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INTRODUCTION  (5-7 minutes) 
 
April 
I’d like to begin this session by introducing Gerald Gerbrandt. Gerald is 
a “Kanadier,” a descendent of the Mennonites who migrated from the 
Ukraine to Manitoba in the 1870s. Although born in Mexico when his 
parents did mission work among aboriginal tribes, he grew up in the 
southern Manitoba town of Altona where his father taught at Elim Bible 
School and ministered in the local Bergthaler congregation.  His 
mother was a homemaker but also a key partner in ministry. During 
his last year at Bethel College in Kansas he experienced a call to 
ministry, but one exercised within higher education. This led him to 
Canadian Mennonite Bible College, and then Canadian Mennonite 
University, where he worked and found fulfilment. 
 
 
Gerald 
April Yamasaki was born and raised in the city of Vancouver on the 
west coast of British Columbia. Her grandparents on both sides of her 
family came from China to Canada in the early 1900s. Her father had 
his own company packaging vegetables and later making potato chips 
and other snack foods. Her mother was a homemaker, and later in life 
a two-time cancer survivor. She has three sisters. She is married to 
Gary, who teaches at Columbia Bible College, and they have nieces 
and nephews, and grand-niece and nephews now too. She has taught 
at Columbia Bible College and is now a pastor at Emmanuel Mennonite 
Church in Abbotsford, B.C., while continuing to write for publication 
and online.  
 
 
 
April: 
Gerald became a member of Bethel Mennonite in 1969 when he moved 
to Winnipeg to work at CMBC. There he met Esther who had grown up 
in that congregation. Bethel has been their home ever since. The 
congregation began as a church plant of the Canadian and General 
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conference. It was established to provide an urban home for 
Mennonites moving to Winnipeg from southern Manitoba. Over the 
years it has been instrumental in founding four new congregations, 
and a thriving community day care. The construction of a seniors 
home next door impacts the ethos of the congregation. A few years 
ago it launched a community ministry initiative. 
 
Gerald: 
April was surprised to be called into ministry at Emmanuel as she had 
never intended to be a pastor, but she has now been serving her 
congregation for just over 21 years. Emmanuel began in 1981 with 40 
members as a daughter church of Eben-Ezer. They are now 290 
members with people from various backgrounds including Russian-
Mennonite, Kenyan, Korean, Vietnamese, and other backgrounds. 
They have a global outlook with members serving in the Philippines 
and Egypt. They are involved in their own community, serving 
breakfast once a week in a local middle school, opening their doors as 
a shelter in freezing weather, and sponsoring a Vietnamese church 
plant.  
 
April: 
As I reflect on Gerald’s story and my story, I realize that we are two 
very different people. Our location and church stories are different. Yet 
in one of our Future Directions Task Force meetings, I remember 
Gerald saying, “but somehow I sense that we are part of the same 
church body. I know we are.” And I sense that too. For all of the 
differences between us, for all of the differences in this room, we are 
part of the same church body. We are part of the same story that’s 
told in Scripture. 
 
Gerald: 
In the very first book of the Bible, Genesis introduces us to God, the 
creator of the universe—plants, animals, and human beings. Humans 
are created in the image of God, and yet we learn, we have an 
inevitable tendency to mess up. In the very last book of the Bible, 
Revelation tells us that one day there will be a new heaven and a new 
earth, where the goodness of creation will be fully realized, where 
God’s presence and lordship will be fully manifest. And in between, 
from Genesis to Revelation, the story of Scripture unfolds like a Great 
Drama. 
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April 
As we re-tell this story of Scripture, Act I is the Old Testament, Act II 
is the story of Jesus, Act III is the birth of the church. Then we 
continue God’s drama, from the perspective of the local congregation 
and that of the larger church.  At your tables you’ll find a page with 
several questions, and we invite you to write your response as you 
listen: What do you hear that resonates with the story of your 
congregation? What is different?  How does the story of your 
congregation connect with the Mennonite Church Canada story? How is 
the world-wide nature of the body of Christ reflected in your 
congregation? There will also be some time for silent reflection and 
responses will be collected at the end of the session as input for our 
work as a Task Force. 
 
 

PART A – 
THE STORY BEGINS WITH GOD CHOOSING A PEOPLE 

(10 minutes) 
 
Gerald 
Act I of this Great Drama is the central story of the Old Testament, the 
story of God creating a people through whom God desires to bless all 
peoples.  God’s way of working in a messed up world is through a 
chosen people. God always works toward blessing and reconciliation. 
 
