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This is a collection of one side of a multi-sided conversation on Mennolink following the 2001 
Mennonite Church USA general assembly in Nashville where the new denomination was 
launched. The focus of the conversation is on part III of the Membership Guidelines, the 
approval of which was crucial in leading to approval of the merger that created MC USA. 
 
All the words here are words that I wrote as part of the conversation, with a few direct quotes 
from others, clearly marked. As far as I remember, I have done no editing on these. It could be 
that the entire conversation may be accessed through Mennolinnk archives. I have not checked 
those archives for many years. 
 
Ted Grimsrud—July 17, 2015 
 
Re: After Nashville 
04 Aug 2001  
 
Thanks, John, for your post.  I think you raise many important issues.  I hope we on MennoLink 
can reflect constructively on what you have written.  I want to keep my first response fairly 
short, but I have a couple of comments. 
 
(1) I am also troubled by the huge majority of delegate who supported the membership 
guidelines.  One of the difficult tensions even progressive Mennonites seem to face is between 
on the one hand having an ideology of compassion and concern for justice and on the other hand 
having an ideology of the supreme value of the institutional Mennonite Church. 
 
I wasn't in Nashville.  I strongly disagreed by the membership guidelines, and it is difficult to 
imagine that I could have voted in favor of them even for the sake of the merger.  I have to admit 
that part of me kind of hoped that the merger would go up in flames and that we would end up 
with a much more decentralized Mennonite fellowship.  Instead, the opposite has happened.  The 
institutional church has been greatly strengthened - in part on the basis of an overtly 
scapegoating agreement (the membership guidelines). 
 
(2) On the other hand, right after the vote to merge was taken at Nashville my wife and I were 
interviewed by a writer from a local paper.  He asked how I felt about the church taking such an 
anti-homosexual stance.  As I was responding, I was struck by the fact that the people who have 
seemed most upset by the likelihood that such an outcome was so likely have been the 
"conservatives."  They are the ones howling in outrage and leaving the Mennonite Church USA - 
they seem to be presenting the approval of the guidelines as a defeat for their cause. 
 
It seems to me that one of main reasons is that the guidelines have few, if any, teeth.  There is no 
guarantee of any repercussions at all for ministers and congregations who violate these 
guidelines.  Perhaps, what we have is something similar to what happened with the Mennonite 
Confession of Faith in the early 1960s.  As I understand it, conservatives (maybe especially from 
Lancaster Conference) made it clear that the Confession had to have an overt statement requiring 
women to wear the head-covering or else.  So the Confession did, but within just a few years 
Mennonite women ceased wearing the covering en masse.  So, instead of being a means to make 
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sure that Mennonite women continued to wear the covering, the Confession actually was a mark 
of the fact that, though the pro-head-covering forces won that one battle, they had lost the war. 
 
I don't know if this analogy will hold with regard to today's issue (sexuality).  It will be 
interesting to see.  But I don't think the future is totally to be feared. 
 
 
Re: After Nashville (response to Martin) 
05 Aug 2001  
 
Robert wrote: “It only confirms my experience that we are ruled by a cartel of aging white males 
who are totally unable to share power equally with others...” 
 
Then Martin: “Robert, that may have been your experience.   My observation, limited like yours, 
is that aging white males who are no longer in leadership positions, are generally more open to 
the changes you wish than the younger men now in power.  If the visionary kids and the seniors 
who dream could communicate we might have a different situation.   By the way, how old are 
you.  I'm seventy-five.” 
 
I think you are correct, Martin (I'm also very white and very male; when does one become 
"aging"? [I may be getting close] - I've rarely been tempted by being in leadership positions, 
though; nor, as I age, am I expecting to be) - but the key term that you add to Robert's comments 
is "no longer in leadership positions."  This points back to the point I was trying to make. 
 
I wrote, "One of the difficult tensions even progressive Mennonites seem to face is between on 
the one hand having an ideology of compassion and concern for justice and on the other hand 
having an ideology of the supreme value of the institutional Mennonite Church."  I believe that 
we struggle a great deal with our understanding of what makes up the church.  To me, the 
"church" is most centrally the face-to-face community found in the local congregation. 
 
Conferences and denominations are not "the church" - they are (or should be) organizations that 
are seen to have limited importance.  Somehow in the past 150 years, it seems, Mennonites have 
increasingly gotten things backwards, and seen the conference and denomination as too 
important.  This is what troubles me about the new merger.   We have spent, what, over $2 
million so far?  We have institutionalized nationalism by created two separate denominations 
(MC Canada and MC USA).  We have cast away the GC principle of congregational autonomy.  
People in leadership positions in conferences and in the denomination cannot be very open to 
genuine power sharing and empowerment of minority points of view due to political constraints. 
 
