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1. Setting the Stage:  Aldred  

 
Good afternoon.  Welcome to this Plenary session. 
 
I’m Aldred Neufeldt, Chair of the Future Directions Task Force.  My wife Erna and 
I live in Toronto, and are members of the Toronto United Mennonite Church.  
Previously we have lived in Alberta and Saskatchewan, and abroad. One of the 
greatest blessings we’ve received has been to form friendships with, and be 
mentored and supported by many sisters and brothers in Christ across this land.   
 
I’m Chad Miller – Associate Pastor at Foothills Mennonite Church in Calgary.    A 
significant part of my time these past five years has been devoted to working 
with Youth and Young Adults.   My Family and I have found a life-giving church 
home at Foothills.      It has also been blessing to be part of our Area Church and 
our national Church body.     I have found being a part of this Task force – a real 
joy.  
 
My name is Rebecca Steiner.  I am a delegate from Community Mennonite 
Church in Stouffville, ON, and a member of the FDTF. Interesting fact: I moved to 
Winnipeg a couple days ago. And a maybe more interesting fact: I got married 7 
days ago! I am also part of Theatre of the Beat, a social justice traveling theatre 
troupe, and I love enriching community and church life in new ways.  
 
Together we lead this afternoon’s Plenary on: Rethinking Strategies: The How 
and What.   
 
We’ve heard it said the church is in a time of change.  Of itself, that’s not new! 
What’s new is the context our church finds itself in. Theologian Douglas Hall tells 
us what’s fundamentally changed, in our First World society, is that the church 
no longer is the ultimate moral force, the foundational rock of our laws and 
culture.  For more than a thousand years it was.  Now, people look elsewhere.    
 
In these past 50 or 60 years as I, along with many of you and thousands of 
others, became more educated, more diverse in our careers, left the shared 
values of small communities for large multi-cultural societies – during these 
years we scarcely noticed the ground shifting under us.  Urban churches grew, as 
did many new ministries. We felt God with us.   
 



Yet, the ground shifted.  It’s as if our Creator tilted a cosmic Kaleidoscope, and 
said – take another look.  What 
you’ve done is good, but there’s 
new work to do.   
 
That’s at the heart of why our 
Area and National church Leaders 
set up the Future Directions Task 
Force.  Our task is to discern: (a) 
what God’s Spirit is calling us to in 
the 21st century, and (b) the best 
ways for our church to thrive and 
grow.  It is to this discernment we 
invite your participation, and covet your ideas and your prayers.  ( CC BY-SA 3.0) 
 
I don’t know about you, but to me this is an exciting time to be church – to think 
anew what it means to be a follower of Jesus at this time in history.  I’ve had the 
great privilege of being part of thought altering systems changes a number of 
times - some quite small, some province wide, some Canda wide and more.  
What I learned is that the thought of change breeds uncertainty, but uncertainty 
prompts new creativity.  When walls get thrown up in front of old ways of doing 
things, new ways can be found to address age-old problems.  What walls do is 
force one to think – and to find new doors through or ways around. 

 
In this Plenary we invite you to think with us – think creatively how our church 
can better be a witness in our affluent First World society.  How do we build on 
the gifts God has entrusted us Mennonites?  We need a great dream of what it 
means to be a church in this time and place – we need to be a painter of dreams 
that helps lift our eyes above what we do, and guides us in faithful response to 
the Gospel message. 

 
2. What is our Dream for the Church?:  Chad  

 
What is our dream for the church?  What’s 
the story we’d like told of our church?  

 
A few years ago my son – seeing his grandpa 
was good at building things – an addition on 
their house, a garage – asked if Grandpa 
could build him a time machine….  

  
Now he is six and hasn’t asked for a time 
machine in a while.   As we grow up, the 
lines between what we deem possible and 
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impossible becomes increasingly clear – but, if we’re not careful we can lose our 
ability to imagine things being different than they are.      
  
What about us gathered here, in this place  – around the Wild Hope we have  -  A 
hope that God is at work leading us as congregations, and as a broader church 
Body, in some new and fresh ways...     
  
We invite you to imagine what our church could look like 20 years from now.  
None of us start with a blank page – All our stories are unique.  What we have in 
common is our lives connecting with the transforming story of Jesus.  And, we 
build on a tradition of discerning together what God calls us to.   
 
Here are a few dreams to get your imaginations going. 
 
 

3. I Can Imagine Stories:  
 
Fermented Faith - Rebecca 1.   
 
I imagine a church that exists in the middle part of a Venn Diagram.  
 
