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Dance with the Bible and let the Holy Spirit out
-Deborah Froese

Vancouver, B.C. — Dance 
with the Bible? Rub the dust 
off its cover to let the Holy 
Spirit out?

At first glance, these ideas 
may seem audacious or even 
blasphemous, but scholar, 
educator and author Tom 
Yoder Neufeld provoked 
thought by integrating them 
into his plenary sessions on 
July 14 and 15 at Mennonite 
Church Canada’s Assembly 
2012, Dusting off the Bible 
for the 21st Century. 

 “I don’t know of another 
topic that is as important as 
the one we are talking about here,” he said, describing this age as a time of 
crisis for the church. It’s an age in which we must renew our commitment to 
studying scripture so that we may re-establish ourselves as people of God.

But the Bible is not easily read or interpreted. It’s “one huge, messy archive 
of God’s ongoing relationship with people…the Bible stirs things up. It 
breaks up the hard-packed ground of entrenched power and control,” said 
Yoder Neufeld, the Professor of Religious Studies and Peace and Conflict 
Studies at Conrad Grebel University College.

“We have a tendency to shape the Bible to fit our cherished perceptions.” 
Doing so places us in danger of settling for less than the full depth, width, 
length and fullness of God. “We need the Bible to constantly call into 
question the way we’ve tailored things.”

Yoder Neufeld entreated delegates to wrestle together over the Bible.  “The 
Bible is not a manual to solve some sort of problem—even though that’s the 
way we want to look at it.” He pointed out that if the Bible had been treated 
like a manual in the days of the early church, gentiles would not have been 
welcomed into her folds and no one would have recognized the messiah. 

The scribes who first wrote down stories of the Old and then the New 
Testaments did not know they were creating the Bible, Yoder Neufeld said, 
but that didn’t devalue it. Instead, their commitment demonstrated the 
ongoing nature of God’s story with God’s people. The Bible is witness to 
the entrusting of God’s Word to humankind with all of their foibles and 
weaknesses. “We might wish for something less human and more manual-
like,” he said, but that is not the way the Bible works. The truth lies with no 
one person. It takes a community to discern.

As his first session drew to a close, Yoder Neufeld recalled a visit with 
Mennonite World Conference visit to Schleitheim, Switzerland, and a 
notice posted for a Pentecost event in local parish church entitled Dancing 
to the Bible.  “With simple dances and texts,” the poster read, “we will let the 
Spirit of Pentecost bring us wings. Bring comfortable shoes…”

“We should dance with the Bible,” Yoder Neufeld said.

You are Christ’s letter of 
recommendation
During his next address, Yoder Neufeld examined Paul’s 
letter to the Corinthians, which he described as one of 
the lowest moments of Paul’s ministry. The Corinthians 
accused Paul of tooting his own horn and felt that his 
work wasn’t up to snuff. They demanded from him a letter 
of recommendation. But Paul, who planted and taught 
this very congregation, assertively reminded them that 
they are Christ’s letter of recommendation, a reflection of 
God to others. 

“I’ve often thought of the Bible as a kind of sign, a 
pointer,” Yoder Neufeld said, noting we sometimes 
become lost in analysis. “The Bible is a pointer…to remind 
us who we are.” 

But the Bible also reminds us to be on the lookout for 
surprises. “Let’s ground our hopes, let’s ground our convictions in scripture,” 
he admonished, “but be nimble enough to receive the word Christ is 
writing in our lives.”

He closed with reference to the Disney animated movie, Aladdin’s Lamp, 
and the effervescent, wildly spontaneous actor Robin Williams, who 
provided the voice for the genie.

“Rub Aladdin’s lamp and out comes Robin Williams,” Yoder Neufeld said. 
Because the producers could not control Williams’ behaviour, they “rubbed the 
lamp”, allowed Williams to do his thing and created the animation after-the-fact. 

“The Bible is like that,” Yoder Neufeld said. “Dust off the Bible and out comes 
the Holy Spirit whom we can’t control. Words matter, word texts matter, but 
they are the lamp that we should not forget to rub to give life to our work….
Take your Bibles, dust them off, rub them and watch out for what comes out!”

Photo by Dan Dyck

Living by  
the Word

100 years ago: Rules and regulations
At the 10th annual session of the Conference of Mennonites in Canada 
convened in Winkler, Manitoba, seven papers were presented. No one 
focus prevailed – several addressed the purpose and nature of ministries, 
others questioned potential habits or passtimesranging from smoking 
and the use of alcohol, to theatre attendance and card playing.  Still 
others raised questions such as  “do baptismal candidates need to share a 
personal testimony before receiving baptism?”, “is it absolutely necessary 
that a person be baptized before marriage?”, “Can we have an organ 
in our church and use it?” and “can we accept into full membership, 
persons regularly worshipping in our congregation who have been 
baptized as infants, without re-baptizing them?” Often papers brought 
vigorous debate, and decisions for further reflection and study.
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Discerning the diverse 
biblical voices on wealth
-Rachel Bergen, Co-Editor, Young Voices, Canadian Mennonite

Vancouver, B.C. — What does it mean when diverse voices speak 
differently on biblical topics? How does one discern the truth and 
how to live accordingly?
In Lydia Harder’s Saturday workshop at Mennonite Church Canada 
Assembly 2012, Exploring Diverse Voices on the Issue of Money and Wealth, 
the theologian and pastor of Hagerman Mennonite Church in Ontario, used 
Walter Brueggeman’s framework of comparing and contrasting the different 
voices that discuss wealth in the Bible.

