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Pastoral Consultation engages questions of same-gender
sexuality, forbearance and membership guidelines
By JON TROTTER

O

ne hundred pastors and credentialed
leaders in Virginia Mennonite Conference gathered in November at Lindale
Mennonite Church, Harrisonburg, Va., for
a three-day Pastoral Consultation, a time of
intentional listening, sharing and discernment on “Same-Gender Attraction, Relationship, Lifestyle.”
This was the fifth in a series of five Virginia Mennonite Conference consultations
that offered a space for input and conversations on issues in the church. The format
included plenary sessions, table discussions, listening and responses as leaders
sought to come to a greater awareness and
understanding of each other and the mission of the church despite a variety of viewpoints. In two evening services, the public
was invited to join a time of worship and
input relating to the themes of the consultation. Several persons shared devotionals
before the morning input sessions began.
The Pastoral Consultation was designed to equip pastoral leaders to learn
together how to talk about difficult issues,
not as a legislative process that would involve voting on resolutions. “This is about
learning about each others’ strengths and
challenges as we get to know each other
better. This is a chance to discuss and navigate as best we can for the time we are in,”
said Clyde G. Kratz, Executive Conference
Minister.
Despite many emotions evident, including pain, fatigue, restlessness, ambiguity, and tension, there was also moments
of joy, understanding, humor, grace, deep
emotional connection, and appreciation for
a time together to be vulnerable and build
trusting relationships. Participants shared
meals, shared their reflections around ta-

Pastors and credentialed leaders share around tables in response to input sessions. Photo: Jon Trotter

bles, and table groups shared their reflections with the larger group. An important
part of the time together was worship, led
throughout the morning and evening by
members of the Lindale Mennonite Church
worship team. The input shared throughout the consultation was commended for its
valuable contribution to the conversations.
Craig Maven, lead pastor at Harrisonburg Mennonite Church, gave an overview
of ways Mennonites have interacted with
culture. There are many cultures in today’s
pluralistic environment, including in the
church.
“We cannot exist as a church without an
element of culture to contrast against,” he
said. “But which culture are we contrasting
against? The shift is still ongoing.”
Phil Kniss, lead pastor of Park View
Mennonite Church, Harrisonburg, Va.,

brought a message on “The Unity of God’s
Kingdom,” identifying four kinds of unity:
kingdom (or spiritual) unity that unites
people of faith despite different theologies
and practices. Missional unity forms around
a common cause, even if motivations and
theological affirmations differ. Functional
unity involves rights, responsibilities, authority and decision-making. Covenantal
unity involves promises before God and to
each other.
Nancy Heisey, a New Testament scholar and professor at Eastern Mennonite
University, presented scriptural bases for
six Christian views on homosexuality on
a spectrum ranging from condemnation to
liberation. (Mennonite Church USA’s official position is a ‘call to costly discipleship,’
Pastoral Consultation continued on pg. 3

Faith formation in the congregational life
By ELROY MILLER, CONFERENCE MODERATOR

A

t 19, I left
the farm
and my family
near Goshen,
Indiana,
and
traveled
to
Costa
Rica,
Central America, to engage
in
voluntary
service during
the Vietnam War.
I was five months into my 26-month
stay, crazy homesick, and in a real spiritual
crisis. My childhood and youth of attending
three church services a week, participating
in regular family devotions and in dozens
of youth group projects and singing with a
multiple-church Mennonite youth choir had
not prepared me for the pain of thinking and
feeling like God had abandoned me.
I felt very alone even in the middle of
considerable support from my co-worker
and from the mission agency. After weeks
of fitful and angry prayers with God, mostly
at night, it dawned on me that God hadn’t
abandoned me at all. He was walking ahead
of me and beckoning me to trust him, to
move beyond my comfort zone and follow
him in the hard work of learning Spanish,
living and relating in a cross-cultural
setting, and contributing to the church’s
mission.

Paul’s words in Romans 8:39 took on
new meaning for me: “for nothing will be
able to separate (me) us from the love of
God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.”
It took a while for me to realize what
had sustained me during my first crisis of
faith, and others since that time.
It was my parents who modeled and
talked with me openly about what it means
to walk by faith in difficult times (financial,
family and church problems, etc).
It was youth group Bible study teachers who talked honestly about the joy and
cost of living for Jesus.
It was church people who got me involved in leading singing, teaching Sunday
School and giving leadership to youth activities: tasks that took me out of my comfort
zone. They then encouraged me in spite of
my mistakes.
It was adults who gave their time,
taught me by sharing faith stories and then
encouraged me to grow in faith.
In his book, The Courage to Teach,
(1998, p.21) Parker J. Palmer writes that
“the power of mentors is their capacity to
awaken a truth within us, a truth we can
reclaim years later by recalling their impact
on our lives.”

