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Power and Leadership

(1) J. Lawrence Martin, Pastor
Breslau Mennonite Church, Breslau, Ontario

Personal experience

In 1920 my father and mother, Simon and Lydia, loaded their belongings and
young daughter on a wagon in St. Jacobs, Ontario, and drove to the train
station to go to Harrisonburg, Virginia. They were going to Eastern Mennonite
School to train for church leadership. As they passed the Snyder Flour Mill
in St. Jacobs, Simon’s father, a deacon in the Old Order Mennonite community,
stood at the corner of the street, and as they drove by he turned his back on
them and did not wave. They were leaving the Old Order community and the
established ways of leadership selection in the Order. It took many years for
this rift in the family to be healed.

My parents possessed an inner call to congregational leadership
stemming from a new religious experience. They intended to become
missionaries. My parents were clearly responding to the inner authority of a
call from God, mediated by the new community of believers at the St. Jacobs
Mennonite church with whom they had recently associated. This call needed
to be nurtured by training in the Bible School and College, established in
Virginia in 1917 to prepare church leaders. This was a clear departure from
the old patterns of community leadership designed to preserve the tradition
and customs that held the Old Order together. A strong sense of personal call
by God and training from sources outside the community were suspect in that
community.

My mother took classes at Eastern Mennonite School along with my
father, and together they formed a leadership team and functioned at the level
appropriate for the time in three pastorates in the Mennonite Conference of
Ontario. They made their living by farming, market gardening, and baking
while raising seven children–three who married pastors and three who
became pastors or missionaries.

A positive family attitude to the work and life of the church in spite of all
of its weaknesses is a powerful influence and training experience for leadership.
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The year was about 1947-48. The setting was a Sunday morning service in a
little country church on the outskirts of Kitchener, Ontario. I was only a grade
school child, yet that particular morning stands out in my memory. The
church was going to decide on a new deacon for the congregation.  There was
an informal way for members to make their suggestions for leaders known to
the pastor and bishop. Four candidates for deacon were selected. The bishop
and pastor interviewed the four, and they were deemed appropriate for the
role and so agreed to let their names be considered. The method used to select
the new deacon was the lot. The congregation agreed to live with the outcome
of the lot and so grant the person authority to exercise leadership power in
their midst. In the days leading up to the decision, our family discussed how
each candidate would contribute to or hinder the work of the congregation. I
assume each family was doing the same. It was the process of people
preparing themselves for however God would lead.

The day finally arrived, and four black hymn books were placed on the
communion table.  In one of the books was placed a piece of paper which said
“Thou art the man!” As the time came for the lot, excitement mounted.  I was
sitting with other children in the front benches. We had a ringside seat as
Bishop Shantz read the passage from Acts where the disciples selected
Matthias by lot to replace Judas. The bishop prayed and then invited the four
candidates each to come and take a book. Then each one brought his book to
the bishop until the pronouncement “Thou art the man!” was made. Arlin
Snider became our new deacon.

The community recognized the hand of God in the process leading up
to and including the lot, but a feeling of skepticism could be detected as well.
The new deacon was helped to get additional training for his lifetime of
calling. This was one of the last times the lot was used in the Mennonite
Conference of Ontario. Congregations were discerning other ways to call
leaders.

The scene is the Christian Workers’ Conference at the Missionary
Campgrounds outside of Kitchener. During the Consecration Service on the
final evening, young adults were challenged to hear the call of God for
missionary and church leadership. These yearly events became the occasion
in the late 1940s and ’50s for calling pastors and missionaries. Two of my
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siblings trace their call to the foreign mission field to those meetings, and two
others their call to the ministry. As a teenager, I was watching from the
sidelines. People who heard the inner call of God also then followed up with
training in our church colleges and seminaries. These institutions became
increasingly important.

Reflection

Present in these stories is an interplay between various kinds of power and
authority. Martha Ellen Stortz, in her book Pastor Power, offers helpful models
for understanding the various kinds of power that circulate in the church.
There is the authority of the community which needs to be shared with the
potential leaders for effective leadership power to occur. This collegial
authority or “power with” exercised in co-action with others is necessary for
effective leadership in a community.

The fact that a community is willing to share its authority with a trusted
leader provides another form of power.  There are times when a leader needs
to exercise “power over” or prophetic leadership. Sometimes the “power
over” is institutional, the power that the office brings with it. There are
obvious abuses to this kind of power, but when the authority for it is granted
by the community in conjunction with expressions of other kinds of power,
it can help build the congregation.

There is also the inner personal and spiritual call of God which brings
a personal authority and “power within.” This is a form of charismatic
leadership. Without this power, leadership is ineffective and barren.

