SOPHIA

Say to Wisdom, “You are my sister.”
Proverbs 7:4a
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MISSION STATEMENT: Sophia

Sophia offers a forum for women in the Mennonite Brethren Church. Her
pages provide room for dialogue, room for women to speak to each other
about their place in the family, the church, the work place and the world. She
recognizes that the MB sisterhood is rural, urban and suburban; that it repre-
sents all age groups; that it includes diverse interests and experiences; that its
members speak with various voices.

Sophia offers herself as a rallying place for women in an uncertain, chang-
ing world. She is interested in women’s stories, in their aspirations and dis-
appointments, their successes and failures. She invites expression of joy and
sorrow, concern and outrage. She encourages women in the use of their gifts
in all spheres of life.
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Although Sophia was conceived and brought to birth by and for MB women
and celebrates sisterhood, it is her desire to be inclusive. She hopes to chal-
lenge both men and women; she welcomes their voices and invites them into
dialogue.

Sophia acknowledges the authority of God, the giver of wisdom, and of the
sacred Scriptures, the story of God’s dealing with women and men.“Oh the
depths of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God!” (Romans 11:33).
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EDITORIAL

The

We all feel, from time to time, that
life is coming unseamed, its edges all
frayed. An army of workshop leaders
stands ready to help us stitch it all
back together. They offer to help
mend relationships, come to terms
with the past, learn to cope with the
present or plan for the future.
Churches and evangelical
organizations, as well as individuals,
jostle each other to offer their brand of
such services.

Where, in this abundance, is that
quict place where | can let the
clamour and demands of career,
culture, family and church slide away?
Where can | become quiet enough to
hear the cry of my own soul and to
pay altention to the still, small voice
of the Holy Spiritt Who will help me
gather the fragmented fabric of my life
and make it whole?

Jesus counselled his followers to
“come away to some lonely place all
by yourselves and rest for a awhile”
(Mark 6:31).

Catholic women have a tradition of
wilhdrawing o lonely places.
Hildegard of Bingen and Julian of
Norwich, for instance, knew how to
pay altention, in solitude, to the
myslery of God. Their contemplation,
and their visions, led to creative
thinking and living that still nourish
us.

| wonder if my Mennonite
foremothers were given to mysticism
and the contemplative life. | picture
them baking bread, raising children,
keeping the household in order,
tending gardens, making doilies.
Eventually their vocations included
teaching children, nursing the sick,
caring for the poor.

in books like Full Circle, edited by
Mary Lou Cummings and Women
Among the Brethren by Katie Funk
Wicbe | can read their fascinating and
inspiring stories. | only wish their
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spiritual pilgrimages could have been
chronicled in as much detail as their
struggle for physical survival and their
devoted service to church and
community. What did they think about
while they baked bread?

Have the uprooting and dispersal
experienced by our people, the
struggle to survive, served to rule out a
life of contemplation? Were time and
place for devout or creative thinking
an unattainable luxury? Did emphasis
on community discourage individual
retreat to a quiet place? Are we
suspicious of mysticism because of its
potential for error? How did women
give each other spiritual direction?

For that matter, where do my
Mennonite sisters of today find
nourishment for a starved spirit?

Here and there | hear about
Mennonite women who “come away”
to a Catholic institution where they
find both a quiet space and persons
qualified to give spiritual direction.
Our grandmothers would be
astonished to hear that their
granddaughters are seeking spiritual
guidance from their Catholic sisters. It
seems the Catholic church has fostered
something the Mennonites have
neglected.

Not that evangelicals are without
their own traditions. It may have been

Lonely Place

at camp, around a bonfire after the
sing-a-long, that we made our first
spiritual decisions. We have flocked to
charismatic speakers who attract
listeners in large numbers. These are
mountaintop experiences from which
we return, our spiritual motors
recharged, to the ordinariness of life
most of us are called to. Gradually the
glow dies down and even the
afterglow fades.

Attending to God must become a
daily practice that we never quite
master, a habit of the heart that does
not become mechanical. | suspect we
must learn to carve out for ourselves,
from the busyness of workplace,
church and family, that “lonely place.”
We must continually “come away” to
be made whole.

The healing we experience must do
more than give us a spurt of spiritual
good feeling; it must sustain us in the
long haul of being salt and light,
faithfully and consistently, in the
corner of the community in which we
find ourselves. Hans Denk reminds us:
“No man [woman] can know Christ
truly, unless he [she] follow him daily
in life.”

