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Personal Stories of Decisions and Dilemmas

(1) Carl Zehr
Mayor of Kitchener, Ontario

When I was asked to discuss power and authority, I was reminded of Star
Trek, the X-Generation. Starship Enterprise is under attack. The captain calls
down to the engine room, “Quick, I need more power.” There’s a moment of
silence. Then the response comes back from the newest crew member:  “But
sir, you’re already the captain. Isn’t that power enough?” Before, I was
dealing with power and authority intuitively and instinctively. This
consultation has allowed me to think about what I am doing, how I’m doing
it, and why I’m doing it.

For the most part, previous generations of Mennonites in North
America rarely participated in the world of politics. In some circles, voting
was frowned upon and running for public office was not even considered.
Today it is not uncommon to find men and women of our faith tradition
deeply involved in the political process. We may even find ourselves
confronting each other on opposite sides of issues. This is healthy. We are not
a monolithic community. Indeed, sometimes we appear to be as diverse as the
broader world in which we live. Because of this, we have the opportunity to
demonstrate our tradition of tolerance of differing views, remaining steadfast
in our beliefs yet respectfully debating issues.

The Mennonite church does not have a history of exercising power and
authority through a traditional hierarchy. Rather, it has tended to function in
a more collegial manner, with power and authority being maintained by the
people (members). We do have leaders, but within our tradition leadership
tends to be a reflection of the will of the people rather than an abdication of
will to the leader.

In my public life I have naturally, perhaps subconsciously, fallen into
that same mold. It may seem odd in some circles to say that I am a reflection
of the will of the people, but surely that is one of the key ingredients of a well-
functioning democracy. While my personality is a basic determinant of how
I function in public, I am convinced that my heritage and church environment
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have kept me from abusing the power and authority granted to me by the
citizens of Kitchener.

What power and authority does a mayor have? The current Ontario
Municipal Act states that the head of council has a duty to: be vigilant and
active in causing the laws of the city to be duly executed and obeyed; oversee
the conduct of all subordinate officers in the government; and communicate
to council such information and recommend to it such measures as may tend
to the improvement of the finances, health, security, cleanliness, comfort,
and ornament of the city.

I see a distinction between “power” and “authority.” While the
Municipal Act confers certain authority on the mayor, much more important
is the power of the role. In many ways, the power of the mayor goes far
beyond the legal authority. My position gives me the opportunity to lead–or
not–on many issues. And not just on those that are strictly within municipal
jurisdiction. Because I am the mayor of Kitchener (for the time being), I have
easier access to the media and to business, government and community
leaders. I am aware that with both power and authority goes responsibility,
legal and moral. That is why it is important to earn the respect of the people
I represent, my colleagues on council, and the people who administer the day-
to-day affairs of the city and region. While I am not uncomfortable with the
power and authority given to me, I have tried to also treat them with respect.
And that leads me to describe some of the decisions I must make. Sometimes
they are moral or ethical decisions that test my values and beliefs, while
others are simpler and require just good common sense and fairness.

One recent issue related to pornographic theaters. In the summer of
1998 my office received a call from a person who had knowledge that a
theater which had applied for a building permit in the downtown was likely
to show porno movies. Does one impose one’s own moral standard on this
request, or does one have the obligation to reflect a reasonably accepted
public standard? Council and I chose the latter. A side incident arose when a
columnist for the Kitchener-Waterloo Record contacted me for more details.
Initially, in attempting to protect the identity of the caller, I said that the call
had been anonymous when it had not. It didn’t take me long to realize my
statement could easily be proven incorrect. Accordingly, I called the
columnist to explain why I would not release the name, an explanation which
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he accepted. Now, this seems quite innocuous; however, it solidified in my
mind that full disclosure (as much as is legally possible) is paramount in order
not to abuse the power of information.

An area of decision making regularly placed before me and my council
is that of judging development proposals. Inevitably, most proposals are met
with widely divergent opinions as to whether or not they will add to the
quality of life in our community. Evaluating these proposals is as much
related to the vision one has of our community as it is a process of power. Is
one swayed by the professional, sometimes slick presentations of the
proponents or by the sometimes emotional arguments of neighbors or
opponents? While King Solomon had both power and authority, I imagine he
used his wisdom in a way that I can only dream about.