Leadership training today

I recently drafted a letter to all pastors in the Mennonite Conference of Eastern
Canada (MCEC), asking them to suggest some persons in their congregation
to invite to a church vocations exploration evening sponsored by the
Conference, by the Associated Mennonite Biblical Seminary in Elkhart,
Indiana, and by Conrad Grebel College in Waterloo, Ontario. The
congregational search for potential leaders goes on. We are looking for
effective ways to call people to church leadership roles. Some of the former
ways are no longer available to us.
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In the 1970s a movement in the Mennonite Church was envisioned by
key Conference leaders. It was called Conference Based Theological
Education (CBTE). This vision implied that a significant part of leadership
training needs to happen beyond the seminary classroom, and also that people
unable to get to seminary can benefit from quality training. The heart of
CBTE Ontario is adequate supervised field experience in both
congregational and in community settings, and two basic integration courses
where leadership experience is reflected on and spiritual disciplines are
learned. Here students struggle with the issues of personal calling, spiritual
strength, and pastoral identity; how to foster and accept the power of
leadership granted from the community with which one ministers; and the
place of prophetic or assertive power in an organization. These are the same
issues present in the stories at the beginning. As I read formation papers of
students, these issues recur constantly. The supervised formational
experiences need to be seen in the context of a well-rounded education in
Biblical, theological, historical, and cultural studies.

Another need has been emerging recently: theological and leadership
training for bi-vocational ministry. An increasing number of lay persons want
to become involved in congregational leadership teams while pursuing
another vocation part-time as well. With this in mind, MCEC and Conrad
Grebel College have developed a Ministry option as part of the College’s
Master of Theological Studies degree. This incorporates the best of the
Conference-based education programs that have been part of our recent
history.

Conclusion

I conclude with another story.  I returned to pastoral leadership after a number
of years of being a leader in a church publishing company. I understand
bottom line talk, profit and loss statements, management by objectives, and
so on. I came back into the pastorate enamored by my business acumen and
thought: “How lucky you are to have me. I can relate to you and talk your
language. Surely I can be a benefit.”

I view things now a little differently. I believe parishioners are not
primarily interested in these skills I bring. They are wanting spiritual
guidance above all. They want me to help them find “the face of God” in their
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situations. They want me to pray with and for them and to teach them to pray.
They want an understanding person who listens and can help them find
perspective and prophetic insight. I believe that this kind of leadership needs
to be at the center of congregational leadership. This spiritual ministry can be
enhanced by a rich education in other fields and disciplines, but they dare not
replace it.

(2) Shirley H. Showalter, President
Goshen College, Goshen, Indiana

The story told by J. Lawrence Martin of the lot as a leadership selection
method holds special resonance for me. While I identify with the idea of
being called to leadership, I certainly did not experience the call in the same
way. I did not draw a slip of paper saying “Thou art the woman” out of a book.
However, I did hear my community call my name. I would wish that every
young person would hear the church and the church college call him or her by
name. The experience of being called sustains a leader even in the midst of
conflict and challenge.

A recent event on the campus of Goshen College could serve as a case
study on the exercise of power, authority, and leadership.  It involved two sets
of chalked messages on campus sidewalks. One group of students wrote
slogans that attempted to communicate facts about homosexuality. Some
members of the community were offended by these statements. Less than
twenty-four hours after these first chalkings appeared, a set of vulgar,
threatening anti-homosexual messages appeared on top of or next to the first
set. We immediately washed the messages off the sidewalks, suspended all
chalking, and denounced vulgarity and threats as unacceptable. We called for
information so we could investigate and hold accountable all who had
violated Goshen’s standards of community.

That investigation is ongoing in our campus judicial system, so I am
not able to say more about it now. We held a forum for the whole campus on
the subject of how we can bring marginalized voices into our community.

During the forum one of the most poignant voices was that of a lesbian
student who had been very vocal about the fear the chalked messages had
instilled in her. She said to all of us, “When you look at me, all you see is a



62 The Conrad Grebel Review

lesbian because I have not been silent. But what I really am is a person. All I
want is the opportunity to be human just like you.”

At the conclusion to the forum our campus minister arranged for any
who wished to join her in a candle lighting ceremony to pick up a candle,
think of one concrete action they could take to bring peace and healing to our
campus, and pray for the courage to take that step as they placed the candle
in the sand.

I felt a voice inside calling me to take action with the candle itself. I
joined the line and picked up a candle and lit it. Instead of placing it in the
sand, I took it with me to the lesbian student sitting close to the front who had
spoken about being human. I silently offered my candle to her. She opened
her arms, began to cry, and embraced me. She was wearing a rainbow colored
jacket which asked the question “What would Jesus do?” As I hugged her
back, I said, through my own tears, “Yes. That is the question. What would
Jesus do?” How can we learn to speak to each other instead of at each other?

