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Eastern Mennonite School student Rahel Lema ‘21 and Paul Leaman, Head of School, work together during the EMS solar barnraising
on October 10, 2020. See article on page 3. Photo by Andrea Wenger

RESILIENCE
Ten months into the pandemic, Virginia Mennonite Conference
agencies have responded with innovation and faith in God’s provision

EDITORIAL

FROM CLYDE G. KRATZ

EXECUTIVE CONFERENCE MINISTER

Caring Leaders

I

have a collection of coffee mugs. I have
one from Michelin Tire, from the time
when I changed truck tires for Moyer
Packing Company, the largest beef
packer on the East Coast. I have a series of
coffee mugs of major league baseball teams
that I purchased at games. I have Eastern
Mennonite College and University coffee
mugs from various time periods. I have coffee mugs given to me from non-profit organizations as a thank you. I have coffee mugs
that I purchased at a special restaurant that
my wife Eunice and I frequented, or from
which we hold a special memory.
So I needed to purchase a coffee mug
to commemorate this period of time. Eunice lamented “Do we need another coffee
mug on a shelf or boxed away somewhere?
I said yes. I went searching for the right coffee mug to commemorate this pandemic.
Amazon is really helpful with a wide variety of options – some of which most likely
should not be on my desk. But the one I
settled on is a Dr. Anthony Fauci coffee
mug with this saying: “I don’t know how
to explain to you that you should care for
other people.” I proudly display, and do not
use, this coffee mug in my kitchen next to
the coffee maker. Hopefully, it will end up
in my office in the near future.
This issue of Pathways highlights ways
the church cares! Not just in a pandemic,
but by a deeply-seeded value that is part of
our faith community DNA. At times, some
people lament the institutionalization of
the church, the cost of institutional buildings, and expansive programs that require
professional development staff - with annual fund drives, large fees for services, and
an ever-expanding footprint on good soil.
When I read about - or even remember the formation of these institutions (maybe
ministries is a better term), I applaud innovative men and women, often ahead of
their time, who had a vision for the community of faith to meet needs of people
beyond what a local congregation could
handle on their own.
Today, we benefit from these ministries that we often take for granted. I am
excited by the stories that are provided in
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this issue of
Pathways
written by a
representative of the
ministry. I
am overwhelmed
by the leadership adaptations that these valued ministries have
achieved in order to overcome the obstacles
associated with this pandemic. These leaders and their staff need to be commended
for their resilience in the midst of the challenges they have faced. They have demonstrated a commitment not only to their organizational mission, but to care for their
staff, participants, and visitors that come
through their facilities. I am listing each
agency that is a Conference Ministry or
Endorsed Ministry, and their chief executive officer, so that you can write them a
personal thank note when you send them
a year-end check to assist them in meeting
their financial needs.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Paul Leaman, Eastern Mennonite School
Aaron Kauffman, VMMissions
Susan Huxman, Eastern Mennonite Univ.
Marie Bradley, Family Life Resource Ctr.
Kent Kauffman, Highland Retreat
Kevin King, Mennonite Disaster Service
Marian Buckwalter, Mennonite Women
of Va.
Jon Aldridge, Mennowood Retirement
Comm.
Alicia Horst, Newbridges Immigrant
Resource Center
Nancy Hopkins-Garriss, Pleasant View Inc.
Angela Rouse, Roberta Webb Child Care
Center
Judith Trumbo, Virginia Mennonite
Retirement Community
Bob Briscoe, Williamsburg Christian
Retreat Center

Pastoral transitions

SEPTEMBER TO NOVEMBER 2020

Stephen Intagliata, transfer from Central District Conference to lead pastor at Daniel’s Run
Peace Church, Fairfax, Va.
Sarah Bixler, Ordination for Teaching Cluster,
Eastern Mennonite Seminary, Harrisonburg,
Va.
Robert Yutzy, transfer from Western District
Conference to lead pastor at Lindale Mennonite Church, Linville, Va.
Joseph Bellone, ministerial license for lead
pastor of Mountain View Mennonite Church,
Hickory, N.C.
Philip J. Yoder, ended assignment at Crest
Hill Mennonite Church, Wardensville, W.Va.
Dennis Kuhns, reactive ministerial credentials for interim assignment,Weavers Mennonite Church, Harrisonburg, Va.
Harrigan Bowman, ministerial license for
Early Church, Harrisonburg, Va.
Jason Rhodes Showalter, ministerial license
for Administration Cluster, VMMissions.
LaShonda Russell, ministerial license for
youth ministry at Grace Mennonite Fellowship, Lacey Spring, Va.
Chad Miller, transfer from Mennonite Church
Alberta to lead pastor at Ridgeway Mennonite,
Harrisonburg, Va.
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I am a witness to the care that each of
these leaders provides to our community of
faith, and I value their affiliation with Virginia Mennonite Conference. I do not have
to explain to them how to care, because
they are caring leaders!
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Virginia Conference Welcomes June Miller
By CLYDE G. KRATZ

V

irginia Mennonite Conference
is delighted to announce our
new Office Manager and Marketing staff person, June Miller.
While June’s academic portfolio demonstrates a penchant for an acting career in a
theatre, she has utilized her gifts and skills
in various roles in a congregation, mission
agency, and a conference. June worked
for Mennonite Church Canada Alberta as
Communications Coordinator. Her expertise in website, social media, developing
brochures, video production, and event
management made her invaluable to Tim
Wiebe-Neufeld, Executive Minister.
June came into the Harrisonburg
area with her husband Chad Miller, who
is the new pastor at Ridgeway Mennonite
Church, Harrisonburg, Va. June and Chad
have two children, Mackenzie and Hudson,
and a dog named Max. They live in Harrisonburg, Va., and are beginning to learn to
know our community. June describes herself as a tech geek. She enjoys puzzles and
hiking. Her favorite food is chocolate and
she dislikes liver.
Before the Millers arrived in Harrisonburg, I received a letter from June seeking
employment opportunities. She recognized
the challenge of finding employment during the pandemic. As the Executive Conference Minister, I was in the process of
redesigning the staff position to be Interim
Office Manager. Not knowing the financial
capacity of the Conference, a quarter-time
position was offered to June as the Interim
Office Manager. As June became acquaint-

ed with our Conference office practices,
she offered keen
insight into ways
that communication
could become more
effective with our
constituency.
As of December 1, June was
hired half-time as
the Office Manager
and Marketing staff
person for Virginia
Mennonite Conference. As we seek to
communicate with
various groups of
constituents, discover ways to utilizes the
tools of communication, and learn how
our various audiences respond to various
communication tools, we hope to find ways
to increase our contact within our Conference and community. Please help welcome
June into our Conference as you have opportunity to meet her and learn to know
her as a staff person.
It is always exciting to read an individual’s resume. You learn about their educational attainment, their vocational track
record, and the duration of service. June’s
resume included teaching theater, managing a theatre ensemble, and a period of
time in a service assignment in Denver,
Colo., and in Tuapse, Russia, with Youth