Pastoral transitions (August to November 2015)
Seth Crissman licensed as a VMMissions worker,
November 8.

Lawrence Yoder retired as chaplain of VMRC,
October 7.

Sherah-Leigh Gerber ordained, associate pastor
of worship and discipleship at Harrisonburg Mennonite Church, November 8.

William “Bill” Eberly licensed as pastor of
Powhatan Mennonite Church, September 20.

Aaron Kauffman ordained; president of Virginia
Mennonite Missions, November 8.
Eugene Kraybill ordained, chaplain at Dulles
International Airport, November 8.
James Åkerson affirmed as district minister for
Central District, October 16.
Carl Mericle affirmed as district minister for Eastern District, October 16.
David Nickel transferred to Central Plains Mennonite Conference, October 7.
Francisco Machado approved for transfer from
Honduras Mennonite Conference; pastor at
Manantial de Vida, October 7.
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Bradley “Brad” Kolb ordained; associate pastor at
Grace Mennonite Church, August 25.
Mark Landis retired from Grace Mennonite
Church, August 25.
Kathleen Jane Lichti licensed as chaplain at Fluvanna Correctional Center for Women, August 25.
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Middle School event: Trust in a God who trusts in you
By DEB HORST

O

n a cool rainy Saturday in September,
ninety middle school youth and seventeen youth leaders, representing thirteen
churches, gathered at Eastern Mennonite
High School for a Middle School one-day
youth event.
Welcomed by Clyde Kratz, Executive
Conference Minister, and led in lively worship by Seth Crissman and Greg Troyer, the
event featured speaker Rebekka Stutzman.
Rebekka and her husband Dave are missionaries in partnership with Virginia Mennonite Mission and Mennonite Mission
Network. They are on furlough from their
work in the South German Mennonite Conference.
Using Matthew 14:22-23, drama, and
personal stories, Rebekka encouraged the
youth to “trust in a God who trusts in you.”
Some of the youth acted out the biblical
story, while the rest of those in the gathering were the wind and the waves.
Rebekka emphasized trust in the story
of Peter, who, responding to Jesus’ call to
come to him, stepped out of the boat onto
the water. But as he began to sink, Jesus
was right there reaching out his hand to
catch him.
Rebekka stated that doubt can cause
us to question ourselves and may cause us

Worship at Mennonite World Conference is led by an international team. Photo: Mary Jo Lehman

to give up before we’ve even begun. But
Jesus is there even when we doubt; he calls
us by name. Faith is about trusting Jesus
and also believing that he trusts us and
wants us to follow him.
In the second session Rebekka invited
a panel of youth to share their stories of
times when they had doubt or fear in their
lives and how Jesus reached out his hand to
help them, and gave them courage and confidence. Rebekka closed with these words,
“God sees you. Don’t be afraid. Take courage. Trust that Jesus trusts you and is holding out his hand to you.”
I want to acknowledge the contributions of Ben Tyson, Highland Retreat staff

member, who led in group games and activities which kept everyone moving and
interacting. Marsha Thompson and Mary
Golden Hughes from Eastern Mennonite
School, and Gabriel Brunk from Everence,
shared with youth about their organizations. Emily Nyce, from Shalom Mennonite
Church, coordinated the retreat with me.
Others played a valuable part as well.
I offer a huge “thank you” to the conference for making the spiritual nurture of
youth a priority by endorsing these events!
Deb Horst is Associate Pastor of
Christian Formation and Youth
at Lindale Mennonite Church,
Harrisonburg, Va.

Pastoral Consultation continued from cover
recognizing that a change of orientation
may not be possible, but LGBTQ Christians should remain celibate for life.)
Sam Weaver, a former Virginia Conference administrator, described how the conference dealt with issues and challenges
during his tenure in leadership.
From 1966 to 1980, the conference
was plagued by a lack of church planting and arguments over nonconformity.
Later, from 1981 to 1995, there was a renewed emphasis on church planting, and
31 churches were planted. But there were
significant issues. Churches in communities with a large military presence grappled
with the issue of military personnel desiring church membership and drafted a controversial statement on the issue; pastors
refused to reject or prohibit up to a third
of their congregation from membership.
Weaver also shared his pain at not being

able to ordain women during some of his
time in leadership. He sought counsel with
several leaders, including George Brunk II
and Linden Wenger. Wenger’s counsel led
him to value erring on the side of grace and
being at peace with some ambiguity.
He challenged participants to embrace evangelism and not get consumed
by the issues, which he said can lead to a
dead church and division, even to oblivion.
“Evangelism needs to be our primary goal
and purpose, not agreement on every issue,” he said.
A panel of five pastors shared their
hopes, dreams and laments about two resolutions passed by the Mennonite Church
USA delegate body in this summer. The
panelists: Ryan Ahlgrim of First Mennonite
Church, Richmond; Spencer Bradford of
Durham (N.C.) Mennonite Church; Jennifer Davis Sensenig of Community Menno-