These voices include the foundational narratives of the Torah, the 
Gospels and Acts; the prophets, the wisdom writers, and the psalmists 
and prayer writers.

Harder offered a framework for looking at all of the different voices 
addressing the Bible, including their messages, their core convictions, how 
they function in community, their kind of authority, how they communicate 
and their place in community.

The framework enabled people to recognize the differences and similarities 
between the messages on money and wealth in each book of the Bible.

The foundational narratives show God’s people how to bless all people. 
Prophetic words disrupt the world by presenting new visions, while 
wisdom literature teaches through human experience, and the Psalms offers 
understanding through a relationship with God.

“Do they all say the same thing about wealth?” Harder asked.

“The authorities come at it slightly differently and we need that whole 

conversation.  Our communities aren’t complete if we don’t have all of these 
components in them.”

But most significantly, participants left the workshop with the 
understanding that Jesus’ example is the most important. 

“Jesus is the wisdom, the most foundational truth, the ultimate prophet.  
Jesus brings together all wisdom in the bible and conventional wisdom that 
we have,” Harder said.  

44 Young adults attend Assembly 2012
-Rachel Bergen, Co-Editor, Young Voices, Canadian Mennonite

Vancouver, B.C. — Many people remark 
that it’s difficult to get young adults interested 
and involved in church. But this isn’t the case 
for the 44 young adults who attended the 
Mennonite Church Canada Assembly 2012.

Kristina Toews, a youth leader from Eben-
Ezer Mennonite Church in Abbotsford, BC 
and a delegate is very involved in the local, 
national and global church. She believes it’s 
important for young adults to get involved.

“I think it’s really important that we’re a part 
of a national assembly. It reminds people 
that we’re a part of a larger congregation. I’m 
involved in Mennonite World Conference; I 
see a lot of importance in being a part of the 
global community, as well.”

“It’s important to be a part of the local church, 
the national, and the world church. They’re all 

integral parts of the church,” she said. She has 
attended the annual Mennonite Church Canada 
Assembly for the past five years. “I love meeting 
people at other conferences and events and it’s so 
much fun to see people again. I’m so encouraged 
by the other people here. It’s life giving.”

Susie Guenther-Loewen from Toronto United 
Mennonite Church was asked to come to 
Assembly to assess the situation regarding the 
Being a Faithful Church and share the work she 
has done on a paper called, Unwelcoming the 
Stranger: Marriage from a Canadian Mennonite 
perspective with others at assembly..

Blake Penner, a 21 year old delegate from Bethel 
Mennonite Church in Winnipeg was sought out 
by his congregation to participate in Assembly 
this year. It was his first experience and he said 
that he found it interesting; before coming, he 
knew nothing about the national gatherings. 

Because the area churches and individual 
congregations are doing different things, it’s a 
great experience to see what’s happening in the 
wider church community, Toews said. “It’s really 
important to see how church can be different. 
You hear stories about what other churches 
are doing. It opens your eyes to see that the 
Mennonite family isn’t all like [my community], 
for example.” 

“It’s cool to see all the churches together,” 
Penner said. 

Toews believes it is so important for young 
people to get involved with the church locally, 
nationally, and globally. And not just 10 or 20 
years from now, right now!

“We should step up because we are the church 
right now,” she said. “I love meeting people 
who are actually involved instead of just 
reading about it.” 

In the past two years, fewer than 20 young 
adults had registered to attend. This year, the 
number more than doubled.

Hongtao Yin (left) attended Assembly 2012 all the way from China at the 
invitation of Gordon Janzen, Mennonite Church Canada’s International 
Ministry Director for Asia. In addition to working for Mennonite Partners in 
China, Hongtao is also General Secretary for China Vision, a new network of 
Anabaptist church leaders that is working to organize so that they can better 
facilitate church and leadership development. – Photo by Dan Dyck

China Vision leader visits Assembly
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First Nations of Mindanao reaffirm kinship
-Angie Lederach 

Sungco, Mindanao. —The sound of tambol 
drums greeted over 1,000 people who entered the 
Talaandig Ancestral Site in Sungco, Mindanao 
for a Reaffirmation of Kinship Ceremony. Flags 
lined the long dirt road, each one representing a 
different tribe of Mindanao. 

