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Observer Responses

(1) Stephen Jefferies, Management Consultant
Waterloo, Ontario

I was surprised that the conference did not begin with prayer or some type of
fellowship. My surprise arose because you were looking to discover new
answers to nagging and difficult issues. It seems to me that if you want new
insights, you have to have faith. In other words, if the answers have already
been figured out, then the job is to find out where those answers are. You
could just ask people who had already figured them out. And, correctly, you
invited learned people to this conference for that reason, among others, I
would guess.

On the other hand, if answers are also going to come from innovation
and creative thinking, then you must tap into your intuitive side, your sensing,
and your unconscious free-wheeling side. As humans we seem to do that best
when we are free-spirited and joyful. Prayer and singing can help tap that in
all of us. But you didn’t start out that way. An oversight? Maybe, but
Lawrence Burkholder gave a clue when he said “it is scary (looking at
ourselves) because I wonder where this is all going.” Sometimes when we are
not sure of outcomes, we forget or are afraid to tap all of our resources.

This became apparent in the group discussions. Many people leapt
immediately to discuss the right or wrong of the first two keynote speakers.
Both Celia Hahn and Bill Klassen’s addresses contained many sides. The
safe side, though, was usually taken. Klassen’s challenge to address the way
a mother handled her gay son’s admission and subsequent suicide was
avoided outright. I was struck with the judgmental attitude that prevailed
rather than trying to create some open space. Participants tended to choose
the safe subjects to jump into and just flirted with the controversial ones.

The discussion on leadership development captured the essence of
my overall observations. The speakers were eloquent, and I will always
remember the images of Lawrence Martin’s ancestors leaving St. Jacobs,
shunned, Shirley Showalter handing the candle to a gay person and hugging
her in front of many observers, and Paul Born’s describing the joy of his
children. What jumped out at me was that the issue of feeling was so important
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to the subject. Showalter’s message was telling. She stepped onto a platform
without a safety net. That is, she did not seem to need an answer, a conclusion
before committing to action. She just took a chance. I probably heard eight
to ten examples of this during the conference and about ninety percent of the
time it came from women. My point is that generally the female message
seemed different from the male message, but that fact was either lost on
many or avoided. Often when feelings were talked about, someone would
quickly change the subject and the messenger would be silenced. All would
gain if many of the men would learn to really listen (with empathy), and
many of the women would learn to be more assertive, not aggressive.

You talked a lot about power and tried to define it. You did an admirable
job. But you may have missed some of the target by not squarely addressing
abuses of power within the church and the church community, including
families. For example, no one mentioned the power of silencing. Yet you did
that to one another often during this conference. The gay issue was raised on
several occasions but not addressed as a power issue by the assembly. Power
is a big subject and should be studied from all angles. Then you can look at
the use of power as good or bad, rather than trying to group it into one issue.

(2) Mark A. Schaan, Student
Conrad Grebel College, Waterloo, Ontario

Most people at this conference are white, highly educated, middle-class
individuals, and the majority are male. The most important distinction is that
you are all exceptionally powerful. You are the ones already in the roles.
There are very few who are “the led” in this group. A cynic could say this
conference is “the people in power wishing to get together to talk about the
fact that they have it and to define what it is they have.” I do not see this
cynicism as valid. I commend you on being critical of your own power
structures and their failings and successes. I would also urge you to understand
your own desires for power and your own personal agendas.

I encourage you to take this discussion back to the place you lead. It is
of key importance that the discussion on power and authority is brought to the
powerless, that we have the courage and the daring to extend this
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conversation. The goal of a participatory and cohesive group of Mennonites
can not be achieved unless, like our famous four-part harmony, all the parts
are heard.

Negotiation of the gap

We as Mennonites are still content to believe we do power and authority
right and exude it to the world. Possibly because this group is the leadership
group of the Mennonites, possibly because we do not want to expose our
vulnerability, we acknowledge the gap between the ideal and the reality yet
still pat ourselves on the back for how good everyone thinks we are. We
cannot accept that we rise “like chaff to God,” that we are imperfect. The
comment was even made this weekend that “my friends are still impressed
with how we as Mennonites do authority and that we clearly must be doing it
right.” I would encourage us to admit the gap and expose it, because if we
continue to veil it we do nothing but further it.

We are also faced with the lack of language to express the in-betweens.
There has been intense debate at this conference over whether an
acknowledgment of the gap is simply an admission of our complacency in it.
I vehemently disagree. We as Mennonites continue to misuse power and
authority, and to shift towards exclusive power as opposed to partnered
power, because we are afraid of admitting reality. Mennonites, known for
their isolation and their devoutness, have real problems dealing with the
realities of  situations and most notably with conflicts.

We need to create a venue, a forum, and a way in which to discuss the
tension and the reality of living between complacency and idealism. Without
a method of expressing this gap, we will continue to ignore it, to pretend to
deal with it, but still to perpetuate and pass it on to our youth.

