
“leadership” in terms of a 
stereotypical “leader”—a 
charismatic personality that fills 
the room with their presence and 
speech. This stereotype sways us 
to believe that a few are called 
to lead, while most are called to 
follow. But good leadership isn’t 
preordained, based merely on 
personality. Rather, good leaders 
are those using their God-given 
gifts in response to the call on 
their hearts to fulfill God’s 
purpose in their lives.

When Jesus began his 
ministry, the disciples answered 
the call to join him. Others joined 
the journey, too. Eventually, 
on that Day of Pentecost, those 
who followed Christ were filled 
with the Holy Spirit. In that 
transcendent moment, each 
person—not just an elite few—
was called to participate in the 
eternally expanding work of God. 

Through this anointing of the 
Holy Spirit—and the realization 

of our talents and skills—God 
aligns us to pursue the purpose of 
our lives. Whether we’re sitting 
at the head of a boardroom table, 
supporting the needs of our 
colleagues, or extending a hand 
in voluntary assistance, each of 

Good leaders are 
those using their 
God-given gifts in 
response to the call 
on their hearts to 
fulfill God’s purpose 
in their lives.

FROM MENNONITE CHURCH USA

Madalyn Metzger is vice president of 
marketing at Everence.

us is leading through word and 
action when we use what God has 
provided to us to fulfill our life’s 
calling. 

Sometimes I still sit back 
and get a lay of the land before 
speaking up at meetings—but 
not because of uncertainty and 
timidity. It’s because I’m listening 
for the Spirit in the work placed 
before me, so I can use my gifts to 
the best of my ability. This is how 
I was created and prepared, so 
that I might glorify God through 
the work of my hands. 

As we remember Pentecost, let 
us open our hearts, listen for the 
Spirit and be willing to use the 
unique gifts and talents God has 
given us. 
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GRACE AND TRUTH

A WORD FROM PASTORS

I AM A DENOMINATIONAL 
mutt. I was born and dedicated 
at a Baptist church. I spent my 
formative teenage years in a 
Lutheran congregation. In college 
I attended a charismatic Vineyard 
fellowship. I’ve worshiped at an 
evangelical megachurch. I spent 
my first five years of ministry in 
a mainline United Methodist 
context. And for the past seven 
years I’ve found my home in a 
Mennonite church family. 

This diverse ecclesial 
background has formed in me 
an appreciation for various 
expressions of faith and a deeply 
ecumenical understanding of the 
body of Christ. We’re not all the 
same, and that’s OK. Paul writes 
about the value of this kind of 
diversity in 1 Corinthians 12. 
Though we are made up of many 
parts, we are one body. 

I’ve commonly understood 
this illustration as applying to 
the local congregation. God has 
gifted each of us in unique ways; 
we don’t all have the same gifts, 
but we all have something to 
contribute to the body of Christ. 
A person’s gift could be music 
or serving or administration. It 
may be related to budgeting and 
finance or working with children 
or teaching the Bible. There are 
many different kinds of gifts, and 
no one gift is more important 
than any other. 

While this is certainly 
one faithful, helpful way of 
understanding Paul’s image, 
I’ve been challenged to think 
about the metaphor in terms of 
the global church. “Many parts” 
can refer to individuals but can 
also refer to congregations and 

denominations. And “one body” 
can refer to a local church but also 
to the worldwide church. 

Therefore, just as the eye can’t 
say to the ear, “I don’t need you,” 
and just as someone who’s gifted 
in music can’t say to someone 
who’s gifted in administration, “I 
don’t need you,” in the same way:

calling is not being Mennonite. 
Our highest calling and great 
privilege is being followers of 
Jesus. 

We don’t have a monopoly 
on the Way of Jesus. There are 
good, faithful, honest, brilliant, 
Bible-believing, God-honoring, 
Jesus-loving, Spirit-filled people 
in other parts of the body as 
well, in other churches and in 
other denominations. And we 
need them. We need them to 
be faithful to who God’s called 
them to be, and we need to be 
faithful to who God’s called us 
to be, recognizing that while we 
may not look the same, we’re 
still part of the same Body. 

My prayer for Mennonite 
Church USA is that we 
see other churches—those 
within our denomination and 
those beyond it—not as our 
competition but as our partners. 
We’re not all the same and we 
don’t agree on everything, but 
we’re called to love and pray 
for and work with our sisters 
and brothers in Christ who are 
committed to following Jesus, 
witnessing to God’s peace and 
experiencing transformation 
through God’s Spirit. 