* %k

We welcome our new readers to this
issue, the first in the “International
Year of the Family.” In it you will read
how women find spiritual food and
how they, in turn, offer others
nourishment. As well, Sophia
continues to offer space to ongoing
conversation about women in
leadership.

Our “Another Way” column will
return with the next issue. We'd like to
invite our readers to suggest stories of
individuals, families or groups who
have found "Another Way" to live out
their faith. Ideally, such stories would
be about the way faith modifies or
alters the lifestyle in a significant way.
Sarah Klassen



I appreciated Sophia’s coverage of the August 5th
meeting for women who "felt uncomfortable with the
outcome of the vote on women in leadership.” I remember
hurrying to the McIvor Church that evening, asking
myself: “Why am I doing this?”

For one thing, I had been challenged by Patricia
Gundry's question in Women, Authority & the Bible: “Are
women fully human?” In my seventy-one years I have
often had cause to believe I was not. For another, where
else could I sit in the presence of some of the most gifted
people in MB circles today, all of them women? They are
women who share my longing for gender equality and
Justice around the globe and are doing something about it.

I remember running in late, just as the last rays of the
sun focused on the first speaker. She stood there, caught in
its mellow light, looking almost ethereal. I sought out the
last empty chair in the comer, my heart pounding wildly. I
told myself, “The mind cannot comprehend until the heart
listens.” There was so much [ wanted to know.

This meeting, and the one succeeding it on October 17,
answered many questions for me. We are not without
hope, and it was gratifying to know of a plan with which
we could move forward. It was a path I could willingly
follow. I went home exhilarated. I realized I had gone
because I had to. Otherwise I would have been like the
priest or the Levite, lowering my eyes as I pass my sister
who has been beaten, robbed of her inheritance and in
great pain.

Anne Martens
Winnipeg, Manitoba

I enclose a poem I wrote for the General Conference
of MBs this summer in Winnipeg. I was about to read
it when the moderator shut down the discussion.

My Pastor is a Woman

I am a son of Menno,

an arbitrary blessing.

One chromosome difference and so
Privileged to lead, to assert, to generate.

As a male considered
not an inferior image of God
not less rational,
not the weaker vessel,
not the original sinner,
not the giver of the apple.

But cursed are Menno's daughters by his sons,
Condemned to silence, 1o assistance, to dependency,
Not powered to lead.

In days past lumped with slaves and Gentiles,
Persons one thankfully was not created.
The outer court was their lot.

A sign of the fall

Women give birth in pain;

A sign of the fall

Men control how they mediate life.

In the world men lord it over women
but not so among you.

Oh, children of Menno,
your center will not hold,
your spirit will die,
if woman cannot also speak the word of God.

Sons of Menno in repentance give away your power,
Hide not behind human rules divinely blessed.

If we are not just and compassionate
Our daughters will not dream dreams,
Our sons will sustain our sins.

Al Dueck
Fresno, California
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A Way to Hear God

Tllustration: Julius Schnorr von Karelsfeld (1794-1872)

And Mary
abode with her
about three months,
and returned

to her own house.

Luke 1:56

“ found myself a spiritual di-
rector,” John announced. The term
my friend used sounds foreign to my
Anabaptist ears. Mennonites are not
known for seeking out spiritual men-
tors." The concept of the individual
priesthood of believers ranks high in
our view of discipleship, and we
question whether, by relying on a
mentor, one might be relinquishing
personal responsibility for the interior
life. Yet the ancient practice of spir-
itual direction is finding growing ac-
ceptance today, and the number of
Christians who seek such professional
counsel is increasing. Others invest in
quiet days apart at retreat centres.

One writer describes the role of a
spiritual director or companion as:

analagous to that of the guide in
a mountain climb or a midwife
in the birthing of a child. The
spiritual guide is a person who
puts his/her competence at the
service of the other's spiritual
journey...entering by invitation
to facilitate...growth.2

The biblical record of Mary's visit
with Elizabeth reveals some of these
same concepts. Luke's account offers
a rich source of elements common to
the ancient and contemporary prac-
tices of spiritual direction and per-
sonal retreat.

1. In spiritual direction, the
guide displays a maturity in the
Christian walk. There is an older/
younger balance, not necessarily
chronological, between the di-
rector and the directee. Regular
meetings impart a sense of ref-
uge and provide space for re-
flection, and occasional personal
retreats are encouraged.

