
By GLORIA DIENER 

It was mid May when the worship plan-
ning team met for the first time to talk 

about the evening services at Virginia Men-
nonite Conference assembly. A palpable 
tension was present as we made introduc-
tions and identified our task.

“I’m still trying to decide whether or 
not I’m willing to do this. I fully disagree 
with recent decisions the conference has 
made, and I’m not willing to lead worship 
as though everything is okay when things 
are not okay,” Karen Moshier-Shenk noted.

The other members of the team—Seth 
Crissman, Luis Martinez, Bonnie Stutzman 
and I, resonated with Karen’s request for 
authenticity in our worship planning. 

Together we decided to begin our work 
by sitting together in the uncomfortable 
turmoil surrounding VMC. Was it safe to 
name the current perils? We soon recog-
nized a number of situations that impacted 
us directly or threatened to tear us apart, 
and named seemingly insurmountable dif-
ferences within the Mennonite Church and 
the bleak political scenario. We met each 
other in a place of anxiety, broken trust, dis-
appointment, bitterness, and vulnerability. 

“Perhaps our gathering together for 
this task is what the church really is,” 
Bonnie noted, “People somehow coming 
around the table with anger and disappoint-
ments as well as joy.”

Luis posed a challenge. “Perhaps our 
greatest calling is to remember that grace 
is costly; we are not offered a cheap hope. 
Hot spots remind us of the power of God’s 
grace. Look at David and his reference to 
the ‘oil of joy.’ Oil is messy and sticky—
anointment reminds us, over and over 
again, that sacred beauty is born in a costly 
space.”

We recognized the truth in Luis’s 
statement, identified our roles as co-cre-
ators with the Spirit, and prayed for a sense 
of the presence of God to permeate both 
planning and gathering. 

Our spirits quickened as we sensed 
the movement of the Spirit in ideas that 
grew strong with images and songs and 
words entering our awareness. 

Bonnie suggested that persons from 
across the conference, weighed down 
by situations unique to their place in the 
church, could bring into the worship space 
heavy rocks and weighted burlap bags to 
symbolize all they carry. 

“Listen,” the Spirit seemed to say. 
“Come, bring your burdens to God.” 

These ideas gave way to plans that 
included organ pipes and guitar strings, 
choir anthems sung by the Park View Men-
nonite Church choir and reclaimed hymns 

played by the Walking Roots band, poetry 
and scripture, memory and prayer. Rocks 
hoisted in as burdens on Thursday evening 
formed an Ebenezer on Friday night, and 
flickering candles cast light and shadow on 
the stacked stones. The cross stood as con-
stant reminder of healing and hope. 

What the planning team can say in ret-
rospect is that we set the table. We invited 
the Guest of the Spirit into a place of candor 
and trepidation. And we found ourselves in 
awe of the “oil of joy” that erupted in song 
and in the Presence that moved among 
those gathered. 

“A space was created where we were 
able to hurt and hope together,” Seth Criss-
man said, “We were given a glimpse of the 
promise that God is active. God is the great 
healer and hope-giver, teaching us to hold 
and be held within tension. It was a good 
example of being the church together.”

Worshipping amid ‘Peril and Promise in the Household of God’
Reflections on Virginia Mennonite Conference Assembly, July 21-23
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Seth Crissman (left) plays and Karen Moshier-Shenk leads the congregation in song on Friday with 
those commissioned standing behind. At the foot of the cross is a rock Ebenezer. Photo: Jon Trotter



I found the 
w o r s h i p , 

Bible stud-
ies, teaching, 
preaching and 
deliberations 
at Conference 
A s s e m b l y
to be very 
meaningful this 
year. 

The singing reminded me of what’s in 
store for those expecting to sing in heaven 
(Rev. 11:5-14). The singing included beauti-
ful four-part harmony. The Walking Roots 
Band beckoned us to worship the Holy 
One and the Park View Mennonite Church 
choir lifted our souls to heavenly places. 
The setting, too, had a sacred space quality 
that fostered praising God with heart, mind, 
soul and body. 

Worship leader Gloria Diener’s 
thoughtful observations and spiritual in-
sights about being a faithful church in our 
times opened our hearts and challenged us 
to listen to missional stories and the pro-
phetic words and Bible teaching from Drew 
Hart, assistant professor in theology at 
Messiah College, and Patty Shelly, Modera-
tor of the Mennonite Church USA. 

Drew Hart, an architect in the house-
hold of God, challenged VMC to move be-
yond our worship and cultural distinctives 
and dared us to open our church doors and 
hearts to diverse peoples who see and ex-
perience the world very differently. 

He challenged us to make Christ “the 
Cornerstone” as we share the good news, 
and to risk being changed into a greater 
likeness of Christ in our witness and faith 
walk with diverse followers of Jesus Christ 
and with those who still don’t profess Jesus. 

Drew asked us to repent of the pride 
we feel in aspects of our Mennonite heri-
tage that keep us from reaching across to 
other communities with names and races 
different from our own. He pleaded with us 
to remember that Christians are all “fellow 
citizens and all (adopted) members of the 
household of God,” from Ephesians 2:19. 

