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Inclusion enables all the parts of our global and
local communities and families to be complete -
not perfect - communities. A brief glance at the
world and those around us shows how sadly
wholeness is missing and how desperately we
are struggling to achieve it.

In our fractured, fragmented and impersonal
world God shows us the way to wholeness and
inclusion through Jesus Christ’s words and life.

Today is World Fellowship Sunday, when we
recognize the global church. In the Mennonite
denomination the majority of its members are
people of colour in all parts of our world. And yet
there seems to be an attempt by predominantly
White North American churches to maintain the
misled idea that this is “our” church, that things
need to be done our way. The meditation today
will focus on moving from exclusion to inclusion
by weaving personal stories and the story of
Jesus healing the blind man into a focus on
Christ’s model of inclusion.

I am sure that each of us at one time or another
has felt what it is like to feel included. That
feeling of warmth, familiarity and security - the
feeling of “I BELONG.” And each of us has
undoubtedly felt moments of exclusion - the
feeling of insecurity, isolation and rejection, of “I
DO NOT BELONG HERE”. Human beings have a
way of creating divisions in the world and
promoting stratification.

Even as a four year-old I picked up on this idea.
Sesame Street on TV was the big thing back
then, and one day at home I was inspired by one
of the Sesame Street segments. I got my
parents’ attention and announced, “Daddy is
brown, Shadell is brown, Jason is brown, and
Mommy is.” And I looked at her closely, puzzled
for a moment, because I couldn’t quite place her
colour as any colour that I had learned yet as a
four-year-old, and I finally deducted “nothing.”
And I then began to sing, “One of these things is
not like the other, one of these things does not
belong!” That’s innocent enough when you are
talking about fruits and vegetables, but a little
dicey when referring to humans. Luckily my mom
had a good laugh and thought it was cute. It’s an
interesting story though, how as a fouryear-old I
was already socialized to see difference and be
able to identify what apparently doesn’t belong.
It’s not quite so funny when we do that as a
church or as individuals, excluding people based
on gender, race, ethnicity, class, sexual
orientation, and so on. To me the Gospel is clear:
Jesus, God, is about breaking down the dividing
walls. God is about love.

God is about inclusion.

Before we can talk about inclusion we need to
spend some time reflecting on the experience of
exclusion, which unfortunately happens a lot in



2

the church. It is interesting how the Gospel of
Mark turns exclusion on its head. It is a theme
throughout that book how those who think they
know and understand (for example, the
Pharisees) don’t really and can’t see the key to
God’s Kingdom which is being revealed to them.
On the other hand, it is those who are on the
fringes of society (for example, the blind man)
whom Jesus heals and gives the keys to the
kingdom of God.

A vivid memory of an upsetting encounter with a
modern day Pharisee happened to me when I
was fourteen. I went to a church youth group
event that involved sports and games and then a
speaker. This was one of the few hellfire and
brimstone sermons that I had encountered, and I
was really mad at the end of the session. The
speaker’s main point was that salvation was for
Christians, and Christians alone; all ll those other
heathen religious people were going to hell. It
may be helpful to remind you at this point that
my father grew up as a Hindu and that his
parents, my grandparents, were Hindu, and half
of my Dad’s 13 brothers and sisters are
practicing Hindus.

When my friend’s mother arrived to pick us up,
she asked us how the evening had been.
“Terrible,” I said. I explained to her that I didn’t
like or believe the idea that people from all these
other religions are going to hell. “Well they are!”
she said. I started to argue with her, “Mrs. Blank,
my grandparents are Hindus and they are really
good, faithful people! I really don’t believe that
they have gone to hell!” She turned around to
face me and said in a really soft, patronizing
tone, as if she were being comforting, “Sweetie,
you’re just biased because of your family. I’m
sorry to tell you that your grandparents are in
hell.” I was speechless.

Exclusion.

Of course there are many forces that divide us in
the church: negative or demeaning attitudes
towards women, exclusion of the awareness or
voice of marginalized groups of people - like the
poor, judging our youth by their brightly coloured
hair and body piercings or because of their age,
and the exclusion that happens based on
ethnicity and/or race.

