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The White Helmets
Your May issue offers a positive review 
of The White Helmets, an Academy 
Award documentary about first re-
sponders in Syria.

Readers deserve to know that the 
White Helmets organization is funded 
by governments (primarily the Unit-
ed States and the United Kingdom) 
currently making war on Syria. Within 
Syria, the White Helmets work exclu-
sively in areas controlled by al-Qaeda.

Along with the capacity to respond 
to the casualties of war, the White Hel-
mets organization includes a sophis-
ticated media capacity that produces 
propaganda supportive of al-Qaeda.  
Its video clips routinely are aired as 
“news” by Western media outlets.  
In some cases, the events portrayed 
in these clips have been staged or 
rearranged digitally. In all cases, the 
content is assembled with the purpose 
of winning popular support for the war 
against Syria.  

I am not surprised Western money 
can produce propaganda of “extraor-
dinary” quality.  I am surprised The 
Mennonite would recommend this pro-
paganda without qualification.—Berry 
Friesen, Lancaster, Pa.

A federation of conferences
Everett Thomas (“A Federation of 
Conferences,” May) points to “the lack 
of mergers, integration or transforma-
tion of area conferences. Except on 
the West Coast, there has been little 
coming together by former Mennonite 

Church and former General Conference 
area conferences.”

In the summer of 2000, after careful 
preparation, with much prayer and 
many meetings, the Iowa-Nebraska 
(MC) and Northern District (GC) 
conferences merged, forming the new 
Central Plains Mennonite Conference 
(CPMC) one year ahead of Nashville 
and the beginning of MC USA. Each 
conference voted separately in the 
joint session in Freeman, S.D. There 
was only one negative vote from all the 
delegates of both bodies.

CPMC has not been perfect; there 
have been gains and losses. But the 
conference today, with creative in-
dustrious servant leadership, exhibits 
a strong vitality in both mission and 
nurture. In producing two MC USA 
moderators in the last decade, CPMC 
has demonstrated its participation in 
and commitment to the larger body.

Several attempts to merge by 
Central District (GC) with its  area 
MC conferences have failed. Thomas 
reports that “some members even 
consider this result as a success.” Is 
this one of the reasons for the failure to 
merge?

What kind of value system sees 
coming together in the body of Christ 
as “failure” while not coming together 
as “success”? And how does this atti-
tude relate to the prayer of Christ “that 
they may all be one” (John 17:21)?     
—Robert Hartzler, Wayland, Iowa

I read the May issue with great inter-
est. The “brotherly letter” of Sungdo 
Cha was timely and important, with 
his enlightening reminder and very 
pertinent question, “Does the Menno-
nite church in North America pursue 
Anabaptist values?”

Everett Thomas wrote clearly, in his 
summaries and observations, noting 
where we have been and where we 
are going, with the resulting question, 
What has caused our decline? He 
writes, “But now, 15 years later, the 
membership criteria for the national 
body have become meaningless.” 

With new organizational patterns, 
along with losing our Anabaptist-Men-
nonite heritage, we have no discipline 

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.—Editors
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for those at variance, so congregations 
and conferences that are disappointed 
with the lack of accountability leave. 
Thomas’ phrase is descriptive: “The 
‘variants’ are blessed with words of 
‘forbearance.’ ” Thanks for that clear 
analysis. 

These are thought-provoking arti-
cles. Some of the writers in this issue 
are renewing the Anabaptist call—as 
well as that of Jesus.—Wilma Shank, 
Goshen, Ind.

Timeline correction
In our May issue, we failed to include 
presidential transitions at Bluffton 
(Ohio) University and Bethel College, 
North Newton, Kan., in our two-page 
timeline. Because Mennonite Educa-
tion Agency was not involved in these 
presidential search processes, these 
dates did not appear on the organiza-
tional timelines we used to create this 
comprehensive piece. We apologize for 
this error and have also apologized di-
rectly to leaders at both organizations. 
The following presidential transitions 
have occurred over the last 15 years: 
Bethel College: E. LaVerne Epp named 
president in 2002, replacing Douglas A. 
Penner; John K. Sheriff named inter-

im president in 2005, 2009 and 2017; 
Barry C. Bartel named president in 
2006; Perry D. White named president 
in 2010; Bluffton University: James 
M. Harder named president in 2006, 
replacing Lee F. Snyder.—Editor

Maintenance or mission?
For the past several decades, the Men-
nonite church has spent an enormous 
amount of energy and resources figur-
ing out the best way to organize. Has it 
brought us to a better end? My sense is 
we are more divided than ever.
     Is all this a total waste? Not nec-
essarily. Jesus may be trying to tell us 
that organization may not be as urgent 
as we thought. He may be encouraging 
us to focus on mission and less on or-
ganization. Organization, of course, has 
its place but has it become an overrid-
ing priority?
     Jesus, when he saw the crowds, had 
compassion on them, and challenged 
his disciples: “The harvest is plentiful 
but the workers are few. Ask the Lord 
of the harvest, therefore, to send out 
workers into his harvest field” (Mat-
thew 9:37-38).
     After his resurrection Christ con-
cluded his three years with the disci-

ples on a mountain in Galilee. “With all 
authority” he uttered this commission: 
“Go and make disciples of all nations, 
baptizing them in the name of the 
Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy 
Spirit, and teaching them...” (Matthew 
28:18-20). These words sound strong 
and convincing to me.
     As I read Jesus, he said little about 
how the church was to be organized but 
a lot about the ministry we are to fulfill.
The apostles, likewise, were strong on 
ministry and short on detailing church 
organization. Could it be that we are 
majoring in the minors?

Lack of numerical growth could 
be a sign revealing that something is 
suffering. Are we concerned enough to 
pray that the Holy Spirit reveal where 
we are missing the mark?
     “Repent” was Christ’s message to 
the seven churches of Asia Minor in 
the Book of Revelation. Would he have 
a similar ultimatum for the Mennonite 
church today? Does Christ’s ministry 
of reconciliation have a compelling 
priority, or are we busy with other 
important agenda?—Eugene K. Souder, 
Harrisonburg, Va.

IN THIS ISSUE

This year marks the centennial 
of denominational Mennonite 
women’s groups. Anita Hooley 

Yoder’s book Circles of Sisterhood: 
A History of Mission, Service, and 
Fellowship in Mennonite Women’s 
Organizations will be unveiled at the 
Mennonite Church USA convention 
in Orlando, Fla., in July. We offer an 
excerpt from that book on page 12.

Mennonite women’s groups have 
adapted over the years to their partic-
ular contexts. Hyacinth Stevens (page 
16), who is a pastor in the Bronx, 
N.Y., writes about how the women 
in her congregation study the Bible 
together using a conference line.

Suzette Shreffler (page 19) tells 
her amazing story of overcoming 
hardship and ministering to people on 
her Northern Cheyenne reservation.

Laurie Oswald Robinson writes 
about Karen Sensenig’s transition 
from pastoral leadership of a congre-
gation where many Karen people are 
members (page 22).

Lynda Hollinger-Janzen (page 
26) writes about the first Sister Care 
seminar specifically for African-Amer-
ican women, which Hyacinth Stevens 
and Cyneatha Millsaps led in April in 
Elkhart, Ind.

Our columnists this month address 
a variety of themes. Jennifer Da-
vis Sensenig (page 8) writes about 
“two-wheeler theology.” John D. 
Roth (page 9) writes about Anabap-
tist-Mennonites in Cuba. Marlene 
Bogard (page 30), the executive 
director of Mennonite Women USA, 
writes about how women promote 
friendship. Cherelle M. Dessus (page 
31) reflects on a visit to the Angola 
State Penitentiary in Louisiana. Mat-

thew Shedden (page 38) encourages 
us to tell stories of how God has been 
with us. And Ervin Stutzman (page 
39) relates the importance of asking 
the right questions.

Our news stories tell about the 
pioneering mission work of Alma 
Doering (page 32) and the first Sister 
Care specifically for U.S. Hispanic 
women (page 33).

In my Mediaculture column (page 
37), I recommend some books, and 
in my editorial (page 40), I call us to 
be open to the Spirit’s work through 
women.

In our July issue, we will introduce 
a redesigned magazine. We hope it 
will further enhance your reading as 
we seek to be a forum for the voices 
of Mennonite Church USA, to encour-
age our readers and to glorify God.

Let us know what you think of the 
new design.—Editor
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NEWS BRIEFS
News from the Mennonite world

Alan Kreider, mission 
worker, scholar and 
speaker, dies at 75
Alan Kreider, 75, professor emeritus of 
church history and mission at Anabap-

tist Mennonite Biblical 
Seminary (AMBS) in 
Elkhart, Ind., passed 
away on May 8.

A former mission 
worker, scholar and 
speaker, Kreider was 
known for his mentoring 

spirit that ignited contemporary Ana-
baptism in the United Kingdom (UK) 
and beyond.

A 1962 graduate of Goshen (Ind.) 
College, Kreider returned to teach his-
tory there after earning his doctorate in 
English history at Harvard University.

Kreider married Eleanor Graber 
Nase on June 19, 1965, and the cou-
ple moved to London, where Alan did 
research for his doctorate. During this 
time, they lived in the London Menno-
nite Centre, run by workers of Menno-
nite Board of Missions, a predecessor 
agency of Mennonite Mission Network.

In 1968, the Kreiders returned to 
Goshen for four years before venturing 
again to London for more research. 
In 1974, they shifted their focus from 
academics to mission work and served 
at the London Mennonite Centre for 
the next 16 years.

The Kreiders founded the London 
Mennonite Fellowship, which met at 
the London Mennonite Centre.

In 2000, Alan and Eleanor Kreider 
settled in Elkhart and became traveling 
mission educators for Mission Network 
until 2004. In 2004, he joined AMBS’s 
teaching faculty as half-time professor 
of church history and mission.—Men-
nonite Mission Network

Denominational calling 
processes shift
Close to one year since the announce-
ment of the formation of an alternative 
ministerial calling system for LGBTQ 
Mennonites, changes have been an-
nounced to Mennonite Church USA’s 
process for receiving and holding Min-

isterial Leadership Information forms 
(MLIs) that will allow LGBTQ individu-
als to participate in the denominational 
call system. 

The MLI is an application that all 
candidates who wish to be credentialed 
as a minister by MC USA must com-
plete. In addition to collecting basic 
applicant information, the MLI process 
includes the collection of references 
and background checks. The MLI 
process is administered by the Leader-
ship Development office of MC USA’s 
Executive Board (EB) staff.

At their spring meeting, EB mem-
bers read and had opportunity to re-
spond to an MC USA staff recommen-
dation that LGBTQ pastoral candidates 
be allowed to complete the MLI and 
have their information sent to area 
conference staff. The recommendation 
grew out of an EB discussion at its No-
vember 2016 meeting in North New-
ton, Kan., where the board clarified 
that it wants to focus on resourcing and 

casting a vision rather than regulation 
across the denomination.

Patricia Shelly, MC USA moderator 
and chair of the EB, said that the board 
has been listening to feedback from 
leaders across the church, including the 
Constituency Leaders Council, which 
includes representatives from area 
conferences and denomination-wide 
constituency groups. She noted that 
feedback seemed to be pointing toward 
a desire across the denomination for 
the board to focus less on regulation 
and more on vision.

In 2015, CLC tested a peer review 
process to engage area conferences 
who were at variance for choosing to 
credential LGBTQ pastors. The first 
process focused on Central District 
Conference’s decision to license Mark 
Rupp for ministry at Columbus (Ohio) 
Mennonite Church. According to 
Shelly, there was not energy at CLC to 
pursue future review processes.—Han-
nah Heinzekehr

Walking for indigenous rights in Canada
By May 12, about 30 people had been walking for nearly a week, battling rain, cold, 
sun and traffic and ranging from 11 months to 86 years of age. The Pilgrimage for 
Indigenous Rights, organized by Christian Peacemaker Teams Indigenous Peoples 
Solidarity and Mennonite Church Canada, was a 600-kilometer walk from Kitch-
ener to Ottawa, Ontario, in support of the full adoption and implementation of the 
United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. While the Canadian 
government signed onto UNDRIP in 2016, there have been few changes in regards to 
federal policy or material conditions on the ground.—CPT
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NEWS BRIEFS
—compiled by Gordon Houser

Committee appointed to 
address MEA, higher ed 
relationships
A new committee has been appoint-
ed to examine the relationships and 
statements of arrangements between 
Mennonite Education Agency (MEA) 
and the six Mennonite colleges and 
seminary: Anabaptist Mennonite 
Biblical Seminary, Elkhart, Ind.; Bethel 
College, North Newton, Kan.; Bluffton 
(Ohio) University; Eastern Mennonite 
University, Harrisonburg, Va.; Goshen 
(Ind.) College; and Hesston (Kan.) 
College.

The Future Church/School Re-
lations Committee, which includes 
representatives from MEA, the schools 
and Mennonite Church USA’s Execu-
tive Board and staff, will begin meeting 
this spring and hopes to have an initial 
proposal ready for all boards involved to 
review by October.

Carlos Romero, MEA executive 
director, acknowledges that there 
has been rapid change, both in the 
church and in higher education overall, 

over the last 15 years since original 
statements of arrangement were put 
in place. The agreements were im-
plemented during the merger of the 
General Conference Mennonite Church 
and the Mennonite Church to form 
Mennonite Church USA in 2002. The 
agreements between the five col-
leges and the seminary are not all the 
same.—Hannah Heinzekehr

Registration down for 
Orlando convention
Registration numbers for the 2017 
Mennonite Church USA convention 
in Orlando, Fla., are tracking behind 
numbers for the 2015 convention and 
planner projections.

As of April 26, total registration was 
at 2,850. By comparison, registration 
for the 2015 convention was at 3,622 on 
April 15, 2015.

“I am hoping for 4,000 people, but 
it looks like we will be closer to 3,500 
participants,” wrote Glen Guyton, 
chief operating officer and director of 
convention planning for MC USA, in an 
April 26 email.

Both Kansas City 2015 and Phoenix 
2013 drew around 4,300 attendees. 
Pittsburgh 2011 had 6,700 attendees.

