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Introduction

In October of 1998, nearly 100 people from across North America gathered
at Waterloo North Mennonite Church in Waterloo, Ontario, for the second
Consultation on Issues of Power and Authority in the Mennonite Church.
Most of those present were Mennonites, although an article in the Kitchener-
Waterloo Record drew others as well who were impressed that a denomination
was actually willing to create a forum to talk about such sensitive issues.
What most surprised several people was that this event–as well as the first
consultation (June 1997 in Kitchener, Ontario)–was organized by lay people,
with no official church body or organization involved.

As a committee planning the event, we wanted to make sure we were
all talking about the same thing. We agreed upon a neutral definition of power:
“to be able, the capacity to do.” Authority, we concluded, is “a kind of power
conferred by others and made manifest in a communal context.” It is when
one begins to move away from theoretical definitions into actual practices
that one faces the question which guided the weekend’s discussion: “How
do we REALLY treat each other?”

Why make ourselves vulnerable and talk about this subject? We decided
to take the risk because enough of us became aware of needing a safe place
where people in the Mennonite church, especially in positions of power and
authority, could gather together and talk frankly about how we understand
power in light of our Anabaptist theology–and ask how our theological
position makes a difference. From the start we knew there would be
disagreements, but unless we were willing to talk openly about them, they
would continue to bubble up every once in a while in the forms of mild
knifings in the back, poisoned relationships, and even blatant unchallenged
abuses.

The idea was to approach the topic from several different perspectives.
We wanted to hear from Mennonites in leadership roles in conferences and
congregations, in church-run institutions, in church schools, in business, in
professions, and in communities. One goal was to attempt to cross the chasm
which has developed between business people and church leaders, between
church leaders and academics, and between academics and business and
professional people. Another unique aspect was that several groups of
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Mennonites were represented: Mennonite Church, General Conference,
Mennonite Brethren, and Conservative Mennonite. We wanted to give a
chance for all to claim their voice and speak. We designed opportunities for
interaction in plenary discussions, workshops, and small group discussions.
Some of the best discussions took place around the dinner table and over
coffee.

A complaint lodged after the first Consultation was: Where are the
powerless? Was this gathering just a bunch of powerful people getting together
to pat one another on the back? In answer to the second question: Definitely
not; rather it was a time to challenge one another. In response to the first
question, I wonder, Who are the powerless? (There are people who disagree
with even asking this question.) The issue of powerlessness was not the theme
of this Consultation. But there really ought to be a Consultation devoted to
getting at what powerlessness is, how it comes about, and what we as a
church are doing about it.

Not all of the presentations are printed here (and each published text
has been edited for length). What you will find are three papers which set the
context: Celia Hahn talks about the issues in a general way in the church
context, William Klassen gives the Anabaptist context, and Nelson Kraybill
discusses current issues in the Mennonite church with reference to the New
Testament church. Other papers address leadership development, the church
as employer, power and money, power in business and the church, and offer
three personal accounts of decisions and dilemmas faced by persons in
positions of power and authority. At the end are responses of three observers–
two with no connection to the Mennonite church and one currently a student
at a Mennonite college. We asked these people to watch us, listen to our
dialogue, point out our blind spots, and suggest ways we might further our
discussion. Their comments shed light on many places we’d rather not look.

There are always memorable moments at such events. One highlight
was the spontaneous dialogue between J. Lawrence Burkholder and Nelson
Kraybill during a plenary session. They weren’t just talking about the
Mennonite vision, they were passionate, agonizing about what it really means
to live it. J. Lawrence spoke of the dialectic of the gap between what Jesus
calls us to and what we actually do. Nelson responded that we’ve become
complacent and dismiss Jesus’ sayings with the excuse that what he said just
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isn’t realistic. J. Lawrence insisted we recognize the distance of the gap and
ask seriously what we ought to do about it now. One participant said this
debate harked back to the hallways of Europe where our early Anabaptist
leaders hammered out a new understanding of what it means to be Christian.
Anabaptism is existential, he insisted; we’re learning together as we struggle
together with the issues. As long as we do so, we remain a vital church. As
soon as we become a uniform mass, we might as well pack it in. J. Lawrence
and Nelson were like flint and rock, and their dialogue created sparks which
captured our imagination.

While some wanted this consultation to achieve results and action
statements, others insisted the dialogue had only begun. What happened was,
however, neither the beginning nor the end. It was instead the gathering
together of people concerned enough to talk about issues rarely discussed.
As to whether there will be a Consultation III, I suggest it is time that some
“official” bodies pick up the ball. Perhaps some of our church schools could
have a consultation focused on leadership development. Perhaps MEDA
(Mennonite Economic Development Associates) could further the dialogue
on power and business. And perhaps some of our conference bodies could
create a forum for discussing conference and congregational issues of power
and authority and powerlessness.

Without the generosity of our sponsors, all of our ideas would have remained
just ideas. It was also thanks to them that we were able to offer subsidies to
students and unemployed individuals. Supporting organizations and
individuals included Conrad Grebel College; Dueck, Sauer, Jutzi & Noll;
Giesbrecht, Griffin & Funk; Mennonite Central Committee Ontario; Rockway
Mennonite Collegiate; and Virginia Mennonite Conference. In the Sponsor
category were Mennonite Economic Development Associates; Mennonite
Savings and Credit Union (ON); and Weiland Ford. And at the Corporate
Sponsor level were Erb Transport; Mersynergy Corp.; Riverside Brass; and
Shantz Coach Lines. I thank them for their confidence in this project–and in
several cases, for their participation.
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On the cover

When Editor Marlene Epp invited me to design the cover for this issue, she
presented me with a challenge for my new-found love of collage-making.
She enticed me with a photograph of four staid-looking men, standing stiffly
all in a row in a photographer’s studio in the 1930’s. These men were well-
respected leaders in the Mennonite Conference of Ontario: S.F. Coffman,
Oscar Burkholder, J.B. Martin, and C.F. Derstine. Now, in doing collage one
gets to cut up images, de-contextualize them, and juxtapose them with other
totally irrelevant (even irreverent) images. The first thing that came to my
mind was how serious the topic of the Consultation was–sure, there were
moments of laughter and even frivolity, but for the most part this was serious
business. The cover, it seemed to me, should at least have an element of
whimsy and a note of hope. Alas, there comes a point when all serious dialogue
needs to get over its own seriousness and, recognizing the limitation of the
word, to give itself over to image.

Cheryl Nafziger-Leis
Consultation Coordinator