nite Church, Harrisonburg; Phil Kanagy of
Weavers Mennonite Church, Harrisonburg;
and Harold Miller of Trissels Mennonite
Church, Broadway—responded to questions about the ‘Forbearance’ and ‘Membership Guidelines’ resolutions and the
tension that holding them together entails.
David Brubaker, a conflict mediation
specialist, led a time of addressing hopes,
challenges and next steps.
Three pastors shared devotionals during the consultation: Dawn Monger, pastor at Lindale Mennonite Church; David
Mishler, pastor of Huntington Mennonite
Church, Newport News, Va.; and Clyde G.
Kratz, Executive Conference Minister.
Jon Trotter is Communications
Manager for Virginia Mennonite
Conference.
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Serious Sunday
School
A proposal to bring seminary
level content to adult classes
By RYAN AHLGRIM

I
Beryl Jantzi, Southern District Oversight Leader, prays a blessing on MaryBeth Moore (seated)
during the October 4 licensing service. Courtesy of author

Signs of Life credentials MaryBeth
Moore in step towards membership
By BERYL JANTZI

M

VMC EVENTS

aryBeth Moore, a minister to deaf
people at Signs of Life Fellowship,
Staunton, Va., was licensed as a leadership
team representative from the congregation-in-formation on October 4, 2015. This
is yet one more step in this small congregation’s movement toward full congregational
membership within the Southern District
of Virginia Mennonite Conference. They
have been growing together as a community of faith since 2006.
Averaging 15-25 people on Sunday
mornings, Signs of Life Fellowship (SLF)
then eats together every Sunday afternoon
and celebrates communion once a month.
They also have a women’s Bible study
that meets weekly and a men’s group that
meets twice a month.
In March 2006, a group of six adult
leaders, Harry and Lacey Wood, and
Barbara and Thomas Knopp from Community Fellowship Church, Staunton, Va., and
Chris and MaryBeth Moore from Springdale Mennonite Church, Waynesboro, Va.,

began a youth ministry for deaf students at
the Virginia School for the Deaf and Blind.
Signs of Life has been jointly supported by Springdale Mennonite Church
and Community Fellowship Church. When
the ministry began, they received budgeted
support from both churches for activities
and operating expenses. Through tithes
and offerings at SLF, the ministry has been
self-funded since November 2010.
As part of their movement from a
youth ministry to a congregation in formation, Signs of Life has been led in a series
of discussions using the Confession of Faith
from a Mennonite Perspective and have developed this mission statement: Signs of
Life Fellowship is a gathering for the Deaf
Community to share experiences of God’s
power that creates hope and transforms lives.
Beryl Jantzi is Southern District
Oversight Leader for Virginia
Mennonite Conference.

Winter Delegate Session, February 6 at
Waynesboro Mennonite Church, Waynesboro, Va. Cost: $15 for meal/expenses.

VMC Youth Workers’ Retreat on
“Keeping Peace with God” with Carmen
Schrock-Hurst, January 22-24 at WCRC.

VMC Senior High Retreat on “Peace &
Nonresistance” with Titus Peachey
and Earl & Pat Martin, February 19-21 at
Highland Retreat.

VMC Ministry Retreat on “Changing
World, Everlasting Word,” featuring Dr.
John Roth, February 26-28 at WCRC. (See
back page)
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have a proposal for strengthening
spiritual formation for adults: let’s
make adult Sunday school more like seminary, and let’s get seminary into adult
Sunday school!
What are the essential classes every
Christian should take in order to become
a mature and effective disciple of Jesus?
For many years I have been developing (and partially implementing) a “core
curriculum” for adult Sunday school. This
would include:
•

Old Testament survey

•

New Testament survey

•

How to interpret the Bible

•

The teachings of Jesus

•

In-depth study of one book of the
Bible

•

Essentials of the Christian faith

•

Anabaptist history and theology

•

Prayer and spiritual disciplines

•

Listening, caring, and conflict resolution skills

•

“I believe:” naming and sharing
your faith

Each class would last twelve or more
weeks. Ideally, one would be offered each
quarter so a person could complete all
ten courses in about three years. Once a
person has attended each of these classes,
I suggest that the church confer a
“Certificate in Christian Formation.”
Such an approach would give our
adult Sunday school programming a
strong backbone. Of course, other classes
on a variety of topics would also be available, but these ten (or something similar)
would offer people a clear path to discipleship development.
Some classes could serve a dual
purpose, for instance, “Essentials of the
Christian faith” could be the church’s
membership class.
Sunday School continued across page