Action-oriented directives and conflict

One of the most common tendencies of youth is to be easily frustrated by too
much talk. I happen to be an exception to this rule–I dream of policy at night
and love to have riveting discussions on procedure and constitution. Yet even
I felt at times this weekend that there was perhaps too little concentration on
action.
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It seemed that we got too hung up on definitions, on respective authors’
opinions, that we concentrated too much on what was to be said on power and
authority and too little on what is to be done. Finally, through all of our
discussion on books and theology, Shirley Showalter gave us concrete
evidence of her definition of servant leadership. With the simple extension of
a hand to a potential outcast of her community came the embodiment that I
had craved. The power of Shirley’s actions was made clear by the fact that
from her statement forward, everyone wanted to use her example. Yet I don’t
feel that their definitions embodied her actions. I would have liked to hear
more individual concrete examples of leadership, power, and authority in
reality.

The other topic I felt we ignored for most of the conference was that of
conflict. I commend Celia Hahn on her wonderful interpretations of authority
and her prodding to allow us to be moved again to participatory churching.
Yet I feel there is a piece missing in Hahn’s push to integrative authority.
Someone in a small group commented, “Consensus problem-solving drives
me nuts!” The utopia of integrative authority is still a long way off. The
failure of trying to allow everyone to participate and achieve individual
wholeness and therefore group acceptance is that it cannot appropriately deal
with conflict. When there are strong opinions, disagreements in values, and
differences in approaching conflict, it is not easy or even plausible at times
simply to embrace the paradox.

This past summer in my church a friend delivered an address on her
experiences at camp and its ministry. Just previous to this, she had dyed her
hair a brilliant blue. After the service, she received in her mailbox a hand-
written note which informed her that her blue hair was a clear sign of her
disrespect for herself and for the congregation, that she was clearly troubled,
and that no one could value her ministry because of this choice she had made.
The note was unsigned. I raise this because, no matter how integrative we are,
no matter how much the leadership wants to accept and embrace the
paradoxes, there is often no action to be taken or venue to deal with conflict
in this system when value judgements pervade.

I urge you to confront conflict and to create venues where appropriate
discussion of conflict can occur and where participatory authority can solve
problems that seem so deeply rooted.
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I thank you all for allowing me to be a part of this event. I encourage
you not to end this discussion, or else history will be so cyclical that my
generation will make the same abuses and misuses of power that occurred in
previous generations. I also encourage you to build the leadership in ways
that appropriately deal with power and authority, and to create in us, the
youth, a sense of action towards a just and rightly powerful church.

(3) Marsha A. Hewitt, Professor of Religious Studies
University of Toronto, Toronto, Ontario

How power and authority are deployed, who has them, who wants them,
how to resolve competing claims to them–these and other issues are extremely
difficult for groups and organizations to address, especially Christian
churches. Christian groups and individuals tend to feel uneasy about these
realities, partly because confronting questions of power and authority within
church structures forces them to accept the fact that, in many respects, they
and their churches are very much in the world rather than being merely of it.
This means Christians possess no necessary ethical superiority when it comes
to the acquisition and wielding of power.

Quite often, the avenues of redress within many churches for injustices
concerning their own employees are not as adequate as in the larger society,
if they exist at all. Moreover, there doesn’t seem to be a widespread sense
that there is much need for specific policies or mechanisms for resolution of
grievances within churches. A few years ago I attended a meeting of the
General Synod of the Anglican Church of Canada, where I spoke in favor of
our adopting some human rights provisions. There was a great deal of
resistance to this resolution among the delegates. People speaking against it
expressed the view that as Christians we do not need such codes, given our
(natural? inherent? automatic?) commitment to peace and harmonious
resolution of conflict that flows from our theological belief in God’s love,
which we are mandated to practice toward one another. Human rights codes
and other mechanisms of redress were considered by some as perhaps
necessary in the “secular” world, where the commandment to love one’s
neighbor as God loves us is not taken as seriously as in Christian communities.
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Surely Christians are capable of solving problems without the aid of grievance
structures imported from the outside, it was felt.

It is often difficult for Christians to admit that they often abuse power,
and that their churches are at times no better, in fact perhaps worse, in treating
their employees with fairness and justice than other sectors of society. By
church employees I have in mind primarily clergy, who, despite their clerical
status are employees nonetheless of their institutions and who must behave
with a degree of loyalty like any other employees in any other institution,
whether they agree with its practices and policies or not. This question of the
pastor as employee, who must walk the same fine line as any other employee,
was addressed at the conference by Sue Steiner. She spoke of the
contradictions involved in acting as a pastor to her congregation while having
the equally important “task of surviving” as an employee of the church, which
she saw as part of being a leader and exercising power. She also identified an
inherent confusion in exercising leadership in congregations in an age where
one needs to do it “without seeming to.”

In a time when power and authority are largely confused and identified
strictly with authoritarianism and hierarchical control, there is a tendency
for mystification and obfuscation to cloud our ability to clarify what
leadership, especially in ecclesial contexts, actually means. Bill Klassen
commented that church colleges, for example, seem to be among the worst
abusers of human rights for their employees. How “decent” an employer the
church often is was called into question, and Klassen further commented on
the fact that sometimes governments have to force churches to adhere to
basic standards of human rights for their employees.