That wisdom is needed to rise above acquiescing to special interest
groups, friends, or acquaintances and to respectfully use power and
responsibility to make a fair decision. One way of describing this delicate
balance is to think of power and authority as one side of a coin while
responsibility and sensitivity are the other side. In a democratic society,
elected people, no matter what their political stripe, are not elected to act
irresponsibly.

An example of power which translates into “political influence” is the
renewed focus on nuclear weapons. I recently participated in a roundtable
discussion on the abolition of these weapons. The consultation, sponsored by
Project Ploughshares, was held to discover and plan ways to raise the level of
consciousness of the overwhelming and disastrous effects of a nuclear war or
accident. While this issue does not come under the jurisdiction of a local
municipality, it could have a very direct impact on the lives and life style of
the inhabitants of our community. So the question is, How can I use the power
vested in my position to influence my council colleagues, both city and
regional, and my community to urgently and seriously address this issue?

Another issue where power and authority could have translated into a
tool of influence is the Ralgreen Crescent issue. Several residents of this
street in Kitchener brought a complaint that their homes were built over a
landfill which had now allegedly caused both structural damage to their
houses and illnesses in their families. When I took office, I hoped I could use
my influence as mayor to bring closure to the matter by squarely facing the
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issue with the residents. I believed I was making progress until I received an
early Christmas present of a $65 million lawsuit. Unfortunately, I now must
say ‘no comment’ on this issue as a result of the legal direction the matter has
taken. I cite this example to highlight the fact that even power and authority
vested in certain positions can be thwarted by external circumstances. My
influence now is limited to encouraging an expeditious, fair insurance and
legal process to this matter.

I stated earlier that leadership within our Mennonite tradition tends to
be a reflection of the will of the people. I must remember that I have a
responsibility as a leader not only to lead by example, from my own
background and beliefs, but also to sift through the diverse opinions of the
people and the many cultural and ethnic traditions and opinions of those I
represent.

Effective power and authority comes from a relationship of trust and
respect that must be earned by the person in the leadership role. It is not
possible to act in a domineering manner if long-term goals and objectives are
to be met. Yes, in cases where urgent decisions are needed, it is necessary to
use one’s authority to act quickly. But much more can be accomplished in the
long run if one moves confidently to build trusting and respectful
relationships.

(2) Jan Steckley, Pastor
Hillcrest Mennonite Church, New Hamburg, Ontario

It was a sobering moment when I discovered my name in one of the lead
stories in the local newspaper. The previous evening, I had brought opening
words for the final rehearsal in preparation for the Mennonite Mass Choir
presentation of Handel’s Messiah at the Centre in the Square in Kitchener.
This was no ordinary rehearsal, as the members of the Mass Choir had just a
few days before been informed by the executive committee of the Menno
Singers (the sponsoring body of the Choir) that a decision had been made to
terminate the services of their conductor. That announcement had touched
down on the group like a small tornado, leaving unanswered questions and
intense emotions scattered about in its wake. Battle lines were quickly drawn,
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threatening to undermine the cohesion of the choir and the delivery of the
performances. By the time I became involved, formal mediation had already
taken place and a mutually agreed resolution reached which would see the
conductor’s termination take effect after the Messiah performances.

Some concern remained over what might happen when the entire
group met again, and so the decision was taken to invite someone outside the
situation to open the rehearsal. The invitation was extended to me and I
accepted. Over the next two days, my ideas began to take shape as to how I
might assist this group in acknowledging the emotions which had been
generated but also in placing the events and the upcoming performances in a
faith context.

Using the biblical passage “For everything there is a time and a season
. . . .” (Eccl. 3), I invited participants to see the events of the past week as one
of life’s many seasons, one which had brought many intense emotions and
unanswered questions but still one in which God was and continued to be
present. I encouraged them to hear both the message of Immanuel–“God with
us”–inherent in the words and music they would be singing and the promise
of a Messiah who had the power to bring healing in the midst of pain, hope in
despair, peace in conflict, and light in darkness. As a concrete symbol, I lit a
candle on stage which would burn for the final rehearsal and be lit again each
night for the performances as a visible reminder of God’s presence made
known through Jesus. I concluded with a prayer of blessing.