Building frameworks of Christian formation at Huntington
By DAVID MISHLER

F

or over six months, the new Christian
Formation Team (CFT) at Huntington
Mennonite Church has been wrestling with
what an Anabaptist Christian formation
“framework” might look like.
The task assigned to our group comes
from newly-formulated congregational
guidelines with the following purpose
statement: “Building on the foundation
of the life and teachings of Jesus, [CFT]
shall encourage a growing personal relationship with God and others and the
development of mature character and
faith. The CFT shall coordinate spiritual formation themes through teaching,
mentoring, and modeling.”
Like many congregations, we
have time-honored ways of working at
“Christian education” through Sunday
school curriculum and special teaching
series.
But our new guidelines ask for more
formative thinking around a strategy for
lifelong growth into Christian maturity. Is
this something we can plan for? Measure?
What would such a framework look like?
Our discussions ranged from expectations around baptism and church membership to Mennonite published materials to
sporadic attendance and many other issues
that impact Christian formation.
Over the past 15 years at Huntington,
the mentor/mentee program has become
one of our Christian formation success stories. All junior youth (beginning grade 6)
receive a mentor who will walk with them
until they graduate from high school.

This is a major commitment for both
mentor and mentee, and these relationships
have produced some of the most meaningful Christian formation in our congregation.
But now we are asking how this very significant and successful piece of Christian
formation will fit into a framework that encourages lifelong Christian maturity.

Our search for good thinking and materials led us to recently produced resources
from the denominational level. Several
Mennonite Church USA documents and
a new teaching series, Begin Anew, have
been using the simple, yet powerful model
of Believe, Belong, Become, Behave.
Does this describe a linear formation
progression, or are there some cyclical aspects to this dialectic? Should belong come
before believe? These are not new questions but they provided rich discussion as
we grappled with our task to formulate a
framework.
We are currently testing the Begin
Anew curriculum with several adult classes,
combining persons both younger and older

David Mishler is pastor of
Huntington Mennonite Church,
Newport News, Va.

Upcoming Youth Worker Event

Sunday School continued from pg. 4
The challenge to this approach is finding (or creating) good content and recruiting adequate teachers. The pastor should
certainly teach many of these classes, but
hopefully so could knowledgeable lay leaders.
Here is where seminaries can help.
They can help churches develop the content and train lay people to teach such
courses. Seminaries could also offer such
courses through weekly webinars or by
Skyping into a Sunday school class. This is

in the faith. We believe the new series will
be helpful for furthering Christian formation. We find the Shine curriculum very
helpful for children into Junior High.
We wonder if our denomination could
develop a more focused basic faith curriculum for junior and senior youth that could
supplement what we have already from
Michele Hershberger (God’s Story, Our
Story) and other older works.
We continue to develop a working
framework for HMC and again have
found helpful reflection and inspired
thinking from denominational pieces,
Mennonite World Conference (What We
Believe Together), and our various mission boards.
Although it is still a work in progress, the following statement is our CFT
framework of understanding: “Christian
formation at Huntington shall support
Christian growth by assisting persons to
believe in God, belong in community, and
become mature in Christ through teaching,
experiences, and activities that encourage
believers to cultivate Jesus as the center of
faith, community as the center of life, and
reconciliation as the center of work.”
We expect further refinement as we
endeavor to encourage growing personal
relationships with God and others toward
the development of mature character and
faith at Huntington Mennonite Church.

a new approach for seminaries as well as for
churches, but I think it could be the wave of
the future.
If we make Sunday school a challenging educational and formational experience,
I think our members will respond with
enthusiasm.
Ryan Ahlgrim is pastor of First
Mennonite Church, Richmond,
Va.

Learn more at virginiaconference.org

January 22-24, 2016 @ WCRC
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Environmental initiatives debut at VMRC
By MAUREEN PEARSON

S

ustainability starts and ends with the
land at Virginia Mennonite Retirement
Community.
This summer VMRC cultivated 1½
acres of land from its nearby farm—The
Farm at Willow Run—for food production.
Growers used untreated and organic seeds
and plants in planting at the farm as much
as possible.
“Knowing where your food comes from
is important, and the nutritional value of
fresh produce grown nearby is excellent,”
said Eric Phipps, VMRC’s executive chef.
Chef Eric and his team used the produce
in soups, salads, side dishes and desserts.
“The farm made good sense for VMRC
as we identified ways to help people live a
healthier lifestyle,” said Judith Trumbo,
president and CEO.
VMRC’s interest in the environment
motivated them to adopt a composting initiative. Food scraps from two of the independent living communities are collected

and turned into compost by a local composting company.
Another first for VMRC was the completion of its first earth-friendly resident
apartment.
The apartment features kitchen cabinets made with reclaimed wood, cork flooring and LED lighting. A roof garden with
plants covers about one-third of the roof
space.
“We’ve been wanting to try a design
concept (for apartments) which reflects
sustainability and uses a variety of ecofriendly products,” said Marv Nisly, director of Special Projects at VMRC.
And with apartment refurbishments,
VMRC donates unused appliances and cabinets to local nonprofits for use or sale to
avoid placing in landfills.
Maureen Pearson is Public
Relations and Media Liaison for
Virginia Mennonite Retirement
Community.