Let me turn now to the remarks I intended to make before this event
occurred. I am part of Goshen College today because of a particular program,
which, among other purposes, is also a leadership development program. It is
called the Study Service Term (SST), and this year we celebrate its thirtieth
birthday. We will send our 6,000th student abroad this winter on a voyage
that has become a rite of passage for students at Goshen. They go to a
significantly different culture, usually a country in the Caribbean, Central
America, Asia, or Africa. They learn a new language, live with host families,
study the culture using both traditional (books, lectures, tests) and
experiential (field trips, service, journal) methods. As a faculty member I
went with my husband Stuart, also a Goshen College faculty member, and our
children to two SST locations. In 1981-82 we went to Haiti. In 1993 we went
to Cote d’Ivoire, West Africa. These experiences convinced us that deep
learning–head, heart, spirit, hands–is the kind of learning we want to give our
lives for. It also produced in us an appreciation for the Mennonite Church.
The reason Goshen College took a huge risk in 1968 by redesigning its
curriculum and calendar to create an international service-learning program
was that the faculty understood the value of such learning in their own lives.
And they had leaders who did the hard work of using that experience to create
a viable program.
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It was Civilian Public Service (an alternative work program for
conscientious objectors during the Second World War) and the post-World
War II wave of relief work that instructed our faculty and gave them vision,
moral purpose, keen minds, and open hearts to create and sustain such a
program. To this day other institutions inquire about what we do, hoping to
imitate it. Most of them turn away sorrowfully, like the rich young ruler,
because they see how many structural, philosophical, and financial obstacles
they would have to overcome. I will end this condensed description by saying
that when the church acts out of its deepest convictions, such as peacemaking
and service, we in education benefit if we use that experience creatively. We
must bring our interest in academic rigor together with the teachings of Christ
as interpreted by the church. When we do this well, we do indeed create
“servant leaders” for “the church and the world,” as our mission statement
says.

Despite such positive outcomes of church higher education, we might
nevertheless refer to what we could call a leadership dearth. Let me put it to
you starkly, from my biased perspective.

1. Most Mennonite youth have become almost completely acculturated
into the middle and upper-middle class in North America. Education has
played a prominent role in this change. While a small minority of Mennonites
attended college as recently as the 1960s, the majority is now entering post-
secondary education. Yet the percentage attending Mennonite colleges has
decreased. We educate about 13 percent of all Mennonite youth in Mennonite
colleges (U.S. Mennonite Church statistics). I would doubt very much if
General Conference Mennonite or Canadian statistics were higher.

2. This does not mean our colleges are not doing well. The latest round-
up in the Mennonite Weekly Review said that there were nearly 7,000 students
in U.S. Mennonite colleges and that the number is going up overall. Goshen
College was part of the story of increase, going up by 50 full-time students
this fall.  We also had an entering class of 65 percent Mennonites, one of the
highest percentages of a denominational college in the United States.

3. The mission boards, seminaries, and Voluntary Service programs
have an important role in developing leaders as well. One bright light is the
Ministry Inquiry Program.  Interest is high in this internship experience during
the summers. Last year fourteen Goshen students participated. Overall, about
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200 students from many Mennonite colleges over ten years have participated.
4. The bottom line?  We all could do a lot better. We could create more

and more imaginative partnerships with other agencies. We could cooperate
more with each other in the U.S. and Canada. We could do distance education
and involve the worldwide church. I believe this generation of presidents will
accomplish some of these dreams. We are talking.

5. We need to think more about leadership, power, and authority. I
think Mennonites are still searching for ways to use power for the common
good. How can we take what we learned by being intentionally powerless
for many years, and teach about power so that we ourselves and our students
can live with it as well as live without it? One is not ready to accept a position
of great power before one comes to a place in life where external power
diminishes in value and internalized spiritual power increases in our minds,
hearts, and spirits.

I offer two hypotheses. Jean Hagberg, in her book, Real Power, describes a
six-stage process of moving from (1) Powerlessness to (2) Power by
Association to (3) Power by Symbols to (4) Power by Reflection to (5) Power
by Purpose to (6) Power by Gestalt. Very few people actually arrive at stage
six (Hagberg uses Mother Teresa and Gandhi as examples). The materialist
culture around us encourages us to focus on stage 3.

One way to view our problem with power as Mennonites is that we try
to move backwards on Hagberg’s model from “Powerlessness” to “Power by
Gestalt” without admitting that we do and can traverse stages 2 and 3 first.
Can we learn to trust our need for stages 2 and 3 without sanctifying
materialism? For now, I leave this in the form of a question. We need stronger
roles for elders, and poets, the saints among us. We need to go back to the
folk wisdom and connect it to our postmodern age.