On March 8, 2012 for the first time in 492 years, 
13 Moro (Islamized) tribes came together with 
18 Indigenous tribes, many of whom have spent 
the last decade fighting one another. They met to 
reaffirm their shared ancestry and commit to the 
5 pillars of kinship established in the traditional 
peace pact of their ancestors: co-operation, 
mutual sharing of information, mutual protection 
of life, recognition and respect, and mutual 
obligation to help the needy. 

The event was particularly meaningful for 
the staff of Peacebuilders Community Inc, a 
ministry of Daniel and Joji Pantoja, Mennonite 
Church Canada and Mennonite Mission 
Network workers.  For more than 6 years, they 
have focused on sharing the teachings of Jesus 
and training others in non-violent conflict resolution. Joji Pantoja and 10 
representatives of PBCI were present for the event. 

“This pact will help lessen the tension in peace negotiations between the 
MILF [Moro Islamic Liberation Front] and the GRP [Government of the 
Republic of the Philippines],” Joji Pantoja said.

As introductions began, leaders from each tribe spoke passionately about 
why they traveled long distances to take part in the historical ceremony. 

Salic Ibrahim, a Maranao leader called those present to live out the kinship 

pact in order to pave the way for peace. The hope for peace in Mindanao 
is palpable. “We must set aside our interests and re-emphasize our kinship. 
We must walk together towards peace in Mindanao. We are answerable to 
Allah, to one another, to our future generation.” 

Leaders of each tribe retold their histories and then tribe members, adorned 
in their traditional regalia, gathered under a new monument, a large, 
intricately detailed jar carved by Talaandig artists in honour of the event. 
Traditional prayers called for the presence of Allah, the ancestors and 
Magbabaya (Creator).  The blood of a Carabao (water buffalo) was offered 

to cleanse the land and heal the wounds of the past to pave the 
way for peace.

Descendants of those who signed the original peace pact 
came forward to sign a new one, committing to the 5 pillars 
of kinship. After tokens of kinship were exchanged between 
the Moro and Indigenous tribes, the new peace pact and the 
sacred oil of the Talaandig were placed in the new monument. 

The monument reads: “Today, we witnessed a new chapter 
in Mindanao’s history. We came together with the Moro and 
Indigenous people to uphold the ancient kinship of their 
ancestors and acknowledge the traditional peace pacts made 
long before the colonial era. We witnessed the beginning of a 
renewed relationship between the tribal people of Mindanao. 
And we joined together to begin building the way towards 
sustainable peace in Mindanao – a peace built on a 400 year 
old relationship – a relationship that today, the tribal leaders 
have embraced once more.”

Datu (Chief ) Victorino Saway of the Talaandig Tribe embraces Professor Abud Sayed Lingga,  
a senior member of the MILF peace panel, after they have exchanged precious tokens of kinship.  
Photo by Byron Pantoja. 

Joji Pantoja, Mennonite Church Canada worker in the Philippines, and Teddy Baguilat Jr. Ifugao, a representative 
from another tribal province in Luzon, both travelled to Sungco, Mindanao for a Reaffirmation of Kinship Ceremony. 
Photo by Byron Pantoja.
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Writing in the dust
Mennonite Church Canada Dusts Off The Bible 
Dave Rogalsky – Eastern Canada Correspondent for 
Canadian Mennonite

Vancouver, B.C. - Over 430 Assembly 2012 
attendees took the theme of dusting off the Bible 
seriously, gathering for four days of Bible study 
and community discernment from July 12-15. 

Although the focus was on scripture study and 
discernment, participants spent two 90 minute 
sessions on the fourth instalment of the Being 
a Faithful Church  process, Testing the spirits 
in the Midst of Hermeneutical Ferment: Using 
the Bible in Helpful and Unhelpful Ways, in a 
document referred to as BFC 4. The previous 
three instalments of BFC were the foundational 
document on Hermeneutical Ferment (2009), 
Peace (2010), and guidance on moving forward 
in discussions on sexuality (2011). 

The use of terms like “hermeneutical” (the study 
of how we use and interpret documents and 
materials) was a frustration for some delegates. 
One delegate, using a hand signal to indicate 
being in over one’s head, spoke of not having the 
biblical or theological background to understand 
some of what was being said by speakers or in 
documents. In spite of this delegates spoke highly 
of the BFC 4 material. 

Friday afternoon they took part in a prayerful, 
appreciative inquiry-like process that listed 
affirmations, concerns and hopes about the 
material. Arnold Neufeld-Fast of the Faith and 
Life Committee which works closely with the 
BFC Task Force, reported a summary of the 
gathered table discussions the next day. He noted 
“Your feedback gives strong support for the BFC 
process, especially the extent of involvement 
by scholars, congregations and individuals. The 
process has given space for many voices – BFC 
represents all of us and suggests a community of 
accountability.” 

Table groups used words like comprehensive, 
thoughtful, and well rounded to describe 

the latest document in the BFC process. 
Particularly appreciated was the use of the 
extended metaphor of ditches and paths for 
biblical study. The document noted “twelve 
paths to stay on” and “six ditches to avoid” 
when engaging in Bible study and discussion. 
This image was suggested by one scholar 
“suggesting that biblical interpretation is like 
a communal hike.” 