VMRC Executive Chef Eric Phipps displays
plated vegetables from VMRC’s garden at a
recent marketing lunch. Courtesy of author

Pleasant View: 45 years
and counting
By PAMELA L. MILLER

I

magine the year 1970, forty-five years
ago, when I was one-year-old.
If I were born with an intellectual disability, I would have been one year away
from being admitted to Central Virginia
Training Center, and away from my family.
My mother, father, brothers and sisters would have been encouraged not to
talk about me with friends, or take me out.
If my mother tried to keep me home, my
church and community may not have been
supportive in her decision.
Since there were not many people with
disabilities in the general public, many community members were misinformed and
scared of their differences.
During this time, faithful individuals
from congregations in the Virginia Mennonite Conference (VMC) had the idea to start
a small group home in Timberville, Virginia
named Pleasant View. Pleasant View gave
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families, not
only Mennonite families,
an alternative.
Through the
years community living has
become
the
new norm. Individuals who
are born with Friends at Pleasant View, Inc., enjoy spending time together at an event.
d i s a b i l i t i e s Courtesy of author
now will not
even see a large institution.
make their own decisions, be a part of their
Largely through the continued sup- community, worship, make friends, have
port of individuals and congregations in jobs, volunteer, and know that they matter.
the VMC, Pleasant View’s vision that “All
individuals will have the opportunity to live
Pamela Miller is Development
in and enrich their community” is coming
Director for Pleasant View, Inc.
closer to fruition. Individuals with intellectual disabilities have the opportunity to

Eastern Mennonite Seminary: a place for Christian formation
By EMILY PECK-MCCLAIN

C

hristian formation is a lifelong process
that involves faithful thinking, doing,
and loving. Eastern Mennonite Seminary
(EMS) is a place where those called into
ministry can explore their own thinking,
doing, and loving, and learn how to encourage others in faithful living in these ways.
I recently remarked that I think the
native language of EMS is that of stories.
We learn to tell our stories, to reflect on our
stories, and to listen compassionately to the
stories of others.
Our students are shaped to care
about those with whom they will minister,
because of the unique lives they live—
complete with soaring joys and crushing
defeats.
Here, students learn in some traditional and some not-so-traditional ways to
serve the people in our churches. We know
from the stories we hear and the ones we
tell that life sometimes doesn’t fit into the
boxes that we think it does.
Christian educator Thomas Groome
writes that “forming people’s ‘being’ in
Christian faith identity and agency needs
a vibrant Christian faith community.” EMS
seeks to form ministers who will help congregations live their faith vibrantly. We take
the context of ministry seriously, and teach

Author Emily Peck McClain, assistant professor at Eastern Mennonite Seminary, teaches a class.
Courtesy of author

our students to concretely love the people
with whom they are in ministry. In doing so,
we may think, do, and love more faithfully
from the depths of our beings.
The seminary plays an integral, undergirding, formational role at Eastern Mennonite University, where undergraduates are
invited to attend seminary worship services
on Tuesday and Thursdays, and seminarians
are welcome at Wednesday and Friday chapels. Undergraduate student life is enriched
by the presence of Ministry Assistants, who
live in the residence halls and plan regular

group worship events under the guidance of
upperclass pastoral assistants. In this way,
undergraduate students play an active role
in their own and their peers’ Christian formation, serving and learning much as their
older counterparts in the seminary.

Emily Peck-McClain is an
assistant professor at
Eastern Mennonite Seminary,
Harrisonburg, Va..

NewBridges celebrates 15th anniversary, new legal counsel clinic
By ALICIA HORST

N

ewBridges Immigrant Resource Center, an endorsed ministry of Virginia
Mennonite Conference, celebrated its
fifteenth anniversary at the Lucy Simms
community center on October 24.
The mission of NewBridges is to
be a leading resource for spiritual, social
and economic needs of immigrants in the
Shenandoah Valley and to connect people
and congregations in building a compassionate, just, culturally diverse community,
carrying out such work and mission from a
Christian understanding.
Established in 2000 by Harrisonburg
District, the Board and staff of NewBridges
faithfully continue carrying out the mission.