To Abraham and Sarah God says, I will make of you a great nation, 
and I will bless you, and make your name great, so that you will be a 
blessing . . . in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed (Gen. 
12:2-3).  And so the story begins. Abraham and Sarah respond, and 
as directed journey to the land. When drought leads to famine, Egypt 
becomes a lifeline, first for Abraham and Sarah, and then for the whole 
clan of Jacob. 
 
In Egypt the clan grows mighty in number, as promised the ancestors. 
But Egypt also becomes a house of bondage and oppression. Here 
Israel groaned under their slavery, and cried out. And God, true to his 
nature, heard their groaning, . . . and remembered his covenant. 
(Exod. 2:23-24).  Through signs and wonders, and the leadership of 
God’s servant, Moses, God wonderfully leads the people out of 
bondage, across the Sea, into the wilderness.  
 
At Mount Sinai they formally bind themselves to the God of the exodus 
– Yahweh becomes their Lord, replacing Pharaoh of Egypt. Here they 
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also receive a program for what it means to live as a redeemed people 
of God – You shall have no other gods before me; you shall not make 
for yourself an idol; remember the Sabbath day. Here they are 
promised that if they follow the program they truly will be a priestly 
kingdom and a holy nation (Exod. 19:6), a people God can use as 
agents for reconciliation and blessing in the Great Drama. 
 
But they are a stubborn people. Their lack of faith is evident when 
they reach the Promised Land and fail to trust God to give it to them. 
After years of wandering in the wilderness they do enter the Promised 
Land. And yet, they repeatedly did what was evil in the sight of 
Yahweh and worshipped the Baals (Judg. 2:11). Afraid of the mighty 
Philistines they come to Samuel and demand a king like the 
surrounding nation, when God should be their king.  
 
For roughly four hundred years they live in the land as a political 
nation, with a king on the throne. There are some high points. God 
does give the people rest from their enemies with David on the throne. 
Jerusalem becomes Zion, the city of God. Solomon builds a glorious 
temple to God which inspires worship and adoration of God the creator 
and lord of the universe. One psalmist says, O Yahweh, I love the 
house in which you dwell, and the place where your glory abides (Ps. 
26:8). Another sings, I was glad when they said to me, “Let us go to 
the house of Yahweh.” (Ps. 122:1). 
 
April 
But the overarching verdict on Israel the nation state is negative. After 
Solomon internal division divides the kingdom in two. By the time of 
King Ahab the situation is so bad that when Elijah challenges the 
people, How long will you go limping with two different opinions? If the 
Lord is God, follow him; but if Baal, then follow him, they did not 
answer him a word. (1 Kings 18:21). This contrasts sharply with 
centuries earlier when Joshua challenged them, choose this day whom 
you will serve. At that time the people had responded with one voice, 
far be it from us that we should forsake the Lord to serve other gods; 
for it is Yahweh our God who brought us and our ancestors up from 
the land of Egypt. (Josh. 24:15, 16). 
 
A century later Amos and Hosea and Isaiah vividly express God’s 
disappointment at his people.  Thus says Yahweh, For three 
transgressions of Israel, and for four I will not revoke the punishment; 
because they sell the righteous for silver, and the needy for a pair of 
sandals– they who trample the head of the poor into the dust of the 
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earth, and push the afflicted out of the way. (Amos 2:6-7). Rather, Let 
justice roll down like waters, and righteousness like an ever-flowing 
stream. (Amos 5:24). Israel as a nation state failed. In 722 the 
Assyrians capture Samaria and the Northern Kingdom, ending that 
story.  
 
In 587 the Babylonians come and wreak havoc on Jerusalem, 
destroying the city and taking its leading citizens into exile. The 
devastation and physical pain of this catastrophe can hardly be 
exaggerated. But even more significantly, the very foundations of their 
faith were profoundly challenged. No longer is there a Davidic king on 
the throne. Zion, the city of God is destroyed, along with the house of 
God. Was this the end of God’s people? Could God still be trusted? In 
exile a psalmist laments, How can we sing Yahweh’s song in a foreign 
land? (Ps. 137:4). 
 