Paths suggested by respondents during the 
congregational engagement process last 
winter included the “life, teaching, death and 
resurrection of Jesus are central and serve as 
the critical lens of interpretation that helps 
us understand all of scripture,” “it is the Holy 
Spirit who guides the interpretive community 
in faithfulness,” and “Scripture persistently 
hopes that the letters of its words will become a 
living word in a world in need of redemption.” 

Ditches to avoid included disconnecting 
“Jesus from his own scriptural roots (the 
Hebrew Bible) and his own social/political 
context in 1st century Palestine.” “We need 
to avoid proof-texting” and “generalizations 
without having immersed ourselves in particular 
texts,” and that “we live in a changing context, 
and our understandings are partial.”

Neufeld-Fast also summarized concerns 
including that “the document in its present 
form is too scholarly and intimidating for 
non-theologians.  Many feel under qualified 
for the task, and indeed excluded from the 
conversation.” This ongoing refrain was 
responded to by Andrew Reesor-McDowell, 
outgoing moderator ,and Rudy Baergen of the 
BFC task force. Both noted the concern as heard 
and spoke to the materials which congregations 
will be receiving this fall as a tool which will use 
simpler language to make the BFC 4 material 
more accessible to average congregants. Another 
repeated concern was that only 41 of Mennonite 
Church Canada’s over 225 congregations 

responded to the request for process this past 
winter. But in a conversation with Reesor-
McDowell he noted that the General Board 
had been assured that such a response was a 
good cross section of the denomination. At the 
Thursday evening business session he also noted 
tongue-in-cheek that the room where delegate 
sessions were being held might be too small. 
Later he noted that the General Board felt that 
the shortened format of the gathering, as well 
as the study focus had brought a larger than 
expected response from across Canada showing a 
good buy-in by congregations and individuals.

Neufeld-Fast’s summary also included table 
groups’ hopes for the process. He reported that 
“we are hopeful about the journey we are on; 
momentum is building; it is an open, inter-
generational return to scripture. We really believe 
God is at work in our collective discernment. We 
are talking and listening and processing intensely 

Delegate Assembly Actions on  
Being a Faithful Church 4 – Using the Bible  

in Helpful and Unhelpful Ways
1. We acknowledge with gratitude the counsel received 

from congregations, groups, scholars and individuals 
of our body. We receive this summary report as a sign 
of the Holy Spirit’s work among us, and will use this 
emerging framework in future efforts to interpret 
scripture together for our faith and life.

2. We recommend that in the next 12 months 
( July/2012 – July/2013) each area church of 
Mennonite Church Canada organize opportunities 
to explore, deepen, and strengthen our 
understandings of each of the “paths and ditches” 
identified in this summary report. We further suggest 
that some common resources generated and/or 
identified by Mennonite Church Canada be used.

3. We recommend that congregations process this 
document carefully. We further recommend that 
congregations highlight particular questions or 
issues they are facing that could benefit by using this 
framework of scriptural discernment.
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Scripture In Exile: 
Bring back discipling 
and wisdom
- Dick Benner: Editor/Publisher,  
  Canadian Mennonite

Vancouver, B.C. —“Never in Canada’s 150 
year history has an emerging generation been 
exposed to such an explosion of change and 
choice,” Tim Froese said in his “Scripture in 
Exile” workshop Saturday afternoon.  Attended 
by persons of all ages, the workshop focused on 
how this generation, like no other, is working 
with a completely new set of cultural constructs 
as it struggles to find a faith expression based in 
the biblical narrative.

Froese, growing up a “missionary kid” in 
India and later as a mission worker in Brazil 
and Panama is now executive minister 
of Mennonite Church Canada Witness. 
He enumerated the interests, values and 
commitments of the younger generation 
based on David Kinnaman’s research, and 
outlined the new multi-cultural nature of our 
world with its many “isms.”  This prompts the 
question:  “Who is my neighbour,” he posited, 
as he outlined the influences of pluralism, 
consumerism and globalism on our everyday 
lives, and giving especially the young a sense of 
“exile” in a land foreign to their elders.

“Young people are leaving the church not 
because they won’t listen or aren’t trying to 
fathom what the church has to say,” he quoted 
Kinnaman of the Barna Group in repeated 
references. “A large majority of young people 
consider themselves spiritual, seeking, or as 
possessing some sort of faith. However, at 
some point the message the church is sending 
doesn’t add up with what they are experiencing 
in the rest of their lives.”

The statement seemed to resonate with several 
of the young persons attending.  “An important 
ingredient to keeping me in the church,” said 
one youth in attendance, “is because my parents 
were highly immersed in congregational life 
and gave me the excitement needed to want 
to belong.”  Another observed that elderly 
mentors were key to “showing an interest in 
my development and questions as I journeyed 
through a spiritually formative period.”