NewBridges moved to a new downtown
location in August and has established a
new Immigration Legal Clinic to provide
affordable legal counsel to immigrants
that cannot afford immigration attorneys.
If you are interested in learning
more about the resource center or legal
clinic, please contact Alicia at (540) 4388295 or at ahorst@newbridgesirc.org

Alicia Horst is Executive
Director of NewBridges
Immigrant Resource Center,
Harrisonburg, Va.

NewBridges celebrates its 15th anniversary on
October 24 with cake and candles. The cake reads
“New Bridges” in Spanish. Courtesy of author
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Our Stories, God’s Story: Mennonite Women of Virginia retreat
By JEAN OSWALD

“M

y story is as sacred to God as God’s
story is sacred to me. Nothing is
lost on the breath of God,” became a familiar refrain by the end of Mennonite Women
of Virginia retreat, October 30-November 1.

Kathy Zendt organized comforter knotting to
benefit MCC. All photos courtesy of Gloria Lehman

One “break-out” group made a mandala with
natural items and their own hands.

and
Pennsylvania
joined women from
Virginia to celebrate
God’s stories.
Through
the
story of Hagar (Genesis 16), Sharon Clymer Landis, spiritual
director, co-author of
The Spacious Heart:
Room for Spiritual
Awakening, and an
excellent storyteller,
Sharon Clymer Landis
invited women to
listen deeply to their own stories and there
find the “God who sees me!”
As the weekend began, women pondered their image of God, and saw how God
Card-making with Peggy Wyse; Alice Brubaker
and Lois Maust and others observe.
found and loved Hagar, a scorned woman
who was running from harm.
Through small reflection groups after
each session, women shared their stories
with each other, practicing the art of listening deeply to other’s stories. Through centering prayer and experiencing prayer while
creating mandalas from materials found in
nature, our stories began to heal. Sessions
were deeply enriched by the music team
from Harrisonburg Mennonite Church, directed by Janet Hostetter.
Saturday afternoon activities proDeb Horst demonstrates recycling a cup and
vided
learning experiences. Peggy Wyse
saucer into a bird feeder to Karen Guisewite
demonstrated card making. Deb Horst
(co-chair of retreat committee) and others.

A crisp fall weekend at Massanetta Springs Resort, near
Harrisonburg, Va., provided a
perfect setting for relaxation
and renewal. Women from as far
away as North Carolina, Ohio,
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challenged women to be stewards of material possessions in the “Upcycle and Recycle” workshop. A workshop on stress
equipped women to process and heal from
trauma and stresses
in their lives.
Others enjoyed
knotting comforters, walking the
labyrinth, hiking,
and relaxing with
a massage. The
prayer room with
guiding activities
provided a place for
quiet reflection and
prayer.
Throughout
the weekend, wom- Lodema Miller and Emma
en renewed friend- Frederick enjoy chatting
outdoors.
ships and created
new ones.
Silent auction items donated by Mennonite Women of Virginia raised over $800
for the scholarship fund for next year’s participants. The retreat offering supported
the Mennonite Women USA International
Women’s Fund.
In leaving, women carried the refrain,
“Just to be is a blessing, just to live is holy”
with them as they returned home, looking
forward to next year.

Anita Hooley Yoder listened to stories from participants about early years of WMSC/MWV as
she prepares to write the book commemorating
100 years of Mennonite Women USA.
Jean Oswald is co-chair of the
Mennonite Women of Virginia
retreat committee and a member of First Mennonite Church,
Richmond, Va.
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Life Transformation Groups a path to Christian formation
By CAROL TOBIN

“H

ow is that though I have been a
Christian for over thirty years, I
am still struggling with some basic spiritual
disciplines?”
This was Pastor Lee Martin’s honest
realization, and maybe it resonates with
you as well. It was over two years ago that
he began talking with fellow church members at Mt. Clinton Mennonite Church,
Harrisonburg, Va., and they all knew that
the answer had to do with intentionality,
consistency and accountability.
“Back when I was in my twenties,
working at Highland Retreat, I took responsibility for the upkeep of the swimming pool. The image had come clear to
me: a nice-looking swimming pool is never
an accident. Something is being done consistently to bring these inviting results. Intentionality is essential.”
So when Lee heard that Virginia Mennonite Missions was recommending something called “Life Transformation Groups,”
it clicked. Lee shared the invitation to begin LTGs with the congregation and invited
anyone interested to talk with him. Now,
two and a half years later, he is still part of