North American Mennonites have long had a
tradition of ethnic “in” and “out.” I see this
primarily with ethnicity. Are you a Mennonite
because you have a Russian or Swiss
Mennonite name like Schroeder, Kehler, Koop or
Bechtel? Ann Rabar, the author of “A Life of
Wholeness,” says:

“The people of God are one people because God
is one God. The local congregation - that’s you -
will do all it can to combat the pernicious power
of ethnic pride when that pride tends to limit or
define relationships within the church. The
healthy Church appreciates ethnic heritages
within it, but draws its identity from God and God
alone, and it refuses to allow ethnocentrism to
sap its strength. Family names, shared
traditions, and cultural customs - all contribute to
our perceptions of ourselves. In fact, they may
well strengthen the cohesiveness of the
congregation. But historical coincidences are not
to define and determine associations with the
church. To be included or excluded from God’s
people on the basis of ancestral heritage is a
sinful sham.”

I agree with Rabar. It is important to celebrate
our ethnic heritage, but that must stop short of
excluding others. We even exclude those non-
ethnic Mennonites who have attended this
church for 30 years! When will my Dad really be
a Mennonite? He converted to Christianity, was
inspired by a Mennonite family, has participated
as a deacon and regular member at his home
congregation, and yet he’s not really a
Mennonite, is he? When will we realize that this
church is much bigger than “platz” and “fleisch
buns” and “borscht”? The majority of Mennonites
in the world today do not have white skin, and
have probably never had borscht. Are they out?
Are we out? Or is everybody in? Or what?

I am enthralled by the story of Jesus healing the
blind man. Note some details: people bringthe
blind man to Jesus. So the blind man has some
help in finding his way to Jesus. Jesus lays his
hands on the man’s eyes and asks him if he can
see anything. And the man says, “I can see
people but they look like trees walking.” The man
cannot see clearly; his vision is blurry. And
Jesus lays his hands on him again, and the text
says the blind man looked intently and his sight
was restored. He looked intently and his sight
was restored. Jesus heals a blind man. The man
looks intently, and he sees. This is Jesus’
challenge, God’s challenge, in our life. This man
knew he needed to be healed. We first have to
acknowledge that we need to be healed before
God can heal us, make things right.

This is where we may fall short in the church. We
may not recognize our need for healing, and it is
this very thing that prevents us from hearing,
understanding, and seeing God’s message,
God’s Kingdom. We do not recognize that it is
not our strength that made the church what it is,
that it is not we who bring revelation to others,
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but that we need our brothers and sisters from all
around the world, and those from traditionally
excludedcommunities based on gender, sexual
orientation, race and class, to help us to see
God revealed through them, to bring new life and
spirit into the church community. That we are not
helping them but that they are a gift to us and
that we have the opportunity to be a gift to each
other. We need some help to reveal that it is
sometimes we who take on the characteristics of
the Pharisees, keeping people out but essentially
keeping ourselves out of the experience of
knowing and understanding God’s all-inclusive
love.

I would like to share one powerful experience of
inclusion that I have experienced this last year
through my work. I have permission from the
people involved to tell this story. I have been
working in the area of restorative justice, conflict
resolution, and anti-racism for the past few
years. I was invited to sit on an anti-racism team
for Mennonite Central Committee (MCC) Ontario
in 1998 that has accomplished a few things like
a racism audit of the organization, offering anti-
racism training for all staff, and trying to reach
out beyond the Russian and Swiss Mennonite
communities.

Through consultation with an anti-racism
consultant it was decided that at least one-third
of the committee’s members were to be people
of colour. This was to ensure that it wasn’t going
to be a bunch of white people discussing racism
and how we can change things. It was
acknowledged that it is critical to have the voice
of people who have traditionally been excluded
from the table. The first year we achieved that
goal, but by the middle of 2000, two people of
colour had left the committee for various
reasons. I was the only “person of colour” (for
lack of a better term) left at the table. I felt
enormous pressure to represent the voice of
“people of colour,” which is ridiculous.

I do not know what it is like to be a refugee. I
don’t know what it is like to be a recent
immigrant. I don’t know what it is like to have
English as a second language in a community
that pre-dominantly speaks English. I don’t know
what it is like to have very dark skin in a skin-
conscious society. I told the committee this, and
they said I was right. We have to find some more
people of colour to sit on this committee. And
this would be repeated over several meetings,
until I said, “I don’t know if I can sit on this
committee anymore if there are not more people
of colour to join the discussion.” Finally two
women of colour joined the group.