That’s a church that honors 
the manifold witness of our 
great God. That’s a church I’m 
excited to be part of. And that’s 
a church I believe we can be. 

The church is one body with many parts

Josh Meyer is 
pastor of discipling 
and preaching 
at Franconia 
Mennonite Church 
in Telford, Pa.

Our highest calling 
and great privilege 
is being followers of 
Jesus. 

• Protestants can’t say to 
Catholics, “We don’t need you.”

• Anabaptists can’t say to 
Presbyterians, “We don’t  
need you.”

• Charismatic believers can’t  
say to Reformed believers,  
“We don’t need you.”

• Conservative Mennonites  
can’t say to liberal Mennonites, 
“We don’t need you.”

• Progressives can’t say to 
traditionalists, “We don’t  
need you.”

We’re all part of the same 
body, the body of Christ. There 
is a beauty in our diversity, and 
what unites us isn’t that we’re 
identical but that we all share a 
common commitment to Christ. 
This isn’t to suggest our distinctive 
Anabaptist beliefs don’t have 
value—there’s incredible value in 
our particular expression of faith, 
and there are many things we can 
humbly offer as gifts to the larger 
church. However, it is important 
to emphasize that our highest 
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 BIRTHS 

Freeman, Charlotte Rose, was born 
May 24, to Doug Freeman and Rachel 
Jeffers Freeman, Lowville, N.Y.

Graber, Cruz Carter, was born May 7, 
to Alexander Graber and Ashley Luty 
Graber, Wichita, Kan.

Hanno, Lucas Douglas, was born 
March 23, to Brian Hanno and Julie 
Glenn Hanno, Lowville, N.Y.

Hochstetler, Elise Marie and Kara 
Jeanne, were born March 22 to Justin 
and Abri Hochstetler, Indianapolis.

Welch, Hannah Emily, was born April 
1, to Matt Welch and Emily Habschmidt 
Welch, Goshen, Ind.

 MARRIAGES 

Hurst, Alex, Archbold, Ohio, and 
Mariah Short, Archbold, were married 
June 1, at Lockport Mennonite Church, 
Stryker, Ohio.

 DEATHS 

Brenneman, Wallace “Wally,” 
84, Joetown, Iowa, died May 30. 
Spouse: Millie Dickinson Brenneman 
(deceased). Spouse: Marlene 
Shettler Brenneman (deceased). 
Children: Erick Brenneman, Thomas 
Brenneman; step-daughter: Ann 
Nida; nine grandchildren; two great-
grandchildren. Funeral: June 4 at First 
Mennonite Church, Iowa City, Iowa.

Brubaker, Allen, 81, Harrisonburg, 
Va., died March 2. Spouse: Erma R. 

Brubaker. Parents: Charles E. and Etta 
G. Brubaker. Children: Martha Cuomo, 
Myron Brubaker, Brian Brubaker, and 
Michael Brubaker; nine grandchildren; 
five great-grandchildren. Funeral: 
March 9 at Park View Mennonite 
Church, Harrisonburg.

Brubaker, Norah Grace, 10, 
Harrisonburg, Va., died April 19. 
Parents: Eric Stephen and Margaret 
‘Peggy’ Sterling Brubaker. Funeral: April 
28 at Park View Mennonite Church, 
Harrisonburg.

Buller, Mildred June Regier, 89, 
Newton, Kan., died May 10. Spouse: 
Franklin Allen Buller (deceased). 
Parents: Edward C. and Anna May 
Dick Regier. Children: Donita Eck, 
Keith Buller, Cheryl Nottingham, 
Dale Buller; 13 grandchildren; 21 
great-grandchildren. Funeral: May 
14 at Grace Hill Mennonite Church, 
Whitewater, Kan.

Detwiler, Debra Annette, 62, Goshen, 
Ind., died April 22, of cancer. Parents: 
Delbert and Helen Thut Detwiler. 
Children: Andy Brubaker, Martin 
Brubaker; one grandson. Funeral: 
May 10 at College Mennonite Church, 
Goshen.

Diener, Herman John, 92, South 
Hutchinson, Kan., died June 9. 
Spouse: Mary Ellen Diener. Parents: 
Harry A. Diener and Amanda Selzer 
Diener. Children: Dawn Phares, Gary 
Diener, Dale Diener, Lance Diener; 
seven grandchildren; four great-
grandchildren. Funeral: June 14 at 
Journey Mennonite Church, South 
Hutchinson, Kan.