As I pondered and carefully prepared the words I would bring, I gave
no thought to the possibility that a reporter would be covering this event,
which had now become a major local news item. Although I had asked some
questions of the Menno Singers’ executive to clarify my role before
accepting the invitation, I still struggled with exactly what it ought to be. On
whose authority would I be speaking? What, if anything, would give my
words a sense of integrity and power for this group of people, most of whom
I had never met personally? How would I use this role in a helpful and life-
giving way?

Not until I read an account of the evening as seen through the eyes of
a reporter did the full import of my role truly hit me. Statements such as “An
expectant silence fell over nearly 400 singers and symphony musicians as Jan
Steckley mounted the conductor’s podium. She was there to begin
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Wednesday evening’s Messiah dress rehearsal at Centre in the Square, but
instead of a baton and score, she carried a Bible,” and “Steckley pleaded for
a show of unity . . . . ‘Together you have the potential to give a powerful gift,’
she said” gave me a new appreciation for the authority someone else
perceived as inherent in my role as pastor.

While the role of pastor is at many levels a public one, most of the
contexts in which I work are not so broadly public as was my participation in
these events. Nonetheless, I am increasingly aware of the many ways and
situations in which I am regularly invested with power and authority by
groups and individuals in both personal and corporate settings because I am
a pastor. As I face specific decisions and/or dilemmas in my ministry, several
questions related to power and authority have become helpful for me to
consider:

1) What is the nature of the power and authority I hold in this particular
situation/setting? Ten plus years of pastoral ministry have taught me that I
am entrusted with power and authority by virtue of my office. I continue to
work at being comfortable in claiming what is a part of the office, believing
that by God’s grace, I can exercise it in faithful and responsible ways. While
I initially was not fully aware of the potential impact of my role, I agreed to
bring opening words for the Mass Choir rehearsal because at some level I
believed that my office of pastor carried power and authority, giving me an
opportunity to open the door for God’s healing and hope.

2) How will I exercise this power and authority? Once I am aware of my
power and authority in a given setting, I can make the exercise of it a conscious
choice. For me, this is primarily a theological issue. As a pastor, my power
and authority must be exercised in ways which point others to God–in ways
that invite them to see God’s activity in their lives and in the world. I cannot
do that without knowing and being able to articulate my own understanding
of how God is at work in my life.

3) What will be the impact on others? I think about power and authority in
collaborative rather than hierarchical terms and therefore choose a “power
with” rather than a “power over” position. The result of my exercising it will
be that others gain power rather than lose it. This is one place where I am
aware of the influence of gender on my interactions with those whom I have
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been called to serve. As the primary nurturers in our society, women are
accustomed to using what power they have for the benefit of others. Women
have been socialized to collaborate and cooperate because our societal roles
have required that we work with others, not against them.

Even though I had no direct involvement in the Mass Choir crisis, I
could utilize my role as pastor to “come alongside” a group of people, sharing
in their pain and confusion, invoking a  higher power on their behalf in order
to claim healing and hope for myself and for them. I trust the space was
created in which those present were able to claim that healing and
transforming power for themselves, to recognize God’s presence with and in
them.

(3) J. Lawrence Burkholder, Professor Emeritus and Past President
Goshen College, Goshen, Indiana

In 1945 I assumed certain post-World War II responsibilities for the
administration of relief services in China under the auspices of Church World
Service and the United Nations. This was the occasion for me to observe for
the first time fundamental differences between a personal ethic appropriate
to simple one-to-one situations and a social institutional ethic appropriate to
complex organizations of structured power. In many respects, I was a typical
Mennonite, a young conscientious objector, a fledgling pastor committed to
a radical sectarian ethic of nonresistant love based upon the perfectionist
teachings of Jesus.

At that time, China was attempting to recover from the Japanese
occupation. A vast refugee population and numerous institutions that had
migrated to West China during the war were returning to coastal provinces
and cities. I became involved in a process of national reconstruction,
intensified by civil war between the Nationalists and Communists. As an
individual I had the satisfaction of feeding and clothing the poor, and as a
pilot I took special satisfaction in flying with General Chennault’s Flying
Tigers as a co-pilot in the transport of refugees and relief supplies. This was
dangerous work, but in retrospect the most rewarding of my life.