Among the factors affecting regis-
tration, Guyton notes, decline in the 
number of MC USA congregations has 
an effect. Since the 2015 assembly, 
three area conferences—Franklin, 
Lancaster and North Central—have 
left MC USA.

Despite lower numbers, Guyton still 
has big hopes for the 2017 convention.

“I hope people leave Orlando with 
a clear understanding that this de-
nomination still matters, that we have 
a unique mission in God’s world,” he 
wrote.—TMail

Mennonites offer 
confession at Indian Day
“This story should continue to be told 
to future generations,” said Janet Pearl 
in a May 11 phone interview. 

For Pearl and her father, Robert 
Pearl, understanding and remembering 
history is important. As members of 

the Citizens Band Potawatomi Nation, 
one key story is that of the Trail of 
Death, the 1839 forced removal of more 
than 800 members of the Potawatomi 
and Miami nations from land in what 
is now Indiana. For two months, the 
tribes marched 660 miles, from Indiana 
to Kansas. Roughly 40 members of 
the Potawatomi tribe and six members 
of the Miami tribe died on the march, 
many of them children.

Now the Pearls are grateful that 
white people in Indiana, including Men-
nonites, many of them descendants of 
people who settled the land vacated 
by the Potawatomi, are learning and 
retelling this story as well. On April 22, 
community members from across the 
state gathered at St. Joseph Catholic 
Church in Rochester, Ind., for the first 
Indiana Indian Day.

During a short ceremony to mark 
the occasion, two Mennonite Church 
USA representatives—Nancy Kauff-
mann, denominational minister, and 
Jason Kauffman, director of the Men-
nonite Church USA archives—read a 
confessional statement acknowledging 
the ways that Mennonite settlers ben-
efited from the removal of indigenous 
peoples. They also noted the effects of 
the Doctrine of Discovery, a religious 
and legal framework that justified the 
enslavement and displacement of indig-
enous people.

The ceremony also included a 
short skit written and performed by 
fourth graders from Bethany Christian 
Schools, a Mennonite-connected school 
in Goshen, Indiana. The skit grew out 
of work the class had done during their 
study of Indiana history throughout the 
year to learn about the Trail of Death.

Katerina Friesen, a member of the 
Mennonite Dismantling the Doctrine 
of Discovery Coalition, attended the 
event. “This is a heartfelt first step 
that can be built on,” she said in a May 
2 phone interview. “Can we take these 
challenges on? Can we take these on 
as our own commitments as a church 
since they did speak for us? I’m pleased 
that MC USA committed to supporting 
our work in this place and around the 
country.”—Hannah Heinzekehr

Lion and Lamb is 30
Libby Hostetler, founding director 
of The Lion and Lamb Peace Arts 
Center in Bluffton, Ohio, reflects on 
the impact of the center during its 
30th-anniversary celebration.—Bluff-
ton University
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GRACE & TRUTH
A word from pastors

Two-wheeler theology

Every so often I have a dream in which I’m 
being chased or threatened. I try to scream 
but cannot. I wake myself from this nightmare 

when I’ve finally broken through my dream-in-
duced silence to utter something audible. It 
usually comes out weakly, but since it restores 
full consciousness (and sometimes awakens my 
spouse), I realize “it was only a dream” and feel 
comforted and able to rest.

Today I screamed—for real. I was dressed 
for work, left foot on the road, right foot on the 
pedal waiting at the red light that never acknowl-
edges my existence. As a bike commuter I don’t 
have the heft or height or whatever it takes to 
trigger this traffic signal. So, 
if no vehicles are coming 
behind me to trigger the 
light and the coast is clear, I 
usually wait a polite number 
of seconds, then sail through 
on the red. The nearby 
fields were spread with ma-
nure the previous night, so I 
was grateful for a breeze to 
keep the odor from over-
powering me while I waited. 
I watched a grackle on a 
telephone line that seemed 
to be watching me. I could 
see I’d be waiting through 
another whole traffic signal 
cycle, so I began reciting 1 
Corinthians 15:50-58, which 
I had learned by heart a few 
weeks before.

What I am saying, brothers and sisters, is this: 
Flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God, 
nor does the perishable inherit the imperishable. Lis-
ten, I will tell you a mystery! We will not all die, but 
we will all be changed, in a moment, in the twin-
kling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet 
will sound, and the dead will be raised imperishable, 
and we will be changed. For this perishable body 
must put on imperishability, and this mortal body 
must put on immortality...

“Aaghhh!” 
Was it my loud involuntary scream that made 

the distracted driver react by braking? At that mo-
ment an SUV had made a left turn into the wrong 
lane and nearly turned into me as I screamed and 
jumped aside. The experience left me shaking, 
scared, angry and grateful. Perhaps the driver 

thought she was making amends by hollering 
something indecipherable from her open window 
in an apologetic tone and continuing her journey. 
I wanted her to stop her vehicle—which memory 
tells me was the size of a tank—tell me she was 
sorry and promise to pay attention while driving 
so as not to hit a cyclist in broad daylight at an 
intersection.

Catching my breath and lowering my 
heartrate, I pedaled toward the church building, 
and the rest of Paul’s words flowed: 

When this perishable body puts on imperishabil-
ity, and this mortal body puts on immortality, then 
the saying that is written will be fulfilled:

“Death has been swal-
lowed up in victory.”

“Where, O death, is your 
victory?

 Where, O death, is your 
sting?”

The sting of death is sin, 
and the power of sin is the 
law. But thanks be to God, 
who gives us the victory 
through our Lord Jesus 
Christ.

Thanks be to God for one 
bicycle victory over death. 

This passage addresses 
the resurrection life that 
believers experience now. 
We are the flesh-and-blood 
people who must put on 
the eternal (imperishable, 
immortal) life of Christ right 

now, even before we die, even if we die because 
of it. That’s why I was on my bicycle: to do the 
Lord’s work as a pastor. That’s why I was on my 
bicycle: to care for my body and the body of the 
earth by not relying so heavily on gasoline for my 
commute. The longer I live and the more I’m ac-
quainted with death, I also believe this passage is 
about the life beyond our deaths. Though I don’t 
speculate much on this trumpet sound that raises 
the dead, believing in life beyond death—especial-
ly on days when life feels like a fresh and fragile 
gift—gives me a bit more courage to live in the 
way of Jesus. 

Therefore, my beloved, be steadfast, immovable, 
always excelling in the work of the Lord, because you 
know that in the Lord your labor is not in vain. TM

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

We are the flesh-and-blood 
people who must put on 
the eternal (imperishable, 

immortal) life of Christ 
right now, even before we 
die, even if we die because 

of it.
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GLOBAL ANABAPTISM
Stories from the global Mennonite church

John D. Roth 
is professor of      
history at Goshen 
(Ind.) College, direc-
tor of the Institute 
for the Study of 
Global Anabaptism 
and editor of 
Mennonite
Quarterly Review.

Anabaptist-Mennonites in Cuba

One Tuesday evening in April 1994, Osval-
do Gutiérrez Parra slipped into a church 
service in his hometown of Holguín, Cuba. 

Born and raised in a secular family, Osvaldo had 
little interest in questions of faith; his main reason 
for attending the revival meeting was to impress a 
young woman he knew would be present.  

What he did not anticipate was the power of 
the message. “I felt as if the preacher was de-
scribing me,” Osvaldo says. To his own surprise, 
at the end of the service, he responded to the in-
vitation and made a public commitment to Christ. 

That decision changed Osvaldo’s life. Chris-
tianity in communist Cuba in the mid-1990s was 
not exactly illegal, but practicing Christians could 
expect to experience public shaming as well as 
discrimination in school and at work. Ministers 
and outspoken believers, especially those in non-
registered churches, were frequently under gov-
ernment surveillance. Indeed, only a few months 
previously, Osvaldo himself had been serving 
as an intelligence officer in the Cuban military, 
where his duties included reporting on religious 
activity. As a young person with a promising 
background in the military, Osvaldo’s decision to 
become a Christian marked an end to his career.

Even more extraordinary was the fact that 
the preacher that evening, Cornelius Beachy, 
was a member of the Beachy Amish church. So 
when Osvaldo and several other young people in 
Holguín decided to move forward in their faith, 
they established house churches that adopted 
the theology and practices of their Beachy Amish 
mentors, including beards, suspenders and 
distinctive dress. On Dec. 18, 1994, they formed 
the Hermandad Menonita de Holguín, and for the 
next two decades they enjoyed a close relation-
ship with the Beachy Amish church, even as 
they suffered ridicule and discrimination for their 
visible nonconformity to Cuban culture.  

Two fellowships eventually emerged in Hol-
guín—one led by Osvaldo and another by Luis Mi-
chel Silva Fernandez, a remarkably gifted young 
man with a voracious appetite for Anabaptist his-
tory and theology and an encyclopedic knowledge 
of Beachy Amish culture and practice. In recent 
years, both house churches have parted with the 
Beachy Amish, albeit on different trajectories. In 
2004, Osvaldo’s fellowship, the more progressive 
of the two, formulated a confession of faith that 
embraced women in leadership and, in its most 
recent version, explicitly extended hospitality to 

members of the LGBTQ community. In 2012, the 
congregation meeting in the home of Luis Michel 
also parted with the Beachy Amish, though they 
have retained a more traditional theology and 
practice. Still, the two groups remain in warm 
fellowship with each other. Indeed, Luis Michel 
presided over Communion at the worship service 
I attended in Osvaldo’s home in late April.  

During the past year, the journey of these two 
congregations has been enriched by interactions 
with another cluster of Anabaptist-Mennonite 
house fellowships in eastern Cuba known as the 
Iglesia Menonita en Cuba. In 2016, the group end-
ed its affiliation with Mennonite Church Canada, 
perceiving it to be too liberal, and has entered a 
new relationship with the Conservative Menno-
nite Church. Luis Michel serves the new confer-
ence as its historian; Osvaldo’s group is likely to 
remain unaffiliated.

In the midst of all this ecclesial flux, what 
binds these congregations together is a deep de-
sire to better understand their Christian witness 
and Anabaptist-Mennonite identity within the 
Cuban context. The challenges they face are enor-
mous. Relations with the state are complicated 
and uncertain, as are relations with the Brethren 
in Christ—an Anabaptist group that enjoys legal 
recognition but whose theology is heavily tilted 
toward Pentecostalism. Cuba remains extremely 
poor, and access to basic necessities is made more 
difficult by the social disabilities that go along with 
being Christians. The house fellowships have ben-
efitted enormously from the financial and spiritual 
support of North American churches, but they 
also recognize the complexities of dependency. 
And then there is the challenge of sorting through 
their relationships with each other and the legacy 
of a tradition that has often valued purity over 
unity.  

The gift of the global Anabaptist-Mennonite 
church to these small fellowships is the promise 
that they are not alone. Moreover, the global 
church is living testimony to the fact that Anabap-
tist-Mennonites today bear witness to the good 
news in many different ways. 

Pray for the churches in Holguín, Mayari and 
Santiago de Cuba. They are faithful Christians, 
loving each other sacrificially in the midst of 
tremendous challenges and trying to bear faithful 
witness to an Anabaptist-Mennonite understand-
ing of the gospel in a complex Cuban context. TM

The gift of 
the global 
Anabaptist- 
Mennonite 
church to 
these small 
fellowships 
is the 
promise that 
they are not 
alone.
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MISCELLANY
Items of interest from the broader church and world

More education means less religious 
commitment—unless you’re a Christian
It’s a popular belief: The more educated a person is, the less religious 
he or she likely will be. And it’s mostly right, according to a new analy-
sis of Pew Research Center surveys released Wednesday (April 26).

American adults with higher levels of education do report lower 
levels of religious commitment by most 
measures, according to Pew’s analysis.

However, Christians with higher 
levels of education (70 percent, combin-
ing all measures) appear to be just as 
religious as those with less schooling 
(73 percent of those with some college 
and 71 percent with some high school), 
according to the analysis. They are 

almost equally likely at all education levels to pray daily, attend worship 
services weekly and say they believe in God with absolute certainty.

In fact, highly educated Christians are most likely (52 percent) to 
say they are weekly churchgoers, compared with 45 percent of those 
with some college and 46 percent with at least some high school, 
according to Pew.