We seem to have the view that we cannot have authentic fellowship and work together without 
institutional unity on the conference and denominational level.  I was marginally involved a 
number of years ago in a conference that for some time had been in turmoil over threats by 
several congregations to leave the conference.  I actually suffered a bit myself at one point 
largely due to fears engendered by these threats.  Ultimately, a couple of the congregations did 
leave (at about the time I moved away from that area).  From what I have heard, the conference 
and the congregations that left all were much happier after the split - and many people from 
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those congregations continued to work with conference people in MCC, MDS, the area 
Mennonite High School, and ad hoc projects. 
 
I tend to believe that we should wear our structures as lightly as possible and make them as 
decentralized as possible.  That is, the position of the "aging white males no longer in leadership 
positions" who Martin claims are open to change because, I assume, they are free from 
institutional constraints, should be more possible for younger people, too, if our institutions 
could be smaller, more decentralized, and more democratic. 
 
 
Re: After Nashville (response to George) 
06 Aug 2001  
 
Thanks, George for your comments.  I share most of your sentiments.  It does appear to me that 
the guidelines are not nearly as bad as they seemed at first or as they could seem now if not read 
carefully. 
 
In addition to your point that in terms of practical implication, part three is focused only on the 
"8 congregations" (btw, do you know who the "8" are? I am guessing - Germantown, Atlanta, 
Rainbow Avenue, Southside, Assembly, Oak Park, Madison, Faith in Minneapolis), the 
guidelines add that "We hold the Saskatoon and Purdue statements calling for the church to be in 
dialogue with those who hold differing views to be the teaching position of MC USA."  This 
should hopefully preclude future lopping off of dissenting congregations. 
 
Nonetheless, it still seems very hurtful for the guidelines to single out just this one issues as 
central to our church in a way nothing else is.  As John L. has pointed out, we aren't just dealing 
with an "issue," we are dealing with real flesh and blood people who receive the guidelines as 
another punch in the gut.  It saddens me that "for the sake of peace" (e.g., institutional merger), 
people weren't more sensitive to the hurt this action fosters. 
 
As well, while you are correct that the guidelines are a step away from the national body exerting 
top-down power (which is apparently part of the reason why "conservatives" are unhappy with 
them), there has been a huge shift away from GC polity and its congregational focus toward MC 
polity and its conference focus.  This seems like a major tragedy to me.  I felt after the St. Louis 
convention that the GCs, as the partner who much more strongly wanted the merger, had "sold 
their birthright for a mess of pottage" when they sacrificed their congregational-centered polity 
for the sake of the merger. 
 
I hope that as the dust settles, MC USA will be able to make adjustments and move in a more 
decentralized direction, recognizing that the face-to-face discernment of congregations must be 
given priority. 
 
 
Re: After Nashville (response to Charlie) 
07 Aug 2001 
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Charlie, I am guessing that your pessimism possibly reflects Lancaster Conference connections 
you have that I don't.  I did hear from a friend who's friends with a couple of Lancaster bishops 
that they expect it will a hard sell to get Lancaster to join the new MC USA. 
 
Should Lancaster say no, things could get very interesting.  I would be pretty shocked if it were 
possible that the guidelines could be revised.  So it may be that Lancaster will have to say yay or 
nay to the guidelines as they are.  As I understand it, they are automatically provisional members 
and will have five years to make a final decision.  So the drama may not be over after all. 
 
Personally, I don't see anything intrinsically wrong with the formation of "many new splinter 
groups."  That is one way to resist centralization.  The key is if the "splinter" groups are willing 
to continue to fellowship with remaining groups in the context of MCC, MDS, etc.  If they are, 
maybe everyone will be happier if "splintering" happens.  God's work through the Mennonite 
expression of Christianity certainly is not dependent upon us all being part of one denomination. 
 
I don't read the approval of the guidelines at Nashville as a victory for the forces of exclusion.  It 
was an attempt (somewhat insensitive in my view) by people who are committed to a fair amount 
of inclusion to compromise their way to gradual change. 
 
P.S.  Things are up in the air with Virginia Conference, one of the few remaining conferences 
along with Lancaster not to commit to the new church yet.  As was reported to me, conference 
leadership did not think they had the required 75% supportive vote to join MC USA as charter 
members at the late-July conference, so they postponed the vote until January.   The dilemma, in 
part, is apparently that if they don't join as charter members some people fear not having as much 
influence in the wider church.  But if they do join as charter members at least two districts might 
secede from the Conference. 
 