It was about this time that I was elected to the
Board of Directors of Victim Offender Mediation
Association (VOMA), an international
organization dedicated to restorative dialogue
processes. In my bio I had mentioned my
interest and background with crosscultural
issues. Before my first meeting I began to worry.
What if I am the only person of colour on the
board? What kind of pressure would I feel? I
began to dread this experience. The day of the
first meeting arrived and I walked into the room
and noticed that there were two African-American
men. And I felt an immediate sense of relief. I
didn’t feel as though there was any burden or
pressure any more. I am interested in working on
issues concerning diversity, race, and culture,
but I don’t feel safe or supported as the only
person of colour in any given group. I didn’t even
know these men, but their presence alone was a
comfort to me and I felt more included in the
group.

Later that year we had our mid-year meeting, and
Dale and Drew took me aside. Dale said that he
was really concerned because the board was
making all sorts of strategic planning decisions
and there was not a person of colour on the
executive. We discussed it and agreed that there
should be one of us on the executive. I didn’t
want to be on the executive because I was new,
and neither did Dale, but we both agreed that
Drew would be a good candidate. Dale said, “OK,
don’t tell anyone about this. I’m hoping that our
colleagues will realize this themselves and invite
one of us to participate, and then we can elect
Drew.”

The meetings went on for two days, and despite
Dale’s little hints during the discussions no one
identified a concern or a need. Finally at the
eleventh hour, after an exhausting meeting, Dale
finally put up his hand and said, “I’m sorry to
bring this up at the end of our meeting, but I
have a real concern about the make-up of the
executive. Given the kind of decisions the
executive will be making over the next few
months and that diversity is a priority for the
organization, I really think it is important to have
a person of colour sit on that committee.” There
was silence. I backed him up and said, “I agree, I
think it is really important.” Then someone asked,
does one of you want to sit on the executive?
And Dale and I said that we thought Drew would
be a good candidate. Again silence. “Oh no”, I
thought to myself, “We’re going to be here
forever! This is going to be very contentious!”.

And then an amazing thing happened. Lorraine
Stutzman Amstutz, a member of the executive,
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and the Director of the Office on Crime and
Justice for Mennonite Central Committee US,
and the woman who I perceived to be the most
powerful person on the board. She is a powerful
person, well respected within the RJ field,
articulate, and one of the longest standing
member of VOMA. Lorraine put up her hand and
said, “Yes, that is important. I would like to
resign from my position on the executive and I
nominate Drew for the position.” It was seconded
and passed right away. It was an amazing
gesture of respect, acknowledgment, and
ultimately inclusion.

Later we had a go-around, and when it came to
Lorraine, she began to cry. She said that she had
not always understood racism and sometimes
felt like fighting that oppression was competing
with working against sexism within our churches
and institutions, but today it was her own
experience of exclusion as a woman that allowed
her to see and empathize with the exclusion of
people of colour from leadership and decision
making. Then she turned to Dale, and in front of
all her colleagues, she said, “Dale, I’m so sorry
that you had to bring this obvious fact to our
attention. I’m ashamed. Thank you for your
honesty and challenge to us all.” And I was next
and I could hardly speak. It was such a powerful

moment of grace and inclusion, and empathy. It
felt as though we could not see clearly, and then
through some powerful words and actions we
“looked intently and saw.”

When we’re open to understand and learn,
marvelous things can happen by the grace of
God.

We need to be in touch with our experiences of
exclusion to relate to those who are being
excluded. We need to be in touch with our
experiences of inclusion to motivate ourselves to
include others. We miss opportunities to invite
others. Not on purpose, but through a lack of
awareness. I hope that I have provided some
food for thought today. I know that I sometimes
unwittingly exclude others and I too work to
follow Jesus’ example of inclusion and seek to
restore my vision, to look more intently.

Ephesians 2 says it all: “Christ is our peace; in
his flesh he a has made both groups into one
and has broken down the dividing wall of hostility
between us that he might create in himself one
new humanity in place of the two, thus making
peace.” And Colossians 3:11 says, “Here there is
no Greek or Jew, circumcised or uncircumcised,
barbarian, Scythian, slave or free, but Christ is
all, and is in all” God, Christ, the Spirit is
inclusion. Amen.