Most of the data analyzed comes from Pew’s 2014 U.S. Religious 
Landscape Survey of more than 35,000 Americans reached on ran-
domly dialed cellphones and landlines. The margin of error for results 
based on the full sample in that survey is plus or minus 0.6 percentage 
points.—Religion News Service

We are living through the most 
dangerous challenge to 

the free government of the United 
States than anyone alive has en-
countered.—David Frum in The Atlantic

Megachurches in Seoul
Protestant megachurches, defined as those with 
at least 2,000 people in attendance every week, 
don’t just operate all across the United States. 
This is a global phenomenon. Successful mega-
churches are operating in South America, Africa 
and Asia as well. And yet, no city has more of 
them than Seoul. The South Korean capital has 17 
megachurches in all.—Religion News Service

• Number of statues in New York’s Central Park 
that depict women: 19
• Percentage of those statues that depict fictional 
women: 100—Harper’s

170 
Humans have 170 times the effect on climate that 

nature does.—Harper’s

A recent study found that 
nearly 48 million Twitter 
accounts could be bots.
—Columbia Journalism 
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TM 5. MJ Sharp: 
the winess of a 
‘kind soul’ by 

Gordon Houser
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Quotable
I am currently in my 10th year of a personal healing journey that began in 2007. Back then, 
with quavering voice and shaking knees, I asked my congregation for their prayerful sup-
port. They gave me that and far, far more. They showed me kindness by making room for 
me to speak about the domestic violence and sexual abuse that marred my childhood. My 
faith community is the singular place in my life where I have the freedom to name the truth 
of what I survived. Then, to my astonishment, I was commissioned for conference leader-
ship and served here in the Pacific Northwest from 2013-16.— Jennifer Delanty, a member of 
Seattle Mennonite Church and mother of four young adults, from “A Place I Found Healing”

Women’s groups were 
essential to MCC’s impact 

during World War II. In 1944, Maria Siemens claimed that 
without the women’s sewing circles, it would not be possible 
for Mennonite Central Committee to “have the results that 
it enjoys today.” Lorraine Roth wrote that women “were 
almost entirely responsible” for the collection, sewing and 
processing of bedding and clothing sent to Europe during 
the war. Women’s groups developed close ties with interna-
tional MCC workers, some of whom sent lengthy letters and 
diagrams to groups detailing exactly what kinds of clothing 
were needed. The work women did for MCC was also sig-
nificant for the women themselves. Marlene Epp writes that 
women’s material aid work during World War II contributed 
to their country and expressed the pacifist religious beliefs 
their husbands, brothers and sons were embodying in CPS 
camps.—from Circles of Sisterhood by Anita Hooley Yoder
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marriage 
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the Bible? by 
Ryan Ahlgrim

2.9K

3. White 
supremacy and 
class privilege 
in Detroit by 
Tommy Airey
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Chester Wenger
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Gordon Houser
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Sisterhood 
       in 
    Florida

Women at Homestead Mennonite Church 
build community across ages

by Anita Hooley Yoder

While I was working on a book about 
Mennonite women’s organizations, I 
wanted to experience diverse and vi-
brant Mennonite women’s activities 
firsthand. I met interesting people and 
heard important stories at women’s 
gatherings across the country. But it 
was a trip to south Florida in Novem-
ber 2015 that provided an especially 
unique and inspiring glimpse of what 
Mennonite women are up to today. 
This excerpt from my forthcoming 
book describes the activities of a local 
congregation and a regional women’s 
organization—activities that are both 
unique and typical of Mennonite wom-
en across various time periods and 
geographical locations.
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Southeast Conference Inspiration Day
Homestead Mennonite hosted the 2015 

annual Southeast Conference Mennonite Women 
Fall Inspiration Day. The creative talents of the 
Homestead women were on display in the colorful 
decorations, hand-embroidered crosses for each 
participant, and abundant food at the gathering. 
Southeast Conference is one of the denomi-
nation’s most culturally diverse, and women 
from Hispanic, Anglo and Garifuna backgrounds 
attended the event. (The conference also includes 
several Haitian churches.) The speaker for the 
day was Alma Perez Ovalle, a high school teacher 
and Southeast Mennonite Women leader as well 
as Iglesia Menonita Hispana’s representative on 
the Mennonite Women USA board. Ovalle spoke 
with grounded wisdom from the prophet Micah, 
and women gathered in smaller groups to share 
examples of living with humility, love and justice 
in their daily lives. The highlight of the day for 
many was the “prayer for the world” station, an 
idea borrowed from the 2015 Mennonite World 
Conference assembly. A huge world map drawn on 
two sheets was spread across the floor. Partici-
pants were invited to light candles and place them 
on countries they wanted to pray for. Prayers rang 
out in Spanish, English and Garifuna as women 
lifted up their home countries, recent events from 
the news, or places far away in need of God’s 
healing and peace. 

Ovalle’s mother, Elizabeth Perez, said she felt 
especially blessed by the Inspiration Day. “I am 
just thankful that the Lord has opened doors for 
[my daughter] too as a woman,” said Perez, who 
has served as a leader in the Hispanic women’s 
conference with her husband in Mathis, Texas, 
and in her current Sarasota church. Perez said she 
enjoys the feeling of togetherness among Menno-
nite women of many cultures in the Florida area. 

Elizabeth Perez’s thoughts were shared by 
a group of Garifuna attendees, whose culture 
incorporates West African, Arawak (indigenous 
South American) and Hispanic elements. Loretta 
Dominguez first encountered Mennonites in New 
York and now co-pastors a Garifuna Mennonite 
church in Miami with her husband. For Domin-
guez, being Mennonite means learning to work 
with people who look and believe differently. At 
women’s gatherings, everyone’s gifts are appre-
ciated, she said. A white woman might organize 
a sewing project, while Dominguez is asked to 
bake her signature coconut bread. “That’s what I 
say when people ask me why I’m a Mennonite—I 
get to love everybody,” she said on Nov. 7, 2015. 
Blanca Gonzalez, whose aunt pastors a Garifuna 
Mennonite church in Honduras, and Paula Suazo, 

Dominguez’s daughter, said they appreciate the 
real-life, everyday emphasis of Mennonites, 
something Ovalle also stressed in her input. 
“We’ve talked today about being humble,” said 
Suazo. “Sometimes things can be made su-
per-spiritual, up there, extreme,” Gonzalez added, 
also on Nov. 7, “but we’re down here, with the 
actions.” 

Kathy Smith and Rebecca Zehr, who are part 
of a church-planting team in Key West, Fla., drove 
several hours to attend the Fall Inspiration Day; 
Smith also brought her teenage daughter. For 
Smith and Zehr, who live and minister in a largely 
post-Christian context, getting together with oth-
er Mennonites was a much-needed refreshment. 
“It’s just a treat to be with people who get you,” 
they said on Nov. 7, 2015. 

While the Southeast Conference Fall Inspi-
ration Day is unique in the cultural diversity of 
its participants, these days are a regular event 
for many regional Mennonite women’s groups. 

It has to be fun and important. If it’s just im-
portant, it can be boring. If it’s just fun, it’s not 
meaningful.—Alice Taylor

Alma Perez Ovalle leading women in worship at the 2015 Southeast Confer-
ence Mennonite Women Fall Inspiration Day. Photo by Anita Hooley Yoder
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Not all the denomination’s area conferences have 
organized women’s activities on a regional level, 
but those that do tend to plan three main events 
each year: a “day of inspiration”; a gathering, of-
ten over a meal, at their area conference’s annual 
assembly; and a weekend retreat, usually at a 
campground associated with their conference. 

Homestead Mennonite Church, near the 
southern tip of Florida, is far from Mennonite 
Church USA denominational centers. The con-
gregation is small, but its women are vibrant and 
committed. Their endeavors in recent years give 
an example of the many activities of contempo-
rary Mennonite women’s groups. 

Some years ago, the Homestead women 
hosted a monthly “craft and chat” Saturday event, 
where people would sew, quilt, paint or work 
on other projects. The casual gathering includ-
ed lunch and a devotional and drew community 
members. At another point in the church’s history, 
the women held a “mothering” group, meeting 
weekly with young mothers from nearby migrant 
camps. A woman with connections in the commu-
nity brought the mothers, most of them under age 
18, to the church with their children. Together, 
the women ate meals, took field trips, celebrated 
milestones and discussed child-care skills. The 
Homestead women supported the young mothers 
in developing better relationships with their chil-
dren, who were sometimes conceived and raised 
in difficult circumstances. “It was a real privilege 
to work with them, to build relationships, to watch 
the children grow…[and] have them experience 
church life,” said Donna Geib, a Homestead con-
gregant, in a conversation on Nov. 8, 2015, that 
also included Lorri Cutrer, Amy Grimes, Mary 
Hess, Debbie Lee, Emma Lee, Vivian O’Haber 
and Alice Taylor. 

Retreats have also been important for 
the Homestead women. Most recently the group 
has enjoyed retreats with just the congregation, 
staying together at a member’s lake house with a 
congregation member as the speaker. Sometimes 
the group attended Southeast Conference Men-
nonite Women’s retreats as well. Alice Taylor, a 
leader among the Homestead women, remembers 
they would gather a “ragtag” group of 30 or 40 
women connected with the small congregation 
and travel several hours to most retreat locations. 
They had invigorating conversations on the way 

Celebrating 100 years of women’s groups

Anita Hooley Yoder’s finely researched book Circles of Sisterhood: A His-
tory of Mission, Service, and Fellowship in Mennonite Women’s Organiza-
tions (Herald Press, 2017) celebrates 100 years of denominational Menno-
nite women’s groups. The book is filled with stories of women gathering 
to work at projects to help others. But these gatherings also serve to 
empower the women themselves. As Yoder writes, “For just about every-
one who has participated in them, women’s groups have been a source 
of support—a place for connection and for sharing the struggles and joys 
of being women across ages, spaces, and cultures.” Through these groups, 
women have been encouraged to develop their leadership gifts and exer-
cise them. The result of all this is to benefit the entire church. Yoder also 
writes about the struggles of women and the differences among them 
as to which gifts to exercise and how. Readers come away with a greater 
familiarity with the variety of ways women have worked at fulfilling the 
Great Commandment to love God and “your neighbor as yourself.” The 
book is a gift to the entire church, and celebrating these women’s groups 
is a way of celebrating the work of God among us.—Gordon Houser

Women of Homestead Mennonite Church. Front row (left to right): Vivian 
O’Haber, Donna Geib, Alice Taylor, and Lorri Cutrer. Back row (left to right): 
Mary Hess, Debbie Lee, Amy Grimes, and Emma Lee. Photo by Anita Hooley Yoder
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and “especially on the way home, because we’d 
just been inspired,” Taylor said. 

Debbie Lee, the pastor’s wife, has led a weekly 
Bible study for seven years, which most of the 
women in the congregation have attended. “I’ve 
kind of selfishly kept it all women,” she said. 
“When you have your spouse around or just men, 
there are certain things you don’t say.” Some 
women who do not attend church on Sunday have 
said the Bible study is “church” for them. At age 
20, Debbie’s daughter Emma Lee finds herself in 
a “generational gap” in the church. She partici-
pates in a young adult group at another church but 
has also found a place with the Homestead wom-
en. “I’ve been going to retreats, helping my mom, 
since I was 15 or 16,” she said. The women’s 
invitations to participate have helped her become 
more involved not only with them but in the wider 

congregation and community as well. 
Sometimes the women have staged elabo-

rate events with extravagant decorations and 
well-orchestrated activities. At an Esther-themed 
evening, the women watched One Night with the 
King, clanking their glasses when the actors did 
in the movie. In another event, attendees acted as 
detectives and went from room to room solving 
clues. The activities of the group have ebbed and 
flowed over the years, changing with the energy 
and interests of those involved. Taylor summed 
up the group’s philosophy: “It has to be fun and 
important. If it’s just important, it can be boring. If 
it’s just fun, it’s not meaningful.”

Throughout the country, women continue 
to gather for mutual encouragement, spiritual 
enlightenment, and opportunities to engage in 
service to the world.

Anita Hooley Yoder is a writer in Elkhart, Ind. 
Excerpted from Circles of Sis-
terhood: A History of Mission, 
Service, and Fellowship in 
Mennonite Women’s Organiza-
tions. © 2017 by Herald Press. 
All rights reserved. Used with 
permission.

Sometimes things can be made 
super-spiritual, up there, extreme, 
but we’re down here, with the 
actions.—Blanca Gonzalez
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by Hyacinth Stevens

The mobile Word—Jesus himself—embodied movement. The Word became 
flesh. Jesus did mobile ministry that allowed him to be accessible to all peo-
ple. He was available in unconventional ways to those who might not be 
able to come into the Synagogue, people like the marketplace dweller. Jesus’ 
ministry could be seen, touched and reached at the seashore, on a moun-
taintop, by a well, in a boat or on a dusty road. 

The mobile Word
Can sacred space    
    be mobile space?
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Jesus was mobile. 
In his mobility he touched the ordinary and 

routine spaces with sacred, holy, loving and in-
sightful moments. 

Travel in the city can be overwhelming, with 
intense traffic, crowded buses and subways at 
rush hour. There is often limited or no parking. 
For many, the thought of coming out during the 
week after a long workday is exhausting, not 
refreshing. 

As a pastor of King of Glory Tabernacle in the 
Bronx, N.Y., where the majority of attendees are 
women, women who have zestful lives that are 
packed with routines, how do we create more 
space or expand the continuum of time to crunch 
in more? Where is the space for fellowship around 
the Word? Where is the space in congregational 
life to share and care for each other as women? 
There are so many great resources available, but 
who has time to use them?  

These questions and concerns brought me into 
pondering and praying around Jesus’ mobile min-
istry. Jesus, you meet people where they are–how 
do I do that with the women of our congregation? 

Our gatherings during the week had increas-
ingly low numbers. I started to ask the women 
about their interest in Bible study on Saturdays or 
weekdays. Many responded that yes, they were 
interested, with a quick pause. After the pause 
would come this face of yielded sadness as the 
reality sunk in.” But how and where could some-
thing else fit into my schedule?”

 As a board member for Mennonite Women 
USA, I wanted the women in my context to have 
access to the Bible study guide and other resourc-
es MW USA is contributing to the broader church.    

So, the solution came: Make it mobile. 
Our Conference Line Bible Study is going 

on its fourth year. We use a free conference line 
number and meet every other Tuesday evening 
from 8-8:45. Each year we journey through the 
Mennonite Women Bible study resource guide for 
the year. 

This mobile Bible study line has moved from 
just women from our church to include co-work-
ers, relatives and friends. We even have some 
women who join our group from different parts of 
the country. I email reflection questions, images 
and biblical texts. We also use the conference 
line for women’s prayer every Thursday evening, 
which also welcomes women who might not 
normally attend a traditional prayer meeting but 
love the prayer line. For many of the women, it is 
their well. 

The line is sacred space and filled with women 
of all ages. From young adult women to our wise 

senior sisters, the space is enriched by this inter-
generational time of sharing and fellowship. 

A past reflection casts a modern image. We are 
women hidden in cameos of biblical role models. 

The Bible gives us various glimpses of women 
in their homes and communities. The Old Tes-
tament gives us images and character traits of 

many women. The wise woman builds her home 
and space with both hands, the virtuous woman 
is blessed and regarded in the marketplace. The 
worshipful woman is like Miriam at the cusp of 
the Red Sea. Deborah is a fair judge and leader of 
the people. 

Jesus’ mobile ministry brought a homeschool 
to Mary and Martha. Jesus, the rabbi, the teacher 

Anabaptist 
Witness

Suffering & Mission
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This mobile Bible study line has moved from just 
women from our church to include co-workers, 
relatives and friends.
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in Luke 10:38-42, essentially says, “Class is in 
session.” Mary yields to the divine moment at the 
teacher’s feet. She sits, taking in the lesson and 
feeling empowered by the presence of Jesus. Feel-
ing free to learn, live and apply the lesson, truth, 
wisdom and love he was giving. Jesus is modeling 
the unconventional moment to come and be with 
him. Jesus is saying, “Come and learn of me.” 
He says, “Come and take my yoke upon you and 
learn of me, for my yoke is easy and my burden is 
light.” 