We’ve always liked to say we are in this world, but not of it. And yes, to the 
extent we followers of Christ will not act as the 
world acts, this is true. However, to not focus 
on the first part, that “we are in the world,” is 
to deny the reality around us.  
 
I imagine a church that acknowledges and 
embraces the pluralism of today, seeing it a 
part of God’s greater plan. I imagine a church 
open to learning from ‘the other’ and finding 
common ground with those who claim to 
have different beliefs than our own. I imagine a church that engages with all 
people and has a broader vision of who ‘the body of Christ’ is. Jesus was all 
about extending the table, extending the invitation, about having porous 
borders, about breaking down barriers between peoples, about walking 
alongside ‘the other.’   
 
I know someone who’s part of a gathering of Atheists and Christians in a bar. It 
began as an unlikely encounter that turned into regular meetings, life-giving for 
all. Graham was an atheist, an engineer, a world-traveller, an incredibly generous 
guy with a big, soft, servant-heart, and a conversationalist extraordinaire. 
Graham and several other atheists arranged a meeting with a young pastor to 



challenge her profession of Christian doctrine. They met at Molly Bloom’s over a 
drink.  
 
But, what could have been “Atheists and Christian debate, Christian meekly 
leaves in a huff, Atheists close out the bar” turned into a two-sided conversation 
that wasn’t ready to end in one night. This group, give or take a few more people 
depending on the week, meets regularly to talk about faith and life. They dive 
into big questions like ‘atonement’ and ‘sin’ and ‘trinity’ and ‘unconditional love.’ 
 They talk about faith, philosophy, the Bible, God, belief.  They share joys and 
challenges encountered in their lives. They meet on a common ground to better 
understand and learn from each other.  I’m sure they also talk about beer and 
fries because they always meet in a local pub, share drinks, and just talk. They 
call their meetings “Fermented Faith.”  
 
Great conversation happens in this place of in between. Conversation that is 
unique to the coming together of differing beliefs. It’s unique because there is 
opportunity to convey what you believe and why, there is opportunity to listen 
with openness and honesty, and most importantly, there is opportunity to learn 
that perhaps we are more alike than we are different. The Spirit is at work in this 
irreverently sacred space.  
 
I dream of a church that learns to exist in that space – able to connect with and 
give life to people both within and without the labels of “church” or “Christian.”  
I dream of a church in middle of the Venn diagram, leaning into a deeper 
understanding of what living in community and learning to walk like Christ 
means.  
 
Transformative Encounters – Chad 1 
 
I imagine a local Church that fosters transformational encounters with Jesus. 
 

My name in Tom – I’m a grade 8 
student and a part of the jr. high 
youth group.  -  A few months ago – 
in April I think – the night before 
Good Friday – we had an event 
called  “A journey to the cross”.    I 
didn’t pay much attention to what 
was being planned. I just knew it 
was something a little different.     A 
few minutes after we arrived that evening we were invited by the leaders to 
the fireside room where four tables were set for dinner.   We were invited to 
“step into the story of what Jesus went through on the night leading up  to 
his crucifixion”    



 
We   helped ourselves to the soup and bread – the bread which the youth 
leader had made without yeast – it was crunchy and thin.    As we ate we 
heard about the Passover meal.    Why the bread was made without yeast 
(apparently they were too much in hurry to let is rise) -  We had some leafy  
green stuff we dipped in salt water which symbolized the tears of  the 
people -  all the different  parts of the meal were used to tell the story of 
how God rescued God’s people from slavery in Egypt.  
 
We  talked about how Jesus – at the last supper – placed himself in the story 
of freedom from Egypt – how the bread and the wine  were signs of a new 
type of freedom – that Jesus was announcing  a new way to be God’s 
people. 
 
Then we walked upstairs to a room with fake trees and the lights turned 
down – apparently the garden scene when Jesus was arrested – Some kids 
were given parts of the story to read.  I got to be Peter and pretended to cut 
off the ear of one of the guards – Rachel,  -It was funny – we laughed.    
When we were finishing the scene our youth leader reminded us that  “the 
way of Jesus was never the way  of sword”,  but Jesus shows us the way of  
love .   I had to think to myself – “do I ever use the way of the sword?” 
 
We went the scene of the trial and Peter denying Jesus and then we all went 
to the sanctuary.  By this time is was dark outside – one light was on shining  
on the stage  – we sat in a circle around a small cross made of dark twisted 
iron.    Our youth leader said:  Jesus is the most clear picture we have of God 
– the God of the universe chose to conquer death, sin and violence by love 
on the Cross.  And that because of the resurrection –  we have Hope that 
God, through Jesus is making things right in the world.    
 