Lee Martin (left), pastor of Mt. Clinton Mennonite Church, discusses his journey of formation and
discipleship through Life Transformation Groups with Skip Tobin, Director of USA Ministries with
Virginia Mennonite Missions, in partnership with Virginia Mennonite Conference. Courtesy of Skip Tobin

ask each other the hard
questions that make confession of sin a regular practice,
and they pray together for
opportunities to join God in
his reconciling work. Says
Lee, “The LTG fits for me.
It’s certainly not flashy, just
a steady relationship
investment
with
Jesus
Christ
and
these
two
brothers. It’s
as if those two
brothers are with me, even
when we are not together.
We share a deep level of fellowship and camaraderie.
We live into the fact that we
are not alone, and this gives
us strength and holy fear.”
Skip Tobin leads a Conference Assembly workshop on how LTGs
I asked Lee about
are used in Christian formation and character-building through
the impact of the regular
close relationships and accountability structures. Courtesy photo
practice of confession. He
a group that grew out of this invitation; two shared, “I can’t overlook the hard quesother groups were also formed.
tions as I’m asked them every week! Now
The members of the group provide I’m more aware of my sin and of my need
mutual accountability to each other for for God’s grace. I’ve become more compastheir agreed upon Bible reading plan. They sionate—realizing that we are all sinners,

though our struggles may
present differently.”
While Lee’s group has
not divided and brought in
new people as is sometimes
the case, it has helped him
stay attuned to the missional opportunities that
are all around him, as they
are with each of us.
“Now I have my antennae up, because of praying
regularly for the sensitivity to recognize a person
of peace. Recently I had a
phone call out of the blue.
In the past I would have said ‘sorry, I don’t
have the time,’ but just having prayed that
morning that God would bring someone
across my path, now we are in a significant
discipleship relationship,” said Lee.
Being formed in the way of Jesus. Intentionality. Consistency. Accountability.
New missional passion. Thanks, Lee, for
giving us this window into your life!
May this increasingly be our story of
formation and discipleship.
Carol Tobin is Asia Regional
Director for Virginia Mennonite
Missions.
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FOOTPRINTS FROM THE PAST

Eva Weber Carper: pioneer teacher and visionary editor
By ELWOOD YODER

E

va Weber Carper (1898-1990) served
the Tidewater Mennonite community
by helping to start a Christian school and
launching a community newsletter. During
the 1940s and ‘50s her teaching and editing
nurtured faith in the Warwick River Mennonite Church region.
In an age when Mennonite women
worked in traditional roles of homemaking
and caring for families, Eva held a dream to
become a teacher. Married in 1923 to Reuben Carper, she raised four children in their
Lancaster County home, though Eva found
a way to earn a teaching degree which
launched a sixty-year career in education.
During the ‘30s Eva wrote a regular column
in the Rural New Yorker, an essay on drying
and cleaning soybeans which is quoted in
More-with-Less cookbook.
In the early 1940s, Eva and Reuben
Carper moved to Newport News, Virginia,
where Eva had been asked to serve as first
principal and teacher in the Warwick River
Mennonite School. The school had been a
vision for many in the community, including
George R. Brunk II, but it was Eva’s dayto-day teaching and administrative skills

Teacher Eva Weber Carper with her class at Warwick River Mennonite School, May 25, 1956.
Courtesy of Nelson Baer, Warwick River Mennonite Church Archives

that breathed educational life into the new
school. A community effort, one man in the
church brought his team of horses to haul
out dirt when a basement was dug under
the Warwick River Mennonite Church for
the school. Twenty-one elementary Mennonite students enrolled for first classes in
the fall of 1942.
Eva taught and worked
at the Warwick River School
for 23 years. Children learned
Bible stories from Eva in Sunday school and then worked
on arithmetic with her in the
church school on Monday
morning. Eva loved to read and
instilled in her students an appreciation for good books. In
1950 Eva and her daughter Ruth
Carper wrote a 405 page book
called Bible Lessons for Kindergarten Children, which Herald
Press published. Eva’s dedication to teaching and the church
school helped keep many young
people in the church, taught
children the value of Bible
memorization, and inspired an
untold number of her students
to become teachers. To help
Eva Weber Carper and Reuben Carper, about 1960.
Courtesy of Nelson Baer, Warwick River Mennonite Church Archives
raise money for the school, Eva
10 Pathways Winter 2015

made Raggedy Ann and Andy dolls, which
were treasured because they came from a
much-loved teacher.
Three years after moving to the Warwick River Mennonite community, Eva
Carper helped create a local newsletter.
In the first issue, 1945, Eva wrote of the
dream that was coming to life in print, “that
would stand for truth and right,” and “for
the upbuilding of the church.” Eva was coeditor of Warwick River Tide, which was
filled with news, articles, and faith stories.
Eva published the Tide in an age of handcranked mimeograph machines, typewriters, and party lines. By 1957 Eva wrote
that the Tide would likely cease its regular
publication, but the newsletter survived
and continues to be an important part of the
Warwick River community, with a circulation today of about 200 for the six-times a
year publication.
Eva Weber Carper held God-inspired
visions for faith formation in children and
adults, with practical methods that are still
effective in the church today.