Secondly, the leadership content challenge of our time cannot be
solved without paying attention to form. The content challenge is how we, the
formerly marginalized ourselves, will create spaces large enough to bring in
other marginalized voices–racial, sexual minorities and the gender minority–
so that the new choir can sing a new song. When we try it, we often get
cacophony. We definitely don’t get four comforting parts that all know their
intervals from each other. The challenge of the whole world now is whether
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we can find a way to be truly diverse and yet give each person an equal
opportunity for power and an equal vision for “real power”–spiritual power.

It is a very difficult assignment. Yet I come here today with hope. I
have seen small miracles of true communication in the midst of great pain. I
believe on our campus we are going to find a way to refocus a hate speech
incident into a great story about peacemaking, Christian love, and respect
for differences.

I leave you with this final challenge. What we need to do is impossible.
And we should be glad. We’ve been given a huge task. If we can solve it, we
will be salt and light in our society, and we will be a roaring fire again–as we
were in the sixteenth century.

In Willa Cather’s novel The Song of the Lark, the main character, Thea
Kronborg, an untutored girl from the Midwestern plains, struggles to find her
own name as a musician and as a leader–an opera singer. Thea says these
words, fitting for us today: “I want only the impossible things. The others
don’t interest me.”

(3) Paul Born
BE ideas inc., Cambridge, Ontario

I would like to suggest a new paradigm for leadership in the Mennonite
church. It is, I believe, consistent with Anabaptist teaching if not its practice.
This new way is about collective leadership, about the priesthood of all
believers. This new way holds up footwashing as a value greater than
charismatic leadership. This new way develops common values over
knowledge. This new way seeks to develop leaderful churches rather than
great leaders for churches.

Traditional leadership has a hierarchy with rules made by people of
position and followed by people who are made to respect position.
Traditional leadership views people as human resources that have needs
which, when met, will provide services as required. Leadership has been a
term used to describe better ways in which to exercise control over these
resources. Traditional leadership may well be exemplified in this statement
by American General H. Norman Schwartzkopf: “To be an effective leader,
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you have to have a manipulative streak–you have to figure out the people
working for you and give each tasks that will take advantage of his strengths.
That part of the job isn’t fun, unless you’re a real Machiavellian.”

A leaderful church builds on the strengths of its members, placing
great importance on community, and seeks to develop all the gifts of that
community. A leaderful church seeks common vision based on clearly
agreed-upon values. The leadership in this church is defined by its collective
action rather than by the actions of its formal leadership structure. Being
leaderful is not only an ideal practiced by the early church or our Anabaptist
forebears.  It is seen today in current management theory as the quality of a
progressive organization with a strategic advantage over its competition.

A leaderful church has dynamic energy which is not controlled but
rather focused on shared values and beliefs. It is a living system which creates
dynamic action that is constant. Its strategic advantage is the people’s
collective will to be the best they can be in every situation. They do not need
leaders to define their worth or their future; members define these for
themselves based on common values and vision.

What would we see happening in a leaderful church? I suggest there
are six things which would happen constantly in a leaderful situation. Doug
Bowie, former vice-president of Petro Canada and past-president of the
Niagara Institute, now at the University of Calgary, describes them as doing;
organizing; contexting (seeing the current reality); symbolizing (modelling);
purposing; exploring.

I think we can all understand the doing and organizing part, given that
this is most of what we observe in churches today. These are skills which can
be learned at most professional schools, including our seminaries.

But to build leaderful churches we must assist the membership to do
and organize in the context of the current reality. We teach context by
ensuring we are present in the current reality, rather than cloistered in our
parochial schools and church communities or, even worse, judgmental of the
current reality at the expense of distancing ourselves from it. If Mennonite
young people are not trusted to be “in the world but not of the world,” then we
have mistrusted our ability to pass on our values.

In doing this we are also symbolizing or modelling our beliefs and
values. The consistency between action and word is critical in a leaderful
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church. We teach it by helping people to understand themselves and to
embrace their strengths and weaknesses.

Leaderful churches are purposeful, bringing meaning to their doing
and organizing, rather than seeking conformity to rules or tradition. We
develop purposing by teaching critical thought and analysis, and by
encouraging open and constant communication.

Leaderful churches are exploring as they grow in their desire to be
more and better. This is the desire of all living organisms, including leaderful
organizations.

A leaderful church is a living system, doing, organizing, contexting,
symbolizing, purposing, and exploring.

A leaderful church would embrace servant leadership for all of its
members. Such a church builds community and emphasizes the personal
growth of its members. It embraces stewardship, awareness, persuasion,
foresight, and conceptualization. It teaches listening, empathy, and healing.

My hope is that our discussion of power and authority can move
beyond leadership development which is individualistic or institutional. And
that this discussion would move toward collective or community leadership–
the creation of a leaderful church.