With A Mission. I always look for a staff
person that has an endearing sense of humor, because it is essential these days in
order to navigate difficult conversations,
challenging leaders, and a perplexed constituency. I found the right person in June
because she has a Certificate in Clowning
from the Ohio Clown School. Do not be
surprised if you see some rather delightful
things coming out of the Conference office
in the near future.

Clyde G. Kratz is Executive Conference
Minister of Virginia Mennonite Conference.
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The outdoor socially-distanced performance of Les Miserable brought much needed healing music to Eastern Mennonite School and the
community. At times the director, Joy Anderson, brought out a 10-foot pole to measure distance between characters. The positioning of
the cast at the closing scene, pictured above, is a testament to their guideline observations. See article about the production on page 4.
Photo by Joaquin Sosa.

EMS: With Deep Commitment and Diligence
By ANDREA WENGER

R

eaching the midpoint of any academic year is reason to celebrate.
This year, however, brings with
it relief, awe, and gratitude at
Eastern Mennonite School. Administrators, faculty, and staff launched the year on
August 25 amidst pandemic-related unknowns and a slew of new plans, protocol,
and procedures for safely welcoming “every
student every day.”
The vast majority of the 356 new and
returning students chose in-person schooling, and the community quickly established a “new normal” of daily home health
screenings, constant mask wearing, and
physical distancing.
“With deep commitment by everyone—employees, families and students—
we did it,” reflects Paul Leaman with pride
and, admittedly, some surprise. The potential for the need to close at any moment was
ever present, he noted. “But our size, smaller than area public schools, and everyone’s
diligence made a fall of in-person learning
possible. For that we are grateful.”
WHAT WE LEARNED
While students have progressed appropriately in academics this year, the learning
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for everyone has been far beyond traditional lessons. Things we have learned include:

“It’s been a big culture shift and they’ve
done well.”

Social and emotional health come first.
Academics are key, of course, to a successful school. But principals repeatedly emphasized to teachers that students’ social
and emotional well being is top priority.
Space to process, interact with school counselors, and safely socialize were paramount.
Instituting half day Wednesdays allowed
for deep cleaning by custodial staff, and
gave teachers time to prepare and connect
with distance learners.

Outdoor schooling is a plus! Everything
from band and choir to lunch and social
studies moved outside often this fall. “I’m
a big believer in outdoor classrooms,” says
Archer. “The benefits are immense, and I
hope we’ll continue outdoor learning long
after the pandemic is past.”

Adaptation and flexibility are essential.
Teachers and students have demonstrated
remarkable flexibility with a positive attitude, according to Maria Archer, K-8
principal, and Justin King, high school
principal. “Teachers have creatively tackled
endless challenges, adopting new learning
platforms, and engaging students in class
and online,” says King. Students have “gone
with the flow,” he says. “We’ve heard little
complaining and a lot of gratitude even as
students have switched to a four-period
block schedule with limited interaction
with people outside of those class periods.

Service opportunities abound. While traditional club activities were cancelled, the
WeServe club and National Honor Society organized activities to keep generosity
alive: roadside trash pick up, singing outside Virginia Mennonite Retirement Community, fundraising raffles to benefit Virginia Mennonite Relief Sale, and collecting
food pantry funds.
Athletics can take new form. Interscholastic Athletic competition came to a halt in
spring of 2020, and did not return this fall.
The losses were real for student-athletes.
However, team building, skill building,
and emotional growth also happened during these months. An intramural program
(corn hole, disc golf, pickleball, spikeball
and volleyball) provided space for com-

EMS continued from page 3
petition and connection between students
across middle and high school. The weekly
program ended with more than 40 students
participating in a masked 3v3 outdoor volleyball tournament. Skill building practices
and conditioning for fall and winter teams
provided additional opportunities for students to connect with teammates.
Music heals. Our century-old tradition of
gathering in chapel and singing together
stopped in spring 2020. By fall, music
teachers had researched alternatives for
making music together. Band and orchestra moved outside. Special masks covered
wind instruments. Choral groups sang
outside exclusively with microphones and
standing far apart.
“That this works as well as it does is
a tribute to the skill and perseverance of
our students,” wrote choral director, Jared
Stutzman, to choir parents. “They (and I)
have had to relearn entirely how to listen
to each other through a sound system, how
to modulate and balance voices through a
microphone, how to tune to each other…
they are making music at a high level and
making the best of this opportunity.”

An outdoor musical production is
possible. It took vision, an influx of talent,
and a school pulling together to stage Les
Misérables School Edition safely in October. Around 200 guests per show enjoyed
sitting in family groups in 8X8 foot blocks
spaced 10 feet apart across the soccer field
for night time performances. Forty students were involved with the show, including 11 students new to EMS this fall. “There
is a reason people refer to the ‘healing arts,’”
said Joy Anderson, director and visionary.
“These students will treasure the friendships and memories made. Their discipline,
determination, and talent inspired and
brought healing to all of us.”
We can respect each other, even with
differences. In addition to COVID, the
school navigated a season marked by polarization in broader society. “We aspire to
be a school where every student ‘belongs,
thrives, and lives God’s call,” says Principal
King. “So we tackled the divisive culture
head on.” All employees and students took
part in several training sessions and chapel
presentations on how to disagree respectfully and talk about controversial issues.