Then he asked what was it like to place ourselves in this story?  In that quite  
and darkened  space we were  invited to pray – to be still,   to  offer to God  
what was on our hearts  and to listen… to see that we too are a part of God’ 
ongoing  Story of Hope….  
 
Then we closed and made Candy bags for Easter Sunday which we hide for 
all the Kids in the Sunday school wing after Easter Breakfast. 
  

Why invite twenty Jr. highers on a journey to cross?  
 
Because if in the core of our beings, in our hearts and our vision for what life is 
about  - we are  not captivated  by life with Jesus and the beauty of the Kingdom 
of God,  we will follow our hearts in a other  directions and  miss the rich calling 
of Being God’s People. 



 
I imagine a local church – that fosters encounters with Jesus  -  where a deep 
passion for Jesus and the transforming power of the Gospel  is the life center of 
all we do.   All our actions, our work for peace, our work to heal the brokenness 
in  our world,   to proclaim the Good News  of Jesus-  comes from a deep sense of 
the Life of Christ flowing in us and the though us.   

 
Letting Go, Letting God Lead - Rebecca 2 

 

I imagine a church able to hold things lightly. I imagine a church that doesn’t take 
itself quite so seriously and is able to 
think outside of its 4 walls. I imagine a 
church that is able to dream dreams, 
even if they might be crazy, because the 
future church is going to have to be 
radical to be at all relevant for young 
people. I imagine a church able to 
discern together how letting go of some 

things might open a new way for God to work.  
 

I grew up in Southern Ontario, north east of Toronto on the Oak Ridges Moraine, 
in the town of Stouffville. Nearby is Markham. 20 years ago, Hagerman 
Mennonite (in Markham) was home to many people living in Stouffville. They 
drove 30 minutes to church every week, and over time, began to realize that 
they might be more missional, more salty, more bright – if they were to attend 
church in their hometown. The church did not split, it grew. Some people stayed 
at Hagerman Mennonite in Markham, some left to start Community Mennonite 
in Stouffville. It was a positive thing. Hagerman sold the manse next door and 
from that gave the generous gift of $200K to the group in Stouffville to build or 
purchase their own building.  
 

Now, 20 years later, Community Mennonite Church is happily sharing space with 
Parkview Village, a non-profit senior’s complex started by local Mennonite and 
Brethren in Christ churches.  It started as an interim thing.  Over the years, 
sharing space became comfortable and sustainable; it was too theologically and 
cost-effective to stop. It became a church that really is the people in the 
community – and that $200K from Hagerman to buy or build still was untouched. 
 

So, last year, Community Mennonite decided to discern how to be good 
stewards of the gift received.  So began what was called a Funds Disbursement 
process. The Parable of the Talents guided the church as they dreamed and 
brainstormed and prayed about where they might be spend, save, and share this 
$200K.  Proposals were solicited and many exciting ideas came forward. People 
were engaged, because they had an opportunity to say, “I see God at work. Let’s 



support it!” It was a life-giving time.  A 10% tithe was re-gifted back to Hagerman 
Mennonite. Gifts supported MCEC, MC Canada, MCC programs, a new MCC thrift 
shop, Save the Mothers, Theatre of the Beat… Money was invested to make the 
sound system more accessible for people with hearing disabilities. Soup bowls 
were purchased so the church can host soup lunches. A member’s Labyrinth 
leadership course was paid for.  New books found a home in the church 
cupboard library. The list goes on… 
 

I know what you’re thinking. “Sounds great, girl. But, when are we ever going to 
have thousands extra to disburse at our leisure?” Fair enough. But, perhaps it’s 
not the amount of money; rather, it’s the spirit in which is was given. I imagine a 
church that is open and able to see God’s dreams playing out beyond 
themselves. I dream of a church that is able to let go of what has been if it is time 
to move on. I imagine a church that is generous with whatever space they 
occupy, with whatever resources they have, and most importantly is generous 
with all the love it can give. I dream and hope and pray that we will be able to 
hold things lightly – our possessions, programs and structures and that, if letting 
go, if giving away, if learning new ways or unlearning old ones is what we are 
called to do, we do it with open doors, open hands, and open hearts.  
 

 

Under the Acacia Tree - Chad 2 
 
I imagine the local church of the future will be much more like one gathering 
under the Acacia Tree than one that gathers 
behind four walls and closed doors.    
Glimmers of such a church are already here. 
 
A few months ago a club volleyball team of 
15 and 16 year-old girls that one of our 
youth is a part of asked if there was some 
way they could volunteer with the church.     
Many of these girls come from middle upper income homes, and the coaches 
thought they should do some kind of service work together.     
 