 
Re: After Nashville (response to George) 
07 Aug 2001  
 
George writes (excerpts): “Part three was necessary because of the need to resolve a polity issue 
involving 8 specific congregations. (By the way, I think your list is accurate but I claim no 
expertise.)  Note that part three is a 6 year statement of guidance and does not have by-law 
status.  Note also that the congregations in question are in the new denomination by virtue of 
their membership in the General Conference.” 
 
I believe that part three goes way beyond what was "necessary".  It could easily have said simply 
that the church is not unified on the theological issues and will defer to the conferences to decide 
for themselves, period. 
 
As I read the guidelines, they specify that the congregations in question are not automatically 
members - their status must be determined by the conferences/districts they are still part of plus 
the conferences that have disciplined them.  In other words, to give a specific example, it appears 
that Franconia Conference may have veto power over the inclusion of the Germantown 
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congregation in the new denomination (how this will actually play out seems to be still an 
unresolved issue). 
 
George: “I argue that the creation of MC-USA does not resolve any issue related to sexual 
orientation etc and that more importantly it would be unrealistic to think that it should have or 
could have. We dealt with a polity issue rather than a theological issue.” 
 
I disagree with this point, too.  That is, I agree with the first part (that it would have been 
unrealistic to expect a resolution of the issue), but I disagree with the second, that you "dealt with 
a polity issue rather than a theological issue."  The guidelines do make several "theological" 
statements, hence John L.'s response.  If it had just been dealt with on a polity level it would not 
have needed to say more than simply that congregations and conferences decide for themselves 
rather than making what any superficial reading would clearly understand to be an anti-sexual 
minority statement. 
 
George: “Let me state an extreme principle (that I don't support): ‘Issues of how the church 
responds to people of differing sexual orientation are so central to the life of the church that two 
denominations that have not resolved this issue within their respective memberships should not 
merge until this issue is resolved separately and collectively.’  
 
“I suspect that folks who are unhappy with the Nashville statements are not unhappy about the 
inappropriate emphasis on issues of sexual orientation but rather are unhappy that we did not 
focus on the issue and resolve it to their satisfaction.  If I were impacted by this set of issues as 
directly as John L and others are I might very well support the principle stated above. 
 
“Perhaps my saying that the issues of sexual orientation are not ‘that important’ is most hurtful 
of all (even though it is not my desire to be hurtful). That would be a good point and I don't have 
any very good response other than to note that sometimes there is some benefit in allowing a 
period of benign neglect on a difficult issue.” 
 
It is precisely because the guidelines do not communicate a sense of "benign neglect" that they 
are hurtful.  Again, the fact that "homosexuality" is singled out indicates that is it being seen as 
an extraordinarily important issue.  The guidelines, again read superficially, do treat "issues of 
how the church responds to people of differing sexual orientation [as] central" and as "resolved."  
The resolution is exclusion and top-down pronouncements (though without teeth - which then 
makes one question the honesty of the pronouncements [which raises another whole set of 
issues]). 
 
It seems that the best solution, a very simple one, would have been to recognize the principle of 
congregational discernment and leave decisions of membership to congregations and 
conferences, period.  To be members of the new denomination, we would all have to agree the 
discernment processes of other congregations and conferences, even if we don't agree with the 
outcome (the old GC practice that was abandoned for the sake of the merger). 
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If I would have been the boss of the GCs, I would have insisted that the merged church adopt the 
GC polity.  If that had not been possible, I would have suggested that we be patient and wait 
until later to merge. 
 
 
Re: After Nashville (response to Sam) 
07 Aug 2001  
 
Sam, I am assuming that I am one who you are characterizing as "roundly condemning the 
'institutional church'."  If so, I think you are misreading me.  I am questioning the centralizing of 
the church - I don't question the need for "institutions."  But I believe that for these institutions to 
be genuine instruments of God's healing work they must not be seen as overly important.  Our 
church institutions are "powers" (cf. Wink and Yoder) that can become idolatrous just as easily 
as other institutions - and, likewise, can and should be good tools for the gospel.  But we must be 
diligent about which way they go. 
 
I have a much better sense of the Canadian Mennonites keeping their institutions decentralized 
than US Mennonites.  Am I correct that the merged MC Canada has retained the GC polity 
(which is why South Calgary had to voluntarily withdraw from Alberta Conference, since it 
couldn't be kicked out)? 
 
Sam: “I would plead that the denomination and the area conference structures are crucial to 
preventing our congregations from flying off even further in individualistic directions that either 
have no theological core or unwittingly become attracted to the larger magnet of an 
individualistic evangelicalism diluted of any Anabaptist content.” 
 