Patty Shelly, also an architect in the 
household of God, challenged VMC to a vi-
sion of God’s church that includes peoples 
from the four corners of the earth, from 
Genesis 28:12-17. She reminded us that 
John the Revelator describes the church 
in heaven as “...a great multitude that no 
one could count, from every nation, tribe, 
people and language.” (Rev. 7:9-12). She 
admonished us to understand the church of 
Jesus Christ “...as still being built together 
to become a dwelling in which God lives by 
his Spirit.” (Eph. 2:21-22). 

I was intrigued by her notion of heaven 
as a ongoing building project in the which 
God’s house is under continual construc-
tion with foundations, building materials 
and sawdust all over the place. She chal-
lenged us to stop demanding that God’s 
house be finished. It was powerful preach-
ing and teaching.

In the delegate session, James Åkerson, 
pastor in Central District, introduced 
VMC’s revised vision and mission state-
ment. He was the architect in the re-envi-
sioning effort over the past year. 

The new vision statement reads: 
“The Spirit of God helps Virginia Menno-
nite Conference to follow the way of Jesus 
Christ to empower communities of faith.” 
While it is under review, our prayer is that 
the new vision and mission statements will 
guild VMC’s efforts to be faithful followers 
of Jesus in household of God.
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Pastoral transitions (July to September 2016)

Sacred spaces and architects In this issue:

Melissa Florer-Bixler, installed as lead pastor of 
Raleigh Mennonite Church, July.

Loren Horst began a VMMissions assignment in 
Trinidad, July.

David Mishler, former pastor at Huntington Men-
nonite, transferred to Allegheny Conference, July.

The ministry of Wayne G. North was celebrated 
at his funeral service on July 12.

The ministry of Grace B. Hostetter, widow of 
credentialed leader Charles Hostetter, Sr., was 
celebrated at her August 27 memorial service.

Sarah Piper, installed as associate pastor of Zion 
Mennonite Church, September 18.

Randolph “Randy” Smith, installed as lead 
pastor of Mountain View (NC), September 18.

Armando Sanchez, lead pastor of Enciende Una 
Luz, ordained September 25.
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By BARBARA MOYER LEHMAN

For those of us gathered in the Park View 
Mennonite Church sanctuary on Friday, 

July 22, as part of Virginia Mennonite con-
ference, we experienced meaningful wor-
ship through music, stories and powerful 
preaching from Patty Shelly, moderator of 
Mennonite Church USA. 

She helped us see the thread of ‘house-
hold of God’ language and imagery that runs 

throughout scripture, beginning in Genesis 
28 and running through Revelation 7.

In Genesis 28, we read that Jacob 
wakes from his dream, having heard God’s 
promise of descendants for him that will 
be many, like dust of the earth, and spread 
out far and near. He is afraid but recognizes 
God’s promise includes God’s presence and 
says, “How awesome is this place! This is 
none other than the house of God; this is 
the gate of heaven” (and names that place 

‘Bethel’). Texts from Ephesians amplify 
this ‘household of God’ idea. (Eph. 2:19-22)

We all are part of the household, adopt-
ed children of God. And it is God who does 
the adopting! Patty reminded us that some-
times we have some faulty assumptions 
about the household that bring ‘peril’, like 
thinking it is up to us to make the decision 
who is in and who is out. God adopts all!

Adopted in—
now get out there!

By MATTHEW BUCHER

Dr. Drew Hart, author of “Trouble I’ve 
Seen,” preached on Thursday evening 

at Virginia Mennonite Conference Assem-
bly, and reminded me of the joy of adoption, 
specifically when I was adopted by Father 
Abram. 

Serving in Upper Egypt with Men-
nonite Central Committee (MCC) for four 
years proved challenging and enlivening, 
but midway through my second year, I be-
gan to struggle with loneliness due to the 
distance from my family. 

Father Abram, a local priest, also knew 
the hardship of distance from family. His 
daughter lived in Kuwait and his son was 
serving with MCC in Canada. One day after 
a meeting, Father Abram approached me 
and we talked for a few moments. Then he 
said something that I will never forget. 

“I know what it is like to have children 
far away and wish that their father could be 
with them. Your parents are not here, but 
I will care for you like a father. You belong 
here and we are glad that you are here.”

In the biblical story, Abram and Sarai 
were both transformed by their own adop-
tion into God’s story: new names, new 
places, mistakes along the way, and a bit of 
laughter from each of them. 

Dr. Hart emphasized that with Christ 
as our cornerstone, like Paul, Lydia, and 
the Ethiopian eunuch, we have been ad-
opted into this tradition, this ongoing story. 
This is Good News that can’t be folded into 

a wallet or filed away in a cabinet: it must 
be shared! Sharing requires movement, 
movement requires change, and change, 
whether of a name or place, will be difficult.

I heard three calls for change, for 
movement, in Dr. Hart’s sermon. 

With Christ as our cornerstone, we 
must be willing to change through relation-
ships with neighbors. Whether farmers or 
plumbers, Iraqi refugees or lifelong com-
munity residents, our neighborhoods are 
the perfect places to walk, to listen, and to 
share Jesus’ Good News. 

Secondly, we must listen to the stories 
of neighborhood soil. At Immanuel Menno-
nite Church in Harrisonburg, Va., where I 

pastor, this means we must listen to sto-
ries of pain like the R-4 and R-16 “urban 
renewal” that scorched the soil, destroyed 
homes, and scattered families. 