Erb, Larry Lee, 80, Goshen, Ind., 
died April 16. Spouse: Sharon 
Metzler Erb. Parents: Menno and Lois 
Eichelberger Erb. Children: Richard 
Erb, Regina Vogelzang, Christopher 
Erb; seven grandchildren; four great-
grandchildren. Funeral: April 20 at 
Yoder Culp funeral Home and Benton 
Mennonite Church, Goshen.

Ewell, James Edward, 68, New York 
City, N.Y., died May 7. Parents: Samuel 

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 and Lucille Ewell. Funeral: June 8 
at Park View Mennonite Church, 
Harrisonburg, Va.

Fecher, Deanna Kay Parsons, 53, 
Goshen, Ind., died May 10, of breast 
cancer. Parents: Kenneth Parsons and 
Marilyn Chapman Schrock. Children: 
Ashley Fecher Johar, Daniel Fecher, 
Michael Fecher, Caitlin Ricke; one 
grandchild. Funeral: May 18 at Benton 
Mennonite Church, Goshen.

Gonzalez, H. Theda Bitler, 81, 
Stevens, Pa., died May 21. Spouse: 
Luis A. Gonzalez (deceased). Parents: 
Henry and Jeanette McGown Bitler. 
Children: Luis R. Gonzalez, Bonita L. 
Rosa, Luis A. Gonzalez, Jr., Michael 
Gonzalez, Brenda L. Sensenig, Juanita 
M. Kreider, Teresa M. Breasette, Maria 
L. Boyd; 21 grandchildren; numerous 
great-grandchildren. Funeral: May 23 at 
Forest Hills Mennonite Church, Leola, 
Pa.

Guengerich, Allie Luella Davison, 95, 
Harrisonburg, Va., formally of Wellman 
and Kalona, Iowa, died April 8. Spouse: 
Lester Glen “L. Glen” Guengerich 
(deceased). Parents: Homer and 
Addie Neff Davison. Children: Lowell 
Guengerich, Elaine Miller, Galen 
Guengerich, Annette Ritter, Audrey 
Baylor; 12 grandchildren; 24 great-
grandchildren. Funeral: April 13 at 
Virginia Mennonite Retirement Center, 
Harrisonburg, and April 16 at East 
Union Mennonite Church, Kalona.

Hoover, Mary L. Miller, 83, Telford, Pa., 
died April 30. Spouse: Willis S. Hoover 
(deceased). Parents: Elmer and Ruth 
Harshbarger Miller. Children: Wendell 
Hoover, Glen Hoover, Roger Hoover, 
Lori Groff, Daryl Hoover, Brian Hoover; 
14 grandchildren. Funeral: April 29 at 
Plains Mennonite Church, Hatfield, Pa.

Keeler, Daniel L., 80, Telford, Pa., died 
May 13. Spouse: Priscilla Oberholser 
Keeler. Parents: Milton and Lydia 
Leatherman Keeler. Children: Janice 
C. King, Kathleen R. Fretz; two 
grandchildren. Funeral: May 18 at 
Lutheran Community Chapel, Telford, 
Pa.
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Longacher, Constance Elaine 
Brenneman, 82, Harrisonburg, Va., 
died Feb. 22. Spouse: Joseph W 
Longacher Jr. Parents: Fred S. and 
Millie Page Brenneman. Children: 
Deirdre Smeltzer, Steven Longacher, 
Mark Longacher, and Karen Minatelli; 
six grandchildren. Funeral: March 
23, at Park View Mennonite Church, 
Harrisonburg.

Miller, Owen, Jr., 83, Goshen, Ind., died 
May 21. Spouse: Carol Miller Miller. 
Parents: Owen and Sarah Lehman 
Miller. Children: Rodney Miller, Tim 
Miller, Phillip Miller, Byron Miller; nine 
grandchildren; six great-grandchildren. 
Funeral: May 25 at Waterford 
Mennonite Church, Goshen.

Miller, Wilma Jean Classen, 70, 
Harrisonburg, Va., died April 2, of 
cancer. Spouse: Larry Dean Miller. 
Parents: Henry R.C. and Anna F. Reimer 
Classen. Children: Laurie Yoder, Andrew 
Miller; five grandchildren. Funeral: April 
6 at Community Mennonite Church, 
Harrisonburg.