Luke tells us Mary sought out her



FROM THE SOURCE

By Elaine M. Pinto

older cousin at the prompting of the Holy Spirit (Luke 1:36).
Likely in her teens, Mary was possibly inexperienced in the
ways of the Lord. Elizabeth, on the other hand, knew a long
journey with a faithful God in the face of bitter dis-
appointment. The young cousin's arrival on the doorstep
signalled the beginning of a three-month retreat. Elizabeth
would share Mary's first months of pregnancy, rejoicing
over and confirming what God had done for her. With both
women still childless, there were long hours for meditating
and asking questions. Daily physical work would have been
minimal, as Elizabeth had withdrawn from active life (Luke
1:24) giving time for reflection.

2. In spiritual direction, both participants
respect the mystery and holiness of the
Christian journey. The guide is able to
identify and celebrate the Spirit's move-
ment in lived experience, and in the in-
terior life as discovered in the Word, or
in prayer.

The two women experienced the Holy One literally "in
their midst" - in their wombs! Together they would have
marvelled at this God who pierced the landscape of their
personal history, changing every facet of their lives. Both
welcomed the mysterious and supernatural. Elizabeth had
already experienced what was now awakened in Mary. Old
age and barrenness were not an obstacle for a God who did
impossible things, so it was easy for her to recognize the
working of God in Mary's life, even if it was not yet phys-
ically obvious.

Elizabeth regarded the work done in Mary as holy, and
proclaimed this at the onset of the visit. Her confident word
of faith to the young woman evoked a response. Welcomed
and encouraged, Mary spoke her supreme magnificat.

3. Spiritual direction is an ongoing pro-
cess over a longer period of time. The re-
lationship weathers the joys and dis-
appointments of daily life, unlike pastoral
counseling, which is often crisis-oriented.

While the narration speaks of the joyful greeting and
song, there must also have been low days for Mary. Mis-
understanding and the possibility of stoning awaited the
young virgin upon her return home (Matthew 1:19, Deut.
22:21). Both women were clearly aware of God's favour
(Luke 1:25,30), but it would have been Elizabeth's task to
allay fears and help Mary continue to rest in the knowledge

of that favour and to hear God's word
of courage anew.

This ancient story of two women re-
flecting on God's work together,
brought me back to my contemporary
friend. John was far removed from an-
gelic visits and Roman oppression,
but he too was seeking an ex-
perienced companion for a season in
his life.

“It's just so refreshing to share with
another person committed to seeing
God in all of life,” he concluded.
“Having someone help me hear what
the Spirit is saying in crisis...or in or-
dinary events, makes God become so
real.”

Endnotes

1. In this article the terms "director",
"guide" and "mentor" are inter-
changeable. The "directee" is one who
seeks guidance.

2. Karen James Abra, "An Introduction to
an Ancient Christian Ministry: The Prac-
tice of Spiritual Direction," in Conrad
Grebel Review. Vol.IX, No.1 (Winter
1991) p.18.

Elaine Pinto is in the final year of a
Master of Divinity program through the
University of Winnipeg. She is active in
the Mclvor Avenue MB Church.
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My husband and | recently read a
devotional article entitled "Prayer is
Listening." The article focused on the
life of a seventeenth century monk,
Brother Lawrence, who worked as a
cook in the monastery. His holiness
and humility were recognized by
many, so much so that he became a
spiritual director even to his superiors.

"Brother Lawrence learned that

prayer is more than words," we

read. "Prayer involves waiting.

Prayer often means closing our

lips so that our dear Lord might

have his turn to speak. We need
lo allow Him the opportunily to
brcak into our thought pro-
cesses...If we are willing to wait
and be silent, becoming as

Brother Lawrence advises "like a

dumb paralytic beggar at a rich

man's door,” we may find our-
sclves in conversations we never
dreamed possible.”

My prayer life has had its share of
ups and downs. Oddly enough, the
time | spent at seminary was also the
time when | developed some bad hab-
its in my devotional life. | found my-
self reading devotional material as a
means to an end. | would look for
ways to use the insights to help others
in a Bible study or sermon rather than
pondering how | might be trans-
formed through them. It was not until
my experience with spiritual direction
at St. Benedict's Monastery that |
learned the meaning of "prayer as lis-
lening."