As a path forward out of this dilemma, Froese 
recommended that the church refocus its 
mission on “making disciples,” particularly 
through intergenerational relationships.  “We 
need to reprioritize wisdom,” he said, again 
referencing Kinnaman, “because wisdom 
empowers us to live faithfully in a changing 
culture.  Older generations imparting wisdom 
upon Mosaics (a category of young persons) 
will help them better discern and sift through 
the mass of unlimited information they 

Why the Bible?
-Dan Dyck

Winnipeg, Man. — In an attempt to learn 
more about how young adults experience the 
Bible, Arnold Neufeldt-Fast and self identified 
young adult, Rebecca Steiner, led a workshop at 
Mennonite Church Canada Assembly 2012 about 
the role and future of the Bible . They depended 
upon the participants for  input and teaching, 
posing questions for the group along the way. 
What follows is a collection of responses.  

“The Old Testament and Revelation are a big 
‘Yikes!’ for me. I want to do more reading of the 
Bible in community in an intergenerational setting.”

“Some of the best experiences of Bible study have 
been with my Dad.”

“Bible study is more intimidating than exciting, 
especially if you were not raised in a Christian 
home. It can raise more doubts and questions 

than the text answers.”

“Jesus was ahead of his time. He always spoke to 
the underlying problem.”

“To say that you are a Christian and Mennonite 
takes courage.”

“The Bible must have authority for me rather 
than being interpreted only through my feelings.”

The group was also asked if engaging scripture 
digitally and online affected their experience.

“It’s faster to research the meaning of a text.”

“Searching out commentary on Bible themes 
is filtered by reader comments which are often 
hurtful.”

“I look for books that have been printed, such 
as commentaries that have been endorsed by 
Mennonite Church Canada.”

“The online world is not one that cultivates 
patience. More than 600 words are more than I 
have time for. Our culture is dimming our ability 

to work through scripture.”

“Digital texts don’t require memorization because 
we know it will always be there, unlike our 
Anabaptist forebears who had instant access to 
vast amounts of remembered scripture.”

Carol Penner, a workshop participant and pastor 
at First Mennonite Church, Vineland, Ont.,, 
observed that “Adults in their forties and fifties 
who don’t read their Bibles feel guilty about it. 
Young adults who don’t read it don’t feel guilty 
about it.” However, she added, “Assuming that 
only faithful Christians read their Bible excludes 
a lot of faithful people.”

Several participants noted that the workshop 
participants included only active church-going 
young adults, presenting a bias. 

Fast concluded that one should not limit the 
ways we encounter God only to Bible reading. 
Fast is Associate Dean and Associate Professor of 
Theology at Tyndale Seminary in Toronto.

on this journey together, all the while loving and 
respecting each other. This will serve our unity in 
Christ. We really do have good handles to work 
with; we are rich with scholars and wise leaders.”

At the Saturday conclusion of the BFC process 
for Assembly 2012, delegates accepted three 
resolutions (see sidebar). Andrew Reesor-
McDowell then drew assembly goers’ attention to 
a recommended timetable for the ongoing BFC 
process. With the move to biennial assemblies 
one delegate wondered how long members of 
Harmony, a Mennonite Gay, Lesbian, Bi-sexual 
and Transgender group, would have to wait for 
resolution of the sexuality questions. Leaders 
responded by noting that while the process is 
taking time, there is a commitment to move 
to sexuality questions, albeit the same-sex 
relationships discussion is now slated for 2016.

Final answers on many questions seemed 
unattainable, but a spirit of  “we’re in this 
together as followers of Jesus Christ” permeated 
the four days of Assembly 2012. As Sharon 
Schultz, pastor of  Eyebrow Mennonite Church 
in Saskatchewan, and member of the Faith and 
Life Committee of Mennonite Church Canada 
put it, “At first I felt  threatened (by those who 
held to liberal scriptural interpretation) but as I 
got to know those who held such views, I began 
to see that they too were trying to follow Jesus.”
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Understanding each other is key to scripture discernment
-Dan Dyck

Vancouver, B.C. — Understanding the 
world views each of us hold can help us better 
understand each other when we disagree on 
matters of faith and biblical understandings.

That was the central thesis of Gary Yamasaki’s 
workshop for Mennonite Church Canada 
Assembly 2012 entitled the “Getting the Big 
Picture.” Yamasaki took participants down a 
historical journey of pre-modern, modern, and 
post modern thought and explained how each 
emphasized different characteristics of faith 
and belief.

Pre-modern thought is fatalistic, hierarchical, 
and holds supernatural power in high esteem, 
while modern thought emphasizes reason, 
science, self-determination, and rejects 
authority. By contrast, post-modern thought 
is characterized by distrust of authority, 
relative truth and subjective truths, and trust 
in authenticity. “In the post modern world, 
intelligence is trumped by personality,” 
Yamasaki said.