Thirdly, if we’re white, we must con-
tinue confessing our own privilege and 
seek transformation through listening and 
responding to the stories of our brothers 
and sisters of color. 

The Lord has adopted us—now let’s 
get out there!

Always room for more in the household of God

Dr. Drew Hart brought the message Thursday evening at Assembly, entitled “Christ the Cornerstone.” 
Photo: Jon Trotter

Matthew Bucher is Pastor of 
Community Mennonite Church, 
Harrisonburg, Va.
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Another faulty assumption 
is that because we are part of the 
‘household of God,’ somehow we 
should all get along, without conflicts 
or discord. We know, and Patty ac-
knowledged, that in our own biologi-
cal families we have conflict. We also 
see differences, conflict and pain in 
our conferences and congregations. 
Reality is, significant challenges, 
pain and conflict are part of biologi-
cal households and the ‘household of 
God’.

A third faulty assumption is that 
we might tend to see the household 
as static, unchanging. Patty remind-
ed us that the ‘household of God’ 
is anything but static. It is shifting, 

growing, changing. It is “permanent-
ly under construction!”

God’s household has many 
rooms. It is never big enough and it 
always has room for more!

The thread of this household 
language takes us to Revelation 7, 
where it is expanded to cosmic por-
tions. The vision in this passage 
paints a beautiful image of a gather-
ing from all tribes, peoples, language 
groups. The differences aren’t oblit-
erated, but rather included.

We were challenged to see and 
proclaim this vision that takes us 
into the future as being ecumenical, 
international, broad and all encom-
passing. Despite our differences, we 
are united in Christ, participating in 
this household of God together, and 
there is always room for more!
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Executive Conference Minister Clyde G. 
Kratz introduces and prays for Patricia 
Shelly, Moderator of Mennonite Church 
USA and the Friday evening speaker. 
Photo: Jon Trotter 

Barbara Moyer Lehman 
is Care & Visitation Pastor 
at Park View Mennonite 
Church, Harrisonburg, Va.

Identifying spiritual streams for a more holistic spirituality 
By RENE HOSTETTER

In the midst of the increasing polarization 
in the Mennonite church and our world, 

Richard Foster offers some helpful fram-
ing of theological streams that form our 
positions and responses to varies issues. In 
his book Streams of Living Water: Celebrat-
ing the Great Traditions of Christian Faith, 
Foster identifies six major traditions or 
streams (Contemplative, Holiness, Charis-
matic, Social Justice, Evangelical, Incarna-
tional) formed throughout the history of the 
church, all emanating from Jesus’ life and 
teaching. 

Each speaks to a particular aspect of 
Christian life. All six form an integral ap-
proach to Christianity. Though Foster 
wrote this book years ago, the challenge 
of including all streams in our own spiri-
tual walk remains current. In the workshop 
participants received an overview of each 
spiritual stream, reflected on how these 
streams were a part or not a part of their in-
dividual spiritual history, and explored the 
strengths and weaknesses of each stream.  

Participants wrestled with the some 
of the following questions: Which streams 

have you not had much experience with in 
your life? How does that influence the way 
you respond to persons that emphasize that 
spiritual stream? 

Which streams have impacted you the 
most positively or negatively? How does 
that influence the way you minister and 
lead others? How might spiritual streams 
help us more fully understand the disagree-
ments or conflict among us? 

For example, how often do we divide 
into Evangelical (focus on the Bible as the 
source of truth) and Social Justice (focus on 
Jesus’ compassion and mercy for the out-
sider) camps, when both are important and 
needed for spiritual wholeness? 

How do we, as pastors and church 
leaders, gravitate towards persons who 
have similar spiritual streams as us? 

How do we intentionally seek to en-
gage persons who identify with a stream 
we are not as comfortable with? 

How does embracing all the spiritual 
streams like Jesus did help in unifying our 
congregations and the larger denomina-
tion? How would you plan worship to in-
clude a balance of emphasis on all streams? 

In order to fully embrace one another 
as members of God’s household, we need 
to understand the various different spiritual 
streams we are drawing from, recognizing 
that all are needed for holistic spirituality.  

 

Rene Hostetter is Pastor of 
Big Spring Mennonite Church, 
Luray, Va.
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By PHIL KANAGY

During one of the summer delegate ses-
sions of VMC Assembly, Executive 

Conference Minister Clyde Kratz intro-
duced a “Centered Set” model of church. 

As Clyde mentioned, the concept 
comes from the work of Paul Hiebert, a 
missiologist and cultural anthropologist in 
the 1970s. 

Centered sets are often contrasted 
with bounded sets. A bounded set deter-
mines membership (who’s in and who’s 
out) by focusing on certain boundaries, 
typically affirming a set of beliefs and the 
practice of certain behaviors, while disap-
proving of other beliefs and behaviors. 

Those who believe and behave the ac-
cepted norms are included in the set and al-
lowed to belong, while those who do not are 
excluded. Simple…except that life often is 
not simple! 

Centered sets are characterized by fo-
cusing on a compelling center, and move-
ment of persons in the set toward the cen-
ter. The key question is whether persons 
are oriented and moving toward the center, 
or moving away from the center. 