The future looks bright. A hopeful highlight this fall was a “solar barnraising” in
mid October when 35 volunteers installed
357 solar panels on the upper building. The
array will provide one third of the school’s
energy needs. “It was encouraging to see
students join the effort,” says Leaman.
“They are the scientists, community leaders, pastors, teachers and healers who will
tackle the challenges we face.” See more at
easternmennonite.org/solar.
Read more stories and see photo galleries at easternmennonite.org/news. View
virtual chapels (grades 6-12) by searching
for “Eastern Mennonite School Chapel” on
YouTube.
EMS is accepting applications for the
2021-22 school year for students entering
kindergarten or in grades 6-12; applications are being accepted for a wait pool for
grades 1-5. See easternmennonite.org/visit
to register for admissions “Coffee Chats”
this fall and winter, or to schedule a visit.
Gifts to our 2nd Century Annual Fund
to support student financial aid are needed
and welcome. Go to easternmennonite.org/
support or phone 540-236-6024.
Andrea Wenger is Director of Advancement for
Eastern Mennonite School, Harrisonburg, Va.

Less Miserable During COVID-19
Eastern Mennonite School performs Les Misérables
By JUNE MILLER

I

n preparation for school year in Harrisonburg, Va., Eastern Mennonite
School (EMS) determined they were
able to observe CDC guidelines with
in-person school. There have been many
work arounds, especially in the area of music and arts where extra precautions needed
to be implemented.
So why attempt a musical? Originally
scheduled for January, the timeline to production was moved up in order to accommodate an outside performance. With only
six weeks to produce, EMS scheduled Les
Misérables Junior Edition for October 29,
30, 31 with rainout dates for the following
week. Creativity often is at its best when we
have restrictions. A multi-level platform, a
10-foot pole, and soccer field were the beginning elements.
The dream of the production came before the pandemic, when the school secured
the rights in late winter 2020, banking on the

talent of the upcoming students.
With the many losses that followed, Director Joy Anderson
said we were “resolved to do
whatever we could to keep alive
the possibility of staging Les
Mis in some form.” But with all
the challenges, “could we do the
show well?” Les Mis requires a
large cast. Adding 10 foot dis- Marius (Josiah Ropp), Cossett (Maggie Fairfield) and
Jean Valjean (Luke Huyard), nearing the end of Act II,
tancing, save brief “incidental
carry the sentimental scene without losing intimacy.
contact,” restrictions on singing Photo by Joaquin Sosa.
indoors, and losing key students
due to enrollment changes and
availability, challenges abounded. Mrs. made it super easy,” says Melody Flanders, a
Anderson credits the “fleet of helpers” and Senior. Mackenzie Miller, sophomore, also
the addition of talented to new students in sees this experience as a “great way to get
to know people better.” Backstage is a place
navigating these challenges.
For new students, the show has been a to find friendship and encouragement. The
way to make new friendship despite masks cast was “always so positive and helpful to
and social distancing. “I thought it would one another,” said Freshman Kate Weaver.
be impossible for me to find people to make
friendships with but being in this show has

June Miller works for Virginia Mennonite
Conference and is an EMS parent.
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VMMissions Sees Hope Amid the Hardships
By AARON KAUFFMAN AND CAROL TOBIN

T

he coronavirus has upended lives
in countless ways and has lasted
much longer than anyone would
have hoped. Even so, the staff
members at Virginia Mennonite Missions
(VMMissions) note a number of ways the
pandemic has been an opportunity to learn
and even thrive in ministry.
Mission workers have turned obstacles
into opportunities. Several international
workers sought refuge in their home communities; others opted to go through with
scheduled home assignments and ended up
being denied permission to return due to
pandemic precautions in their host countries. Despite not being on location, these
workers have been far from idle. Dan and
Mary Hess were able to assist in a relief
project in Albania remotely from Virginia.
Now back in Albania, they are building on
those connections to explore a new church
planting opportunity. While Mark and
Sarah Schoenhals wait for permission to
return to Thailand, they are working hard
to compile written resources that enable
Life Enrichment Church to continue to
grow. Sarah is editing a book of Isaan worship songs written by church members, and
Mark is compiling a minister’s manual for
young leaders.
People are open to the gospel. The anxiety of the pandemic has prompted people
to seek out relationships and explore the
deeper purpose of life. In Waynesboro,
Virginia, Armando and Veronica Sanchez
shared the gospel with a woman Armando
met through his construction business. She
has since joined the church, Iglesia Shalom,
and through her connections with a local
non-profit, the church helped provide free
flu shots to the community. On the other
side of the Atlantic, Shawn Green has been
instrumental in helping the Italian Mennonite Church utilize both online and outdoor
formats. Both of these have drawn seekers
more effectively than traditional services.
Virtual is here to stay. From board meetings to training to worker updates to prayer
times, VMMissions has had to learn how
to conduct events and meetings through
virtual means. While fatigue is common
in online gatherings, limiting the length of
meetings, providing breaks, and varying
the size of groups effectively mitigate some
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of those concerns.
Clearly, VMMissions will continue
to use virtual formats long after the
pandemic is over.
Relationships
matter. A few
months into the
pandemic,
staff
members began to
notice the toll remote working was
taking on their A warm welcome: Klementina Shahini (seated center) was
sense of connec- greeted by a crowd of church, school, and community members
tion to one anoth- when she returned to Albania after her hospitalization in Rome.
er. Team leaders Courtesy photo
redoubled their efforts to check in with the members of their have helped Mennonite World Conference
teams. Staff meetings have moved outside distribute over $414,000 in aid to 53 Anain person when the weather permits. A baptist church bodies in 28 countries. PresWhatsApp group has allowed staff mem- ently, groundwork is being laid to support
bers to share prayer requests and personal relief efforts in Central America following
updates. These efforts have created space hurricanes Eta and Iota.
for staff to connect with and care for each
The primary mandate of VMMissions is
other in important ways.
emerging all the more clearly. Rapid culFundraising looks different but is still tural change can incline both individuals
possible. While the economy has certainly and organizations to lose their bearings.
been impacted by the pandemic, donors are VMMissions is giving fresh attention to
still eager to support the ministries they be- articulating the “great purpose” for which
lieve in. VMMissions is grateful to be one God has created this agency: inviting peoof them. Staff have found that donors are ple of all cultures to new life in Jesus Christ.
receptive to virtual meetings and events, In addition, learning about racial injustice
as well as in person meetings with safety embedded in the wider culture and the
protocols. Workers and Ministry Support church is helping VMMissions uncover obTeams have gotten more creative in their stacles to achieving that vision.
efforts, producing video updates or holding
unique fundraisers, such as a gourmet pop- Dependence on God has deepened. The
corn auction online. Others have discov- pandemic has reminded VMMissions of
ered that old-fashioned phone calls work the perennial need to rely upon the mercy
as well as ever for sharing about ministries of God. Staff have agonized in prayer as several persons in the VMMissions network of
and inviting support.
relationships have struggled through times
Opportunities abound to love one’s of illness and hospitalization. Just recently,
global neighbors. Though VMMissions is Klementina Shahini was medically evacunot primarily a relief agency, the depth of ated from Lezhë, Albania, to a hospital in
human need at this time calls for a response. Rome, Italy. After three weeks, she had reVMMissions is learning sound ways to sup- covered sufficiently to return to Albania,
port relief initiatives with its partners. One to the great rejoicing of her husband, Dini,
initiative was to create the Coronavirus Im- and the school and church community in
migrant Care Fund, which has blessed 98 which they serve.
immigrant families with $29,300 in aid for
food, housing, and medical expenses. VM- Aaron Kauffman is President and Carol Tobin
Missions is also one of many partners that is Mission Advocate for VMMissions..