Gerald 
However tragedy leads to new life, a new sense of God, and the calling 
of God. 587 is not the defeat of Yahweh, the God of Israel. It is not 
Yahweh acting capriciously. Rather, 587 is God’s punishment of an 
Israel that had consistently ignored God, and God’s vision for a just 
community. At the border of the Promised Land Deuteronomy had 
warned, “Be careful.”  Having land forces a life and death choice. Once 
you experience the blessings of the land you will be tempted to forget 
the God who released you  from bondage, and go after other gods. 
You will be tempted to forget the weak and the poor and the widow. 
And when that happens, you will lose the land.  
 
The trauma of 587 also spurred new thinking about God, and the 
future. 587 is not the end of the story – God is not finished with his 
people chosen to be a means of blessing. Jeremiah envisions a future 
when God will make a new covenant with the people. Ezekiel speaks of 
dry bones coming back to life (Ezek. 37), of a time when a David will 
once again feed them. 
 
Perhaps most powerful are words found in Isaiah – It is too light a 
thing that you should be my servant to raise up the tribes of Judah 
and to restore the survivors of Israel; I will give you as a light to the 
nations, so that my salvation may reach to the end of the earth (Isa. 
49:6).  
 
God may have chosen Israel as his special people, but it was never 
simply about them. It was about God creating a people through whom 
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others are to receive salvation. After all, that was the promise to 
Abraham and Sarah. Despite all the rhetoric of not relating to 
foreigners, Rahab the Canaanite prostitute is the model of faithfulness 
during the conquest, not Aachen the life-long Israelite. And Ruth, a 
member of the despised Moabites becomes the ancestress of David. 
The story of Jonah lifts up the hated Assyrians as exemplary recipients 
of the prophetic word. 
 
And so the story of the Old Testament ends. The people of God 
continues, even when Israel the nation state disappears. The hope 
remains that God is not finished yet. God will act anew to bring life and 
blessing for the people, using them to bring salvation to the ends of 
the earth.  
 
I am about to do a new thing; 
 Now it springs forth, 
  Do you not perceive it? (Isa. 43:19) 
 
 
 

PART B – 
THE STORY CONTINUES WITH THE GOSPELS AND 

UNLEASHING THE KINGDOM (10 minutes) 
 

April 
Act II of the drama is the story of Jesus in the four gospels, the 
unleashing of the kingdom of God on earth. 
 
The gospel of John grounds the story of Jesus in the story of creation: 
“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the 
Word was God. 2 He was in the beginning with God. 3 All things came 
into being through him, and without him not one thing came into 
being. What has come into being 4 in him was life,[a] and the life was 
the light of all people. (John 1:1-4) 
 
God had spoken in creation. God had spoken through the prophets. 
And now God was doing a new thing by becoming human in Jesus 
Christ. 
 
The coming of Jesus into the world was good news for all people. After 
his baptism, and after his temptation in the wilderness:  

http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=john+1&version=NRSV%23fen-NRSV-26039a
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“Then Jesus, filled with the power of the Spirit, returned to Galilee, 
and a report about him spread through all the surrounding 
country. 15 He began to teach in their synagogues and was praised by 
everyone. 

16 When he came to Nazareth, where he had been brought up, he went 
to the synagogue on the sabbath day, as was his custom. He stood up 
to read, 17 and the scroll of the prophet Isaiah was given to him. He 
unrolled the scroll and found the place where it was written: 

18 “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 
    because he has anointed me 
        to bring good news to the poor. 
He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives 
    and recovery of sight to the blind, 
        to let the oppressed go free, 
19 to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” 
20 And he rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant, and sat 
down. The eyes of all in the synagogue were fixed on him. 21 Then he 
began to say to them, “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your 
hearing.” (Luke 4:14-21) 
 
Gerald 
During his earthly ministry, Jesus brought good news to the poor. He 
taught the people saying, 

“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 

4 “Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted. 

5 “Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth. 

6 “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they 
will be filled. 

7 “Blessed are the merciful, for they will receive mercy. 

8 “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God. 

9 “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God. 

10 “Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for 
theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 
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11 “Blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you and 
utter all kinds of evil against you falsely[b] on my account. 12 Rejoice 
and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for in the same way 
they persecuted the prophets who were before you. (Matthew 5:1-12) 

Jesus performed many miracles, calming the storm and feeding the 
crowds. He restored sight to those who were blind, he healed the sick 
and those who were crippled. He announced forgiveness from sin. He 
raised a young woman from death and restored her to her parents. He 
raised a young man and restored him to his widowed mother. When a 
woman was healed simply by touching his cloak, Jesus called out to 
her and said, Daughter, your faith has made you whole! The woman 
was restored to physical health and restored to her community.  