For Christians, Jesus is the compelling 
center, and being Christian is about turning 
and moving toward Jesus rather than away 
from him.  

In an increasingly post-Christendom 
context, people often need a sense of be-
longing before they can believe. A centered 
set church makes room for people of all 
sorts of backgrounds and diverse under-
standings to be welcomed at the table and 
to join others in a journey of faith—a move-
ment toward the center (Jesus). 

Orientation and movement are crucial 
in the centered set. Bounded sets are often 
static; maintaining boundaries is primary 
in bounded sets, regardless of whether 
persons are actually oriented and mov-
ing toward Jesus or not. Centered sets, in 
contrast, are dynamic and in motion. What 
matters is the direction people are moving. 

In a centered set community of faith, 
people from different creeds and back-
grounds learn from each other, challenge 
each other, and encourage each other to 
move ever closer to Jesus Christ. 

Centered sets and bounded sets are 
not entirely antithetical or mutually 

exclusive. A centered set is not a fuzzy set, 
or an open set with nothing to differentiate 
it from other sets. But there is a marked 
difference in focus and emphasis between 
bounded and centered categories. 

A too tightly bounded set tends to 
promote rigid exclusivity while minimiz-
ing the all-important center. But a centered 
set needs to define carefully which Jesus is 
truly the center. After all, there are mul-
tiple versions of Jesus out there, and they 
don’t all look or sound alike! 

However, a centered set church offers 
greater opportunities for seekers to come 
as they are, from many different points of 
origin. A centered set church also provides 
breathing room for disciples of Jesus to 
contextualize the Gospel in their particular 
settings, and make room for the Spirit (who 
often refuses to be confined by convention-
al boundaries) to do new things.
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Phil Kanagy is Lead Pastor at 
Weavers Mennonite Church, 
Harrisonburg, Va.

Centered sets: a model of church that seeks orientation 
and movement toward Jesus in a less confining way 

Delegates discuss a set of questions about the Centered Set model after a presentation by Executive Conference Minister Clyde G. Kratz. Photo: Jon Trotter 



Clyde G. Kratz and Aaron Kauffman, president of Virginia Mennonite Missions, (at podium) lead a responsive reading during Friday evening’s 
commissioning service for Virginia Mennonite Conference pastoral leaders and Virginia Mennonite Missions workers. Photo: Jon Trotter

By STEVE LEAMAN

The 2016 Conference Assembly provid-
ed a number of opportunities for Vir-

ginia Mennonite Missions workers and staff 
to tell stories of transformation happening 
in God’s adopted family, through peril and 
promise, the theme of Assembly. 

God is using Steve and Laura Camp-
bell to develop and train national leaders in 
Montenegro through times of prayer, Bible 
study, and children’s activities. During a 
delegate session, Steve told the story of 

Lazar, a develop-
ing leader that 
God freed from 
alcoholism. Over 
3,000 people 
heard the gospel 
at a recent rally 
and the church is 
following up with 
seekers from 
that event.

The Guri I 
Themelit church 
in Albania is 
blessed with 
mult i -nat iona l 
leadership. The 
church is full and 
members are 
seeking a larger 
facility. Rafael 

Tartari, the pastor, told the story of Irene, 
the daughter of a Muslim, who desired 
baptism. Rafael required permission from 
Irene’s father. The first year, the request 
was denied. God moved and a year later the 
request was granted because the Muslim 
father acknowledged a change in the life of 
his daughter; the family also attended the 
baptism.

On Friday night, newly commissioned 
VMC pastors and VMMissions workers had 
the opportunity to fellowship with partici-
pants at the Taste of Missions on the lawn. 

At the women’s prayer breakfast, 
speaker and mission worker LaVonne 
Ramella expressed the challenges and ago-
ny of mission work where the soil is hard. 
The laborious fruit may simply be the ac-
knowledgement 
from a Kosovar 
woman about 
her positive 
sense of well-
being when 
in LaVonne’s 
presence. Dur-
ing the perilous 
times, Vince and 
LaVonne cling to 
God’s promises 
and the clarity of 
their call. 

Aaron Kauffman and selected staff 
provided the VMMissions report. Slides of 
missional activity represented the vision to 
make disciples in the way of Christ through 
faithfulness, partnership, and transforma-
tion. Aaron noted 106 people at work in 21 
countries. Lynn Suter compared mission 
work to the foundation work of building a 
home, where we all want to see windows 
and doors, but this only comes after much 
time and effort has been given to the foun-
dation and infrastructure. Steve Leaman 
gave a financial update—both individual 
giving and congregational giving are behind 
from a year ago. He encouraged delegates 
to have conversations with their church re-
garding Mission Fund giving.

Alfonso Alvarado spoke from the heart 
about his passion for the souls of Hispanic 
people. Alfonso has been commissioned 
to plant a Hispanic church in Rockingham 
County through a partnership with Grace 
Mennonite Fellowship.