Empowering the Essential

RWCCC Adapts to a New Educational Experience
By MELODY M. PANNELL

D

uring COVID-19, the mission
of The Roberta Webb Child
Care Center has evolved and
expanded tremendously. We are
not just “serving ethnically diverse families
by providing affordable and quality childcare,” we are empowering our “essential
workers” and empowering our children to
adapt to a new educational experience. The
majority of our families have been deemed
as “essential workers”and the education of
our children continue to be “essential” to
the future of our community and our overall society. We have worked diligently to
adapt to our new realities with a deep sense
of professional responsibility, personal integrity and ethical standards.
As we were striving to keep the foundational educational milieus, core values
and practices, we found new ways to stay
safe, stay connected and stay engaged with
our children, families and staff members.
We embarked upon innovative and creative
ways to practice physical distancing and
enhance educational and socio - emotional
learning. In the midst of the many changes
and challenges that our families are experiencing, we recognize how important it is to
ensure that our children continue to receive
quality education in a safe and nurturing
environment. We also know how crucial it
is for parents to be able to depend on our

staff here at RWCCC, so they can take care
of their work responsibilities and provide
for their households. Our work here at RWCCC is essential, and it is essential that we
remain encouraged to continue this sacred
work.
However, this new level of empowering
an essential educational experience has not
been easy to create, implement or maintain.
The lack of unity within the governance of
the field of childcare has been discouraging
and frustration at times. There are many
governing partners, yet there is not a main
governing body for early childcare education. As to be expected, crisis has a way of
highlighting and bringing out the growing
edges, gaps and social disparities within a
particular system. Many times, we don’t
know what we don’t know until we find
ourselves in need without solid answers and
direction. In many cases, Early Childcare
Education policies and practices are fluid
and procedures are not standard across the
field. Therefore much of the decision making falls on the wisdom, experience and
leadership of our Executive Director, Mrs.
Angela Rouse.
Our Executive Director, Angela Rouse
has emerged as a leader within the childcare
sector due to the effective transition and social learning models that were implemented. She expanded her professional network,
reaching out to those in higher positions so
she could advocate for the needs of RWCC
and the early childhood field overall. This
resolve to “empower the essential” and resiliency to overcome the unexpected challenges of COVID-19 has been a remarkable
experience. Angie relied on the resources
that became available throughout the Harrisonburg community to renovate our
classroom spaces, and outdoor playground
to create indoor and outdoor educational
areas that can still encourage healthy socialization. Angela also had to learn how to
manage the changes in ratio of children and
staff due to new classroom structures, decreased enrollment availability and personnel safety needs and precautions. The wellbeing of our staff and their own families
were also priorities, as our staff are deemed
essential and are making personal sacrifices

Roberta Webb continues to serve the
community with adaptations.
Photos courtesy of Melody M. Pannell

to provide services to our children each and
every day.
This current pandemic has also put a
spotlight on the low value that our education systems and society place on children,
childcare workers and families that are
historically and presently marginalized.
The need for quality childcare and creative
ways to fill these critical gaps are crucial in
the time of COVID-19. RWCCC is finding ways to fill in these gaps by providing
dinner twice a week for our children and
families and we are also partnering with
Immanuel Mennonite Church to provide
learning space for children attending Harrisonburg Public Schools that do not have
access to internet services or safe spaces at
home to engage in remote learning. In reflection on the life and legacy of our namesake, Mrs. Roberta Morgan Webb, we can
only imagine the many challenging circumstances that she learned to overcome
throughout her mission to give children the
gift of education as well as the social and
systemic disparities that she envisioned the
children in her community overcoming.
Her work was indeed essential. It is on this
strong foundation of resiliency and faith
that our essential legacy of empowering our
children for a successful educational journey continues.
We invite you to empower RWCCC to
spread the gift of education that will impact generations to come. Your partnership
encourages us as we endure the realities of
COVID-19 and adapt to a new educational
experience.
Melody M. Pannell is Director of Development
for Roberta Webb Child Care Center.
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Missing Our Connections Pressing On
Encouraging Mennonite Women to Live in Hope

In Faith

By MARIAN BUCKWALTER

By MARIE BRADLEY

D

ear Mennonite Women: I wonder how you are doing. At this
time of year, I am usually anticipating our annual retreat,
a time to get away from all that is part of
my usual routine, and to connect with all of
you. I would look forward to the challenges
and encouragement from the speaker. I
would enjoy singing with a crowd of women. A Saturday afternoon hike or Escape
Room adventure always calls to me. And
Saturday evening Vespers calms my soul.
But all of that is different this year.
There is no retreat. Perhaps this will end
up to be like the year my husband’s family
decided not to have our usual Saturdayafter-Christmas family reunion. We all discovered how much we missed it! Or maybe
we will find a different form of retreat for
ourselves this year.
I’m planning a mother-daughter weekend outing. You might find a safe way to
connect with a friend or two in a special
way, or make space for a silent retreat. A
possible theme could be “How have I Experienced God this Year?” or “Lord, Search
Me and Know Me” from Psalm 139. And if
you chose 2 “sistering sticks” at last year’s
retreat, send a note to each of these sisters
to tell them of your prayers for them.
What are the words you would use to
describe yourself this year? Which of these
words apply to you: stuck, overwhelmed,
confused, depleted, scatter-brained, angry,
depressed, alone, unable to breathe? Maybe
you echo what one person told me, “I’m
just surviving; I’m not thriving.” It’s helpful to name these things. But it’s not helpful to stay there. I want to encourage you
to Count Your Blessings! Here are some of
mine for today:
The sun shining, bringing out the beauty of
the leaves.
A chilly early-morning walk down the lane.
A day free of appointments!
A Psalm that drew me to God.
The cheerfulness of my daughters.
God’s steadfast love that surrounds me.