Morse, Donald F., 81, Lowville, N.Y., 
died April 9. Spouse: Mary Lou Jantzi 
Morse. Parents: Gilbert and Marguerite 
Buckley Morse. Children: Brian S. 
Morse, Julie A. Belsterling; three 
grandchildren. Funeral: April 13 at First 
Mennonite Church, New Bremen, N.Y.

Paw, Ku K’Paw, 12, Emmaus, Pa., 
died April 21, of complications from 
treatment for Leukemia. Parents: Ah 
Paung M. Bender and Jamie K’Paw. 
Sibling: Julia Paw Paung. Baptized 
member of Whitehall Mennonite 
Church, Whitehall, Pa. Funeral: April 26 
at First Presbyterian Church, Allentown, 
Pa.

Penner, Winona Kaye Friesen, 78, 
North Newton, Kan., died May 11. 
Spouse: Virgil Penner. Parents: Fred and 
Tena Janzen Friesen. Children: Sondra 
Otto, Tom Penner; four grandchildren. 
Funeral: May 15 at Grace Hill 
Mennonite Church, Whitewater, Kan.

Roth, Ora Roth, 84, Grand Island, 
Neb., died April 18. Spouse: Cloy Roth. 

Parents: Harry and Velma Miller Roth. 
Children: Tom Roth, Laurel Roth, Al 
Roth, Tony Roth; 12 grandchildren; 11 
great-grandchildren. Funeral: April 
23 at Wood River Mennonite Church, 
Wood River, Neb.

Yoder, Galen LaVern, 93, Goshen, Ind., 
died April 10. Spouse: Esther Mishler 
Yoder (deceased). Parents: Edwin J. 
and Mollie Stoltzfus Yoder. Children: 
Retha Baer, Rosalie Yoder, Ronald 
Yoder, Roberta Bontrager, Rodney 
Yoder, Russell Yoder; 15 grandchildren; 
22 great-grandchildren. Funeral: April 
25 at Waterford Mennonite Church, 
Goshen.

Zehr, Beatrice Bast, 96, Croghan, 
N.Y., died April 9. Spouse: Mark J. Zehr 
(deceased). Parents: Daniel and Mary 
Jutzi Bast. Children: Benjamin Zehr, 
Mark Zehr, Jr., Vaughan Zehr, Mary 
Grau, Jan Zehr, Nancy Anne Zehr; nine 
grandchildren; 16 great-grandchildren. 
Funeral: April 13 at First Mennonite 
Church, New Bremen, N.Y.
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Belmont Mennonite Church, 
Elkhart, Ind., is seeking to fill a full-
time pastoral position. The person 
hired will be a visionary leader 
who excels at preaching, teaching 
and relating to all ages. They will 
be firmly rooted in Anabaptist-
Mennonite belief and practice, 
preferably holding an M.Div. or 
equivalent and have training in two 
of the following areas: mission, faith 
formation, worship or community 
life. BMC is a vibrant, multiage 
congregation with an average 
attendance of 150. We are serious 
about worship, yet we welcome 
new ideas. We are engaged in our 
community, but we wonder if there 
is more we could be doing. We are 
passionate about caring for each 
other, and we are always looking for 
new ways to create community. We 
are a member of Indiana-Michigan 
Conference. Contact Sharon 
Witmer Yoder, 574-304-9418, cplt@
im.mennonite.net with inquiries.  

Associate pastor: Plains 
Mennonite Church in Hatfield 
Pa., is inviting applicants to join 
the pastoral team as a part-time 
(.5 to .75 FTE) associate pastor. The 
successful candidate will nurture 
young families and young adults, 
rethink spiritual formation alongside 
the congregation, participate 
in worship planning and foster 
community connections. More 
information on the congregation 
at https://plainsmennonitechurch.
org/ Please send inquiries to Emily 
Ralph Servant at eralphservant@
franconiaconference.org

MennoMedia seeks a skilled 
development director to join 
our team in connecting the story 
and mission of MennoMedia 
with people who want to make 
a difference. This individual is 
responsible for establishing a 

fund-raising strategy and achieving 
fundraising objectives. The 
development director is responsible 
for identifying and cultivating 
relationships with current and 
prospective gift donors and 
planned-giving donors, researching 
and developing effective solicitation 
strategies, as well as stewarding 
donors throughout the giving 
process. Send resume, cover letter, 
references to Amy Gingerich at 
AmyG@MennoMedia.org.