Stories of transformation 
At Conference Assembly, Virginia Mennonite Missions 
workers and staff shared how God’s kingdom is being 
built and enlarged in and through their ministries
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Steve Campbell, 
VMMissions worker in 
Montenegro, described 
his hope for God’s 
transformation for that 
nation. Photo: Jon Trotter

Alfonso Alvarado, newly commissioned to begin 
a Hispanic church plant in Rockingham County, 
told stories of his deliverance and passion for 
guiding people to Christ. Photo: Jon Trotter

Lynn Suter explains the 
importance of a solid 
foundation of mission. 
Photo: Jon Trotter

Steve Leaman is Director of 
Public Relations for Virginia 
Mennonite Missions.



By LAUREN JEFFERSON 

“The last will be first and the first will 
be the last: This is what equality 

looks like, this is what justice is about.” 
Dr. Christena Cleveland, a social psy-

chologist and theologian at Duke University 
Divinity School, invited Eastern Mennonite 
University faculty and staff into a new para-
digm for welcoming and understanding di-
versity.

“Jesus didn’t say, ‘Figure it out. Jump 
up to the Trinity,’” she said, evoking laugh-
ter. “Do the work. Be last. Leave your turf. 
That will look different for every person. 
How do you leave your turf at EMU? How 
will you, the privileged, move from first to 
last? … So many of us have never been last 
so we don’t know what that looks like.”

A sought-after speaker who was named 
one of “Five online shepherds to follow” by 
JET magazine, Cleveland remarked that the 
opportunity to speak at EMU was irresist-
ible. “As a reconciliation scholar and prac-
titioner, how could I say no to EMU?” she 
said.

Approximately 350 members of the 
campus community gathered Aug. 17-18 
for fellowship, worship and professional 
development. The conference theme, “Em-
bracing Diversity,” was informed by goals 
within the 2015-2020 EMU Strategic Plan.

In 2015, EMU’s traditional under-
graduate population included a record-
high 37 percent of students who are ethnic 
minorities or come from other countries. 

That number is up from 36 percent in 2014 
and 29 percent in 2013.

 “Development of culturally competent 
educators and staff goes hand-in-hand with 
our mission of educating students to serve 
and lead in a global context,” said Provost 
Fred Kniss, chair of the planning commit-
tee.

 Kniss noted the institution’s history 
of inclusion of African Americans, the re-
quired undergraduate cross-cultural experi-
ence, and a high percentage of faculty and 
staff who have lived and worked in other 

countries. He added: “Our work in global 
peacebuilding and in restorative justice are 
a strong foundation to build upon, but we 
must be proactive in confronting and ad-
dressing questions of inequality and equity 
that challenge us as a community.”

Embracing diversity through equality and justice
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Lauren Jefferson is Editor-in-Chief 
of Eastern Mennonite University’s 
Marketing Department.

Dr. Christena Cleveland speaks to Eastern Mennonite University faculty and staff at a professional 
development conference entitled “Embracing Diversity,” part of the university’s Strategic Plan goals. 

Opening to Grace Retreat with Tilda Norberg 
at Highland Retreat, November 17-19

A Gestalt Pastoral Care “Opening to Grace 
Retreat,” November 17-19 at Highland Retreat, 
will be an opportunity to experience God’s grace at 
work as we gather in a community of prayer. Tilda 
Norberg will facilitate at the retreat.

Gestalt Pastoral Care (GPC) is rooted in the 
Christian ministry of healing and integrates Gestalt 
growth work, spiritual companioning, and prayer. 
We are greatly enriched by the wide diversity of 
theology and worship styles of our participants. 
GPC rests on the belief that God’s grace is con-
stantly at work in each person. Although we cannot 
predict just how you will be healed, you can look 

forward to being touched in body, mind, spirit, emo-
tions, and relationships in a process unique to you 
alone. 

Because the Holy Spirit is continually at 
work in each of us, pushing us toward wholeness, 
the process of healing is like removing sticks and 
leaves from a stream until the water runs clear. If 
we simply get out of the way of God’s work in us, 
we can trust that we are being led to the particular 
kind of wholeness God wills for us.

Learn more at gestaltpastoralcare.org, and 
contact Pat Martin for more details about this 
retreat at patearl@aol.com



By KENT KAUFFMAN  

This year, Highland Summer Camp at-
tendance soared to 466 campers—an 

increase of 76 from 2015, and the highest 
attendance in 10 years! We were thrilled to 
see more young people experiencing camp 
at Highland, and grateful for the many fac-
tors that contributed to this growth. Per-
haps the largest contributing factor was 
our terrific staff and volunteers.

The positive reputation of Highland 
Summer Camps staff is well-deserved. 
Dean Williams, summer camp director, 
has learned to hire carefully and with high 
expectations; he understands that hiring is 
the most important aspect of his job. The 
resulting staff teams have been camper-fo-
cused, parent-friendly, godly role models, 
and highly rated in parent evaluations. 

Increased registrations this summer 
presented an extra hiring challenge, as we 
worked to provide adequate staffing for ev-
ery camper who wished to come. We were 
blessed with sixteen wonderful volunteers 
who donated a week (or more!) of their 
time and made that higher attendance pos-
sible. Volunteers helped with a variety of 
tasks, but the largest point of impact was 
in staffing the kitchen: each volunteer who 
worked in the kitchen freed up a counsel-
or-cook to be in a cabin with campers!