upside-down, I think of the beautiful refugees I met on the island of Lesvos, Greece
in September of 2019. When I think of the
stories of loss that I heard, I am humbled.
I have so much. My world is so intact by
comparison. Yet even there, in a place of so
much despair, I met Jesus.
Whatever our situation, Jesus comes to
us. Our circumstances don’t always change,
but when we realize God is with us, we can
experience life differently.
As president of Mennonite Women
of Virginia, I can’t tell you that our executive committee has been busy dreaming up
great and amazing ways of connecting with
all of you. The truth is we’ve all been rather
preoccupied with our families, our jobs,
and putting one foot in front of the other to
walk through this pandemic.
However, one thing we did was meet
together with Alicia Manning for understanding racism: where it lies within ourselves and within Mennonite Women of
Virginia. Thank you, Alicia!
As an organization, our Mission Statement is: Empowered women, creatively
building
Christ-centered
relationships
through fellowship, leadership, mission, and
service.
We can only fulfill that statement if we
are including and inviting to all women of
Virginia Mennonite Conference, no matter
your language of origin, your skin color,
your comfort foods, your culture, your age,
or your location. What might that mean for
who is on the Executive Committee, and
what activities we plan?
We are open to your suggestions and
are counting on the leading of the Spirit. If
you have ideas to pass on to us please send
an email to our secretary, Evie Christner,
at eviechristner@gmail.com. If you have
not yet done so, I encourage you to read
the thought-provoking blog post from
Cyneatha Mills, Executive Director of
Mennonite Women USA at https://wp.me/
p3K8En-1Lp
Carry on as women of grace and peace,
reflecting the face of Jesus in all you do.

Whenever I start to feel really sorry for
myself, or like my world has been turned

Marian Buckwalter is President of Mennonite
Women of Virginia.
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S

ince the beginning of Family Life
Resource Center (FLRC) over
three decades ago, we have experienced many changes and hardships, but nothing quite compares to our
experiences with COVID-19. This has
been uncharted
territory
for the agency
and
clients
alike.
Although
we
weren’t
sure
how
to
navigate
through
it,
one thing was
for certain: we
still
needed
to
provide
mental health
support and
services
for
our community. With lots
of prayer and
discernment, FLRC realized it was more
important than ever to walk with our
community as it struggles, so we decided
not to close the agency.
We implemented changes and adjusted by immediately offered teletherapy for our clients so they did not lose
connection with their counselors during
this time. We even expanded our openings so that we could take on new clients
that were struggling. FLRC has since reopened our office for certain clients to
be seen in person, those who could not
utilize teletherapy. We have seen record
numbers of clients as increases in depression and anxiety continue to rise. In
a world that requires social distancing, it
is so important to have human contact.
Family Life Resource Center began
with Virginia Mennonite Conference,
and is now also well-connected to the
broader Harrisonburg community and
surrounding counties. We all recognize
that healthy individuals lead to healthy
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relationships, which lead to healthy congregations and communities. We continue to
offer support to churches and pastors helping their congregations with mental health.
FLRC not only gives clients the ability to
have a trained professional to walk along
side them spiritually, but also allows pastors
and leaders to have resources.
FLRC remains one of the few faithbased counseling agencies in the area. Outside of our agency’s Christ-centered mission, our goal is to help people realize the
importance of mental health. Mental health
challenges, mental illnesses, and basic life

challenges emerge no matter one’s age,
faith, family background or educational
level. And while trained professionals are
essential to help those in need, we recognize that in a polarized society and world,
when we choose kindness and gentleness,
and show respect for others, we positively
contribute to our neighbors’ wellbeing and
mental health.
I challenge all of us to choose kindness
each day, in keeping with our call in Micah
6:8 (NRSV) “He has told you, O mortal,
what is good; and what does the Lord require of you but to do justice, and to love

kindness, and to walk humbly with your
God?”
If you would like to give toward the cost
of someone’s mental health care expenses,
please donate to our scholarship fund. This
fund allows those without insurance or
otherwise not be able to afford counseling
to get the help they need. Any size donation is greatly appreciated. Contact FLRC at
(540) 434-8450 or visit flrc.org.

Marie Bradley is Administrative Director of
Family Life Resource Center, Harrisonburg, Va.

Facing Into Uncertainty, Seeing God at Work
Mennonite Disaster Service Responds Even As Project Look Different
By JOHN LONGHURST

W

hen your organization
is best known for doing
things like bringing volunteers together from all over
North America to build and repair houses
for survivors of disasters, what do you do
when you can’t do that?
That was the situation Mennonite Disaster Service (MDS) found itself in last
March when the pandemic struck.
In mid-March, as the U.S. and Canada
began general shutdowns, the organization
closed all of its projects in Texas, California
and the Gulf Coast and sent all volunteers
home. A week later it suspended all of its
summer projects, too.
At the time, MDS executive director
Kevin King acknowledged the decision was
difficult—so many people were depending
on it to get back home—but the right one
to make.
Looking ahead, the future for MDS
was unclear for 2020. “Only God knows
what will happen,” he said. “We hope we
can resume again in fall, but nothing is certain. The only thing I know for sure, as the
Psalmists put it, is “God is our refuge and
strength, a very present help in trouble.”
God’s strength and help was evident as
MDS, through its regions and units across
the U.S. and Canada, creatively found ways
to pivot away to new ways of responding to
help people caught in a disaster—this time
the disaster of the pandemic.
One of the first ways MDS responded