Community Mennonite Church in 
Markham, Ill., the south suburbs of 
Chicago, is seeking applicants for a 
half-time pastor position. We follow 
God by way of Jesus. We believe in 
peaceful and nonviolent solutions 
to violence. We hold to Anabaptist 
theology and doctrine. We support 
one another through welcoming 
and honoring the gifts of all people 
in the congregation. We want to find 
a pastor who is nurturing and able 
to help us grow in Christ individually 
and collectively. Expectations 
include: delivering the message and 
coordinating worship on Sunday 
mornings, providing pastoral service 
to congregational members in need 
and leading baptisms, membership 
classes, weddings, funerals and 
discipling. To apply, please contact 
Doug Luginbill, conference minister 
of Central District Conference, at 
confmin@mcusacdc.org.

Cedar Grove Mennonite Church, 
Greencastle, Pa., seeks a full-time 
pastor to lead our congregation. 
We seek a pastor that will be 
involved in all aspects of worship 
and congregational life. The 
congregation is very interested in 
community outreach. We belong to 
the Franklin District of the Lancaster 
Mennonite Conference. Application 
information can be obtained 
through the Franklin District 

office at 4856 Molly Pitcher HWY, 
Chambersburg, PA 17202. Inquiries 
should be to the attention of Allen 
Lehman, Bishop of Franklin district 
of LMC.

Zion Mennonite Church in 
southeast Pennsylvania seeks 
pastor. www.zionmennonite.com 
The 75 active worshipers welcome 
inquiries via the search committee 
chair John Rush 610-763-8998 or 
rushjoes@aol.com Zion, part of 
Atlantic Coast Conference, is in 
Berks County, just south of the city 
of Reading. Full or part time will be 
considered.

 

Bethesda Mennonite Church, 
located in Henderson, Neb., is 
seeking a pastor of pastoral care 
and worship. The full-time minister 
is part of a multipastoral team 
and through a shared ministry 
approach will play an active role 
with Bethesda’s congregation. The 
candidate should have a strong 
commitment to Anabaptist values 
and theology, a strong passion 
for congregational care, strong 
communication skills and the 
ability to connect with multiple 
generations. An M.Div. degree 
with pastoral experience is desired 
but not required. The Bethesda 
congregation, located in south 
central Nebraska, is a member 
of the Central Plains Conference 
of Mennonite Church USA. 
Interested persons should contact 
Susan Janzen at 319-610-1007 or 
sejanzen@msn.com. 

 

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

STORIES FROM THE GLOBAL MENNONITE CHURCH

OVER THE PAST FEW YEARS, 
historians of Christianity have 
devoted a great deal of attention 
to the 500-year anniversaries 
related to the Protestant 
Reformation in Europe. But 
far less attention has been paid 
thus far to another series of 
momentous events in the history 
of the Christian church—the 
500th anniversary of the conquest 
of Mexico and the inseparable 
association of Christianity with 
the immense human suffering that 
accompanied that event.

On April 21, 1519, a military 
expedition led by the Spanish 
general Hernán Cortés landed 
near San Juan de Ullúa on the gulf 
coast of Mexico. That summer, 
Cortés set about to formalize 
alliances with local enemies of 
the Aztec emperor, Cuauhtémoc. 
Two years later, the coalition army 
he led captured Tenochtitlan, 
the capital of the Aztec Empire, 
marking the beginning of Spanish 
rule in central Mexico and the 
introduction of Christianity to the 
region. In a significant gesture, 
the Spanish occupation army 
destroyed the Aztec temple at the 
heart of the city, using the stones 
to build a cathedral on the same 
spot where it still stands. 

The Spanish conquest of the 
Aztec Empire was part of a much 
larger effort by European powers 
to colonize and Christianize the 
world beyond Europe.

Although Christians today are 
quick to disavow any connection 
between their faith and the 
political interests of Western 
colonizers, the deeper links 
are undeniable. In 1452, Pope 
Nicholas V formulated the basis 

The evil wrought by the doctrine of discovery
for the “doctrine of discovery” by 
formally granting King Alfonso V 
of Portugal the right to “capture, 
vanquish and subdue the Saracens, 
pagans and other enemies 
of Christ,” to “put them into 
perpetual slavery” and “to take all 
their possessions and property.” 
When the Spanish conquistadors 
arrived in the New World, they 
did so with the explicit blessing of 
the church. 

recognize, as the careful research 
of sociologist Robert Woodberry 
has shown, that in many parts of 
the world Christian missions have 
resulted in numerous benefits to 
indigenous peoples. And there is 
no pure culture, “untainted” by 
encounters with others. 