So the healing Jesus wrought was both physical and spiritual, both 
personal and communal. They proclaimed God’s power and the 
inbreaking of God’s kingdom.  

Jesus called men and women to join him in this ministry: Simon Peter, 
Andrew, James, John, Mary, Martha, Lazarus, and many more. He 
taught them how to pray. He told them to “Love the Lord your God 
with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.” And 
“Love your neighbor as yourself.” (Matthew 22:37, 39) He sent them 
out to proclaim God’s kingdom as he did, with healing and peace. 
(Luke 10)     

But not everyone accepted Jesus’ message. Not everyone chose to 
follow. A rich young man turned sadly away because he would rather 
hold on to his possessions than follow Jesus. “Proper” religious people  
criticized Jesus for healing on the Sabbath and for associating with 
prostitutes and tax collectors. The religious authorities accused him of 
blasphemy for announcing forgiveness of sin. And in the end—between 
the religious establishment and the political authorities--Jesus was 
arrested. His friends and disciples deserted him. He was tortured, put 
on trial, and executed like a criminal, hanging on a cross. 
 
April 
Jesus predicted that would happen. One day on their way to 
Jerusalem, Jesus said to his disciples, “We are going up to Jerusalem, 
and the Son of Man will be delivered over to the chief priests and the 
teachers of the law. They will condemn him to death and will hand him 
over to the Gentiles, who will mock him and spit on him, flog him and 
kill him. Three days later he will rise.” (Mark 10:33-34).  

http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=matthew+5&version=NRSV%23fen-NRSV-23246b
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Although this was the third time in the gospel of Mark that Jesus spoke 
about his coming death, his disciples didn’t understand.  Soon they 
were even arguing about who would sit next to him in glory, Jesus said 
to them, “whoever wants to be first must be slave of all. For even the 
Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life 
as a ransom for many.”  (Mark 10:44-45)  
 
In each prediction of his death, Jesus also spoke of his resurrection 
three days later. But the disciples didn’t understand that either. When 
Mary first saw the risen Christ, she thought that he was the caretaker 
of the garden where Jesus’ body had been buried. When the other 
disciples heard the news that Jesus had risen from the dead, they had 
to rush to the tomb to see for themselves that it was empty. Thomas 
had to see the nail marks in Jesus’ hands and feel the scar in his side 
with his own hands before he would believe. The Lord had risen 
indeed! 
 
With the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus, God had done a new 
thing! Now there is a new creation of salvation and blessing. There is 
forgiveness from sin and the power to live a new life. The fearful 
disciples were transformed and went on to transform the world.  
 
In his reflection on the significance of the resurrection, the apostle 
Paul writes,   
 
“Death has been swallowed up in victory. ‘Where, O death, is your 
victory? Where, O death, is your sting?’ The sting of death is sin, and 
the power of sin is the law. But thanks be to God! He gives us the 
victory through our Lord Jesus Christ. Therefore, my dear brothers and 
sisters, stand firm. Let nothing move you. Always give yourselves fully 
to the work of the Lord, because you know that your labor in the Lord 
is not in vain. (1 Corinthians 15:54-58). 
 
 

PART C – 
THE STORY OF THE CHURCH,  ACTS TO REVELATION (7 minutes) 

 
Gerald 
But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; 
and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, 
and to the ends of the earth (Acts 1:8) 
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With those last words before his ascension, Jesus passes on the 
mission to his disciples. The coming of the Spirit on Pentecost signifies 
the new beginning. Rapidly, even if perhaps in jerks and starts, the 
Jesus kingdom movement spreads.  
 
So those who welcomed his message were baptized, and that day 
about three thousand persons were added. They devoted themselves 
to the apostles' teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and 
the prayers.  Awe came upon everyone, because many wonders and 
signs were being done by the apostles. . . . Day by day, as they spent 
much time together in the temple, they broke bread at home and ate 
their food with glad and generous hearts, praising God and having the 
goodwill of all the people. And day by day the Lord added to their 
number those who were being saved. (Acts 2:41-47). 
 
At first a largely Aramaic speaking movement, before long Greek 
speaking Jews join in. Stephen’s martyrdom marks the beginning of 
lethal persecution, but instead of smothering the movement it only 
serves to spread the fire as the Jesus people scatter through the 
country side, witnessing to the word.  
 