Prior to moving to Africa, | served
as a chaplain at St. Boniface General
Hospilal, in Winnipeg. There |
learned of an eight-month course en-
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titled "Ig

prayer.
perience

By Kathleen Rempe Boschman

God did not give up on me as easily
as | gave up on the course. The next
year | faced a major life decision -
whether or not to marry the man |
loved. For many women this is an easy
decision. | have always had a pre-
disposition toward indecision, how-
ever. Furthermore, | was older than
many women who are deciding
whether or not to marry, and | was
afraid to give up the satisfaction | had
found in my single life for the un-
knowns of marriage, despite the fact
that Don was/is a wonderful man. | de-
cided to see this as God's way of try-
ing to draw me closer to Him in prayer
and enrolled in the course.

The first week was spent in silence
at the monastery. | was fortunate to re-
ceive an educational leave for this
week. We were not allowed to watch
TV, listen to the radio or read a news-
paper. The only book we were al-
lowed was a Bible. The monastery is
located on a beautiful acreage along
the Red River. We were allowed to
walk, run or cycle on the grounds as
long as we did not get caught up in
conversation with others.

Each of the seven days was focused
on a particular biblical theme. We
were given four passages to meditate
on each day. After the first day |
thought | would go crazy. How ever
would | make it through six more days
of the same routine? But as | got deep-
er and deeper into the scriptures | was
amazed at the things the Holy Spirit
lifted to my mind.

At dawn of the third day, | had a
dream which | will never forget. In my
dream | was transported back to age
three, to the time when my father



or he very much respects the role of
the Holy Spirit in enlightening the
heart. My director listened to my ac-
PR count and asked, "Didn't you come
Didn't here to hear God speak?"
The most important learning |

You gleaned from my eight months spent
in disciplined prayer and spiritual di-

come rection is that God is acutely aware of
the pain that exists in this world at an
here individual, national and global level.

He desires, and offers healing at all
levels in a way that no counsellor or

to hear mediator can, although they are often
instruments of this grace. This is im-
God portant for all Christians, especially
those who are prone to carry the
speak?" weight of others' burdens on their
shoulders.

My prayer life still has its ups and
downs, but | do feel | am better at lis-
tening to God than | was before | took

the course.

died. | was standing by myself next to
my father's coffin when Jesus walked
into the room. He sat down on the Kathleen Rempel Boschman and her
only chair in the room and placed me gﬁ%ﬁbﬁﬁhﬁ?ﬁfnﬁﬁﬁﬁ on
on his lap. He then began to cry. He Overseas Missions of the General
told me how sad it was that my father Conference Mennonite Church. Kathleen
had died at such a young age. Then is helping to develop a program for the
he reassured me that he would watch prevention and treatment of AIDS while

. . . Don teaches theology in independent
over our family and provide for us in African churches.
cvery way. When the dream ended, |
lay in bed overwhelmed by a sense of Kathleen has a degree in physiotherapy
God's great love for me. from the University of Manitoba and a

Later that day, | sat on the river ﬁlaste;;)f fﬁlmty’:i;gr;_eb{_f 0”;

bank, pondering the question of mar- sg;fif;,;s ineg;llgxari 1;dzf&. Kathleen
riage yet again. In my prayer | re- and Don are both ordained ministers.
flected on the morning's dream. It Their first child, Elisabeth (Lisa)
seemed that God was calling me to Kathleen, was born in Botswana on

have more faith in His love for me January 2, 1994.

and in His guidance in my life. | told
God that | had always thought that a
father would be a good person with
whom to discuss that question of
marriage. Just then a huge gust of
wind blew off the water. The voice of
the wind seemed to be saying, "Just
love him."

When | met my spiritual director
that afternoon, | prefaced my com-
ments by saying, "I don't have a psy-
chiatric history and | don't normally
hear voices."

The role of a spiritual director is
simply to listen, to ask questions for
clarification and to recommend
which passages, the same or different
ones, need further time in prayer. She

Don and Kathleen Rempel Boschman
Gaborone, Botswana
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A PASTORAL LETTER TO

Mennonite Brethren
Women

By Katie Funk Wiebe

At the 1993 Mennonite Brethren Conference
in Winnipeg the recommendation that con-
gregations decide the issue of women in lead-
ership locally in the interests of unity and con-
sensus was defeated (61%-39%). 1 did not
expect the recommendation to pass, given the
wording. There were too many unexplained im-
plications. As I listened to the debate, I heard
several concerns, some of which were valid,
some of which lacked a biblical and theological
basis. Like many others, I

be patient, but that is not the only reason I write

these words.