was by providing assistance for local congregations.
In the U.S., the organization teamed up
with Mennonite Central Committee and
Everence, which offers banking, insurance
and financial services, to create the COVID-19 Congregational Relief Fund.
The Fund, which was designed to
help churches deal with critical financial
challenges due to the pandemic, provided
$800,000 USD to 159 congregations.
“Collaboratively, we assisted churches
that might not have been able to recover
from this global emergency,” said King. “We
particularly wanted to support racially and
ethnically diverse churches with historic
roots or relationships with the Anabaptist
faith community, serving in historically
under-resourced communities.”
One of the churches that received help
was Evangelical Garifuna Church of Manhattan, a Mennonite congregation in New
York.
The church used money from the Fund
to provide groceries for people who attend
the church of about 200 regular attenders,
and others in the community.
“We’ve always helped people in need
with food, water, clothing, bills,” said Pastor
Elvis Martinez. “This is part of what we do,”
said Pastor Elvis.
But with strict stay-at-home orders,
layoffs and reduced hours due to the pandemic, more people found now find themselves struggling to make ends meet.
Adding to the stress, people who are
undocumented are wary of accessing pub-

Bob Ratelle does clean up in the kitchen
at Scott St. Church in St. Catharines, Ont.,
after making meals made possible by
support from the MDS Canada Spirit of
MDS Fund. Photo courtesy of Jesse Huxman

lic services and resources like food banks,
food stamps and other relief programs out
of fear of being turned away or deported.
“For some people, this difficult situation just brings back the trauma of immigrating here,” he said, noting the Fund
helped the church respond to various needs.
In Canada, MDS created the $100,000
Spirit of MDS Fund, which offered grants
to congregations responding to COVID19-related needs in their communities.
“It was our privilege to come alongside Canadian churches to help them serve
people impacted by the pandemic,” said
Ross Penner, who directs MDS operations
in Canada. “Due to the virus, we were unable to do our work as usual in Canada, but
we could still help people through local
congregations.”
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Abigail Barkman (l) and
Linda Hershberger (r) work on a
modular home in Ohio for a new
homeowner in West Virginia.
Photo courtesy of Jesse Huxman

Altogether, MDS Canada distributed
the money to 80 congregations for various programs. One of the churches that received the money was Scott St. Mennonite
Brethren Church in St. Catharines, Ont.
The money from the MDS Canada
Spirit of MDS Fund was “a great encouragement to our congregation and a catalyst
for ministry,” said pastor Rob Patterson,
adding it “made us feel that we are part
of the larger Mennonite cause, both in

At 70 Mile House, homeowner Jim Brown
receives a Bible from volunteer Shirley
Goetzke while both are socially distanced
and masked. Photo courtesy of Jesse Huxman
10 Pathways Winter 2020

St. Catharines and around the world.”
The church used their grant to provide
500 nutritious meals for families experiencing food insecurity due to the pandemic.
“Our volunteer kitchen staff have been
working hard and safely in this era of COVID,” says Patterson. “The MDS Canada
grant allowed us to get the program up and
running, helping with food purchasing and
promotion.”
In addition to food-related programs,
other ways churches used grants included
upgrading technology so more people
could participate in worship services; buying tablets for a senior’s residence so residents could interact with their families;
purchasing PPE for various ministries; and
supporting programs that assisted homeless people.
In addition to these two Funds, MDS
supporters in the U.S. and Canada made
thousands of masks for various ministries
and groups. In Pennsylvania, some supporters organized a special silage drive
to help farmers struggling as a result of
drought.
Volunteers in Minneapolis also helped
storeowners in that city clean up after protests resulted in damage and responded in
Iowa following a severe windstorm.
One unique COVID-19 related project
was building two 1,000 square foot modular homes inside a warehouse in Ohio. They
were then transported to West Virginia for
new homeowners.

With larger traditional MDS projects
closed because of the COVID-19 pandemic, more than 80 volunteers found an outlet
for service inside the 30,000-square-foot
warehouse where they could socially distance, wear masks and open the large doors
for ventilation.
Lynn Sheer, one of the homeowners,
was simply overjoyed. “They are the most
kind people,” she said of the volunteers who
built her new house. “I cannot believe the
goodness of what they are doing for me.”
MDS also did projects in fall in summer in Alaska and British Columbia and
started projects in fall in Texas, Florida and
Louisiana. All the projects followed pandemic safety guidelines and protocols; in
mid-November, however, due to rising cases of the virus in the U.S., the fall projects in
the U.S. south were suspended.
As the pandemic continues, King invites people to pray—for MDS, and also for
other Mennonite organizations, denominations, schools, churches and other groups
dealing with the challenges posed by the
virus.
“Pray also for the leaders of the U.S.
and Canada, and all who are involved in
health care in any way,” he said. “It is a
difficult and challenging time for everyone. And continue to remember that God
is our refuge and strength, even during a
pandemic.”
John Longhurst is MDS Canada
Communications Coordinator.

VMRC: Expanding Connections Amid a Pandemic
By REBEKAH HARSH

N

ine months into the COVID-19
pandemic, we at Virginia Mennonite Retirement Community
(VMRC) are more accustomed
to mask-wearing, temperature screenings
and physical distancing than we were in the
spring. The processes put in place to keep
residents and staff healthy such as meal delivery and wellness center visits by appointment feel smooth and streamlined. Around
campus, we can say with gratefulness that
the last few months have been livelier than
they were are the start of the pandemic as
we’ve been able to reintroduce visits between residents and family members and
hold small group events following appropriate health measures. Aside from safety
protocols, helping people age well during
these months of physical distancing is at the
heart of what we do, and staff and residents
have risen to the occasion in many ways.
Connecting through Technology