What is your evidence for this argument?  I am not sure I disagree, but I don't think it is self-
evidently true. 
 
I think MCC and MDS play major roles in countering "individualistic directions" and they are 
very decentralized.  A paper such as Mennonite Weekly Review plays a major role in fostering 
Mennonite identity.  So do our schools, which at least on the GC side in the US are not formally 
connected with conferences and denominations. 
 
Is it not possible that the general bureaucratization of our culture, a product of the modernity and 
in many ways a force that goes hand in glove with Western individualism, is the biggest force in 
the growth of denominations and conferences - and that the Mennonite tradition, since it 
survived with identity intact for ca. 350 years without denominations and conferences, has 
actually had its identity threatened more than helped by becoming more bureaucratic? 
 
Sam: “Part III of the MC USA membership guidelines document, from my personal perspective, 
is a clever political document that has more positive features than negative.” 
 
As a first-generation Mennonite, I am idealistic enough to shake in my still-fresh Mennonite 
boots to think we need to resort to "clever political documents."  And as a parent of a young 
adult, I am pretty sensitive to the perception I have that some of our best and brightest young 
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people aren't really going to be very attracted to religious institutions that rely on such 
documents (doesn't Jesus himself speak of being direct and honest?). 
 
If we can't have a merger without "clever political documents", how much is the merger worth?  
What do we gain that is worth the cost in increased cynicism and repressed conflict? 
 
Sam: “I take a more positive view, akin to one expressed by someone earlier in this thread (sorry 
I don't remember who, who noted the Mennonite Church's 1963 confession of faith insisted on 
the prayer veiling for women. However two years later the Mennonite Conference of Ontario 
Executive Committee (long before my time) decided the prayer veiling was no longer to be a test 
of membership. Confessions of faith are snapshots of the immediate theological past, not 
necessarily the theological future.” 
 
I am actually the person who mentioned the prayer veiling.  And I did so in the context of 
expressing a sense of optimism about future possibilities for growth.  Yet, I can imagine that (as 
I used to say in South Dakota) there has been plenty of Mennonite Church road kill over the 
years because of what was enshrined in the 1963 Confession.  Rather than justifying "clever 
political documents" at who knows what cost, I wish we were more committed to being more 
straightforward, honest, mutually respectful, and patient. 
 
 
Re: After Nashville (response to George) 
08 Aug 2001  
 
George, Here is the part of the guidelines I am referring to (and I quote): 
 
*********************************************** 
 
III.Clarification on some issues related to homosexuality and membership 

[snip] 
Polity 

[snip] 
2.  Each congregation which has been expelled or placed under discipline by one conference and 
not another is asked to state support of the vision and commitments of Mennonite Church USA 
(see II.1). Within two years of the adoption of these guidelines, the two conferences of which 
each such congregation is or was formerly a member must work together with the congregation 
to determine the future membership status of the congregation. (We encourage conferences to 
work with the principles outlined in Agreeing and Disagreeing in Love, 1995).  If the two 
conferences cannot agree, or if their agreement is challenged by another conference, the 
Executive Board may appoint a group (with at least some of its members from the Constituency 
Leaders Council) to work with the conferences and congregations to resolve the matter. (end 
quote) 
 
************************************************* 
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I do not fully understand what this is saying, but it seems pretty clear that, say, Franconia 
Conference, would have a major voice in the fate of, say, Germantown MC. 
 
This seems to be in tension with what you were told - i.e., that legally there couldn't be a merger 
if GC churches in good standing were not automatically allowed in.  Another example of a GC 
church in good standing that may not be allowed in is Atlanta Menno. Fellowship.  It belonged to 
the GC only as an at large congregation.  Its local conference (MC) had kicked it out.  As I 
understand it, if Atlanta can't find a conference that will accept it as a member it has been told 
that it will not be part of the MC USA. 
 
George: “Let me make one other comment. For the GC's the exodus of the Canadians created an 
extremely precarious situation. We did not have much in the way of realistic options. I think the 
MC's in general showed great restraint on not taking advantage of this situation. The plans for 
40% proportional representation for GC folks for the first 10 years strike me as an impressive 
gesture of goodwill from the MC folks.” 
 
I attended both the Normal 89 and the Wichita 95 general assemblies.  Both of those were joint 
MC/GC assemblies with Canadians.  Since then, we have achieved a merger of MCs and GCs 
but lost the Canadians - I see this as a net loss for North American Mennonites. 
 
Would it not have been a "realistic option" back then simply to put a halt on the formal merger 
and let it happen more organically over a longer period of time and seek to keep the Canadians as 
part of our church. 
 
