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Mary A. Schiedel, Pioneers in Ministry: Women Pastors in Ontario
Mennonite Churches, 1973-2003 (Kitchener, ON: Pandora Press, 2003;
co-published with Herald Press).

One of the highlights of my thirteen years as a Mennonite pastor has been the
Women Pastors Meeting that takes place during Associated Mennonite Biblical
Seminary’s Pastors Week. Mary A. Schiedel has recreated the heart of such
a gathering in her book Pioneers in Ministry: Women Pastors in Ontario
Mennonite Churches, 1973-2003. This volume is the result of a writing
project in which Scheidel invited fifty women in ministry in Ontario to respond
to questions such as What is your image of ministry, and how have you worked
with it?, What important experiences in ministry have confirmed your sense
of call?, and What is your vision for women in ministry in the Mennonite
Church? The twenty-five women who responded, including Schiedel, represent
the changing face of women in ministry over the past three decades.

The essays highlight core issues for each succeeding generation of
pastors and the congregations they serve. In the overlapping voices we hear
the themes of call and confirmation, of gifts affirmed and questioned, of
transitions, disappointments, successes, and hopes. This balanced collection
reveals the shifting context for women claiming pastoral identity. Five sections
are included: Trailblazers, Pioneers, Women on Teams, Sole Pastors, and
Pastors and Mothers. We travel with Trailblazers who broke virgin ground
behind each pulpit to make a sacred and safe place for women. We come
home with the youngest generation, Pastors and Mothers, who, as Julie Ellison
White writes, are discovering “a central role to play in the spiritual birthings
of congregations” even as they bear and birth their own babies.

I found reading this book similar to successive outings for coffee and
conversation with engaging colleagues. I smiled at the wry reflection of Doris
Weber, a Trailblazer, who asked, “Were women pastors expected to bring a
dish to the pot luck? Or, since we were ministers, was there no need to
because we had been serving spiritual food?” When Doris Gingrich Gascho
shared, “Women pastors have brought a particular ‘mothering’ which has
given permission, even for men, to be more nurturing pastors,” I nodded,
remembering my teamwork with male colleagues. My heart went out to one
of the youngest contributors, Hendrike Isert Bender, as she reflected on a
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persistent “mother guilt” which is “especially pronounced when the children
are sick or have specific needs that require attention. The compelling feeling
of wanting to be with them, and yet wanting and needing to be with church
members and programs, can tear our hearts apart.”

Further perspective is offered here to seminaries, conference and
denominational leaders, and pastors regarding the ever-changing and revealing
images women use to define their work. Early images were grounded in
listening and caring, emerging often from prior vocations in parenting, social
work, or teaching. As the authority and relational power of ministry grew,
images of teacher, shepherd, preacher, and worship leader became stronger.
Only more recently have women more joyfully embraced ordination as the
entrance into the “office” of leadership. As women claimed more openly
their responsibility in ministry, they coined new images to define their unique
leadership styles. Sue Clemmer Steiner perceived herself as a “spiritual
companion – the one who tends the communal soul of the congregation.”
Several other women turned to the metaphor of midwifery to describe their
work. Ministry as labyrinth and journey and going against the current, and
minister as gardener, evangelist, and coach are additional images.

In the early years Martha Smith Good looked for a model of ministry
and found none for women. She found direction in these questions: “‘Who
was Jesus?’ ‘How did he know what his role was?’ ‘Who was his mentor?’
and ‘Where was his source of strength?’” She claimed as her mission
statement Jesus’ own: Luke 4:18-19. And as the decades turned, many women
note how they self-consciously took the role of model and mentor to younger
leaders, and particularly to other women.

Susan D. Shantz’s cover drawing, entitled “Of Her Was Born,” is a
subtle rendition of a saintly Mary stunned at the mysterious unveiling of
Babushka dolls. There they are before her, in various stages of “coming apart,”
revealing doll upon inner doll. The parts of all the smiling dolls are scattered
on the table next to a large apple (from the orchards of Ontario?). The tiniest
inner doll has a halo that matches the halo of the awe- filled Mary. And Mary,
like God, holds a thin thread that unveils this scene.

Even so in this collection Mary A. Scheidel has exposed the Holy –
God at work, in Mennonite women, in the congregations of Ontario, in leading.
Pioneers in Ministry is a gift to fellow pioneers and those considering the trek.
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The changing face of pastoral ministry has affected all Mennonites, men and
women, and will continue to shape the church and its leaders for years to come.

Nina B. Lanctot, associate pastor, Belmont Mennonite Church, Elkhart, IN.

Betty Jane Bailey and J. Martin Bailey, eds. Who are the Christians in the
Middle East? (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003).

The Baileys have turned years of work and travel in the Middle East into a
comprehensive guide to the churches of that region. Four essays introduce
the book and set the current context. In the first, David Kerr of the University
of Edinburgh gives “A Western Christian Appreciation of Eastern Christianity.”
While both the New Testament and Western church history focused on the
apostles who went westward, Kerr acknowledges and focuses on those who
went eastward. The second, “The Future of Christians in the Arab World,” is
by Dr. Riad Jarjour, a former general secretary of the Middle East Council of
Churches (MECC). Jarjour describes how Middle Eastern Christians have
found, and will find, a significant role for themselves in spite of the “Middle
East’s structure of endemic crisis.”

The Baileys then move into an essay that describes the commendable
work of the MECC in fostering renewal and unity among the Middle Eastern
churches. Though this chapter focused on the work of MECC, I missed
mention anywhere in the book of the monumental ecumenical work of the
late Cardinal Konig’s Austrian-based organization, Pro Oriente
(www.prooriente.at). For decades this organization has sponsored encounters
between various Middle Eastern churches and has facilitated resolution of
various ancient divisions.

Following is an essay on “The Importance of Jerusalem to Christians,”
where the authors note that Jerusalem is on the verge of becoming a museum
for Christians rather than a living Christian community, because of the
emigration of Palestinian Christians. In the book as a whole I sensed a tendency
to focus on Jerusalem because of its historical prominence, rather than on
areas like Egypt, Syria, Lebanon, and Iraq, where there are many more
Christians and more prominent church leaders.