Astonishingly, one of the movement’s harshest critics, Saul of Tarsus, 
switches sides and becomes one of its most effective champions. With 
fierce passion he travels from city to city, from region to region, 
preaching the crucified Christ.  
 
Now I would remind you, brothers and sisters, of the good news that I 
proclaimed to you, which you in turn received, in which also you stand, 
through which also you are being saved . . .  For I handed on to you as 
of first importance what I in turn had received: that Christ died for our 
sins in accordance with the scriptures,  and that he was buried, and 
that he was raised on the third day in accordance with the scripture (1 
Cor. 15:1-4). 
 
 
April 
By the time of his death the movement has spread from Jerusalem, 
throughout Judaea and Samaria, across Asia, to Rome, or the “ends of 
the earth.” Paul may have started his work among dispersed Jews, but 
the power of the Gospel was such that it quickly moved beyond the 
people of Israel, prompting intense debate within the community. 
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Encouraged by Peter’s vision, a decision is reached – the Gospel is for 
all, including the Gentiles.  
 
So then, remember that at one time you Gentiles by birth, called "the 
uncircumcision" by those who are called "the circumcision" -- a 
physical circumcision made in the flesh by human hands -- remember 
that you were at that time without Christ, being aliens from the 
commonwealth of Israel, and strangers to the covenants of promise, 
having no hope and without God in the world. But now in Christ Jesus 
you who once were far off have been brought near by the blood of 
Christ.  For he is our peace; in his flesh he has made both groups into 
one and has broken down the dividing wall, that is, the hostility 
between us. . . . So then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but 
you are citizens with the saints and also members of the household of 
God (Eph. 2:11-19). 
 
Through Christ Gentiles are adopted into the chosen people and its 
mission. The vocation God gave the people of Abraham and Sarah to 
be “a light to the nations” now drives the Body of Christ, as it expands 
from Jerusalem to Rome, from rural Judaea to Asia Minor. 
 
But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God's 
own people, in order that you may proclaim the mighty acts of him 
who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light. Once you 
were not a people, but now you are God's people; once you had not 
received mercy, but now you have received mercy. (1 Peter 2:9-10). 
 
 

PART D – 
 CONTINUING THE DRAMA TODAY (FROM THE 

CONGREGATION SIDE) (10 minutes) 
 
Gerald 
The story of the New Testament church takes place in Jerusalem, 
Rome, Corinth, Galatia, Ephesus, Philippi, Colossae—people who were 
scattered in many different places, yet gathered in house churches for 
worship, prayer, and caring for one another, who understood 
themselves as sent by God to share the good news of Jesus.  
 
Men, women, children, slaves and free, people who were poor, who 
worked the land, who were what we might call middle class or even 
wealthy, Lydia the businesswoman, Paul the tentmaker and church 
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planter, married couples like Prisca and Aquila, an unnamed jailer and 
all his family, widows and older men, mothers and fathers, brothers 
and sisters.  
 
So too, people and congregations of Mennonite Church Canada today – 
we are scattered and gathered and sent. We are seeded across the 
land in cities and small towns, in rural areas and prairie, east to west, 
north to south. And yet we are also gathered—in  homes and 
churches, in rented schools and storefronts, in youth groups and 
Sunday schools, in Bible studies and ministry teams, in Area church 
gatherings and national assemblies as we are gathered today. We are 
men, women, and children; aboriginal and settler people; immigrants 
and refugees, temporary workers and Canadian citizens. 
 
Yet our primary citizenship is in the kingdom of God. Like the early 
church, we gather for worship, we care for those in need, we serve 
one another. We too are sent by God to share the good news of Jesus, 
to be agents of healing and reconciliation.  
 
April 
Last fall in our interim report as a Task Force, we envisioned the local 
congregation as the foundational unit of the church, the Body of 
Christ.  “Through the local congregation individual followers of Jesus 
experience the fullness of salvation, the “grace, joy and peace” that a 
community can give.  Just as God exists in community, there can be 
no privatized follower of Jesus.  The congregation is the primary 
expression of church, the primary setting for worship, faith formation, 
and fellowship. “  
 
“Most importantly, the congregation is the primary way the church 
fulfills its reason for being. The church was created for mission. We 
already noted the words of 1 Peter, But you are a chosen race, a royal 
priesthood, a holy nation, God's own people, in order that you may 
proclaim the mighty acts of him who called you out of darkness into 
his marvelous light (1 Peter 2:9).  Each congregation is called to be an 
advance vanguard of the kingdom of God.  Through these communities 
God’s healing and hope flows to the world.”  