Many of our volunteers were familiar 
with Highland as former staff members 
or past participants in the SIT program; 
others were members of local churches 
who simply wanted to help make camp 
available to more children. We are deeply 
grateful for each person who contributed 
to making this high-attendance summer 
such a great one. 
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By PAUL LEAMAN

In Psychological Stress in the Workplace, 
author Richard Lazarus explains the 

heaviness on the mind whenever a per-
son’s external demands exceed one’s own 
resourcefulness. All of us experience un-
bearable loads of stress from time to time; 
however at Eastern Mennonite School 
(EMS), we are supported by a caring team 
of committed servants who carry the 
countless stressors thrown their way so 
that our school may flourish. 

Our pastors work tirelessly and cre-
atively to help us worship more fully and 
know God more deeply. They pray for and 
walk with us in times of illness, personal 
failure, and pain. Our pastors walk the 
tightrope as mediators amidst conflict and 
varied community perspectives. A pastor’s 
weekend involves attending meetings, 
preparing for worship, and hosting special 
guests. Unexpected tragedy commonly 
re-prioritizes their calendar and they drop 
their personal agenda to care for others. 
Pastors carry the stress of our humanity. 

The Psalmist writes, “Surely good-
ness and mercy will follow me all the days 
of my life; and I will dwell in the house of 
the Lord forever” (KJV). For me, our pas-
tors provide the goodness and mercy each 
of us needs. What a gift they are to our com-
munity, helping us through life’s stressors 
with undying encouragement and support. 

In my world of Christian education 
at EMS, I witness other giants daily. Our 

custodians and maintenance staff accom-
plish superhuman amounts of work with a 
steady smile, even as the “to do” list grows. 

I also witness and admire our teach-
ers, creatively planning, being constantly 
“on” in the classroom, leading meetings 
over lunch, scurrying between classes pre-
paring, evaluating, supervising, communi-
cating with families and working tirelessly. 

Additionally, our coaches, directors, 
and special event staff are often in the 
public eye, serving well into the night and 
weekend, all for community benefit. These 
service “giants” —each committed profes-
sionals—work hard, sacrifice much, and 
ultimately face exhaustion if not supported 
and appreciated. 

We try hard at EMS to express ap-
preciation for such dedication, yet it never 
feels like enough gratitude can be ex-
pressed. As Paul wrote in Galatians 6:9, 
“Let us not become weary in doing good, 
for at the proper time we will reap a har-
vest if we do not give up.” 

Pastors, teachers, and service workers 
of all stripes, you are our giants in the land. 
Be encouraged as your work is noticed 
and appreciated and as the seeds you sow 
bloom into abundant harvests. Thank you!

Giants in our land

A favorite event at EMS is our annual Pastor’s Breakfast where we take time to fellowship with and 
thank our pastors for their dedication to our students and school. Courtesy photos

Paul Leaman is Head of School 
at Eastern Mennonite School, 
Harrisonburg, Va.

Soaring summer 
camp attendence

Kent Kauffman is Executive 
Director of Highland Retreat, 
Bergton, Va.
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By DAVID GINGERICH

Many of us in the Western church have 
nearly lost the ability to believe in 

miracles. When confronted with the unex-
plainable, our devout rationalism has made 
us skeptical of any conclusions that are not 
provable by some scientific method.  

Yet as Skip Tobin and I sat listening to 
our brother Alfonso’s story, we sat in awe 
of the series of events that have led him 
and his family here to Harrisonburg and his 
commitment to serve the church.  

As a youth who survived the conflict 
and turmoil of the civil war in El Salvador in 
the 1980s, Alfonso has no problem believ-
ing in miracles. 

Before he was 18, he was detained on 
the street by a paramilitary “death squad.” 

“When a death squad captures you,” 
Alfonso said bluntly, “you are as good as 
dead.” 

Alfonso remembers his tears splashing 
in the dust at his feet as he leaned against 
the wall, a gun to his head, reciting the 
Lord’s Prayer. Minutes later, in a confu-
sion of crossfire, with bullets making pock 
marks in the wall beside him as he fled, 
Alfonso managed to escape. His two com-
panions lay murdered in the street where 
he had stood.  

Years later, as a husband and father, 
Alfonso dreamed of escaping his family’s 
economic hardships in El Salvador. But he 
knew that with no property or investment 
holdings to assure his return, the chances 
of getting a visa to travel to the United 
States were slim. 

Those familiar with the immigration 
system will understand how miraculous it 
was that the day after applying, Alfonso was 
granted a 10-year, multiple-entry visa! 

Soon he arrived in New York City with 
only seventeen dollars in his pocket and no 
one to greet him. From the JFK Interna-
tional Airport, he managed to call a cous-
in whom he hadn’t seen or heard from in 
twelve years, who said someone would be 
there to pick him up in five minutes. 

As Alfonso rode in the back seat of a 
small pickup, hours passed. He had no idea 
where he was going or who the men in the 

truck were. At one point, 
fear overcame him and 
he wondered if he was 
being kidnapped or 
worse. 

After nightfall, they 
finally pulled up to an 
apartment in Winchester, 
Virginia, where his cous-
in and his family warmly 
welcomed him. His fear 
subsided. 

The men who picked 
him up at the airport had 
been hired by his cousin 
to get him. 