Each month at Foothills we host a night of Inn from the Cold - a program where 
churches around Calgary host people  who don’t have any other place to go for 
night.    We set up fifteen portable cots – cook a supper meal and eat with the 
guests that come, connecting in small ways and hearing their stories.    In the 
morning there is breakfast, and then a bus takes the guests back downtown. 
 
So the volley team came and cooked the food and greeted the guests – and ate 
supper with them and heard some of their stories and played with the little kids 
who were there.  Afterward they took time to share their experiences.    



     
Would we as a church have welcomed an outside group of mostly non-church 
youth to serve along- side us 10 years ago?      
 
The edges of our faith communities are becoming more porous.  We seek to 
embrace that.     

o In the last several years we have placed open invitations for people from 

the neighborhood to join in our church Christmas choir. Several people 

have taken us up on that, and found singing in the choir a very 

meaningful experience.   

o The neighborhood association has no building.   In the past two years we 

have offered our church to be used as a meeting place – free of charge.   

The leader has their own church key and we have hosted quite a few 

neighborhood meetings and social gatherings in the last few years.  We 

continue to look for new ways to be a blessing to our neighbors.   

 

The image of the church meeting under the acacia tree – lets people come as 
close the tree as they want, knowing they are welcome to either join right in  or 
watch from the edges until drawn to  enter more fully into the life of the 
community.   
 
The open way we hold our faith, centered around Jesus and the Kingdom of God,  
and the way we invite all kinds of questions helps people see they can be a part 
of us even with  many unresolved questions about faith.     Young adults who 
have joined our church in the last few years have said that our openness to 
varying theological perspectives helped them choose Foothills for their home 
church.  
 
There is great   joy for the church in journeying with people who are spiritual 
seekers,   building relationships,  listening to the stories and helping people 
remove barriers to belief and to  find their way to Jesus.    
 
I imagine a church where the shade of our community is a blessing to our 
neighborhoods and coworkers.     A church where people when they meet us,  or 
see the place we gather,  will not think  - “they are not my people – I would 
never go in those doors,” but rather experience the church as a place of blessing 
– a place open to all who are seeking to belong and seeking hope in trouble 
world and a place to join their story with the story of God’s reconciling work in 
the world through Christ.  

 

4. Introduction to Question 1: Rebecca  
 



You’ve just heard some stories and dreams.  How do these resonate with you? What 
questions do they raise?  
 

Some people like answers.  I like questions because it’s a holy gift to wonder.  
Questions lead to more questions, and more questions lead to dreams and, without 
dreams where would our hope for the future lie?  
 

The first question for us to sit with is: “What is your dream for the church of the 
future?” 
 

There are many parts to this question because ‘the church’ is many things.  But, we’d 
like you to focus on two:  
 

a) Your local congregation 20 years from now: 
 

AND 

 

b) The larger church your congregation is part of 20 years from now: 
 

 What words or image would describe these? 

 How will the church be known?   

 What stories will we have written?  
 
Consider the future as a blank canvas, an unopened laptop.  You get it. The page is 
blank.  Fill it with YOUR TABLE’s dream of what the church will be like. 
 

Everyone on your table should have a Discussion Guide.  Pick a Recorder and 

someone to coordinate your discussion – and begin to Talk and Write. 

 
5. Question 1 Feedback from Tables: Aldred   

 
6. Introduction to Question 2:  Aldred  

 
The second question picks up where your discussion left off.  Your table now has the 
beginnings of a dream for our church 20 years from now.    
 
The next question is: what is it the larger church can best do to help transform that 
dream to reality? 
 
We hold it important, for theological and practical reasons, that congregations bond 
together in a larger body.  Last Fall we tested this assertion across Canada, and 
people said we need a larger body for:   

 Mutual support and encouragement,  

 Doing important tasks that individual congregations can’t do alone, 



 Facilitating outreach missions on behalf of all congregations,  

 and so on.   
 
We also heard that what we do together can and must change as opportunities and 
challenges change, so that we live up to our Vision of extending God’s healing and 
hope to the world.  
 
So, we ask you to identify the 3 or 4 things a larger church body is best to do to 
help transform your table’s dream into reality? 
 
Again, you have discussion guides, and a reporting sheet.  We look forward to your 
ideas. 
 
7. Question 2 Feedback from Tables 

 
8. Closing Prayer 

 
 

God of our lives 
You are always calling us 

to follow you into the future 
inviting us to new ventures, new challenges, 

new ways to care, 
new ways to touch the hearts of all. 

When we become fearful of the unknown, give us courage. 
We we worry “are we up to the task?”, remind us 

that you would not call us 
if you did not believe in us. 

Amen. 
 

 