What have US GCs gained by pushing for merger that compensates for losing the Canadians and 
the GC polity?  Your assumption seems to be that allowing themselves to be put in "an extremely 
precarious situation" was a necessity for US GCs for some greater good. 
 
 
Re: After Nashville (response to John L.) 
08 Aug 2001  
 
Thanks, John, for your further reflections.  I hope as you read further in our posts of the past 
several days you will find that I am pretty much supporting your analysis.  I do think there is 
reason to hope a little (not the same as being hopeful) that history will not simply repeat itself. 
 
However, as I think about the situation right now in the light of the discussion we are having, I 
am feeling more discouraged.  Probably the most discouraging thing is the sanguinity of many 
"progressive and moderate" Mennonites concerning the way in which the membership guidelines 
scapegoat a small minority for the sake of "peace" for the majority. 
 
Even if I am correct that the guidelines might end up being analogous with the old head-covering 
reference on the 1963 Confession, they still have done and will do major damage - both to the 
people being scapegoated and the spiritual health of the larger group. 
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You wrote: “Saskatoon didn't demand that my congregation publicly condemn my 18-year 
relationship with Ken as "sin." It didn't demand that my pastor withhold pastoral care.  Ted 
Grimsrud may be right that these requirements have no teeth.  He may be right that they will 
soon be ignored (a la coverings).  What does it matter whether it is enforced or not if I am 
required to speak against myself?” 
 
This is a good and important point.  I am trying to say that the requirements having "no teeth" is 
slightly encouraging in that that might mean there is more hope that change may be possible.  
But that doesn't change the condemning tone of what the guidelines say - a tone that is bound to 
hurt and alienate many people in the present - and for what benefit? 
 
I think your making it more explicit how these guidelines would apply to Germantown makes it 
more inexplicable to me why "progressive and moderate Mennonites" could have been in such a 
hurry to merge that they were so insensitive to the costs of their approval of the guidelines. 
 
 
Re: After Nashville (response to Ted) - still LONG 
09 Aug 2001  
 
Wow, Dave!  This is the most thorough response I've gotten on MennoLink for a long time - I 
guess since the days of Robbert Veen.  I am not happy that you are "irked" with me, but if that is 
what it took to get you to challenge me so well I think it was probably worth it. 
 
However, I feel a little sad.  I had had this fantasy that the folks at Eugene Mennonite still 
marveled at the commitment their former pastor had to the Mennonite Church in the face of a lot 
of adversity.  I would have dreamed that they would have told you this....(smile) 
 
I think you raise some really good points, but I also think you have misinterpreted a lot of what I 
wrote (and I will accept responsibility for much of that since I apparently was not as clear as I 
hoped to be). 
 
1.  There probably is a sense that I am guilty of sniping from the sidelines.  I have felt pretty 
marginalized in relation to the recent years of the merger process, probably largely due to not 
being in congregational ministry any more.  However, if you go back to my first response to 
John L., I think you will find that I am expressing a sense of commitment to working within 
"what is" for the long-term. 
 
In much of what I have written, I have been responding to others raising questions of "how could 
things have been different?"  The focus of the discussion has not been on "where do we go 
now?"  I think such an exercise can have value if it helps us better to understand how we got to 
where we are and to realize that nothing is totally "inevitable" - maybe if we learn from the past 
we will better prepared for the next challenge. 
 
2.  In no way do I mean to communicate that I think "splintering" is a good thing or should be 
taken lightly.  My main intent has been to say that nonetheless the "fear of splintering" might be 
worse than splintering itself need be.  I have personally pretty much constantly been under attack 
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in various settings for nearly 15 years by people who have threatened to leave the Mennonite 
Church if I am ordained, allowed to keep my ordination, allowed to remain on the EMU faculty, 
et al.  It is very painful when I hear "moderates" and even "progressives" say, "we would hate to 
lose Ted, but we sure don't want to lose -- either".  So I think I can relate a bit to how one such as 
John L. feels when the guidelines speak as they do about him for the sake of preventing 
"splintering." 
 
I am trying to say that if we could step back a bit and try to understand what the actual 
consequences of "splintering" would be, we might try to focus more on "splintering well" than 
on hurting some people for the sake of satisfying potential "splinterers" - especially since past 
experiences make it pretty clear that the "splintering" will happen eventually regardless.  The fact 
that there have been some relatively healthy "splintering" makes me think that it is not inevitable 
that "splintering" be the terrible thing you portray it as.  Maybe, like other traumas, it is the 
stigma people attach to "splintering" that actually makes it so destructive more than the 
"splintering" itself. 
 