His cousin’s fam-
ily helped him achieve 
residency and find work 
within days of his arrival.   

As Alfonso recount-
ed his story at the kitch-
en table, he recalled a 
dream in which he com-
mitted his life to serving 
God in a land with expan-
sive green pastures.  

These pastures 
didn’t exist in his home 
country or in the bleak 
Virginia winter. But when the snow melted 
that spring, Alfonso saw the green pastures 
of his dream and remembered his commit-
ment to serve God. 

He has served faithfully since then. 
Looking back on his story, Alfonso is sure 
of God’s providential care of him and his 
family, and equally sure of God calling him 
to serve the church.  

As we left, Skip and I marveled at our 
brother’s story and how many times we had 
said in the course of the evening, “These 
things just don’t happen.”

We thanked Alfonso for his story, and 
his wife for her warm hospitality. She had 
kindly served us tamales, plantain and cof-
fee. Also fitting to his story is Alfonso’s 
wife’s name: Milagro, which means miracle.

Alfonso is a church planter, working 
to start a new Hispanic congregation in 

Rockingham County, Va., through Men-
nonite Hispanic Initiative (MHI). He is in 
the beginning stages of a congregational 
partnership with Grace Mennonite Fellow-
ship in Lacey Spring, to be the base of his 
ministry.

Marvin Lorenzana is the director of 
Mennonite Hispanic Initiative and is coach-
ing Alfonso. Skip Tobin provides oversight 
to MHI as Director of USA Ministries with 
Virginia Mennonite Missions, a partner of 
Virginia Mennonite Conference.

WALKING WITH USA MINISTRIES

Alfonso Alvarado: a church planter’s story of miracles

David Gingerich is a seminary 
student currently working as an 
intern with Mennonite Hispanic 
Initiative.

Alfonso with his wife Milagro and daughters Marianita (left) and 
Sophia. Photo courtesy of Alfonso Alvarado
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By ELWOOD YODER

In 1989, almost 2.5 inches of rain pounded 
Highland Retreat in a two-day period, 

making the grounds at the Bergton, Vir-
ginia, campground muddy and miserable for 
campers and attendees. More than a thou-
sand people registered for the five-day Vir-
ginia Mennonite Conference Assembly. Al-
most 100 families camped on the grounds, 
21 families stayed in A-frames and cabins, 
and 22 families slept in the Retreat Center. 
Fifty youth attended, 70 young adults came, 
and over 160 children participated. But it 
rained, and rained hard. Richard Good and 
Phyllis Martin sat at the registration desk 
one evening in their bare feet because wa-
ter swirled underneath their work table. 

Most Conference attendees assumed 
the torrential rains of 1989 was a one year 
exception, but the next year there were 
daily rainstorms again, making the July 
Conference cold and wet. Tractors were 
brought to the grounds to pull out stuck 
cars. The very next year, though, it was ex-
tremely hot and dry for the five-day event, 
with daily temperatures in the 90s. Large 
fans were brought in to circulate air in the 
Conference tents.

Samuel O. Weaver says that the four-
teen years when Conference met at High-
land Retreat in the ‘80s and ‘90s “was a 
movement,” because at first “we had no 
idea if it would work.” Weaver credits Glen-
don Blosser with the initial vision to hold 

Conference at church camps, but it was the 
untiring work of Conference staff that made 
the family event succeed, including Sam 
Weaver, Richard Good and Phyllis Martin. 
Key volunteers worked to make the High-
land events successful, including children’s 
ministries leaders and cooks who fed large 
groups out of a small kitchen. Highland staff 
members, including several key Highland 

Board construc-
tion workers, ful-
ly supported the 
weeklong event.

Conference 
churches from a 
distance enjoyed 
the camping 
aspect of meet-
ing at Highland 
Retreat.  For 
instance, in 
1986, Hunting-
ton Church from 
Newport News, 
Va., had 24 
families camp-
ing. Folks from 

North Carolina and Ohio came with tents 
and campers for the week. In 1984, Her-
bert Steffy, a delegate from North Carolina, 
made a motion to keep Conference at High-
land the next year, which the delegates 
passed almost unanimously, overturn-

ing the recommendation of the Executive 
Board to move the 1985 session elsewhere. 
Not until the mid-1990s did the Conference 
meet anywhere else.

Virginia Conference purchased two 
large tents, one for food, registration, and 
exhibits, and the other for the large meet-
ings. The large tent held 900; often evening 
worship sessions had people sitting outside 
the full tent looking in. For many families, 
Conference at Highland Retreat turned into 
their annual vacation, with children eager 
to return the next year. During the ‘80s 
and in the early ‘90s, registration often ex-
ceeded 1,000 attendees. The event allowed 
delegates to conduct Conference business 
while families had activities throughout the 
day.

During the 1980s and ‘90s, Conference 
Assembly turned into a family event. This 
was an era of creative and strong leadership 
that gave people a vital and healthy setting 
where interactions around campfires and 
mealtime were unhurried, and where many 
got involved in the church, putting up and 
taking down the big tents, participating in 
worship services, and voting in delegate 
sessions.

Conference Assembly at Highland Retreat in the 1980s and 1990s

FOOTPRINTS FROM THE PAST

Elwood Yoder teaches 
Bible and Social Studies at 
Eastern Mennonite School, 
Harrisonburg, Va.