 

o One church reaches out to its neighbours with roller hockey on 
their parking lot, holds inter-generational games nights with over 
100 people participating, supports overseas mission, and puts 
together relief kits that are used around the world.  
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o Another church builds on its connections with a local theatre 

group and other community organizations. They encourage 
every member to be missional wherever they are--at work, 
school, in their own neighbourhoods, and in short-term mission 
projects.  

o One church recently baptized 3 youth who had grown up in that 
congregation and an older adult whose faith was rekindled by 
getting to know members of the church. They also received 7 
other new members by testimony or transfer.  

o Another church faces declining membership in a rural area of 
declining population. Seniors retire to the city. Young people 
have grown up and then moved away to use their gifts of 
ministry and leadership in other places. 

o A church of mainly first-generation immigrants is also changing 
as the younger generation is more comfortable in English than in 
the mother tongue of their parents. As they reach out to other 
new immigrants with the good news of Jesus, they are also 
concerned for their children, for a vibrant Sunday school and 
youth ministry.   

Every congregation is facing change. Generational shifts can mean 
increased stability but they can also mean losses that come with 
aging. There are changes in worship style and music expression. The 
mobility from rural to city, from city to city, means in some areas 
churches need to grow in membership just to stay the same size.  
 
How does a congregation work at a sense of community and identity in 
the midst of a plural and ever-changing society?  
 

How do we keep on thriving?    
How do we deal with diversity within the congregation—a diversity of 
values and voices, of gifts and vision, a diversity that makes us richer 
yet sometimes feels like pulling us apart.   
Can we move from being monocultural to multicultural to being truly 
intercultural? What are the cultural and racial barriers that we need to 
address? Can long-time members grow from welcoming others to 
embracing them? And can new members grow from feeling like guests 
to acting as hosts?     
How do we discern and support good leadership for congregations in 
the midst of change? 

 
Gerald 
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As congregations, we are communities that are part of larger  
communities – we are  part of Mennonite Church Canada, and at the 
same time  part of Area Churches, Mennonite Central Committee, 
Mennonite Disaster Service, Mennonite schools, health services, 
seniors homes, World Vision, Youth Unlimited, part of multi-cultural 
groups, part of local ministerials, and so many more! These are all 
wonderful connections and avenues of ministry, yet sometimes seem 
like competing commitments. 
As congregations, we don’t have time for everything we feel we need 
and want to do. How can we find time to be together as a wider 
church? 

As congregations, we don’t have the funds to do all that we are called 
to do in our local setting, how can we support schools and seminaries 
and overseas mission that are also important to us? 

How can we build and maintain strong connections with one another as 
congregations? 
 
The local congregation may be the primary unit of the church, but we 
are not islands to ourselves. We are stronger together: 

- To clarify and articulate our identity and vision 
- To enlarge our understanding of the world and our mission 
- To pool our human and financial resources 
- To partner together for undertakings too large for an individual 

congregation. 

These are practical reasons for congregations to come together. But as 
we now turn to reflect on the wider church, it is clear that the reasons 
are also biblical and theological. 

 
 

PART E – 
– CONTINUING THE DRAMA TODAY (FROM THE WIDER 

CHURCH (10 minutes) 
April 
The Apostle Paul proclaims, Now you are the body of Christ and 
individually members of it (1 Cor. 12:27). The Christian church is God 
continuing God’s work of redemption, of working through a people 
towards blessing and reconciliation and salvation.  It is an integral part 
of the Great Drama of Scripture, of God responding to creation we 
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messed up by working through a people chosen to be salt and light 
and sign. 
 
At the heart of the Gospel is the story of the Word become flesh, of 
God incarnated in Jesus Christ. Similarly, the Body of Christ is 
incarnated in human organizations and structures. As human 
arrangements they are inevitably imperfect and contingent, even as 
they are absolutely inevitable and indeed necessary. We may all long 
for some ideal, abstract people of God, but it only exists in human 
form.  
This human church exists as denominations, alliances, institutions, 
programs and agencies. The Roman Catholic Church has a long story. 
The Evangelical Fellowship of Canada was formed in 1964 to promote 
fellowship, cooperation and a united voice to media and government. 
The Lutheran and Reformed traditions developed out of the sixteenth 
century Reformation. The Wycliffe Bible Translators organization was 
formed in 1942 to make Scripture accessible to all people in their own 
language. The Association of Vineyard Churches began in the 1970s as 
a charismatic, evangelical movement. 
 