The issue of the church as employer, and pastors as professionalized spiritual
leaders, requires deeper exploration as a prerequisite to any meaningful
discussion about power and authority in the Mennonite or any other church.
A highly regarded employee is usually one whose value is measured in direct
proportion to his/her perceived obedience and loyalty to the employer. But
what if the employer, in this case the church, is grievously wrong about some
very important social justice issues, so that it ends up perpetrating injustice
and damaging human lives through its own intolerance for difference? What
is the leadership responsibility of pastors if and when they disagree with
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church teachings and policies? Although it was apparent that many people
who attended the conference understood this issue to be a real dilemma at
times, there was also a deep reluctance to address it directly. It was only
gradually that I became aware that the question of homosexuality is an
extremely painful, divisive, and frightening issue for Mennonite
congregations. Although it was mentioned, no one at the conference said
that the Mennonite Church must rethink its teachings on homosexuality or at
least take a stand embracing tolerance and full inclusiveness within the
congregations of homosexual persons.

This question of the treatment of homosexuals also arose in remarks
by Shirley Showalter as well as frequently and very indirectly in informal
comments made by people alluding to the divisive situation in Germantown,
Pennsylvania. Showalter spoke movingly of some problems dividing the
student body at Goshen concerning homosexuality. She related a poignant
narrative about a gay woman student who at a public gathering bravely
proclaimed herself to be a human being, not a social issue. Although Showalter
seemed to suggest that she had no problem with homosexuality, which was
strongly implied in her remarks concerning the need to provide a “safe space”
for marginalized voices where contradiction and ambiguity can be held and
explored without fear, she did not tell the conference what the actual situation
is concerning homosexual students at Goshen College. Are there mechanisms
and avenues within the college bureaucracy that protect the full participation
and inclusion of homosexuals in all aspects of student life? Where does the
administration stand on the question of full rights and support for gay students?
Does the college plan to devise a statement concerning the protected place
of gay and lesbian students within the academic community? Is the college
in the process of drafting policies and procedures against discrimination of
students based on sexual orientation, if such do not already exist? Do leaders
in the administration desire such policies and procedures to be drafted, if
none exist?

One of the tasks of leadership, especially in church contexts, is to
exercise a prophetic voice by taking public stands on social justice issues, to
enter into concrete and effective solidarity with the marginalized and excluded
within their own community. By effective solidarity I have in mind James
2:17, where it says “faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead.”  The difficulties
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and dangers involved for leaders in taking up effective solidarity with those
their churches look upon as sinful are not to be underestimated. This is why
the question of the ethics and political realities of being an employee of the
church as raised by Sue Steiner is so vital.

As for the situation in Germantown and the church’s expulsion from
the Franconia Conference, it was mentioned only briefly and often with great
anguish, but never openly discussed. It should have been discussed at this
gathering as a way of coming to concrete grips with the politics of Mennonite
teaching and religious values. It might have been a plausible idea to consider
the possibility of discussing the validity of Mennonite teaching on
homosexuality itself, and asking some hard questions about the justice of
that teaching and whether it should be openly challenged. One of the key
tasks of religious leadership is that it be prophetic leadership, which involves
the courage to take political risks within ecclesial structures by challenging
prevailing teachings when they cause needless human suffering. Perhaps the
conference could have agreed to issue a call to all Mennonite congregations
to discuss openly what just treatment of homosexuals ought to be, and how
to handle situations where congregations disagree with pastoral leadership
on such issues. It means very little to talk of the need to include the voices of
the marginalized and the excluded without taking concrete steps to create
the objective, real space where they can speak and be heard with a view to
changing the structures that have excluded and punished them for who they
are. Telling stories in the absence of these structures is not enough.

Let me conclude with a word of caution: Beware narrative! There was
widespread enthusiasm at the conference for telling stories, but while
narratives have their usefulness, they can provide palliative substitutes for
political action. Stories have a way of making the hearers feel good, and can
even offer the illusion that the telling of the story in itself is enough to change
the world. It isn’t. Narratives provide a safe, comfortable, but illusory retreat
from the very dangerous, unpleasant activity of struggling against the
injustices perpetrated by institutions that support us and with which we deeply
identify. Narratives do not provide a safe space for telling the stories of
injustice in the absence of structures that ensure a sustained and ongoing
safety beyond the narrative space.
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No institution or community that exists in this world is free of politics,
and it is politics that infuses the difficult realities of power and authority,
whether we like it or not. One of the most difficult realizations for most
Christians is that religion is political–political because it is practiced in the
world, between people, not beyond it. This conference was not able to confront
the political realities of its religious identity, values, commitments, and
ecclesial structures. There were some notable efforts, but they did not go far,
at least not at this time. But the fact that so many leaders in the Mennonite
Church came together in a spirit of sincerity and good will to at least
acknowledge the existence of power and authority in their church, with a
view to thinking about these issues in new, creative, and caring ways, is a
hopeful sign that winds of change may well be blowing throughout the
community.