The onset of COVID-19 brought our
typically full calendar of worship services,
events and programs to a halt, virtually
overnight. The Wellness and Community
Based Services team came together to create a “Community of Hope” internal TV
channel with the theme “Stay Connected.
Stay Informed. Stay Well.” What started as
a way to communicate important campus
information quickly came to include devotionals, worship services, exercise programs
and brain games. In early summer, we introduced a VMRC Vimeo channel that
is accessible to not just residents but the
greater community as well. The ability to
reach a wider audience with our programming has allowed us to expand connections
even as we are in a pandemic. Long-time
annual events like the Juried Art Exhibition and Shenandoah Valley Lyceum were
re-imagined as digital events and shared via
our VMRC video broadcast channel.
“We will continue to connect our residents and staff to the fine arts to enhance
their overall well-being. Looking ahead to
2021, we plan to host a variety of visual art
exhibits in our Gallery space for residents
and staff to enjoy as well as in an online
format for the community at large. There is
also an opportunity for artists to continue
to be motivated to create new artworks to

be displayed
and sold here
at VMRC,”
said
Arts
and Education Program
Manager Lolly Miller.
Connecting
Spiritually
As the
months have
gone
by,
maintaining
spiritual connection is on
Mim and Iliana, participants of the GrandBigs program were
the minds of
reunited with an outdoor visit recently for the first time since
many. ResiFebruary. Courtesy of Rebekah Harsh
dents
Peg
Engle and Mary Kratz were called to cre- beneficial for the students, too!” said resiate a prayer guide as a response to the pan- dent participant Peg Neustadt.
demic and other issues affecting our country. Working with VMRC’s Pastoral Care Connecting Through Giving
team, they created Prayers for Healing and
The VMRC Foundation has shifted
Peace in our Nation. The guide, shared with the way it connects with donors, relying
residents, staff and community members, on email, video and FaceTime. One of the
focuses on Scripture passages and medita- foundation’s annual events, Celebration of
tions to help focus our prayers on healing Lights, will be held virtually on December
and peace. Of the guide, the group says, 3. The event benefits the Good Samari“Together, may we call on and recognize tan Fund through gifts made in honor or
the presence and love of God at work in memory of a loved one. This fund supports
these challenging times.”
residents who have outlived their resources and annually serves 28-35 residents in
Connecting the Generations
Complete Living Care. While this year’s
Pre-COVID, intergenerational con- event will not take place in a full auditonection through partnerships was an im- rium, it still allows those participating to
portant aspect of VMRC’s culture and come together for a dedicated time during
even now, is still happening. GrandBigs, a the holidays to remember loved ones and
program that pairs VMRC residents with celebrate the light and hope of the season.
Throughout this journey, there have
local children, typically meets in person a
couple of times per month. Since March, been plenty of challenges, yes, but there has
the GrandBigs and Littles have commu- also been connection, ingenuity, compasnicated mostly via phone but just recently sion, and a “we can do this!” spirit. When
one of the pairs was able to have an outdoor we look ahead to a post-COVID world,
visit on our campus and what a joy it was these are the things we will remember and
to see! In another instance, a group of five these are the things that will benefit us well
residents have been meeting via Zoom with into the future.
To view the Celebration of Lights
James Madison University Social Work stuevent on December 3 or any of the viddents in a group methods class.
The focus of their program has been eos mentioned in this article, visit
“Family” with residents sharing who and vimeo.com/vmrcbroadcast.
what has shaped their lives. “I have thoroughly enjoyed the class and hope it was Rebekah Harsh is Content Marketing Manager

at Virginia Mennonite Retirement Community.
Winter 2020 Pathways 11

Social Workers Emily and Lindsey hand out treats to Melissa and Sarah at the “Trunk-or-Treat.” Photos courtesy of Pam Miller

The Importance of Relationships and Community
at Pleasant View, Inc.
By PAM MILLER

D

uring a pandemic, how do you
safely celebrate fifty years of
growing supports for individuals with disabilities from a sixperson group home to the multifaceted
supports we provide to over 160 individuals throughout Harrisonburg and Rockingham County? How do you come together
as a community and foster the important
relationships that helped Pleasant View become what we are today?
For starters, our Fiftieth Anniversary
Committee started by holding a contest
among our community of staff members
and individuals we support to develop an
anniversary theme. The chosen theme, submitted by Janine Kanagy, “Grateful for the
Past, Celebrating the Present, and Anticipating the Future” will be used throughout
the year as the foundation for all our celebrations.
When planning our Fall Banquet, we
wanted to both continue the 26-year tradition and launch our 50th Anniversary celebrations by focusing on the first part of our
theme: “Grateful for Our Past.” Despite our
disappointment of not meeting in-person,
we decided to have it virtually. As in years
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past, we wanted the banquet to include music, stories about Pleasant View services,
and participation from the individuals we
support.
The banquet was filmed on a cell
phone. A microphone and amp were used
to aid with sound. Each person we asked
to help said, “Yes” with no hesitation. Each
filming opportunity turned into a fun, rejuvenating, social distanced visit. Looking
through boxes of photos brought back good
memories of individuals, staff members,
community and board members who may
no longer be with us, but have made their
mark on our agency.
To be completely honest, it was a little
difficult to focus on a positive future when
our present seems to be on pause. However, as Nancy Hopkins-Garriss ended her
message, “With all the wonderful things
we have done in the past, the best is yet to
come.”
The “Challenges and Grace” article
Dave Gullman wrote for the last Pathways
special issue still rings true today. We continue to stay safer-at-home, keep connected
with individuals in our Community Connections program through weekly Zoom

calls, and stay spiritually connected twice
a month with our Faith and Light community on Zoom. Pleasant View’s communitybased day supports, except Supported Employment, remain suspended. We continue
to enjoy day support activities within our
Pleasant View residences.
With help from support professionals,
individuals choose which activities they
want to participate in and can mold the activities to their personal interests as well. It
has been a joy to see each house work together on their day support projects and
see the wide variety of results. With permission, we post pictures on Facebook to
help keep connected with our community
friends and family.
Halloween is an important holiday at
Pleasant View. Normally, there are community dances, parties, and ample opportunity
to dress up and have fun.
This year, each house still decorated
and held their own Halloween festivities. In
lieu of a big party, day support coordinators
and staff members organized a socially distanced, drive-thru “trunk-or-treat” event
Pleasant View continued on page 12
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for the individuals we support in Pleasant
View homes and in the community. They
decorated 10 trunks in different themes and
coordinated volunteers (including a class
from JMU) for the 2.5-hour event. A steady
flow of vehicles filled with happy people in
costumes stopped at each trunk for a visit.
It was a wonderful time for everyone to get
out of the house and do something unusual.
We have been visiting over Zoom,
through Faith and Light, and other virtual
opportunities, but it was wonderful visiting
face-to-face even if it was through masks.
This event was such a success that more are
planned in the future.
Dave Gullman was the catalyst for
Pleasant View’s first All Saints Day Remembrance Service. He is attuned to the Pleasant View community and felt we all needed
to honor the six individuals who died this
year (one of COVID-19), and acknowledge
the other types of losses we have all faced.
It was slow to get traction at first. Why
should we focus more on our loss? As the
service came together, support professionals and other friends of the deceased were
filmed together sharing stories—once again
briefly giving the deceased person life for
that moment. Dave convinced us all to take
time to pause our busy lives.