The Martha in us all can easily be tightly 
wound in our duties, roles and responsibilities and 
busy in our customs and traditions. How do we 
make space like Mary? What happened in her that 
made her forget about her traditional role—her 

womanly chores and obligations? What happened 
to make her yield to the presence of Jesus?  

Many of us struggle to leave our evening 
chores or Saturday morning responsibilities to 
make room to fellowship around the Bread of Life, 
the Living Water. Our obligations call us: We go 
shopping for our bottled water for the week (we 
have a coupon, of course). We are a gluten-free 
household, no bread. The Bread of Life, what’s 
that?

Throughout the New Testament, Jesus guides 
women to sacred space. Look at the woman at the 
well in John 4. The well is a sacred space. Jesus 
was creative in the way he engaged with commu-
nity and context. Where he was became a sacred 
space—at the table, walking through the streets, 
on a boat—Jesus transformed the imagery of 
where and how God moved. 

Jesus moves among us.
Our women’s ministry meets the last Saturday 

of every other month. Our group is called WOW: 
Women of Worth. WOW is filled to capacity every 
time we meet. During these gatherings we focus 
on sharing and fellowship and we feature a woman 
speaker. The mobile line keeps us connected and 
gives space for us to connect every other month 
for a larger gathering of women connecting inter-
generationally. The Bible study guide and prayer 
are working and moving parts that bridge the 
traditional and unconventional gathering spaces 
for women.

This has been working for us. Instead of dying 
on the vine we have connected to the vine with 
new movement that has been revitalizing the way 
we do traditional ministry and care.  

My congregation in the Bronx, N.Y., is located 
in an urban and metropolitan center. Using the 
Bible study guide and other resources is how we 
have modeled some components of the mobile 
joining the sacred. This may not work for your 
context, but I challenge you to ponder all the 
great resources available and keep them mobile 
and moving in your context. They have resourced, 
challenged, inspired, renewed and connected us 
as women around the living and active Word of 
God. 

Hyacinth Stevens, is co-pastor 
of King of Glory Tabernacle in 
the Bronx, N.Y. She and Ben-
jamin, her husband, have four 
children. Hyacinth also works for 
Mennonite Central Committee 
East Coast as the New York City 
program coordinator. 

The Bible study guide and prayer are working 
and moving parts that bridge the traditional and 
unconventional gathering spaces for women.
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A living blessing
Suzette Shreffler’s journey from hardship 
to helping her people

Suzette and Scott Shreffler. Photo provided

A nation is not conquered until the hearts of its women are on 
the ground. Then, no matter how brave its warriors or how 
strong their weapons, it is done.—Cheyenne proverb

Today, Suzette Shreffler is pastor of outreach 
at White River Cheyenne Mennonite Church 
in Busby, Mont. She manages a thrift store, 
and she and her husband visit a youth de-
tention center each week to meet with Na-
tive youth under age 18. Her resiliency and 
strength have brought her through tough 
times to be a living blessing to others. 

by Gordon Houser
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Years ago, when her husband at the time put 
a gun to her forehead and said he would kill her if 
she left him, Shreffler decided she’d had enough. 
“Either kill me or I’m getting out,” she said. That 
day was a turning point. After 11 years of abuse, 
she left her husband.

At different points in her life, Shreffler 
explained in a phone interview in late February, 
God came to her and provided what she needed. 
Now she wants to share God’s love with others, 
particularly girls who may have come out of cir-
cumstances similar to her own.

She grew up on the Northern Cheyenne 
reservation in Montana, she said, and had “an 
unhealthy childhood.” Her parents drank a lot. 

In a May 1 email, Shreffler wrote that her 
mother’s drinking was a way to cover 
up or cope to the best of her ability 
with what was done to her. “Hurt peo-
ple hurt people,” she wrote, “and it’s 
usually the people closest to them.”

Shreffler says her mother was 
in a boarding school and was hit and 
disciplined for speaking the Cheyenne 
language. Yet when she went home on 
weekends or school breaks, she was 
expected to speak Cheyenne. “This 
brought a lot of confusion,” Shreffler 
wrote. 

Shreffler says she was molested as a 

child. She had a child as a teenager and attempted 
suicide. And one day she found her mother on the 
floor, having shot herself. Although her mother 
survived the suicide attempt, the bullet wound 
disfigured her face, and she lived with headaches 
for the final 10 years of her life. She died in March 
1995, Shreffler wrote.

By age 19, Shreffler had two children, was 
pregnant with her third and went to a domestic 
violence shelter 100 miles away. From there she 
traveled to Seattle. On the bus ride, she said, she 
looked out the window and told herself she would 
not come back to the reservation unless she could 
help her people.

Shreffler lived in Seattle 21 years. After she 
arrived, she lived in a shelter, went to food banks 
and churches for food boxes in order to feed her 
children. “I know what it’s like to be in poverty,” 
she said.

 She married a man who emotionally abused 
her, she said. When she tried to leave, he threat-
ened to hurt her family. They were together 11 
years and had a son. After she left him, they 
eventually divorced. 

While in Seattle, she became an electrician, a 
job that paid well. But she wasn’t happy, she said.

One day, a friend invited her to a Mary Kay 
party. She learned that Mary Kay not only sells 

On the bus ride, she looked out the window and 
told herself she would not come back to the 
reservation unless she could help her people.
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beauty products but supports domestic violence 
shelters and the Mary Kay philosophy is “God 
First, Family Second and Career Third.” She and 
her friend became Mary Kay consultants and 
began going to church together. 

One night, Shreffler said, she felt God tell her 
that he had never left her, that when she was 
molested, God was molested as well. “I didn’t feel 
alone after that,” she said.

She decided to leave her job as an electrician 
and sell Mary Kay products. She made a trip back 
to the reservation to host a Mary Kay party and 
visit family members. As she was leaving town to 
go back to Seattle, she saw two girls pushing baby 
strollers and thought, I’ve been there. I can help 
them. 

She felt God telling her to move back to the 
reservation, and in 2009, she did.

She got involved in a Lutheran church and 
started a youth group for girls. Later she met 
Scott Shreffler, who was an assistant pastor at 
White River Cheyenne Mennonite Church, and 
they married in 2013.

She moved back into the house where she 
grew up. She went through every room and 
prayed to cleanse the house of bad memories and 
gave her past to God. She said she felt a sense of 
peace, that this is where she belonged.

In 2012, the Emahepeva’e Netao’o Hova’ehe 
(Everything Beautiful Thrift Store) in Lame Deer, 
Mont., opened as a project of the Northern Chey-
enne Ministerial Association. Shreffler became 
manager. She meets people every day who are in 
need, and she does what she can to help them.

Last year, she attended a Sister Care seminar 
in Kalona, Iowa. Sister Care began in 2007, when 
Rhoda Keener, former executive director of Men-
nonite Women USA, met with 12 women from 
Franklin Mennonite Conference to explore how 
women can more effectively care for themselves 
and others. Re-envisioned in 2010 by Keener, 
Carolyn Holderread Heggen and Ruth Lapp 
Guengerich, Sister Care seminars have been held 
throughout the United States as well as in more 
than 15 countries around the world.

Shreffler said the seminar helped her 
learn how to take care of herself, to set bound-
aries and to be a compassionate listener. She 
brought what she learned to her congregation and 
organized a Bible study.

She also uses the Sister Care Blessing (see 
box) with the girls she visits in the detention 
center. “It’s so important for them to learn early 
how to set boundaries,” she said. 

She only has an hour with them each week. 
She meets with girls, while Scott meets with 

boys. They began visiting the detention center in 
2014.

They are not allowed to touch the youth. 
“That’s hard,” said Shreffler. “When they share 
something emotional, I can’t hug them.” She 
reads the blessing over the girls, she said, “and 
the tears flow.” 

She also tells them that when they get out of 
detention they should find someone they trust 
who can “show them love and is Jesus with skin 
on.”

The youth come from different reservations, 
and many don’t have a Christian background, she 
said. They often say they don’t know how to pray.

Shreffler encourages the girls who are from 
the Northern Cheyenne reservation to see her 
when they get out. She tells them to volunteer at 
the thrift store. Some, she said, come to her the 
very day they are released, just to get a hug.

Shreffler said she looks back on the hardships 
she has experienced and now sees them as bless-
ings. God never left her, she said.

Gordon Houser is editor of The Mennonite.

She tells them that when they get out of deten-
tion they should find someone they trust who 
can ‘show them love and is Jesus with skin on.’

Sister Care blessing

May you be blessed with a deep awareness that you are God’s precious 
and much beloved daughter.

May you be blessed with profound joy as you discover your gifts and 
follow your call to healing ministries.

May God bless you with tender compassion so that you might see the 
face of Jesus in all who are hurting.

May God bless you with healing for wounds from the past and all that 
breaks your heart today.

May you be blessed with a playful spirit, supportive friends and the 
power of the Holy Spirit to sustain you as you minister to others.

May you, like the woman at the well, be healed and empowered by 
living waters.

May your tears be transformed into life-giving compassion and love 
for others.

Go now with the assurance that you are beloved and called to be a 
living blessing to others. Amen.



Calming a sea of 
uncertainty

A pastor reflects on transition

by Laurie Oswald Robinson

Karen Sensenig recalls how sunlight glanced off 
a cliff and momentarily blinded her while at the 
Iona Community on a tiny island off the coast of 
Scotland. She shielded her eyes, but she could not 
shield her soul from the Holy Spirit’s voice: It is 
time for you to leave Habecker. 
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This pivotal moment unfolded during the 
10-day Iona portion of her 2015 sabbatical. As 
she hiked ruins of a historic nunnery, prayed and 
heard the surf pound the shore, the light of God 
shone into crevices of her resistance to em-
brace God’s call. It was time to resign as pastor 
at Habecker Mennonite Church (HMC) in rural 
Lancaster County, Pa. 

Earlier that year, Sensenig had sensed it was 
time to leave the congregation she had served  
since 2007. In 2008, Karen people from Burma 
and Myanmar began coming to HMC, with the 
largest influx arriving in 2010 and 2011. The 
dwindling congregation of 40 mostly aging Anglo 
members swelled to 150 members, and today the 
congregation is about 80 percent Karen.

Sensenig was not certain about resigning until 
she was at Iona, where since the 1200s Christian 
pilgrims have sought spiritual renewal. St. Colum-
ba first came to the island in the sixth century and 
his missionary efforts spread Celtic Christianity 
throughout Scotland and Europe. 

“During my travel to Iona, cares and respon-
sibilities peeled off me, and I was more open to 
God’s Spirit as I absorbed the beauty of the moun-
tains,” she said during a fall 2016 telephone inter-
view. “For months, I had puzzled over whether it 
was the right time to leave. And as the sunlight 
burst around a steep cliff, I heard the Holy Spirit 
speak clearly to me, and I knew. 

“Yet it was difficult to let go. I literally stomped 
out all my resistance as I hiked the island. I had 
been so filled with fear that I would disappoint 
people if I resigned. But as I stomped and walked 
and prayed, I let go of my resistance and was at 
peace.” 

Resisting change 
Several inner tensions caused her initially to 

resist God’s call, she said. For one, she had devel-
oped a strong pastoral identity by helping forge 
a multiracial community. The Karen immigrants 
breathed new life into the congregation, where 
Sensenig helped build a bridge between cultures. 

Yet, after nearly a decade of ministry, her 
prayers, reflections and readings on forging 
healthy relationships brought new revelation to 
her. Helping too much for too long can stunt the 
growth and self-identity of those being served, 
Sensenig understood for herself.

At Iona, she became aware that the Karen 
members of her congregation needed more 
space to grow. “I felt a sense of loss because I so 
enjoyed working in an intercultural church,” she 
said. “But I began to understand that the dom-
inant culture needs to open space for strength-
ening a minority culture and granting dignity to 

I began to understand that the dominant 
culture needs to open space for strength-
ening a minority culture and granting 
dignity to those we walk beside.  
—Karen Sensenig

Karen Sensenig. Photo provided
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those we walk beside. I felt I needed to show a 
new kind of hospitality by getting out of the way.”

Taking time 
Other inner tensions Sensenig faced in saying 

goodbye included grappling with differing Eastern 
and Western perceptions and thought process-
es. These differences led Sensenig to take six 
months—from March 2016, when she first told 
the congregation she was leaving to her last Sun-
day on Sept. 11—to transition out of leadership.

“Nine months seems like a long time, but it 
needed to be this way,” she said. She said she 
learned from her Karen members that “the 

southeast Asian culture is more circular in [its] 
thinking. [People] go deeper as they process a sit-
uation rather than straightforwardly and linearly, 
step to step, like [some] North Americans.” Also, 
she said, in Karen communities, when someone 
leaves, it means that person is mad or disgruntled 
and they fear having done something wrong. 

During these nine months, the Holy Spirit led 
Chris and Dawn Landis to emerge as the new 
pastors. They had served in Mennonite Central 
Committee in Cambodia for seven years. And 
they brought strong gifts in leadership develop-
ment and team building, as well as administra-
tion—all needed in Habecker’s stage of growth, 
Sensenig said. 

“Running through thistles”
Helpful during this transition for Sensenig was 

the book, Running through the Thistles: Termi-
nating a Ministerial Relationship with a Parish by 
Roy M. Oswald (Alban Institute). It chronicles 
how congregations can shape a healthy transition, 
including their own interior transformation.

“He helped me see I needed to release an un-
healthy grip on my responsibilities as a pastor to 
freely welcome the next season for the church as 
well as in my own life,” she said. “Rituals can help 
us in self-awareness.…I flung a rock into the sea 
to symbolize saying goodbye to my role as pastor. 
I carried home one rock as a symbol of my willing-
ness to say a healthy hello to the next steps.” 