Following this pattern, Yamasaki next explored 
the life of the church in the three thought 
categories: pre-modern church values are 
grounded in tradition and passed down the 
generations – what was good enough for my 
grandfather is good enough for me. The modern 

church places great value 
in analyzing the context of 
scripture, its surrounding text, 
and studying Greek and Hebrew 
to getter grasp the original 
languages of the text. A post-
modern church emphasizes the 
role of emotion; how it connects 
with the reader depends on how 
it connects with their current 
feelings, beliefs, and biases.

In a sort of Meyers-Briggs 
personality test, Yamasaki 
asked workshop participants 
to weigh the role each category 
– pre-modern, modern, and 
post-modern – played in their 
personal world view and then 
assign a percentage to each. 

One participant heavily weighted the role 
of supernatural power – a pre-modern 
characteristic. Another’s self-analysis strongly 
favoured the emotional connection to a text and 
subjective truth – a post-modern emphasis. As 
a theologian and teacher, Yamasaki himself held 
most strongly to a modern world view of reason 
and analysis.

Knowing how and why we think the way we do 
when studying scripture can help us navigate the 

path of communal Bible study and discernment, 
he said.

Gary Yamasaki is professor of Biblical Studies at 
Columbia Bible College. He holds a PhD from 
Union Theological Seminary and a MDiv from 
Associated Mennonite Biblical Seminary.

A video of this workshop is available via  
www.mennonitechurch.ca/vancouver2012

Newsthe

Corrections:
Please note the following 
corrections to the story 
She is fighting a lonely 
battle in the Saturday 
edition of The Assembled 
News.  Anthony J. Hall is a 
professor at the University 
of Lethbridge, not the 
University of Regina. 
Patricial Tatel and Hall are 
using King George III’s 
Royal Proclamation of 
1763, not 1793, as their 
defence for Aboriginal 
rights to fish and hunt.

Mennonite Church British Columbia put in a generous and great effort to help keep everything running smoothly as Assembly 2012. 
Thanks so much, from all the General Board, Council Committee, and staff members! – photo by Deborah Froese
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Stitch by Stitch, Seed by Seed:  
Sixty years for Mennonite Women Canada
- Amy Dueckman, B.C. Correspondent, Canadian Mennonite

Richmond, B.C. — Mennonite women in 
Canada (MWC) have sown seeds of peace while 
they sewed blankets for relief. They celebrated 60 
years of service July 14, 2012 when 130 women 
gathered for a special luncheon at Mennonite 
Church Canada’s annual Assembly.

The afternoon’s theme was “Scattering Seeds for 
a New Season” based on Mark 3:26-34, where 
Jesus tells the parable of seeds falling on different 
kinds of soil with different results. Decorative 
plants, a seed guessing game and take-home 
napkins with dandelion puffs added to the 
atmosphere.

Members of the MWC executive presented 
a history of women’s ministries in Canada, 
beginning with church sewing societies in 
the early 1900s where women gathered to 
make items for overseas relief. By the 1940s, 
Mennonite women realized the value of 
organizing provincially and with women in the 
United States in what was then the General 
Conference Mennonite Church. Together they 
oversaw conference work and relief projects for 
Mennonite Central Committee, especially in the 
post-World War II years.

On July 8, 1952, 300 women gathered in Gretna, 
Man. to formally organize as the Canadian 
Women’s Conference, the predecessor to 
Canadian Women in Mission and eventually 
Mennonite Women Canada.

Since the 1960s Mennonite women’s societies 
have continued in various forms, whether as 
sewing/blanket making groups, or as social 
activists speaking out on issues such as substance 
abuse, war toys, family violence and pornography. 

A sharing time following the presentation 
revealed many stories and memories of women 
across Canada. Valéria Alvarenga, pastor 
from Recife, Brazil, gave greetings from Latin 
American women, and Lovella Schellenberg of 
the popular Mennonite Girls Can Cook cookbook 
shared the vision she and her co-authors had 
for their project, and for giving the proceeds to 
charitable projects. The 2012 MennoMedia study 
guide for women’s groups,  Let Justice Roll Down 
by Rebecca Seiling, was introduced.

Evelyn Buhr of Edmonton, youngest member 
of the Mennonite Women Canada executive, 
says the first seeds for her interest in women’s 

ministries were sown in childhood in 
Henley, Sask. in the late sixties and early 
seventies. She recalls going with her 
mother to the meetings, and how her mom 
would clean the house from top to bottom 
before the women’s group came over. Buhr 
says she loved listening in, even as a young 
child. “I like to watch people and I always 
liked to listen to the adult conversation. 
Now I am the president of Alberta women.  
. .  I love meeting people from across the 
country and I love women of all ages. It’s 
all about connecting with women and all 
the things we can be with a larger body,” 
she concludes enthusiastically.

Tables were specially set for the Mennonite Women 
Canada 60th Anniversary luncheon on July 14 at 
Mennonite Church Canada Assembly 2012—
complete with take -home napkins (tucked into 
coffee cups) sewn by Waltrude Waltrude Gortzen of 
the MWC Executive. Photo by Deborah Froese.