The primary human expression of this divine Body of Christ is as 
congregations, in Africa and Asi, in Black Creek and Saskatoon and 
Peticodiak. In one sense, the word “we” might well describe one 
congregation. But each congregation is only a local expression of the 
world-wide church, one cell in the larger body created by God for 
mission.  Our larger identity remains as citizens of the Kingdom of 
God, around the world and through the centuries. 
 
Gerald 
The “we” of this assembly is much smaller than our global “we.” It is 
people who are members of congregations which together have 
formed an intersecting set of structures, a denomination one might 
say – Mennonite Church Canada, with five area bodies, Mennonite 
Church Eastern Canada, Mennonite Church Manitoba, Mennonite 
Church Saskatchewan, Mennonite Church Alberta and Mennonite 
Church British Columbia.  
 
It is an important “we,” even if it is only an imperfect and 
impermanent portion of the larger church. As a human configuration, 
we share in the imperfect, provisional nature of all human 
arrangements. But the option of escaping the human side to some 
ideal abstract form of church is an illusion. For the rest of this 
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presentation when April or I use the term “we,” it is this people we are 
referring to, remembering this is not the full “we.” 
 
Not only is this “we” part of the global incarnated Body of Christ, it 
shares with others in this body a theological tradition and family ethos, 
with the two in a continual creative interaction with each other. “We” 
are part of the Anabaptist wing of the world-wide church. There is no 
single authoritative description of this theological tradition. Each of us 
in this room would probably give it a slightly different emphasis, but at 
the same, “we” would probably recognize some common themes,  

• We affirm the authority of Scripture, and the centrality of Jesus 
as reflected in Menno Simons’ motto, for no one can lay any 
foundation other than the one already laid, which is Jesus Christ 

• Practice and ethics and following Jesus have priority over 
theoretical theology. 

• Followers of Jesus are called not only to love our neighbour, but 
also our enemy, with love of the enemy incompatible with 
violence, leading to a commitment to peace and justice. 

• Mission involves both proclaiming the Gospel of the Word and 
serving those in need. 

• The local congregation is a community of mutual support and 
accountability. 

• The search for truth and faithfulness is a communal process of 
disciples.  

• And so on. 
 

One might add that “we” do not hold these convictions, nor defend 
them, because they are Anabaptist, but because “we” understand 
them to be faithful to Scripture and the Gospel of Jesus Christ. 
 
April 
There is also a cultural and structural dimension to who “we” are as 
people of Mennonite Church Canada.  Not in the sense of traditional 
foods or language, but in the way “we” debate with each other, the 
way “we” interact, and perhaps especially, the way “we” tend to 
develop structures and program agencies.  Just consider all the 
different organizations and schools and conferences “we” have 
established over the years. 
 
The provisional reality of the way “we” work together becomes obvious 
when one glances back in time.  There is always the temptation to see 
the current reality as that which has always been, even if “we” know 
better. 
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The way “we” work and thinks today is not the way “we” always 
worked and thought.  It is common to speak of the church today as in 
the midst of radical and massive change, but it is hard to exaggerate 
the change that took place among “us” in the middle of the last 
century. 
 
For a moment, imagine yourself back in the early 1950s. 
Congregations were led by lay ministers, with limited if any 
professional training. Conferences existed, but they had no salaried 
staff, and functioned largely as associations providing support and 
direction for the lay leaders and their congregations. Programs like 
schools tended to be run on a fairly ad hoc basis. 
 
And then came the dramatic ’50 and 60s:   

• Congregations hired pastors, first individual, then multiple 
staffs, with the expectation of formal training. 

• Then conferences began hiring staff, who then took over 
program leadership from volunteers. 

• Congregations of German Russian immigrants moved from 
German to English. 

• We developed constitutions and budgets. 
• Programs for mission, education, camping and outreach 

expanded dramatically  
 
Within a relatively short time “we” transformed from a volunteer ad 
hoc driven people to a professional, democratic North American 
structure, similar to the denominations down the road. “We” had 
arrived! 
 
Gerald 
And now “we” are changing again. Not only “we” but the larger church 
in North America as a myriad of forces from a variety of directions 
impinge upon it.  Phyllis Tickle speaks of the North American church as 
embarking on another reformation, one which has the potential to 
rejuvenate staid traditions even as it results in brand new ones. Others 
are not as optimistic. 
 