Oswald suggests four junctures on the journey 
through a healthy transition:

1. Reassuring people of love and conveying the 
sense that they are valued 

2. Helping the congregation look to a new 
future—making space for incoming leadership 

3. Giving space to heal feelings—compassion-
ate listening and accepting where people are in 
their process

4. Celebrating leaving in ways that are mean-
ingful for everyone 

Sensenig moved through these junctures and 
today serves as a chaplain at Lancaster General 
Hospital and Wellspan Philhaven Psychiatric 
Hospital. While experiencing new challenges and 
joys, she continues to grieve the losses sparked 
by her resignation at Habecker, a congregation 
transformed by its cross-cultural engagement.

For the 300 years of its history, Sensenig said, 
Habecker had always seen its mission as prayer, 
radical hospitality and service. The congregation 
was birthed by Swiss-German immigrants, and in 
later eras, the church was a spiritual home for im-
migrants from Vietnam and then Romania. “While 
working with the Karen people was not a totally 
new phenomenon, at our particular juncture it 

Karen Sensenig 
(fifth from left) was 
former pastor at Ha-
becker Mennonite 
Church, Lancaster, 
Pa., home of many 
Karen people from 
Burma and Myan-
mar. They are shown 
at the wedding last 
July of Paw and Pa 
Bu, to Sensenig’s 
left. Photo provided
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changed us from the inside out,” she said.
Oswald’s counsel and her time at Iona changed 

Sensenig’s attitude from one of expectation of self 
to guide the transition to one of expectancy in 
God’s invitation, she said. “As a pastor, I needed 
to not let my ego get out in front,” she said. “I 
needed not to get clogged up by my own expecta-
tions and to trust the Holy Spirit. God was on the 
hot seat, not me. 

“I also needed to let this transition happen for 
the well-being of our entire community. My spiri-
tual mothering was needed at a certain point. But 
people don’t remain with their mother forever, 

as they mature and grow and 
move into a new future.”

Laurie Oswald Robinson is a 
freelance writer in Newton, Kan.

While experiencing new 
challenges and joys, Sensenig 
continues to grieve the losses 
sparked by her resignation at 
Habecker, a congregation 
transformed by its cross-cultural 
engagement.
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Shed masks and fly
Sister Care event for African-American women held in April

by Lynda Hollinger-Janzen

For the past four years, Hyacinth Stevens has envisioned a Sister Care 
seminar designed for the reality of African-American women. Her 
dream was realized April 21-22, when she co-led such an event with 
Cyneatha Millsaps at the Mennonite offices in Elkhart, Ind.

Cyneatha Millsaps (left) and Hyacinth Stevens co-led an African-American Sister Care event April 21-22. Photo by Lynda Hollinger-Janzen

background photo:  pixabay.com
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Carolyn Holderread Heggen, a psychotherapist 
specializing in trauma healing, and Rhoda Keener, 
Sister Care director for Mennonite Women USA, 
developed materials and first taught Sister Care 
together in 2010. Since then, these seminars have 
been held in more than 15 countries and in every 
conference of Mennonite Church USA. The objec-
tive is to help women live into their own healing 
so they can care for each other as they encounter 
difficult experiences.

In 2013, Stevens, who co-pastors King of 
Glory Tabernacle in Bronx, N.Y., works with 
Mennonite Central Comittee (MCC) East Coast, 
and is a member of Mennonite Women USA board 
of directors, met with Heggen and Keener and 
four other African-American women to take the 
first steps toward her dream of adapting the Sister 
Care curriculum.

Now, four years later, Stevens teamed up 
with Millsaps to lead the first Sister Care seminar 
focusing on the African-American reality. Millsaps, 
a pastor at Community Mennonite Church in 
Markham, Ill., is transitioning to a position with 
MCC Great Lakes Region.

Together, Millsaps and Stevens led 59 par-
ticipants through the four sections of the Sister 
Care manual: (1) claiming our identity as God’s 
beloved daughters, (2) caring for self and others, 
(3) listening compassionately and (4) transforming 
loss and grief.

While the original Sister Care experience 
includes many interactive suggestions, such as 
journaling, timelines and art projects, Millsaps 
and Stevens added leader-and-response singing, 
rhythm-and-blues recordings, dancing and a praise 
team of three girls from Church Without Walls.

“Our present is wrapped in our past, which 
began when our ancestors stepped off the boats as 
slaves,” Millsaps said.

She went on to describe her own reality of 
being cared for by her 12-year-old sister, who 
juggled the needs of three younger children and 
a sick mother. Also, many African-American 
families don’t put their aging parents into nursing 
homes. This means that a woman can be caring 

for four generations: her parents, children and 
grandchildren, and herself.

“Self-care is hard to create for women of color. 
The many challenges facing them often do not 
leave space for self-care. Compassion fatigue is 
our daily life,” Millsaps said, as she described its 
symptoms: exhaustion, sickness, loss of hope, and 
anger.

“We often hear the term ‘angry black women.’ 

Our present is wrapped in our past, which began 
when our ancestors stepped off the boats as 
slaves.—Cyneatha Millsaps
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We have a lot to be angry about. We need some-
one to come alongside us and say what part of the 
load they will help carry rather than labeling us as 
angry,” she said.

Seminar participants designed masks with 
symbols they use to hide their true selves. Rose 
Williams wore her mask while she gave her tes-

timony. She removed it as she ended her sharing, 
with the words, “I found me.” Williams found 
a new purpose in life when Pastor Cora Brown 
helped her find healing in Jesus, and Church With-
out Walls became her community in Elkhart.

Tantra Taylor, leader at New Foundation 
United in Christ Fellowship, also mentioned the 

mask-making activity as one of the most meaning-
ful parts of the event. “I think I’ll hang my mask 
up on the wall [as a reminder]. We take on and put 
on so much.”

Taylor found it “rejuvenating to the spirit to 
hear other people’s stories. It’s different to hear 
from someone who’s going through the same 
thing you’ve gone through. It’s cleansing.”

Stevens told about how she was traumatized 
as a child by the treatment she received while 
attending a Christian school but went on to 
show how resilience grew out of the devastating 
experiences she endured. She asked the seminar 
participants to look at the timelines of their lives 
that they had drawn and see what trauma needed 
healing. She compared the feelings of worthless-
ness and shame to a caterpillar that could become 
a beautiful, free-floating butterfly.

“God is looking at our timelines right now,” 
Stevens said. “Where are the places that need 
transformation? Ask yourself, ‘When is it time to 
fly because Jesus touched the trauma in my life?’ ”

She invited the women to write their prayers 
for situations that needed to be touched and trans-
formed by Jesus and to put them in a “flight box.”

Sherridon Lyons-Verse, an author and church 
leader from New Life Ministries in South Bend, 
Ind., said, “The healing aspect [of the seminar] 
was much needed. We, as women, keep moving. 
But sometimes we have to get still and sit down 
and deal with things, because we don’t want them 
later to knock us down.”

Lyons-Verse expressed appreciation for the 
Sister Care manual and intends to work with it for 
deeper healing and for her ministry among young 
women.

Ann Jacobs, Mission Network’s church rela-
tions liaison to African-American congregations, 
was one of the key organizers of the seminar.

“This event allowed the women to be in touch 
with themselves,” Jacobs said. “Many participants 
expressed interest in deepening the connections 
made during the weekend and desired to offer 
similar opportunities for the women within their 
own ministries.”

Sister Care is a ministry of Mennonite Women 
USA. The Elkhart seminar was made possible 
through a grant from The Schowalter Founda-
tion and partnership with the African-American 
Mennonite Association and Mennonite Mission 
Network.

Lynda Hollinger-Janzen writes for Mennonite Mis-
sion Network.

Ask, ‘When is it time to fly because Jesus touched 
the trauma in my life?’—Hyacinth Stevens

Rose Williams prays 
for Shanta Wilson 
during the Afri-
can-American Sister 
Care seminar. Photo by 
Lynda Hollinger-Janzen
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Reunion
The Good News of Jesus for Seekers,  
Saints, and Sinners 
by Bruxy Cavey
9781513801391. HC. $21.99
The message of Jesus changed the world 
. . . until the world changed the message. 
Join Bruxy Cavey, bestselling author and 
teaching pastor at The Meeting House, in 
the pages of Reunion: a dynamic investiga-
tion of the most earth-shattering, piety-
smashing, life-changing news ever.

When Did Everybody Else Get So Old?
Indignities, Compromises, and the  
Unexpected Grace of Midlife
by Jennifer Grant
9781513801315. PB. $16.99
Author and veteran columnist Jennifer 
Grant takes an unblinking, good-humored 
look at middle age. Who have I become? 
Is this all there is to life? How do I relate 
to a God I understand less now than I 
used to? And where on earth did I put my 
reading glasses? A must-read for anyone 
facing the forties and beyond.

Live Your Call 
Mennonite Women Bible Study
by Anna Leichty Sawatsky
9781513801582. PB. $9.99
Live Your Call empowers and motivates 
women to participate in God’s mission, 
and guides them toward the Spirit’s gentle 
nudging or firm push on their lives. Author 
Anna Leichty Sawatzky draws deeply from 
stories in the Gospels in this 12-session 
Bible study.

U P S I D E - D O W N  L I V I N G  ( A  B I B L E  S T U DY  S E R I E S )
Violence
9781513801711. PB.  $9.99
We see it on the news every day. We see it 
in our neighborhoods. Violence is almost a 
fact of life, impacting the world, our com-
munities, our friends, our families. How do 
people of faith respond? How do we get 
involved in speaking up for peace, in ad-
dressing the violence in our communities? 
This study explores responses to these 
difficult questions and situations. 

Sharing Faith Stories
9781513801728. PB. $9.99
Every person of faith has a story. At times 
our lives are interesting and compelling, 
mundane and routine. Yet taken together 
these individual moments create a mosaic 
that can be shared with others. This study 
will empower you to discover how to com-
municate your own story with others as an 
effective way of sharing your faith. 
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LEADERSHIP
A word from Mennonite leaders

Tending and befriending for 100 years

For 100 years, Mennonite women have gath-
ered to connect. As a result, service, prayer, 
study, nurture and mission materialized. At 

the heart of it all, friendships thrived. And natu-
rally, women bore fruit, enlarged their circles and 
developed sisterhoods. 

Author Brené Brown defines connection as 
“the energy that exists between people when 
they are seen, when they feel heard and valued, 
when they can give and receive without judgment, 
and when they derive sustenance and strength 
from the relationship.” 

This resonates with Christian friendship, 
compassion, love and the relationship of the vine 
and the branches, as in Mennonite Women USA’s 
theme verse, John 15:5. Among Mennonite wom-
en, these connections happen through friendship.

A landmark study from UCLA suggests that 
not only are friendships between women special, 
they literally shape who we are and who we are 
yet to be. Women friendships soothe our tumul-
tuous inner world, fill the emotional gaps in our 
marriage and help us remember who we really 
are. And there is more. 

Scientists now believe that hanging out with 
our women friends can actually counteract the 
kind of stomach-quivering stress most of us expe-
rience on a daily basis. Women respond to stress 
with a cascade of brain chemicals that cause us to 
make and maintain friendships with other women. 
It’s a finding that has turned five decades of stress 
research—90 percent of it on men—upside down.

Researchers suspect that women have a larger 
behavioral repertoire than just fight or flight. “In 
fact,” says Dr. Laura Cousin Klein, “it seems that 
when the hormone oxytocin is released as part 
of the stress responses in a woman, it buffers the 
fight or flight response and encourages her to 
tend children and gather with other women in-
stead. When she actually engages in this tending 
or befriending, studies suggest that more oxytocin 
is released, which further counters stress and 
produces a calming effect. Men lack this calming 
response because when under stress they pro-
duce testosterone, which reduces the effects of 
oxytocin. Estrogen seems to enhance it.”

Two women scientists in a lab at UCLA joked 
that when the women who worked there were 
stressed, they cleaned the lab, drank coffee 
together and bonded. “But when the men were 
stressed,” offers Dr. Klein, “they holed up some-
where individually.” 

Let women show the world a third way, a new 
way, a tending and befriending way.

Friends help us live longer and better. When 
researchers looked at how well women functioned 
after the death of their spouse, they found that 
even in the face of this biggest stressor of all, 
women who had a close friend and confidante 
were more likely to survive the experience with-
out any new physical impairments or permanent 
loss of vitality. 

It’s not always easy. Depending on our person-
al circumstances and our decade of life, friend-
ships come and go, strengthen or dwindle. Many 
women today will not be connecting with friends 
for life in a women’s church gathering but in a 
running club, their career or via social media. 

The future for Mennonite Women USA 
depends on our friendships. Women’s friendships 
can become the fertile ground where relationship 
with God is deepened, compassionate listening is 
modeled and personal empowerment happens. For 
many, friendships develop through an intentionally 
invitational stance. Rarely is it serendipitous. 

How shall we tend and befriend? 
• Invite a woman from a different decade of 

life for an informal meet-up, a hike, coffee, art or 
history event. 

• Develop skills of deep and respectful listen-
ing.

• Collaborate with each other on a service 
project that moves you from acquaintance to 
friendship. 

• Demonstrate care and reliability with each 
other, thus building trust. 

• Accept and appreciate each other’s unique 
gifts.

• Celebrate the milestones of each other’s 
lives. 

• Honor differences of perspective and mutu-
ally value each other. 

• Offer to be a mentor or seek one. 
• Include younger women in leadership in 

your church. 
• Expand your circles by connecting with 

someone new. 
Mennonite Women USA has chosen “Fruit 

from the Vine” as the theme for our 100-year 
anniversary. As we celebrate these many decades 
of faithfulness and connection to Christ and each 
other, let’s continue to do what women do best—
tend and befriend. We are literally hardwired for 
friendship. TM

Marlene Bogard
is executive director 
of Mennonite Wom-
en USA.

Let women 
show the 
world a 
third way, a 
new way, a 
tending and 
befriending 
way.
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OPINION
Perspectives from readers

Cherelle M. 
Dessus is legisla-
tive assistant and 
communications 
coordinator in 
the Mennonite 
Central Committee 
Washington Office. 
This piece originally 
appeared on MCC’s 
Peace on the Hill 
column for Peace-
Signs, the online 
news magazine 
of the Peace and 
Justice Support 
Network.