Mennonite Girls Can Cook—and celebrate! 
Vancouver, B.C. — Eight of the ten women behind MennoMedia’s best-selling cookbook, 
Mennonite Girls Can Cook, came to Vancouver to help celebrate Mennonite Women Canada’s 
60th Anniversary celebratory luncheon at Mennonite Church Canada’s Assembly 2012 on 
July 14. Lovella Schellenburg shared the story behind the successful cookbook, and the latest 
projects that author’s royalties are supporting. From the start, the authors determined that they 
would take no personal profit from any income generated by publication. 

Clockwise from left: Charlotte Penner, Anneliese Friesen, Lovella Schellenburg, Judy Wiebe, Ellen Bayles,  
Bev Klassen, Julie Klassen, and Kathy McLellan. Missing are Betty Reimer and Marg Bartel.  
Photo by Deborah Froese.
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Behind the mask
-Deborah Froese

Vancouver, B.C. — The mask tells his story, Isadore Charters tells me. 

Bold, wide strokes of red paint represent his mother and a song he fondly 
recalls her singing to him; The Red Horse. The deep carvings on the mask’s 
left cheek, and somewhat shallower marks on the right, represent scars 
belonging to his father.  The black paint, except for the thin line above the 
mask’s upper lip, also represent his father.

I can’t help but wonder about the way the shape of the red and black paint 
on the left cheek are informed by the deep grooves of the scar. What does 
that mean about the impact of that scar on his father’s life and his mother’s?  
I don’t want to interrupt to ask, to pry for any more details than those he 
freely offers.  I feel as though I am standing on sacred ground as Isadore’s 
soft, sure voice continues.

The thin moustache above the mask’s upper lip represents the hair he grew 
while he was in junior high. The moustache made him appear older, old 
enough to buy liquor. “I was an alcoholic by then,” he says matter-of-factly. 
A shadow of the child he was before his time at residential school. Yenmo 
Ceetza, he was named at birth. “Yumo,” they called him in his early years. 

The strands of grey and black hair around the mask represent the man Isadore 
has become, the wisdom he has gleaned from the rough strokes of life.

“Tell me about the song your mother sang for you,” I ask, curious.

Isadore picks up the mask and cradles it in his left arm. Slowly, steadily he 
begins to tap on it with the fingers of his right hand. “I’ll sing it for you,” 
he says.I don’t understand the words, but the melody is soft and warm, 
and wraps around me like a lullaby in a profound sense of intimacy. I’m 
not sure how to respond. For an instant, I have a glimmer of the love 
and contentment he must have felt cradled in his mother’s arms, and the 
anguish he must have experienced when he was stolen from her.

It’s hard to find my voice when the song fades. I thank him, but words are 
not adequate for the gift he has given me.

Isadore Charters attended Kamloops Residential School for eight years and 
now lives with his wife and family on Soowahlie territory near Cultus Lake. 
An artist, Isadore expresses his life’s journey through drawing and carving. 

With Don Klaassen, a Church Mission Coach with Outreach Canada, 
Isadore is carving a healing pole that reflects his journey toward healing 
and tells the story of his experience in residential school. Isadore and Don 
brought the healing pole to Mennonite Church Canada Assembly 2012 in 
Vancouver, B.C., on July 13 and 14, and shared from their respective stories 
during the worship service on July 15.

Isadore Charters holds a mask he carved representing his parents and his life.  
Photo by Deborah Froese.

Vancouver, B.C. — Hilda Hildbrandt, incoming 
moderator of Mennonite Church Canada, and 
Willard Metzger, Executive Director (right) offer 
a blessing to outgoing moderator Andrew Reesor 
McDowell at the close of Sunday morning’s worship 
time at Assembly 2012. – Photo by Dan Dyck

Blessing for  
Andrew Reesor McDowel
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Dusting off your DVD collection
-Rachel Bergen, Co-Editor, Young Voices, Canadian Mennonite

Vancouver, B.C. — Film has become the 
most important entertainment medium of this 
time and can shed light on scripture, said Vic 
Thiessen, Mennonite Church Canada’s Executive 
Minister, Church Engagement and Chief 
Administrative Officer.

Thiessen has been a film buff for decades, has an 
extensive personal collection of films, and blogs 
about film and faith.

In his workshop, From The Prince of Egypt 
to Batman:  Can Film Illuminate Scripture, 
Thiessen used film clips, brief case studies, and 
scripture passages to show that film can help us 
to see biblical stories and themes in new ways.

With clips from The Prince of Egypt and The Last 
Temptation of Christ, Thiessen illustrated  how 
film helps viewers understand stories, like those 
of Moses and Jesus, in an entirely new way.

“There are about 20 films made about Jesus in 
the past 100 years.  Some portray the divinity 
of Jesus or the humanity of Jesus.  I have seen an 
American Jesus, a Jewish Jesus, a Marxist Jesus, a 

New Age Jesus, a rebel Jesus, a Jesus as a 
pacifist social critic, etc.  All help me to 
think of Jesus in new ways,” he said.

“I watch one Jesus film a year to get 
me thinking about Jesus in a new way,” 
Thiessen said.