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

Forming faith together
By CLYDE G. KRATZ

H

ow do we anticipate that people will
become authentic followers of Jesus?
Evangelistic endeavors invite people into a
relationship with God through Jesus Christ,
which is a necessary mission of a local congregation. Children of a congregation need
to be introduced to the opportunity to become a follower of Jesus.
After a person decides to be a follower
of Jesus, then what? The local congregation has a dynamic role to form disciples
through their ministry of faith formation
or discipleship training. It is one of the
resources that a congregation provides to
families and those that participate in the local assembly of believers.
Faith formation is learning to trust
the providence of God. Over a decade ago,
I embraced a definition of faith as “stepping
into the future without advantage.” I do not
remember where I found the phrase, but it
resonated with my spirit.
For me, this definition gave me a sense
that I needed to rely upon God in times
when I could not envision a clear direction
for my life or I could not control an outcome
that I longed to experience.
Even today, a time of rapid social
change, I trust in the providence of God
when I cannot live into what I long for, because the outcome has not be fully realized
at this point in my life.
This framework is not a denial of personal choices I may need to make about my
future, but an acknowledgement that not
everything in my world can be controlled
by my choices. I live into the pending reality with an abiding trust in God’s provision
for me, the world, and the Church. Faith
formation is about building our sustainable
trust in the promises of God and practicing
this trust in God when it matters most.
Faith formation is character
development. As a parent, I remember
the challenging task of training children and
longing for the right way to do it.
I was haunted by the tension of a sermon by one of the ministers’ in my congregation that focused the text “Train up a
child in the way they should go, and when
they are old, they will not depart from it.”
(Prov. 22:6)

I was grateful for the weekly Sunday
School ministry and Vacation Bible School
program that assisted me in the task of
training my children in the biblical story,
character development, and life choices.
Today, families and individuals have
many choices about the use of their time
on Sunday morning. I hope that people recognize the importance of the Sunday school
hour as an important place to develop
knowledge about the biblical story that can
be applied to our daily lives and interactions
with others.
As congregational leaders grow weary
of staffing Sunday school ministries, I want
to encourage them to not lose sight of the
value of this type of ministry for children,
youth and adults for the character development and growing into maturity throughout
the life span.
For in the same way that children and
youth need to learn the biblical stories and
their application for life choices, middle age
and older adults need to be reminded of
the biblical story and its applications to the
changing circumstances of their life and the
world in which we live.
Faith formation is developing
community principles. Paying attention
to the news on a daily basis can be a time
consuming endeavor, and discouraging,
even infuriating at times.
As I view some of the current crisis
in the United States, the current presidential election process, and the global challenges, I value the way that our faith can
inform not only our responses to these
contemporary challenges, but also provide
alternatives that can be considered in the
various spheres of influence that we are a
participant.
Our faith perspective, grounded in the
biblical narrative, compels us to communicate responses of peacemaking and calling
for a more just way of relating to people
that are different from us, then some of the
perspectives reported in the news.
Our faith conversations in our congregation can provide us with clarity of thought
on our biblical witness and provide encouragement to be a public witness to the way
of Christ when many other voices offer

Clyde G.Kratz
Executive Conference Minister
Virginia Mennonite Conference

solutions that appear destructive to people
and their culture.
When we decide that our Sunday
school program is obsolete and is no longer
sustainable, we will lose some of the essential ministry of the Church that has carried
the freight of faith formation.
We will lose our biblical literacy that
gives shape to being the people of God.
We will lose the constructive conversation around the biblical story in ways that
brought clarity and insight to human challenges and cultural trends.
We lose our ability to engage in civil
conversations with agreement and disagreement but remain committed to each
other.
Therefore, let us not grow weary of doing good, for the sake of the children, but
also for ourselves. We are lifelong learners
seeking to be in relationship with God and
each other in times that are changing.
We have new experiences and new
knowledge to bring to life challenges that
need testing with scripture and each other.
Otherwise, what is a community of
faith for—if not for sustaining our trust in
God, learning the ways of Christ, and discerning the movement of the Spirit in these
times when a voice of hope is needed for a
world in turmoil?
Faith formation is our long journey
with Christ, who abides with us, and empowers us to be God’s witnesses in the
time in which we live.

Winter 2015 Pathways 11

Pathways
Virginia Mennonite Conference
901 Parkwood Drive
Harrisonburg, VA 22802-2498