But nothing in those nuances 
should detract from the brutal 
reality of evil wrought by the 
“doctrine of discovery.” Neither 
can we ignore the fact that themes 
of this story are deeply woven into 
Anabaptist-Mennonite history, 
even if references to the Nogai, 
the Potawatomi, the Nivaclé, 
the Anishinaabe, the Arapahoe, 
the Kekchi, the Wounaan or the 
Lenape appear only rarely in our 
narratives.

In 2018, Mennonite 
World Conference affirmed a 
Declaration of Solidarity with 
Indigenous People, stating in 
part, “As a global family of 
Anabaptist churches, we repent of 
our participation in this violence 
and ask for forgiveness from our 
indigenous sisters and brothers.” 

Celebrations of milestone 
events in the history of the church 
will be incomplete if they do not 
also include space for confession, 
repentance and a commitment to 
stand with indigenous groups in 
the pursuit of justice, restoration 
and reconciliation.

We cannot ignore 
the fact that themes 
of this story are 
deeply woven into 
our history.

In 1823, those same arguments 
made their way into U.S. law 
when the Supreme Court 
unanimously affirmed that when 
Christian European nations 
“discovered” the lands of America, 
the native peoples lost “their 
rights to complete sovereignty as 
independent nations” and only 
retained a right of “occupancy” 
in their lands. According to the 
opinion written by Chief Justice 
John Marshall, the United 
States had acquired the power of 
“dominion” with its independence 
from Great Britain and became 
a successor nation to the right of 
“discovery.” 

All of us can identify the layers 
of complexity in this larger story. 
Like the African slave traders, 
Cortés depended heavily on the 
complicity of indigenous groups—
the human capacity for evil can be 
found in all cultures. We can also 

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

The proclamation of Mary Magdalene

Who are the Mary 
Magdalenes among 
us today?

HE BREATHED ON THEM and 
said to them, “Receive the Holy 
Spirit.” When Jesus does this 
with his disciples—as described 
in John 20:22, part of the focus 
for MennoCon19, the Mennonite 
Church USA convention—Jesus 
connects his resurrection with 
the story of creation. Genesis 2:7 
says, “The LORD God formed 
man from the dust of the ground, 
and breathed into his nostrils the 
breath of life.” I wonder, How are 
you experiencing the Breath of 
God? How is the Breath restoring 
us, and the church, in Christ?

The Divine appears in 
surprising ways. Look, for 
example, at the story from John 20 
preceding Jesus’ appearance to his 
disciples: the story of Jesus’ first 
appearance, which was to Mary 
Magdalene.

Mary Magdalene—a follower 
of Jesus who had traveled with 
him during his ministry and 
stayed with him at the cross—
goes to his tomb. She stands there, 
weeping. Two angels emerge, then 
Jesus himself, though she does 

not recognize him at first. Jesus 
calls her by name, Mary, and she 
realizes who he is: “rabbouni,” or 
teacher.

It cannot be happenstance that 
Mary Magdalene—a woman, a 

disciple in her own right, often 
ignored and misunderstood—was 
the first to witness and proclaim 
Jesus’ resurrection. It was Mary 
Magdalene who announced to 
the disciples, before Jesus even 
appeared to them, “I have seen the 
Lord.” Did they believe her?

Mary Magdalene has often 
been mistaken as a former 
prostitute, a “sinful woman.” She 
is but one among many women 
who have been sexualized and 
stigmatized by those, often men, 
who control the script.

Cynthia Bourgeault, an 
Episcopal author on spirituality, 

says that in the story of Jesus 
and Mary Magdalene—who did 
not leave her teacher’s side in 
his darkest moments—we find 
“relational health, an astonishing 
vision of love as a transformational 
path, and profoundly empowering 
models of women and men 
working together in spiritual 
leadership roles.”

Bourgeault says, “To reclaim 
Mary Magdalene is to reclaim 
Christianity. Without her, our 
understanding of what Jesus really 
taught is incomplete.”

Who are the Mary 
Magdalenes among us today, 
poised to proclaim that Christ is 
alive? How is the Spirit breathing 
into and sending you to reflect 
God’s love to your neighbors, your 
enemies, the world? 

The Breath is transforming us 
all. Thank God.