It has been a difficult year. We left the
virtual service feeling
the benefit of formally and together
remembering all our
friends. We were reminded that sharing
the burden of loss
with others can make
it more bearable.
During this year,
Pleasant View has exDavid and Linda Swartzendruber, Tom Eldridge, and
perienced significant
Hannah, Dave, and Debbie Gullman sing “God Is So
loss: individuals we
Good.” Courtesy of Pam Miller
support have died,
support professionals
have left for a variety of reasons including a residential program to provide personallack of childcare, we can no longer partici- ized craft and other activities, sending peopate in community activities as we would ple you know who are interested in working
like, and we continue to face significant with us to www.workatpv.com for an approgram income and fundraising losses. plication or have them call 540-896-8255.
Despite this loss, we continue to adapt to We thank you for all your support through
our new realities in ways that keep us con- the years and look forward to what we can
achieve together in the future.
nected with each other.
*Pleasant View’s Virtual Banquet and
Besides providing needed financial
support, you can help Pleasant View by All Saints Day Service can be found at
keeping in touch with individuals and staff www.tinyurl.com/pvivideos
members you know in Pleasant View programs by phone or with cards, “adopting” Pam Miller is Development Director for
Pleasant View, Inc., Broadway, Va.

WCRC: Amazed at God’s Provision and Blessing
By BOB BRISCOE

H

ere at Williamsburg Christian
Retreat Center, we have been
continually amazed at the ways
the Lord has continued to bless
our organization throughout this unique
year. We had a very successful summer
camp season and have experienced a high
level of donor support. In each department,
our staff have learned how to adapt and
continue operating with excellence in the
midst of regulations and challenges.
Program Director Josh Brown says
he is still surprised by just getting to have
a summer of Kaleidoscope Camp. After
months of carefully monitoring the executive orders and guidelines, he deemed
it safe and feasible to host four weeks of
day-camp only programs for ages 6-18. The
challenges did not end with that decision

Archery is always a camp favorite at WCRC. Photo courtesy of Bob Briscoe
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being made, however, Josh then had to create and enforce policies for the summer. He
said, “I was extremely nervous coming into
it, but I was very surprised by how willing

of the campers had been at home for way
more time than what they were used to because of COVID. Even though it was just a
day camp event, the opportunity to get out
of the house and
be with people
their own age led
to more community.”
Kaleidoscope Camp also
saw a successful
week of Family
Camp, which was
able to happen
overnight as long
as families operated within their
own groups and
were only lodged
with one another.
Josh was grateful
that the families
came with open
Campers enjoyed outdoor worship at Edgewood Pavilion.
minds about the
Photo courtesy of Bob Briscoe
changes and were
just glad to spend
the staff was to sacrifice their desires for the time together. He commented, “The famisake of the camp ministry.”
lies came in with a mindset of intentionJosh explained that because the young ally seeking fellowship with one another
summer staff was so dedicated to following and creating unity and not letting [COVID
the rules, “None of them got sick, no one policies] be a divisive topic.”
got sick at all. We usually have at least a
Our Maintenance Director Andrew
quarter of the staff get sick in some form or Harcum says he is thankful that his defashion at some point in the summer and partment is one of the least affected. At the
everyone was completely healthy, so every- beginning of 2020 he had planned to hire
one was able to work pretty much the entire a maintenance assistant, but budgetary
summer.” This was a huge blessing and pro- changes put a pause on new hiring. Thankvision from God.
fully, Andrew has been able to rely even
Though the number of campers was more than normal on our many faithful
cut in half in comparison to a normal sum- volunteers.
mer, God did not cut back on the impact he
“Because of COVID, we’re able to
had on the campers’ lives. Our counselors tackle bigger projects because the buildreported ten first-time commitments and ings aren’t being occupied. We’re painting
eleven recommitments to Christ as well all of Laurel Cottage and were able to redo
as many other testimonies of God’s work the Village walking path around the cabin their cabins. Josh attributed this to the ins. One of the biggest things that has been
changes in peoples’ lifestyle, “Although it helpful is the use of volunteers and being
was different, and it wasn’t overnight, a lot able to save money that way.” Andrew ex-

pressed his gratitude to his volunteers and
explained how their work causes the maintenance department to see a lot of success
in this time, instead of having work slowed
down by decreased budget and bookings.
Kitchen Manager Kai Schwegal joked
that “COVID changed a lot for us in the
kitchen–not much as far as washing your
hands and wearing gloves because we already have to do that, but lots of other
things.” Some of the things that did change
for food services was the challenge of wearing masks all day in a hot kitchen, increased
sanitation measures, and delivering meals
in boxes instead of guests eating in the dining room. Like Josh, Kai relied on her staff
and was impressed by how they adapted to
these changes.
She remarked that, “If we didn’t trust
in God and trust in each other then we
wouldn’t have been able to do what we
did this summer.” The kitchen successfully
served summer camp through all five weeks
and became a stronger team through the
challenges. Now, Kai says, the things that
were so strange and difficult at the beginning of the summer have become normal
and the staff has a system down that makes
the kitchen run smoothly. She attributes all
this success to God and her staff ’s willingness to work as a team.
Though this has not been the year that
any of our staff members expected, it has
come with many lessons and opportunities
to grow. As our directors reported, this year
would not have been a success without continual reliance on God’s grace and on our
incredible staff and volunteers.
As we close out the year, we are prayerfully expectant of all God will do in the
New Year. If you would like to support our
coming year of ministry, please consider
making a donation to our Annual Appeal
fund, or joining our prayer team, by visiting
our website at wcrc.info/support.
Bob Briscoe is Executive Director of
Williamsburg Christian Retreat Center,
Toano, Va.