I would tend to think, as well, that if we didn't have such a stigma attached to "splintering" and 
didn't place so much importance on conferences and denominations, then the stakes would not be 
so high, the potential for conflict would be less, and we'd probably be able to fellowship with one 
another much more easily. 
 
3.  I have been trying to say that for the sake of the "church", we need to be very careful about 
making institutions such as conferences or denominations too important.  I wonder if you may be 
reflecting this problem when you equate a congregation leaving the Allegany Conference with 
the church splitting as if the Conference is the church.  I believe that the "church" is the face-to-
face committed fellowship of people of faith in local congregations.  This is where discernment, 
the giving and receiving of counsel, et al, happen.  The purpose of conferences and 
denominations should be to serve the church, not replace it (e.g.,  by usurping the congregation 
as the locus of discernment on issues such as church membership). 
 
It would misrepresent me, though, to infer from this that I don't think conferences and 
denominations are important.  They are very important, and the fellowship and co-operative 
works that happen on that level are very important.  My model, though, is more like General 
Conference districts.  The former Northern District was an extremely important force in fostering 
Mennonite identity in the northern planes for years and years.  Yet, it did not usurp 
congregational autonomy on issues of church membership, et al.  You would not have in the 
Northern District a case where a congregation would call a pastor ordained by and in good 
standing with the General Conference, yet the Conference would refuse to recognize that pastor's 
credentials. 
 
4.  My deepest concern about the guidelines is that they seem to me to be scapegoating a 
particular group of people.  I do think once the commitment was made to go through the merger, 
it was pretty likely that this would happen.  And, as I wrote in my first post in response to John 
L., the guidelines could have been much worse.  They do provide me with some hope for seeking 
to keep working for change - which, I think I clearly implied, I will be doing. 
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But my concern is not that I didn't "fully get my way."  My concern is with the costs to this 
church you and I both hold dear (even if you don't seem to believe this about me).  I don't believe 
it was necessary to do this scapegoating, and in doing it, we just caused more hurt and alienation 
(as the parent of a college student, I think I have at least some sense of the cost in relation to 
some of our most gifted, creative, and compassionate young people). 
 
If I'm understanding John L. (and, for sure, this is what I think), it is distressing that people like 
yourself seem so sanguine about this.  This is where I am perhaps most idealistic - I don't think 
accepting hurtful actions like this is necessary for a "greater good."  I don't understand how 
saying this is reflects "smugness" on my part, so much as simply reflecting a priority of values.  I 
don't understand it to be "smug" for you to say that it was worth accepting the guidelines (even if 
they may have been hurtful to people such as John) - just a reflection of your priorities (which I 
believe are defensible and respectable, even if I don't fully share them). 
 
Believe me, Dave, I don't feel "smug" about having the priority of values that I have - it is a 
source of significant anguish for me and has been for my entire adult life.  And as I approach my 
50s, the anguish is not lessening a bit. 
 
5.  You wrote: “Maybe as a first-generation Mennonite you don't feel you have much to lose if 
the denomination falls apart.  But it would hurt some of us quite a bit.” 
 
This is by far the comment of yours that stings the most, Dave.  I have to suspect that if I wasn't 
"a first generation Mennonite" you would have been more likely to read what I have written as 
reflections from someone who is operating out of a deep commitment to the Mennonite Church, 
who is raising questions for the sake of hoping to contribute to the well-being of the Mennonite 
Church, who has devoted over 20 years of his life to ministry in the Mennonite Church - even in 
the face of a great deal of trauma at the hands of the Mennonite Church.  If you had read what I 
have written in this light, I tend to think the entire thrust of my thinking would have looked quite 
a bit different to you. 
 
6.  Your points in relation to my "tangents about the US-Canada division" are interesting.  
Perhaps neither one of us is being fully consistent in relation to this issue. 
 
I read you as saying that church "splitting" in the case of the US and Canada is good!  It will help 
the international Mennonite church be more decentralized.  This is sounding familiar.... 
 
You catch me saying "keep the Canadians as part of our church."  Touché.  I probably am (as an 
American) more hegemonic than I am aware.  However, if you knew me better you would know 
that the reason I would want the Canadians and Americans to remain together is not so we could 
keep the Canadians under our wing, but so that Canadians could continue to shape the entire 
North American church. 
 