Slavery at Angola

As they slowly waved to me, I felt like a free 
black person in the North riding by my 
enslaved brothers and sisters on a southern 

plantation.
I recently visited Angola State Penitentiary in 

Louisiana as part of a Pipeline to Prison learning 
tour sponsored by Mennonite Central Committee 
Central States.

The Louisiana State Penitentiary is the largest 
maximum security prison in the United States, 
with more than 6,000 prisoners. Seventy-five 
percent of those prisoners are black.

Angola, referring to the African country where 
its slaves came from, sits on a plantation of 18,000 
acres purchased by the state 
from the former plantation 
owner in 1901. The planta-
tion consists of cotton fields, 
crops, animals and housing 
for prison staff.

Louisiana incarcerates 
more people than any 
other state, but all residents 
of Louisiana fear sentencing 
at Angola. Once known as 
America’s worst prison, 
Angola strips the lives of 
those who enter. Ninety-five 
percent of people who serve 
time at Angola die there, 
with an average sentence of 
93 years.

Some of Angola’s prison-
ers are wrongfully convicted 
through malpractice of the 
district attorney’s office and 
unfair trials. Most of the inmates come from New 
Orleans. The city has one of the biggest economic 
gaps in the country, contributing to minor crimes, 
such as traffic violations or driving without insur-
ance or proper licensing.

Once someone is sentenced at Angola, their 
rights to humanity are removed completely.

They work without wages for their first two 
years and then for extremely small wages such as 
two cents an hour. Most of the prisoners work in 
the fields, picking cotton and treating vegetation. 
Although Angola is a public prison, free labor 
gives the state plenty of financial incentive to 
incarcerate prisoners.

The food and animals grown on the prison’s 

grounds are not for the inmates’ consumption or 
leisure; they are sold for profit. The prisoners are 
fed canned food (mostly beans). Those who do 
not work in the fields, work in the house of the 
warden or other employees.

There is no air conditioning at the prison de-
spite the extremely high temperatures during the 
summer. Allison McQuery, a spiritual advisor for 
prisoners on death row, compared the infirmary 
to the bottom of a slave ship. The beds are close 
in proximity, and the sick moan loudly without 
treatment.

This prison shares great similarities with 
the slavery that occurred over a span of hun-

dreds of years in America. 
At Angola, almost nothing 
has changed. They call the 
guards “the freemen” and 
are aware of their lack of 
liberty.

Some in leadership at 
the prison tend to misuse 
Christianity to manipulate 
prisoners, telling the prison-
ers it is God’s will they be 
there and die. On the way 
to the execution table is a 
Bible, opened to Psalms 37 
and 38, supposedly to reveal 
to the prisoners that they are 
wicked and unworthy of life.

As I sat in a van pass-
ing by the large fields, the 
prisoners stopped what they 
were doing to wave. I did not 
know how to respond. Wav-

ing back felt like approval of the slavery occurring 
at Angola. I wanted to weep. I wanted to work for 
their freedom.

As Christians, it is our duty to use Scriptures 
to call for truth, love and justice.Throughout U.S. 
history, Christianity has too often been perverted 
to justify oppression and injustice.

Many of those incarcerated are wrongly con-
victed, oversentenced, discriminated against and 
given cruel and unusual punishments. Learning 
to advocate for those victimized by the criminal 
justice system is a crucial step in defending free-
dom. It is important that we pray and encourage 
our brothers and sisters who are also made in the 
image of God. TM

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

As Christians, it is our duty 
to use Scriptures to call 

for truth, love and justice.
Throughout U.S. history, 

Christianity has too often 
been perverted to justify 
oppression and injustice.
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‘A whirlwind of a woman’ named Mama Peace
Alma Doering shared the good news of Jesus in Congo

Africans called her Mama Malembe, but Alma Doering 
stirred up mission fervor in the U.S. Midwest and in 
Europe. “Malembe” means “peace” in many Bantu 

languages. But in his brief history of Africa Inter-Menno-
nite Mission, It’s Been God’s Doing All Along, James Bert-
sche wrote that she was “a whirlwind of a woman.”

Mennonite Mission Network and Africa Inter-Mennonite 
Mission partner in ministries on the African continent.

In an era when women were taught to be silent in church, 
Doering addressed the annual assemblies of many denomina-
tions to promote the mission imperative. She was among the 
first to report to Mennonite audiences the abuses of colonial 
powers in Africa and the evils of the slave trade. 
Her missiology, also ahead of her time, emphasized 
the importance of establishing Congolese churches 
that were self-governing. 

Mission call in teen years
Born in Chicago to German Lutheran immi-

grant parents in 1878, Doering committed her 
life to Jesus at age 9 and began teaching Sunday 
school four years later. She attended Moody Bible 
Institute in Chicago, where, at 18, she felt a call to 
what she described as “the unevangelized tribes 
of Africa.” She began sharing her faith with anyone who 
would listen. She gave her jewelry and all other valuables 
to a mission society so that the proceeds of their sale could 
be used for sharing the gospel. She also received training 
at the Bethany Deaconess Home in Brooklyn, N.Y. On her 
way to her first term in Africa, she stopped in Europe for six 
months of training in tropical disease care.

Doering, 22, set sail for the Belgian Congo, now Demo-
cratic Republic of Congo, after serving two years in what she 
described as “Chicago, the frontier backwoods, mining dis-
tricts and Indian reservations of the Lake Superior region.” 

Powerful free-thinker
Doering was once described as “a Mennonite missionary 

with holiness sympathies.” From 1900-1925, she worked 
under three mission agencies. Her longest term of service, 
16 years, was with Congo Inland Mission (now Africa Inter- 
Mennonite Mission). 

In 1905, Doering spoke at annual sessions of both the 
Central Conference Mennonite Church (which became the 
Central District of the former General Conference Menno-
nite Church) and the Defenseless Mennonite Church (which 
began in 1866 when an Amish bishop was excommunicated 
for his teaching about “new birth”). 

In Congo, Doering didn’t wait for roads to be built to go 
where she felt God was guiding her to open mission stations. 
In fact, she surveyed areas no Westerner had yet explored. 
She was undaunted by the agonies of malaria or the loss of 
all her possessions on three occasions due to fire. Doering 

was fluent in several European languages and learned eight 
African languages. She translated several books of the Bible 
into these African languages. 

Speaking out against colonial exploitation
Traveling from Congo to the United States in 1906, Doer-

ing met William Sheppard, an African-American minister and 
medical doctor who had begun working with the American 
Presbyterian Congo Mission at age 24. By the time Doering 
and Sheppard met, he had nearly two decades of missionary 
experience. Not only did he tell her of the southern Kasai re-
gion that was welcoming missionaries, he shared his outrage 
against colonial exploitation and cruelty. 

The evil was twofold, he said. In addition to 
the slave trade there was the abuse of commercial 
companies. Villagers working on rubber planta-
tions had their hands cut off if they didn’t meet the 
daily harvest quota. In an area with a population 
of 5,000 in 1887, when Sheppard first arrived in 
Congo, only 600 people remained alive in 1906. 
He had seen Europeans kill children by beating 
them with the butt of their guns in order to spare 
ammunition. 

Doering invited Sheppard to speak at Menno-
nite conferences in the United States, and the Congo Inland 
Mission established its ministry in the area Sheppard had 
suggested. The newly founded Christian Evangel periodical 
helped promote interest in the mission in Congo and made 
Mennonites aware of colonial atrocities there. 

Impatient with conservative approach
In 1925, Doering resigned from the Congo Inland Mis-

sion after conflict over mission vision and strategies and 
founded her own agency, Unevangelized Tribes Mission, the 
following year. A 1939 map indicates that Unevangelized 
Tribes Mission had nine mission stations in what is now 
Bandundu Province, and was working with 14 ethnic groups. 
Based on her biblical understanding and her mission expe-
rience, Doering rejected the mission practices of the time, 
which imported culture along with Jesus’ message through 
the establishment of mission compounds. She placed a few 
American or European mission workers along trade routes 
and entrusted Congolese Christians to carry the gospel to 
their own people and to plant churches that worshiped in 
ways that were culturally appropriate. 

Doering served in Congo until 1953, when poor health 
made it impossible for her to return. She died on July 12, 
1959, in St. Petersburg, Fla., at age 81. Her obituary read: 
“[Alma Doering] was one of the pioneers who established 
the Congo Inland Mission.…Doering was effective as a dep-
utation worker and was said to have raised over $1.5 million 
for missions as well as recruiting hundreds of missionar-
ies.”—Lynda Hollinger-Janzen of Mennonite Mission Network



June 2017  |  TheMennonite  33

NEWS

Training women to share a healing, hope-giving tool
U.S. Latina Mennonite women hold first Sister Care seminar in Portland, Ore.

The Sister Care program, sponsored by Mennonite 
Women USA, has a manual that has been translated 
into six languages, including Spanish, and has been a 

vital tool for women in the United States and in different 
countries around the world. This program was designed 
for women to help themselves and other women deal with 
different situations that affect or have affected their lives, 
emotionally and/or physically.

Even though this is a fairly well-known program among 
Mennonite women in the United States, many U.S. Hispanic 
Mennonite women had not had access to it. So a group of 
women took the initiative to combine efforts and resources 
to train women so that they could share with other women 
in their communities the benefit offered by this healing and 
hope-giving tool.

When Marisa Smucker, church relations representative 
for Mennonite Mission Network, called me to talk about the 
Sister Care program, we both agreed it was time for Hispan-
ic Mennonite women to get the appropriate training to do 
what we naturally know how to do as women of God—“shar-
ing the gifts we have received with other women.”

Soon after that, Alma Ovalle, Hispanic Mennonite Wom-

en’s Conference representative; Nelly Morán-Ascencio, 
moderator of the Council of Hispanic Anabaptist Churches of 
the Northwest (CIHAN); Rhoda Keener, Mennonite Women 
USA Sister Care director; and I formed the planning commit-
tee for the Sister Care program’s first leadership develop-
ment training of Hispanic women in the United States.

We have worked with great passion to make this happen, 
involving organizations such as Everence, United Service 
Foundation, Mennonite Church USA Care and Prevention 
Fund, Mission Network, CIHAN, Mennonite Women USA, 
Pacific Northwest, Atlantic Coast and Franconia conferences, 
Portland Mennonite Church and Iglesia Menonita Hispana 
(IMH) to meet April 7-8 in Portland, Ore.

During the event, we connected with each other as 
sisters and leaders, creating a network that will surely bear 
good fruit among the participants’ families, communities and 
churches.

While this was the first of these training courses, we 
believe we will continue to create spaces and partnerships 
so that more Latina leaders can equip themselves to serve 
in God’s work. It is IMH’s desire to make use of existing 
resources and those yet to be created in order to bring them 
to local churches and their communities, being agents of 
healing and hope for the world.

We will share the Sister Care program with all partici-
pants at our next Hispanic Women’s Conference, to be held 
June 22-25 at Bethel College in North Newton, Kan.—San-
dra Montes-Martínez, interim moderator, Iglesia Menonita Hispana

A call for more trainings

As moderator of the Council of Hispanic Anabaptist Church-
es of the Northwest, a part of Pacific Northwest Mennonite 
Conference, I was blessed to work with Marisa Smucker from 
Mennonite Mission Network, Alma Ovalle from Conferencia 
Femenil Hispana Menonita and a member of Mennonite Wom-
en USA’s Executive Board, Rhoda Keener from Sister Care, 
and Sandra Martínez Montes, Hispanic Mennonite Church’s 
interim moderator. I was also blessed by sisters from all over 
the United States who attended this training.

Held in Portland, Ore., this was the first Sister Care training 
in the United States in Spanish. It was taught by Carolyn 
Holderread Heggen, psychotherapist specializing in trauma 
healing, and Rhoda Keener. Twenty-one women attended this 
Sister Care event. These women were specifically chosen to be 
part of this gathering. We know these women have a calling 
to this ministry and will be a big blessing for their congrega-
tions. These women have their own needs, but they are willing 
to train others like them. This training has been truly reward-
ing. For instance, I had the chance to share my own experi-
ence as a mother of a baby with special needs.

I recommend that we organize more trainings like this one 
in the future, since we need trained women to enrich the lives 
of other women.—Nelly Morán-Ascencio

Front row (left to right): Norma Schmucker, Sandra Montes Mar-
tinez, Idalmy Dominguez, Alma Ovalle. Back row (left to right): 
Carmen Montes, Carmen Salas and Graciela Tijerina. Photo by Norma 
Schmucker
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Beck, Joan Sue Wogomon, 68, Winter 
Springs, Fla., and Wakarusa, Ind., died April 
8. Spouse: Donnie Beck. Parents: Kenneth 
and Edith Klopfenstein Wogomon. Children: 
Michele Yoder, Brad Beck; four grandchil-
dren. Funeral: April 22 at Olive Mennonite 
Church, Elkhart, Ind.

Detweiler, John William “Bill,” 87, 
Kidron, Ohio, died April 6. Spouse: Ruth 
Mast Moser. Parents: Rev. William G. and 
Anna Landes Detweiler. Children: Dr. Dawn 
Schell, Jill Breckbill, Beth Grove; eight 
grandchildren. Funeral: April 15 at Kidron 
Mennonite Church.

Gingerich, Shirley Elizabeth Erb, 
97, Goshen, Ind., died March 25. Spouse: 
Roman L. Gingerich (deceased). Parents: 
Jacob L. and Erma Miller Erb. Children: 
Sara Wengerd, Jim Gingerich, June Yoder, 
Carolyn Johns, Charlotte Gunden; seven 
grandchildren; five great-grandchildren. 
Funeral: April 15 at College Mennonite 
Church, Goshen.

Godshall, Stanley G., 93, Harleysville, 
Pa., died March 24, of a heart attack. 
Spouse: Minerva Landis Godshall (de-
ceased). Parents: Samuel S. and Mary 
Yoder Godshall. Children: Dolores Bauman, 
Leon Godshall, Norell Godshall, Samuel 
Godshall, Luke Godshall, Glenn Godshall; 
15 grandchildren; 26 great-grandchildren. 
Funeral: April 1 at Perkiomenville Menno-
nite Church, Perkiomenville, Pa.