People often sat on the outside of the full 900 seat Conference Assembly tent at Highland Retreat 
during the 1980s and ‘90s. Photo: VMC Archives

Virginia Conference tents at Highland Retreat with Assembly worship tent 
on right, and registration, food, and exhibits tent on left. Photo: VMC Archives



 Fall 2016 Pathways 11 

By CLYDE G. KRATZ

Vision: “The Spirit 
of God helps Virgin-
ia Mennonite Con-
ference to follow the 
way of Jesus Christ 
to empower com-
munities of faith.” 
This statement af-
firms the necessity 

of a local assembly of believers guided by 
God’s Spirit living out their faith commit-
ments centered in the person and work of 
Jesus Christ. 

I am grateful for James Åkerson and 
other leaders serving on the Vision Task 
Force. The Delegate body affirmed this 
statement for our life together. This vision 
statement will lead to rebranding the pub-
licity materials and website to align with 
our vision statement.

Centered Set Approach: How do we en-
vision our life together as a diverse group 
of believers committed to the centrality of 
Jesus, biblical authority, communal discern-
ment on faith and life issues, compassion-
ate care, service and peacemaking? How do 
we live together when we disagree on ways 
to express our faith,  and the specific focus 
that a local assembly of believers empha-
sizes or de-emphasizes? 

Imagine a water well centrally located 
in a village. People move towards the well 
for the refreshment that it brings to them. 
People move away from it when refresh-
ment is no longer experienced. In the Gos-
pel accounts, people move towards Jesus 
because his presence and message reso-
nated with their longing to be in relation-
ship with God. At points, we discover the 
disciples and other people moving away 
from Jesus due to their confusion, uncer-
tainty, and disagreement. 

Organizing a culture like Virginia Men-
nonite Conference on a centered set ap-
proach would mean that as a Conference we 
would share core values. Beliefs and com-
mitments based on the way of Jesus Christ 
are at the core of who we are and the aspi-
rational intent of being in relationship with 

each other. Congregations align with the 
Conference and grow in their understand-
ing of a set of beliefs, commitments, and 
network of relationships. However, con-
gregations relating to the Conference may 
be at different places in relationship to the 
core values, which does not lead to a sepa-
ration of relationship nor punitive actions. 

In this next year leadership conversa-
tions will occur during Conference Coun-
cil, Faith and Life Commission, and the 
Delegate Assembly to discover ways to 
encourage Conference leadership to dis-
cern appropriate patterns and practices for 
this model. These conversations will also 
seek to understand concerns that are pres-
ent in our group about what is lost in our 
life together when this model is embraced. 
It is my belief that a healthy organization 
enables a group to achieve their vision 
through clarity of purpose and function. 

Strategic Aspirations: In the first three 
years of my role as Executive Conference 
Minister, I invested significant leadership 
time in building relationships with pas-
tors, congregational leaders, and leaders of 
conference related ministries. Much of my 
ministry focused on articulating the neces-
sity of making disciples, equipping minis-
ters to lead congregational discernments 
on matters related to same gender relation-
ships, and organizational health of the Con-
ference. As I envision the next three years, 
the key priorities that I will be proposing to 
Conference Council include:

Purposeful Plan: Prioritize educational 
opportunities, program development, and 
publicity of activities around the core initia-
tives associated within the Purposeful Plan.

Relationship Building: Seek to visit each 
congregation on a Sunday morning in a 
three year cycle, visit with each lead pastor 
in their context to learn about the challeng-
es of pastoral ministry, and connect annu-
ally with the leaders of Conference Related 
Ministries.

Congregational Vitality: Through the 
Congregational Life Commission, develop  
resource events for lay leaders on worship, 
mutual care, faith formation, leadership de-
velopment, stewardship, and outreach. 

Equipping Leaders: Develop a resource 
event for Faith and Life Commission mem-
bers; and continue the annual Credentialed 
Leaders Consultations, Pastors’ Summit, 
Youth Workers Summit, and Missional 
Church Resource Event.

Financial Health: Emphasize congrega-
tional giving to Conference, and expand in-
dividual giving to Conference.

I am committed to Mennonite Church 
USA and its priorities. I will guide Virginia 
Mennonite Conference to discern how our 
beliefs, ministries, and life intersect with 
the denomination’s discernments and min-
istry opportunities. Biblical narratives and 
the Confession of Faith in a Mennonite Per-
spective will guide my decisions on matters 
facing our Conference. The Shared Under-
standing of Church Leadership is an impor-
tant witness to the leadership practices that 
guide my understanding of leadership for 
Virginia Mennonite Conference. 

I have experienced the last three years 
as invigorating, challenging, and rewarding 
even as I acknowledge periods of weari-
ness, exhaustion, and discouragement. I 
continue to find strength in Bible reading 
and reflection, periodic one-day retreats, 
and invigorating worship experiences in 
congregations within Virginia Mennonite 
Conference. I value your prayers, encour-
agement, and counsel as I anticipate engag-
ing in ministry in this next three-year term 
of service.

Life together as a diverse group of believers

Clyde G. Kratz is Executive Conference Minister 
of Virginia Mennonite Conference.
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