You make a good point in holding up the ideal of the US and Canadian denominations relating in 
mutually beneficial ways.  There may well be good that comes from this - that, after all, is 
somewhat parallel to my argument concerning more local splits. 
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Thanks again, Dave, for the attention you have paid what I have written.  I am sorry to have 
"irked" you and to have written in a way that comes across as "smug."  I really do think, though, 
that my putting in the energy I have these past several days on sharing my thoughts - knowing 
that doing so always makes one vulnerable in many ways - should be seen not as a sign of 
smugness but of an intense concern for and commitment to the Mennonite Church. 
 
 
Re: After Nashville (response to Ted) - not so LONG 
09 Aug 2001  
 
Thanks Len, Freda, and Laura for your comments.  Each of you has helped me a lot as I think 
about these issues. 
 
In particular, Len, you wrote: “One of the things I hear you saying in your post to Ted is that it 
feels hurtful to folks very invested in the totality of what ‘Mennonite church’ means, to hear it 
marginalized by comments OK'ing breaking up/splintering of this entity as a better way--that, 
ultimately truth may be better served in sacrificing the institutional integrity in service of an 
theoretic ideal.” 
 
Freda and Laura both write of the possible "necessity of splitting." 
 
This is more of my thinking.  I am not at this point in favor of church splits.  Nor am I even 
seeing splits as "a better way."  I am trying to address how "moderates and progressives" should 
respond to people who threaten to split.  I actually see myself as trying to strengthen the viability 
of our denomination, not "marginalize it" - and being concerned about quite practical, not merely 
theoretical values. 
 
I am saying that splits need not be terrible things - in fact good can come out of them (as I think 
both Freda and Laura witness to).  However, I don't believe that means we should want splits. 
 
What we should make central, though, I strongly believe, are a few basic operating principles: 
 
(1) One of the foremost would be that we will not act hurtfully toward certain individuals and 
groups in order to meet the demands of people threatening to split. 
 
(2) Another operating principle is that we would assume that one basic commitment an 
individual or group makes in accepting membership in our church organization (be it local 
congregation, conference, or denomination) is to accept other members as legitimate members. 
 
(3) A third operating principle is that membership means a sense of commitment to remain in 
fellowship with the whole while differences are being worked on.  An implication of this third 
principle is that if one threatens to leave if one's demands are not met, such a threat would be 
interpreted as the threat-maker voluntarily renouncing one's membership (which is not to say that 
the threat-maker would be thrown out, but that the congregation/conference/denomination would 
recognize such a threat as a fundamental violation of membership requirements and would not 
resist the threat-maker leaving). 
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Re: After Nashville (response to Ted) 
13 Aug 2001  
 
Hi Dave,  Thanks for your conciliatory message.  A few random responses: 
 
(1) I loved hearing your story - especially of the healing impact of the Eugene congregation.  We 
were there a year ago and were reminded again how much of our hearts still reside there, and 
how wonderful it has been that they have had the pastoral leadership Gayle has provided these 
past six years. 
 
(2) I actually find quite attractive what you seem to be saying about young people and the 
church.  Using my language, maybe our best approach is to trust in the truthfulness of what we 
are doing in the church.  If we are being truthful, that will ultimately attract young people to stay 
or return to the church.  If we are not being truthful, all the anxiety in the world about the future 
of the church won't help us. 
 
So, we struggle.  I grieve for every hurtful and alienating thing that happens in the name of the 
church - and try hard not to be responsible for being hurtful and alienating myself.  Yet, I also 
realize that I have found the church ultimately to be nurturing to my soul even amidst being hurt 
and alienated at times myself - so I can trust that others will as well. 
 
Back in Eugene, we sometimes referred to our congregation as the last door people tried on their 
way out of the church.  To some degree, that's what our congregation here in Harrisonburg is 
like, too.  This image presupposes that we are just one expression of the church and that while 
we may have a special ministry within the broader church, we will always be only a small 
minority.  The "special ministry", is I see it, is close to what you describe - providing a place 
where people so disposed may be Christians "and still think deeply about issues, still doubt, still 
yell at God, still be mad at the church, still question all sorts of things."  Such congregations can 
welcome you (and me and others) to be "free to be me with all my crazy, wacky ideas and 
doubts, [where] I could also own and express my deep-down love for the church." 
 
The best strategy I can think of then, is what you say:  "And as long as we have congregations 
that provide safe and inviting spaces for these young people, that may be the best we can do to 
encourage them to stay."  It appears at times that the broader church doesn't really want to treat 
such congregations as full partners.  Yet, I think in the long run probably most people will realize 
the important role these "neo-Mennonite" congregations play in sustaining our tradition in these 
increasingly urbanized, pluralistic, post-modern times. 
 