Judy, H. Steven “Steve,” 60, Bridgewa-
ter, Va., died April 20, of injuries sustained 
in a motorcycle accident. Spouse: Judy Cline 
Judy. Parents: C. Byron and Caroline Moyers 
Judy. Stepchildren: Joy Shenk, Cory Shenk, 
Brian Shenk. Funeral: April 24 at Harrison-
burg Mennonite Church, Harrisonburg, Va.

Kawira, Josiah Okeyo, 69, Shirati, 
Tanzania, died March 26. Spouse: Esther 
Lehman Kawira. Parents: Nashon Kawira 
Nyambok and Dorka Boya Oliech. Children: 
Sara Kawira, Timothy Kawira, Jonathan 
Kawira, Joel Kawira; one grandchild. Fu-
neral: April 1 at College Mennonite Church, 
Goshen, Ind.

Kreider, Evelyn Burkholder, 102, 
Goshen, Ind., died April 30. Spouse: Carl 
Kreider (deceased). Parents: Henry Longe-
necker Burkholder and Mary Rebecca Seitz 
Burkholder. Children: Rebecca Pries, Alan 
Kreider, Thomas Kreider, Stephen Kreider; 
seven grandchildren; five great-grandchil-
dren. Funeral: May 7 at College Mennonite 
Church, Goshen.

Kreider, Virginia Lorene Stalter, 95, 
Goshen, Ind., died March 20. Spouse: J. 
Robert Kreider (deceased). Parents: Daniel 
D. and Alice Miller Stalter. Children: J. Evan 
Kreider, Paul Kreider, Mark Kreider, Bruce 
Kreider, Frank Kreider; eight grandchildren; 
five great-grandchildren. Funeral: March 25 
at College Mennonite Church, Goshen.

Lehman, Margaret F., 99, Goshen, 
Ind., died April 27. Spouse: John E. Lehman 
(deceased). Parents: Emmanuel and Maggie 
Swope (deceased). Children: Tom Lehman, 
Mary Ann Wieand, Becky Gascho, David 
Lehman; 11 grandchildren; 14 great-grand-
children. Funeral: May 6 at  Greencroft 
Metzler Meeting House, Goshen, Ind.
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Martin, Floyd, 80, Kitchener, Ontario, 
died April 9, of cancer. Spouse: Doreen 
Martin Martin (deceased). Parents: Alfred 
and Irene Sittler Martin. Children: Sharon 
Bauman, Susan Brubacher, Marilyn Leis; 
six grandchildren; six great-grandchildren. 
Funeral: April 13 at St. Jacobs Mennonite 
Church, St. Jacobs, Ontario.

Martin, Reta B. Martin, 81, Kitchener, 
Ontario, died April 11, of cancer. Spouse: 
Orvie S. Martin. Parents: Emanuel and Leah 
Bauman Martin. Children: Lois Cressman, 
Steve Martin, Stuart Martin. Nancy Martin, 
Janet Bauman, Sherman Martin; 19 grand-
children; 13 great-grandchildren. Funeral: 
April 15 at St. Jacobs Mennonite Church, St. 
Jacobs, Ontario.

Meyer, Joyce B. Bell, 86, Sterling, 
Ill., died March 26. Spouse: Frederick D. 
Meyer (deceased). Spouse: William Koplin 
(deceased). Parents: George W. and Marie 
Wentling Bell. Step-daughter: Karen Meyer. 
Funeral: March 29 at Science Ridge Menno-
nite Church, Sterling.

Miller, Mary Ann Ruth Selzer, 86, 
Twin Falls, Idaho, died March 18. Spouse: 
James E. Miller. Parents: Alvin and Nora 
Selzer. Children: Wade Miller, Bonnie Isaak, 
Cindy Hanson, Phil Miller, Marcy Frith; 12 
grandchildren. Memorial service: March 25 
at Filer Mennonite Church, Filer, Idaho.

Moser, Elmer, 88, Castorland, N.Y., died 
April 6. Spouse: Kathleen M. Lehman Mos-
er. Parents: Andrew R. and Emma Widrick 
Moser. Children: Charlene Miller, Darwin 
Moser, Mervin Moser, Marcia Roes, Lucinda 
Zehr; 17 grandchildren; 38 great-grandchil-
dren. Memorial service: April 9 at Naum-
burg Mennonite Church, Castorland.

Neufeld, Helmut, Jr., 87, Akron, Pa., 
died March 25. Spouse: Lila Fast Neufeld. 
Parents: Helmut and Trude Franzen Neufeld. 
Funeral: March 31 at Forest Hills Mennonite 
Church, Leola, Pa.

Stutzman, Barry A., 44, Milford, Neb., 
died March 20, of injuries sustained in 
a fall. Parents: Merrill and Violet Troyer 
Stutzman. Funeral: March 23 at Bellwood 
Mennonite Church, Milford.

Swartley, Steven, 69, Silverdale, Pa., 
died March 2. Spouse: Ruth Rice Swartley. 
Parents: Vernon and Dorothy Swartley. 
Children: Jon Swartley, Shana Reinford; five 
grandchildren. Funeral: March 11 at Deep 
Run East Mennonite Church, Perkasie, Pa.

Umble, R. Clair, 97, Lititz, Pa., died April 
19, of complications from pneumonia. 
Spouse: Miriam E. Kreider Umble. Parents: 
Elam H. and Anna E. Kauffman Umble. 
Children: Ronald N. Umble, Herbert E. Um-
ble, Jay M. Umble, Arthur K. Umble; seven 
grandchildren; two great-grandchildren. 
Funeral: April 23 at Bethany West Chapel, 
Landis Homes, Lititz.

Wetzel, Martyne Ruth, 81, Lenexa, 
Kan., died March 16. Spouse: Conrad L. 
Wetzel. Parents: Henry L. and Susan Landis 
Ruth. Children: Bruce Wetzel, Carson 
Wetzel, Allen Wetzel; two grandchildren. 
Memorial service: March 27 at Rainbow 
Mennonite Church, Kansas City, Kan.

Wyse, Wesley Elwood, 82, Archbold, 
Ohio, died March 8. Spouse: Evelyn Jane 
Short Wyse. Parents: Fred and Mina Graber 
Wyse. Children: Julie Nofziger, Russ Wyse, 
Gary Wyse, Rita Mitchell; 12 grandchildren; 
13 great-grandchildren. Funeral: March 
12 at West Clinton Mennonite Church, 
Wauseon.

Yoder, Lizzie Ann, 94, Hartville, Ohio, 
died Feb. 15. Parents: John J. and Emma 
Miller Yoder. Funeral: Feb. 18 at Maple 
Grove Mennonite Church, Hartville.

Zimmerman, Mabel I. Stoltzfus, 83, 
Strasburg, Pa., died May 1. Spouse: Melvin 
M. Zimmerman. Children: Robert Zimmer-
man, Marianne Arndt, Douglas R. Zimmer-
man; four grandchildren. Funeral: May 4 at 
Forest Hills Mennonite Church, Leola, Pa.

Zook, Rosemary Stieglitz, 83, Goshen, 
Ind., died March 29. Spouse: John M. Zook. 
Parents: Henry and Anna Zimmerman 
Stieglitz. Children: Lori, Marc, Becci; six 
grandchildren. Funeral: April 3 at College 
Mennonite Church, Goshen.

NEW: Faith-based  
education 
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Mennonite Education 
Agency’s Anabaptist 
Learning Institute  
(ALI) program 

•   Education program that has 
a distinct Christ-centered 
orientation

•   Combined online and  
video-conferenced classes

Enroll for spring, 
summer or fall classes
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Ridgeview Mennonite Church seeks an associate pastor 
focused on youth/young adults and with interest in worship/music. 
Please call/text Jill Heine 717-629-2204 or Elton Horst 717-572-
7598.

Consider a move to the tree-covered hills of southern Indiana! 
Paoli Mennonite Fellowship, a 40-household, diverse congre-
gation, is looking for a quarter-time pastor of youth for-
mation to focus on youth and tend to spiritual, social, relational 
and emotional needs while integrating them into the life of the 
congregation. The ability to both develop meaningful relationships 
and give leadership and attention to program needs are important 
skills. Understanding of teens, a commitment to Anabaptist faith 
understandings and a background in faith formation or social work 
is desired. Please direct inquiries to Rebecca Kauffman, mennos.
paoli@gmail.com or 812-653-4140; or confmin@mcusacdc.org

Bluffton University invites applications for a one-year, 
nine-month contract faculty position in criminal justice 
beginning fall 2017. Master’s degree in a justice, legal or social 
science field required; J.D. or doctorate preferred. For full position 
description and Equal Opportunity Employer statement visit www.
bluffton.edu/employment. Review of applications begins June 1 
and continues until appointment is made. A search for a tenure 
track faculty position in criminal justice will begin in fall 2017. EOE.

Lezha Academic Center (LAC), a growing affiliate Mennonite 
School located in Lezhe, Albania, seeks teachers in English 
(grades 9-12); math (algebra, geometry, pre-calculus); science 
(physics, chemistry, earth science and biology). Contact Don Steiner  
at rddsteiner@gmail.com.

Boulder Mennonite Church in Boulder, Colo., is searching 
for a full-time pastor. Send inquiries to Linford King: linford@
MountainStatesMC.org or Kurt Firnhaber: kfirnhaber3@gmail.com 
or visit www.bouldermennonite.org.

The board of Ohio MCC Activity Center of Kidron, Ohio, is 
searching for a full-time executive director to assume re-
sponsibilities on Dec. 1, 2017. The director’s responsibilities largely 
entail giving direction to the MCC Connections Thrift Shop, which 
has three additional full-time paid staff and over 300 active volun-
teers. The candidate must show a capacity for administering staff 
and volunteers and for overseeing the finances of the operation. 
The search committee is looking for a candidate who has an “MCC 
mindset” and actively supports the worldwide mission of MCC. 
Inquiries and résumés may be directed to Larry Augsburger at 
ljaugsburger@embarqmail.com, or 330-600-7090, or 5159 Kidron 
Road, Apple Creek, OH 44606. Résumés must be submitted by July 
31, 2017.

Encounter Cuba in an up close and personal people-to-people 
experience. Explore this fascinating country that’s been closed to 
most Americans for more than 50 years. Sponsored by the MEDA 
Sarasota Chapter, this unique and affordable adventure will focus 
on the arts and culture of Cuba. Dates are Nov. 11-18, Dec. 2-9, 
2017, and March 17-24, 2018. For further information contact JB 
Miller at MEDA.Sarasota.Cuba@gmail.com or 574-849-2751.

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

CLASSIFIEDS
 

RESOURCES

The Gospel in George MacDonald: Selections from 
His Novels, Fairy Tales and Spiritual Writings (Plough 
Publishing House, 2016, $18) includes selections from the Scot-
tish storyteller who inspired C.S. Lewis, G.K. Chesterton, Mark 
Twain, W.H. Auden and J.R.R. Tolkien. 

Light When It Comes: Trusting Joy, Facing Darkness 
and Seeing God in Everything by Chris Anderson (Eerd-
mans, 2016, $16.99) draws on an ancient prayer tradition, the 
examen of conscience, to spur readers to take stock of their own 
experiences.

Philippians: Believers Church Bible Commentary by 
Gordon Zerbe (Herald Press, 2016, $16.99) is the latest in the 
series of commentaries from an Anabaptist perspective.

Living the Anabaptist Story: A Guide to Early Begin-
nings with Questions for Today by Lisa D. Weaver and J. 

Denny Weaver (Cascadia Publishing House, 2015, $19.95) tells 
the story of how adult Christians of the 1500s first shaped the 
Anabaptist tradition and how it lives on today.

To Begin at the Beginning: An Introduction to Chris-
tian Faith by Martin B. Copenhaver (Eerdmans, 2017, $21.99) 
covers basic themes—the Bible, church, ministry, sacraments, 
prayer, ethics—in a clear and inviting way.

Adventures in Evangelical Civility: A Lifelong Quest 
for Common Ground by Richard J. Mouw (Brazos Press, 
2016, $24.99) draws on Calvinists, biblical scholars, Mormon 
leaders, recent historians, Catholic and Anabaptist theologians, 
and theist and atheist philosophers to explore the manifold links 
between common and particular grace.

Visual Arts in the Worshiping Church by Lisa J. DeBoer 
(Eerdmans, 2016, $24) looks at the social dimensions of both our 
churches and the various art worlds represented in our congre-
gations.
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Reflections on the effect of media and culture on our faith

Summer reading: disciples’ stories

It’s summertime (or will be later this 
month), and perhaps you can find 
more time for reading, whether at 

the lake or in your chair at home. Here 
are some books to consider.

Recollections of a Sectarian Real-
ist: A Mennonite Life in the Twentieth 
Century by J. Lawrence Burkholder, 
edited by Myrna Burkholder (Institute 
of Mennonite Studies, 2017, $22.45), 
recounts a fascinating life that included 
serving in India and China, teaching at 
Harvard Divinity School and serving as 
president of Goshen (Ind.) College. And 
Burkholder loved to fly airplanes. His 
“sectarian realist” perspective comes 
through clearly, but so does his dis-
arming humility. Here’s an example of 
humility from an incident in India when 
he helped a poor woman find medical 
care: “I tell the story not because I was 
in any sense virtuous but only because 
I remember it.”

There are many books out on 
vocation, but I found The Stories We 
Live: Finding God’s Calling All Around 
Us by Kathleen A. Cahalan (Eerdmans, 
2017, $15.99) especially helpful. She 
uses prepositions to emphasize that we 
are called by God in multiple ways, to 
be followers of Christ as we are, from 
certain contexts for service and work, 
through each other, in suffering by the 
God within. She uses many stories to 
illustrate her points.

Cahalan also co-edited, with Doug-
las J. Schuurman, Calling in Today’s 
World: Voices from Eight Faith Perspec-
tives (Eerdmans, 2016, $25), which 
includes contributors with expertise 
in Catholic and Protestant Christianity, 
Judaism, Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, 
Confucianism and Daoism, and secular 
humanism.