Thiessen offered two popular cultural 
themes in film that relate to scripture 
including the myth of redemptive 
violence and superheroes.

In a clip from Joyeux Noel, Thiessen 
showed participants that the church 
is often complicit in dehumanizing 
enemies and perpetuating redemptive 
violence.

According to Thiessen, the idea of a 
superhero is very appealing to most 
people because the moral landscape is 
black and white and provides a quick and easy 
solution to the problems at hand.

Thiessen used Spiderman 2 to ask if we could all 
be superheroes with the right inspiration and 
motivation.

Jesus was once that inspiration.  “Jesus can inspire 
us to be real life, non-violent, compassionate 
heroes as we work to fill the world with God’s 
shalom,” Thiessen said.

Finally, Thiessen shared clips from the movie, 
American Beauty, to show how films often 
portray the theme of the book of Ecclesiastes.

American Beauty shows the emptiness of the 
American dream and attempting to gain absolute 
control in one’s life.  Watching the film helps us 
understand the themes of films from Batman to 
the Prince of Egypt.

In his Mennonite Church Canada Assembly 2012 workshop, “From 
the Prince of Egypt to Batman:  Can Film Illuminate Scripture,” Vic 
Thiessen used film clips, brief case studies, and scripture passages to 
show that film can allow us to see biblical stories and themes in new 
ways. Vic is Mennonite Church Canada’s Executive Minister, Church 
Engagement and Chief Administrative Officer.

Living by  
the Word

A united and uniting church
Winnipeg, Man. —The 1993 gathering of 
the Conference of Mennonites in Canada 
(now Mennonite Church Canada) produced 
this map illustrating the locations of member 
congregations. “A United and Uniting Church…
Working in Partnership.” The language of 
Mennonite vision and mission have continued 
to evolve, but the heart of the matter remains the 
same; to serve together faithfully through the 
church as God’s people.

I have seen an American Jesus,  
a Jewish Jesus, a Marxist Jesus,  
a New Age Jesus, a rebel Jesus,  

a Jesus as a pacifist social critic
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“We are the ones calling for blame”
- Dick Benner: Editor/Publisher, Canadian Mennonite

Vancouver, B.C. — Jesus plays the role of scapegoat so that we don’t 
have to hate, kill and blame each other for those sins, observed Rose 
Graber in discussing the Three Views of the Atonement workshop 
led by April Yamaski on Saturday afternoon at Assembly 2012.  The 
workshop focused on Christ-the-Victor, Substitutionary, and Moral 
Influence categories developed by biblical scholars over the ages.
Graber, pastor of Grace Mennonite Church in Regina, was one of several 
attenders who questioned the neat and tidy boxes into which “atonement” 
has been placed.  “I have come to another perspective in my own struggle 
with the issue,” she said in the discussion period following a look at 11 
different scripture passages that Yamasaki gave as a sort of test of the three 
conventional views.  In the Substitutionary Atonement view we think it is 
God who had to be satisfied with punishment for human sin, but Graber 
believes the blame for Jesus’ death “lies on humanities’ doorstep.”

“We are the ones, because of our brokenness—broken community, broken 

relationships—who need ‘someone’ to pay the price.  God, in the person of 
Jesus Christ, steps in and allows us to throw that blame on himself rather 
than on child abusers, rapists, torturers, slanderers, gossips—whoever has 
hurt us deeply,” she asserted.  “God is willing to do anything to restore us to 
right relationships.”

After taking a good look at the language of the scriptures, others thought 
both the language and the culture has so changed from the time of the 
text’s authors that we need to find new words and concepts to look at this 
essential event in the biblical narrative.  “In the indigenous view, there is no 
adversarial relationship,” said Brander McDonald.  “Atonement is present in 
all of the created world around us.”

Yamasaki, pastor of Emmanuel Mennonite Church in Abbotsford, 
B.C., and a published author on spirituality, concurred that the views 
of atonement defy categorization in our modern context, but that it is 
important to work from the established ones to make our own applications.

Young adult beach party
-Rachel Bergen, Co-Editor, Young Voices, Canadian Mennonite

Vancouver, B.C. — A normal beach party 
includes swimming, beach volleyball, and other 
fun activities, but by the time young adult 
delegates and participants of Mennonite Church 
Canada Assembly 2012  arrived at Garry Point 
Park in Richmond B.C. on Saturday evening, 
July 14, it was growing dark. Too dark to play 
any games requiring hand-eye coordination. 

That didn’t stop the fun for those who chose 
to stay up late to talk to new-found friends, 
despite their fatigue. Many of them discussed 
the major discernment sessions regarding the 
Being a Faithful Church process that had taken 
place that day. 

Others went for a walk along the water.

Joe Heikman, associate pastor of First United 
Mennonite Church, Vancouver, hosted the 
event and invited Mennonite young adults from 
the area who weren’t registered for Assembly.

In all, approximately forty people attended 
the event.

Photo by Rachel Bergen 