(3) I honestly don't know what I would have preferred to be different at Nashville.  I guess part 
of the reason I didn't make more effort to attend was that I assumed I would be utterly powerless 
to challenge the direction things were going (especially since there is no way Virginia 
Conference would ever select me as a delegate - it is altogether possible that in the future I might 
attend as a delegate from my congregation and then have a voice).  My sense from what I have 
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read and heard is that there is cause for some hope (I expect if I had been there I would have 
come away feeling much as you do). 
 
I was careful in what I wrote to say that "part of me" kind of wished things would have fallen 
apart - that is not necessarily the best or most central part of me.  I honestly do think that would 
not have been the end of the world and that some creativity might have been unleashed under 
those circumstances that might have led to deeper levels of truthfulness than what we have now.  
But I fully understand why you and others would have wanted to avoid the extreme chaos and 
pain that you (probably rightly) envisaged. 
 
(4) You point out: “‘mods and progs’ had to decide: support a politically ‘balanced’ document 
that scapegoats GLBTs and furthers the transformation process, or not.  And as I've been 
pointing out ad nauseum (and twice in this post now), I don't think they had any good 
alternatives presented to them from any corner.” 
 
Well, I do think I already said that this "choice" was inevitable once the decision was made at St. 
Louis to essentially adopt the MC polity.  It is difficult to image that the Supportive 
Congregations Network could have effectively presented any kind of alternative - these 
beleaguered congregations are very tiny and few in number. 
 
Actually, Dave, as I am writing this I feel a strong sense of weariness at the idea of mounting any 
kind of "unified strategy" that would move the Mennonite Church deliberations closer to the kind 
of politicization that has taken over groups such as the United Methodists and United 
Presbyterians, where the conventions are dominated by competing "political action groups." 
 
My personal inclination is to work more in the world of ideas, to seek always to foster discussion 
and dialogue on the issues, and to hope that the Mennonite Church has turned the corner and no 
longer will be kicking congregations out over these issues.  Then let time do its work.  I keep 
hearing stories of church leaders whose children are coming out of the closet.  I tend to think that 
this will continue to be the biggest impetus for change. 
 
(5) Thanks for your clarification concerning your example from Allegany Conference.  I do 
believe that a congregation splitting is more problematic than a church leaving their conference.  
At the same time, from what I have heard from second-hand sources, in Oregon two 
congregations went through the same thing in the mid-1990s.  They had pastors who were anti-
conference and led the congregations out.  In both cases, new congregations were formed by 
conference loyalists.  In at least one of these cases, the new church has prospered beyond all 
expectations.  So, despite the terrible pain a lot of good evidently also resulted. 
 
(6) I wrote: “I would tend to think, as well, that if we didn't have such a stigma attached to 
‘splintering’ and didn't place so much importance on conferences and denominations, then the 
stakes would not be so high, the potential for conflict would be less, and we'd probably be able to 
fellowship with one another much more easily.” 
 
You responded: “I really wonder how far you want to take this (in terms of lowering the 
importance of denominations).  Do you consider the witness of the Mennonite Church as a 
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denomination important in the larger Christian church?  How strong is our witness as a peace 
church if we can't even live in peace with one another?  (I guess this relates to Carl Metzler's 
recent questions, sort of.)” 
 
I guess there are denominations and then there are denominations.  I tend to think the most 
important "witness" of our traditions comes through MCC and MDS; and that part of the power 
of this witness is that these are efforts that bring people together for service who have major 
differences and could not functions within the same denomination.  I tend to believe that the GCs 
and MCs had a more positive witness as two distinct denominations working together than as a 
newly merged denomination plagued with the kinds of conflicts that have been directly linked 
with the attempt to merge. 
 
Another way to say this is to ask how much of our not living at peace with each other is a direct 
consequence of trying to be under one denominational umbrella.  At the same time, given "what 
is," I hope we within the MC USA can grow in our ability to live in peace with one another.  I 
want to try to do what I can to contribute to this peace. 
 
(7) On the "smugness" issue, maybe the big difference between us is about how we raise 
questions of other peoples' actions.  I don't think my saying I disagree with, or even am 
distressed by, certain actions someone else takes has to be interpreted as "detached criticism," 
"guilt tripping," "denigrating," or "self-righteousness."  You have helped me understand better 
what went on at Nashville and how better to interpret the whole situation. 
 
I think on the whole it was a difficult situation for a person who is loyal to both the denomination 
and to inclusiveness.  I do respect those in this situation and have no doubts about their intentions 
and their efforts to do the best they could.  But I still grieve that they had to accept the 
scapegoating embedded in the guidelines.  So, maybe by calling you "sanguine" I am mostly 
reacting to your response to John L. that seemed not to reflect the depth of your own grief. 
 
 