When the Roll is Called: Trauma and 
the Soul of American Evangelicalism 
by Marie T. Hoffman (Cascade Books, 
2016, $16) critiques the separation of 
two interpretations of the gospel: one 
that seeks to win souls from eternal 
destruction and one that seeks to 
alleviate human suffering. Hoffman, a 

psychologist, combs through the writ-
ings of early dispensationalists to show 
how their emphasis on heaven and not 
on this present life grew out of their 
experience of trauma.

(Re)union: The Good News of Jesus 
for Seekers, Saints and Sinners by 
Bruxy Cavey (Herald Press, 2017, 
$21.99) uses analogies and stories to 
simplify the gospel message and make 
it appealing to seekers. Cavey has a 
welcoming spirit, and his approach may 
be helpful to those looking for ways to 
share the gospel with others. But it’s 
not an in-depth study.

A Vietnam Presence: Mennonites in 
Vietnam During the American War by 
Luke S. Martin (Mastof Press, 2016, 
$35.59) is a detailed account of Menno-
nite involvement in Vietnam from 1954 
to 1975, when U.S. forces pulled out 
of the country after a devastating war. 
Martin deals with many themes, includ-
ing the struggle betweeen accepting 
the needed help of U.S. military medi-
cal personnel and minimizing their as-
sociation with the military. He recounts 
the abduction in 1962 of Daniel Gerber 
and two medical missionaries by Viet 
Cong forces. Decades later, with no 
body found, Gerber and the others 
were presumed dead. This heavy tome 
is worth it for those interested.

In contrast, Parentheses {} by Helen 
Lepp Friesen (Resource Publications, 
2016, $15) is short, only 81 pages. 
This collection of poetic observations 
is divided into four parts, according to 
the seasons. Each poem is paired with 
an extension poem in parentheses. 
These offer a different perspective on 
what has just been observed. This kind 
of exercise encourages readers to pay 
attention to their own observations of 
the world around them. TM

Gordon Houser is 
editor of The Men-
nonite.

FILM REVIEWS

The Lost City of Z (PG-13) is based 
on the true story of British explorer 
Percy Fawcett, who journeys into the 
Amazon at the dawn of the 20th century 
and discovers evidence of a previously 
unknown, advanced civilization that may 
have once inhabited the region. Others 
don’t believe him, and he makes other 
trips back to confirm his theory. On his 
last trip, he and his son disappear. The 
film leaves viewers with the question of 
what meaning our short lives may hold. 
—Gordon Houser

Paterson (R) is one of the better films 
to come out last year and is now on DVD. 
The title character is a bus driver for the 
city of Paterson, N.J., who also writes 
poems in a notebook he doesn’t share 
with anyone except his flighty, artistic 
wife. The film covers one week in his rou-
tine-oriented life, and we watch him go 
about his day and see some of his poems 
as they develop. The film is mesmerizing 
as it pushes us to explore, with Paterson, 
what our lives are about.—gh

Queen of Katwe (PG) is another good 
film from last year now on DVD. It tells 
the true story of a Ugandan girl who 
sees her world rapidly change after being 
introduced to the game of chess. Living 
with her mother and siblings in a poor 
area of Kampala, she must overcome 
many obstacles in order to pursue her 
gift. The film is inspiring but also intro-
duces us to another culture.—gh

Fire at Sea, which was nominated for 
an Academy Award for best documentary, 
is set on the island of Lampedusa, 200 
kilometers off Italy’s southern coast. It 
has become the place where hundreds of 
thousands of migrants from Africa and the 
Middle East land, hoping to make a new 
life in Europe. The film juxtaposes life on 
the island with the plight of the migrants. 
Slow-moving and needing more editing, 
the film nevertheless confronts us with 
the hardship of the migrants and the com-
passion of those who help them.—gh
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NEW VOICES
By and about young adults

Tell stories of how God has been with us

As we approach the Future Church Summit 
in Orlando, Fla., this summer, I took time 
to revisit the essay “The Spiritual Poverty 

of the Anabaptist Vision” by Steve Dintaman. 
Having only been involved in Mennonite Church 
USA 10 years, I understand that when this article 
was originally published in 1992 it caused a small 
stir and was discussed for some time before being 
revisited in 1995. But when I first encountered 
this essay five years ago on the recommendation 
from a friend, it seemed as relevant then as it did 
25 years ago. 

For those who haven’t read the original 
essay, Dintaman argued that the Anabaptist vision 
described by Harold S. Bender had become the 
trajectory for current Anabaptists and that it had 
left us with a spiritual poverty. Dintaman sum-
marizes Bender’s vision thus: “(1) the Christian 
life as discipleship, (2) the church as community, 
and (3) the practice of nonresistant love.” While 
it was never the intent of Bender and his vision, 
it unintentionally left us with a Christianity that 
revolves around behavior instead of the work of 
Christ and the Spirit. 

The vision, Dintaman says, is impoverished 
in three ways. First, “it gives us little insight into 
human behavior”; second, “we were left with an 
inadequate awareness of the liberating work of 
God through the death and resurrection of Jesus”; 
and third, “we have also, then, been impoverished 
in our sense of the spiritual presence and power 
of the risen Christ.” Each of these led him to say 
that “until we can think and talk as passionately 
about receiving and being as we do about strate-
gizing and doing, until we get as passionate about 
praise and prayer as we do about social-political 
analysis, we will remain spiritually impoverished.”

Reflecting on this essay, the question arises: 
What is my hope for turning around this spiri-
tual impoverishment? As one of the people not 
attending convention this year, I will follow from 
a distance and be interested in what comes out of 
the Future Church Summit. 

I hope that in Orlando the church can reconsid-
er each of these impoverishments in a new light 
and take the time to refocus on the work of re-
newal. The Future Church Summit is a great time 
to move us away from what Dintaman calls the 
“reductionist tendencies” that cast “the language 
of faith into exclusively sociological and activist 
frameworks.” For that we need to take seriously 

and recommit ourselves to reflecting on the na-
ture of being human. I often joke with fellow pas-
tors that the view MC USA takes on pacifism has 
come out of optimism about the human condition, 
but as I think about it biblically, my commitment 
to living peaceably comes out of pessimism about 
human condition. It’s not hard to see how the frac-
ture that runs through humans is why we so often 
grasp for violence in this fallen world. 

This reconnection with the fractured and 
fallen nature of human existence draws us to pon-
der and praise anew the glorious work Christ does 
for us. To begin with Christ as our ethical example 
is to miss the fact that first Christ releases us to 
live a new life free from the bondage of death and 
sin. It seems that both wings of the church can 
miss the point that first the gospel is not advice 
or ethics but the news of what God has done in 
Christ. While we often see it as work to repair and 
bring the kingdom, rethinking our commitment to 
this news will remind us that God is the first and 
primary actor in bringing new creation. 

Finally, if we can rethink through our commit-
ments and understanding of human nature so that 
the light of God’s work in Jesus can shine all the 
brighter in church, then we can turn the Spirit’s 
presence and power pushing forward into the 
pattern of Jesus while also rekindling his presence 
in our communities. 

It often seems easy to forget, but our churches 
are centered around the one who was dead and is 
now alive again and is still present to us through 
the gift of the Spirit, our Comforter and Advocate. 
I pray that through considering these things we 
might be led into a new life that draws us away 
from each of the disagreements holding us back. 
When nothing new is happening in the room, it’s 
easy to look at one another and see what we don’t 
like. But when new creation begins to take place, 
we’ll find something else to notice and work to do 
in the life that God has promised us. 

To look back on Dintaman’s essay before we 
gather together in Orlando is a call to focus on 
ways to address our spiritual impoverishment. 
I hope our future will start with gatherings not 
centered around an agenda of resolutions that 
need a 51 percent majority but stories of how God 
has been with us and led us this past year as we 
confront a fractured and broken world in need of 
healing. May it be so. TM
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Colo.
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Asking the right questions

Who is Mennonite Church USA? What will 
we become? Those two questions niggle 
in many people’s minds these days, 

including mine. Most of the writers in the May is-
sue of The Mennonite addressed those questions, 
at least obliquely, as they reflected on Mennonite 
Church USA at age 15. 

In 2011, when church leaders proposed the 
Purposeful Plan, they asserted that groups 
naturally move in the direction of the questions 
they ask of themselves. That’s why that plan was 
organized around six key questions that helped us 
focus on God’s call for our church.

Good questions are like a set of golden keys 
to the lockbox of the mind. More than once, after 
hearing a stunning revelation from someone I’ve 
known for a long time, I responded: “How come 
you never told me that before?” Their retort: 
“You never asked me.”

During this season of uncertainty—and 
great opportunity—in the church, we want to 
make sure we are inclusive in asking questions. 
As we seek God’s will for the future, we hope to 
unlock the creativity and wisdom of the people in 
Mennonite Church USA.

In a “trial run” to the Future Church Summit 
planned for our Orlando convention in July, the 
Constituency Leaders Council (CLC) addressed 
the following questions, and more:

• How will we follow Jesus as Anabaptists 
in the 21st century? What kind of church is God 
calling us to be?

• What nurtures your spirit by being Anabap-
tist? What is most essential and precious to you? 
When are we at our best?

• What are some key turning points in our 
journey [as a Mennonite church]? Where are they 
leading us as a church? Are we headed where we 
want to go?

• What do we need to address to be in right re-
lationship with each other as the CLC and within 
the wider church?

• What are the key things we want to address 
to shape a desirable future together?

We discussed these questions at tables and 
then shared the answers for all to see. A “theme 

team” skillfully sifted through a myriad of written 
responses to distill the essence of what was being 
said. It was a unifying experience; rarely have 
I seen a large group so engaged in an elicitive 
task. Their responses reflected “The Wisdom of 
Crowds,” as touted in the 2004 book by James 
Surowiecki.

While the “crowd” at the Future Church 
Summit at Orlando 2017 will be many times 
larger than the CLC, I anticipate the same kind of 
creative energy and enthusiasm for the task. I am 
confident that a similar set of questions will elicit 
spiritual wisdom to the benefit of the broader 
church. 

This is a deliberative process of “eliciting a 
vision” for the future of Mennonite Church USA. 
That’s different from “casting a vision” or even 
“detecting a vision.” It’s an effective way to cap-
ture the aspirations of all of us who are invested 
in Mennonite Church USA.

A few people have expressed concern that 
the Future Church Summit will not be truly rep-
resentative of our church. Via email, one person 
asked me how we intend “to gather collective wis-
dom” when not everyone is represented. While 
we’re doing our best to gather a representative 
group, we know it is not realistically possible to 
include everyone in the process and that some 
will not feel their voice is heard. For that reason, 
we encourage other groups across Mennonite 
Church USA—perhaps in congregations, small 
groups and area conferences—to address the 
same questions in their own setting and to share 
their responses with us. 

I would be overjoyed to receive a summary 
of your particular group’s responses to the five 
sets of questions I referenced above, which were 
discussed by the CLC. 

Whatever your context, I invite you to consid-
er the questions you’re asking God and each other 
and to act on the wisdom that emerges. We’re 
poised to become a better church as a result. TM
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                        FROM THE EDITOR

I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh, and your 
sons and your daughters shall prophesy.—Acts 2:17

June 4 is Pentecost Sunday, a day we remem-
ber the scene from Acts 2, when God’s Spirit 
filled the gathered group of Jesus’ followers. 

It’s good to recall that event, but do we expect 
the Spirit to fill us today? Do we expect our sons 
and daughters to prophesy?

In that text, Peter is quoting the prophet Joel, 
who predicted that God’s Spirit will be poured 
out on “all flesh,” regardless of gender or social 
status; even “slaves” will receive God’s Spirit.

If God’s Spirit disregards the divisions soci-
eties have set up, why don’t we? In spite of the 
progress we in the church may have made, gender 
and social status affect who has power.

This issue celebrates the remarkable work of 
Mennonite women and helps mark the 100th an-
niversary of Mennonite denominational women’s 
groups. But it only touches the surface. 

Women have been prophesying—bear-
ing God’s message through word and deed—for 
centuries. Yet too often that work has been hidden 
or ignored.

And we are learning that women’s usual way 
of ministering is often more effective, even more 
Christlike, than what has often been men’s way of 
ministering.

Groups that work in developing countries have 
learned that investing in small businesses run by 
women is more likely to enhance the lives of ev-
eryone in the community. Those run by men tend 
to enhance the life of the men themselves.

In Michael Moore’s documentary Where to 
Invade Next, he visits Iceland and interviews the 
world’s first democratically elected female pres-
ident. He also notes that in the financial crisis of 
2008, when all three of Iceland’s major privately 
owned commercial banks defaulted, a bank owned 
and run by women did not default and did not lose 

any of its clients’ money.
The women who ran the bank said they did not 

take major risks with people’s money, whereas 
the bankers at the other banks—all men—took 
risks to make big profits and lost their clients’ 
money. (Those bankers are now in prison, while 
no U.S. banker who took similar actions is.)

Women are finding ways to make their voic-
es heard. Anglican priest Tish Harrison Warren 
has noted that many bloggers—and women in 
particular—write and teach outside the commis-
sioning of the established church.

In an article on women bloggers, Hannah 
Anderson writes that few women “have fully 
grasped the power women have as architects of 
community.” She quotes blogger Alastair Rob-
erts, who “suggests that, in general, men tend to 
exhibit agency that is combative and direct while 
women’s power is expressed through their ability 
to form community.”

This notion of differing forms of power is not 
just opinion but is backed by sociological data. 
“From moral decision-making to leadership 
styles, women, in general, work with an eye 
toward relationships and cooperation while men 
operate more impersonally and individualistically,” 
writes Anderson.

Marlene Bogard makes a similar point in the 
Leadership column (page 30). Women’s procliv-
ity toward building friendship and community is 
something the church needs desperately.

One of the women business leaders Moore in-
terviewed in Iceland said that if you have at least 
three women on a board of directors, that will 
change the personality of that board—in a good 
way, she adds.

Will we embrace God’s Spirit falling on all 
flesh, including women? Will we listen for their 
voices and follow their example of communi-
ty-building leadership? It’s Pentecost. Let the 
Spirit come.—gh

The Spirit falls on ‘all flesh’

Gordon Houser
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