“We” are not escaping these larger general trends –a decrease in 
denominational loyalty; suspicion of large programs and bureaucracy; 
a trend to being spiritual even if not actively involved in church. Added 
to this are some dynamics particular to “us”. The merger of 2000 
created a body with limited common historic or organic identity.  The 
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former uniform ethnic identity is fortunately no longer normative, but 
at the same time, we are not always sure how to be one as people 
with widely different ethnic and cultural backgrounds .  And then there 
are  the  complicated structures, with two levels of organization that 
further complicate what it means to be the church in the midst of great 
change.  
 
And yet “we” are not first of all structure, but a people. As “we” 
rethink foundations, it’s about the “who” and “why” of “we.” This is 
“our” story, one “we” need to remember. “We” exist not for ourselves, 
but for “our” continuing involvement in the Great Drama, as a people 
through whom God desires to bless other people.  
 
So “we” ask, what is God’s Spirit calling us to in the 21st century, in 
Canada. How do “we” work together as a human, imperfect 
organization so congregations contribute to this mission of blessing 
and reconciliation more effectively?  How do we do this, as part of the 
larger Anabaptist world, and as part of the larger Body of Christ? 

 
 

PART F – 
INVITE A TIME OF REFLECTION (5-7 minutes) 

 
April 
This is our story of faith: rooted in Scripture, lived out in congregations 
and in the wider church.  
 
It’s a lot of words, as this Assembly is a lot of words. And so we’d like 
to invite you to a time of silent reflection. For the introverts among us, 
this may be a welcome change from visiting in the hallways and table 
discussion. Silence gives you space to think and to respond at your 
own pace. For the extroverts among us, it’s a way of slowing down 
instead of responding immediately. For all of us, it’s a time to ask God 
to guide us. If you’ve already been jotting down ideas to go with the 
questions on your paper, now is the time to review what you’ve 
written and to flesh that out. If your paper is still blank, now is the 
time to make a start. Let’s take 10 minutes, and then we will end this 
time of silence with a litany together. 
 
Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart 
    be acceptable to you, 
    O LORD, my rock and my redeemer. – Psalm 19:14 
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CONCLUSION – LITANY (3-5 minutes) 
 
April 
Please join us in a litany of praise and prayer. This litany is modeled 
after Psalm 136 which has the refrain: for God’s steadfast love 
endures forever. So one of us will say a line, and then we invite you to 
respond: for God’s steadfast love endures forever. The litany ends with 
Amen, and we invite you to respond back with a final Amen. 
 
G:  O give thanks to the LORD, for he is good, 

for God’s steadfast love endures forever. 

A:  O give thanks to the God of gods, 

For God’s steadfast love endures forever. 

G:  O give thanks to the Lord of lords, 

for God’s steadfast love endures forever. 

A:  God created the universe and everything in it,  

for God’s steadfast love endures forever. 

G:  God chose a people to bless and be a blessing, 

For God’s steadfast love endures forever. 

A:  When people went their own way again and again, God forgave 

again and again, 

For God’s steadfast love endures forever. 

G:  Then God did a new thing by becoming human in Jesus Christ, 

For God’s steadfast love endures forever.  

A:  The coming of Jesus into the world was good news for all people, 

For God’s steadfast love endures forever. 

G:  By his life, death, and resurrection, there is a new creation of 

salvation and blessing,  

For God’s steadfast love endures forever. 

A:  There is forgiveness from sin and the power to live a new life, 
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For God’s steadfast love endures forever. 

G:  When Jesus returned to glory, he sent his Holy Spirit to guide us, 

For God’s steadfast love endures forever. 

A:  He left behind a community of disciples, the church which is the 

body of Christ. 

For God’s steadfast love endures forever. 

G:  Now you are the body of Christ and individually members of it, 

For God’s steadfast love endures forever. 

A:  A blessed people of God, gathered and sent to be a blessing, 

For God’s steadfast love endures forever. 

G:  Remember your calling in this time of challenge and change, 

For God’s steadfast love endures forever. 

A:  Jesus himself is with us, and his Spirit leads and sustains us. 

For God’s steadfast love endures forever. 

G:  So let us remember the past and face our present and future with 

faith, hope, and love. 

For God’s steadfast love endures forever. 

A:  God’s steadfast love endures forever. 

For God’s steadfast love endures forever. 

G:  Amen. 

ALL:  Amen. 

 

 