To be sure, there were frustrations, but they were not ethical in nature.
Most had to do with contingencies arising from the chaos of the times. Relief
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supplies were inadequate, some Chinese officials were corrupt, trains were
interrupted by civil war, inflation was rampant, rivers were flooded, and the
engines of our planes were unreliable. Every day was an adventure.

But my spirit flourished as I sought to compensate for adversity by
hard work, honest relationships, sacrifice, and those virtues of imaginative
love with which we associate the tradition of discipleship. As long as I was
free as an individual to sacrifice my own well-being for the good of others,
my conscience was reasonably clear.  In simple one-to-one situations, I became
vulnerable. I tried to go the second mile and return good for evil. I worked
overtime, and my family and I lived, though separated by war, on a Mennonite
Central Committee (MCC) allowance.

This is to make no claim for moral heroics, but to indicate that in so far
as I failed to be ethical, the problem was theoretically a problem of will, not
the shape of the ethical situation. That is, I did not feel it necessary to do evil.
Moral conflict could be resolved by “accepting the cross,” so I assumed. After
all, it would be only my life that would be sacrificed, were I to lose my life. Of
course, it was never quite that simple, since I was married and had a family.

But the ethical situation in which I found myself changed fundamentally
as I was appointed national director of Church World Service and later head
of a commission for the United Nations. My duties as an executive required
me to relate responsibly, in behalf of the organizations I represented, to many
different individuals and institutions such as my staff, boards, banks, customs,
labor unions, shipping companies, churches, government offices, and
Communist authorities. Many of these agencies were in competition with
each other, and normal complexities were aggravated by the civil war.  As a
young man, I had never previously contemplated either the “infinite”
possibilities for good and/or the necessity of compromise that the
administration of corporate power may entail. I found myself quite unprepared
for the competitive, dog-eat-dog nature of what some would have accepted
as the inevitable institutional diagonals of power.  The responsibility of
balancing rights, meeting conflicting obligations, and choosing between
pragmatic exigencies and moral principles was not amenable, I found, to the
teachings on forgiving love and sacrifice in the Sermon on the Mount.
Certainly, personal integrity and a measure of magnanimity were significant
components of any ethical situation. But I had to draw on resources that
were in short supply in my background, namely a rational sense of legal
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justice, willingness to assert institutional power, willingness to take legal
recourse, and courage to make hard political choices. I had to learn to stand
up against inordinate demands of competing parties and to make preferential
judgements. Sometimes I had to disappoint, even hurt, some in order to help
others. In other words, I had to make an ethical place for the just use of
power in ambiguous situations. Nonresistance, however fundamental to our
faith, was not enough.

No institution that I worked for was prepared to accept its own demise.
Institutional policies, pragmatic criteria for success, legal considerations,
government regulations, political realities, and competing powers demanded
decisions based upon necessity as well as morality. My naive ideal assumption
that conflicts must be resolved by nonresisting love alone, as in person-to-
person relations, was challenged. After all, commercial and political
organizations are instruments of power regulated, to be sure, by law and
principles of civility and fairness, but hardly by the uncompromising ideals
of sacrificial, let alone mutual, love.

Under such circumstances, what could I do but the best possible? And
this I did upon the distance between the ideal and the real, trying to account
for the difference. Of course, an obvious reason why organizations do not
embody the ideal is sin. I came from China a believer in “original sin,” albeit
not clearly defined. But I was convinced that there were other reasons having
to do with power and complexity. The organizations I administered were
complex in that they represented many different internal interests–some of
them legal. Furthermore, the business of simply giving things away in large
numbers involved the multi-lateral claims of different starving cities, hundreds
of hospitalized patients, and thousands of homeless refugees. So I signed
orders as a consequence of which, unfortunately, some would live and others
would likely die.

To be sure, such issues were exaggerated by the chaos of civil war, but
I was intrigued then, as I am to this day, about whether compromise is rooted
willfully in sin or by necessity in structure, or in both, compounded by their
interaction. As Mennonites continue to penetrate the world of business,
politics, and institutional development, they would do well to ponder the
perennial issue of moral freedom and “tragic necessity.” I would be remiss,
however, if I were not to allow that my introduction to institutional power
was positive in the sense that, despite its ambiguity, many lives were saved.