Period of Despair

After the 1981 St. Catharines Conference, I
wandered in darkness for some months because
hope had left me that in my lifetime MB women
would become full-fledged partners in the king-

dom of God.
Before the 1990 conference 1 was asked by
the Board of Faith and Life to be a member of an
ad hoc committee to pre-

was disappointed.

The real question is not
why didn't it pass, but
what now? Where do we,
as MB women, stand, par-
ticularly those who are
looking forward to greater
opportunities for min-
istry? 1 agonize with
younger women who feel
cut off and alone and don't
know what direction their
lives should take. Is going
to seminary an option if
no doors open after they
graduate? Women are im-
patient, for they haven't

pare a resolution regarding
the ministry of women to
bring to the convention.
When this committee of
men and women gathered
in Winnipeg, I realized that
this was the first time that I
and a few other women had
been invited to discuss with
men the role of women in
the MB church. For about
thirty years I have been
asking, sometimes gently,
sometimes stridently, that
the gifts of women be ac-
knowledged. Now, I and
other women present at that

got thirty years to wait,
opportunities ~ are
available in other denominations and par-
ticularly in the helping professions.

Through the years I have frequently been
asked two questions: “Why do you stay with
the Mennonite Brethren?” and, “Wouldn't it be
better if young women interested in ministry
left instead of facing disappointment year after
year?” I have stayed, some others - not all -
have left. The decision is an individual one. I
judge none of them.

Because I have made my main contribu-
tion to the church, I can afford to continue to

and

meeting could talk about
our concerns. It was over-
whelming. I wept openly. Always, men had de-
cided alone what to do about the women.

During that period of despair I had the op-
portunity to hear Roberta Hestenes, then of Full-
er Theological Seminary, now a college pres-
ident, as she encouraged women who had lost
hope to recall that God is active in our lives even
when outward signs of hope are gone. Injustice
shrinks your world to a bowlful of food, to per-
sonal survival. Hope extends horizons into the
future. Hope looks for solutions for the large
body, not just for the self.
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So I have sorted through what happened at Winnipeg to lo-
cate that hope-net that holds us secure. I have done this from
time to time when I hear women in ministry prayed against (by
thanking God for sending men), and when their calling is dis-
missed as out of the will of God and their ministry disregarded
as inconsequential.

Let's avoid despair and discouragement even though aspects
of the Winnipeg convention offered substantial reasons for feel-
ing downcast. Let's live with hope for what God will do. Of-
ficial blessing on women's ministry has not yet come, and we
know that even when it comes, we face decades of fighting ig-
norance, indifference and even closed doors to women's min-
istry. Yet despair cannot be our response. Or silence. Some of us
left the conference in disbelief, and walked
away empty, dry and unable to respond. I am

cerns Report (available for the asking) and the newsletter of
Christians for Biblical Equality, Priscilla Papers.

At every level we could add to these signs of hope. Let's avoid
cynicism and condescension. Some of us have experienced both
for years and did so again at the Winnipeg conference. It is easy
to label those who do not agree with us as narrow, legalistic and
unsophisticated. Ridicule is not the way to inner peace and unity.
Bridge building, forgiveness and reconciliation are ways to jus-
tice.

Networking

Hope leads to the next step - networking, with the goal of find-
ing out who we are by name and what we are doing, individually
and together. As MB women we lack a united common voice. As

of now the church has heard mostly in-
dividuals speaking. Sophia could be that

not asking that we fake our feelings: shock, Hope common voice.
silence and distress are normal responses to I concluded after the Winnipeg sessions
great disappointment, but we cannot stay looks for that as women we should have c&tucased. If
there. that is too political a word, let's say we
Signs of Hope solutions should have “gathered” to share ministry
Though the four main speakers were men, needs, vision and resources. At the next con-
(cven though the conference has accepted vention, to be held in Fresno in 1995, this
women in all areas of ministry except senior f or the type of gathering will be very important, not
pastor since the last convention), and though for political reasons but for spiritual
the number of women elected to boards was lar, ger bOdy ’ strength. But who will arrange for such a
minimal (3 out of 28 positions), and though gathering? Will the women and men who
the Board of Missions and Services still uses not are gathered in Winnipeg be our leaders?
cxclusive language, asking for "couples” for . As women we lack experience in speak-
missionary service,there are signs of hope: Just f or ing on the floor of the convention and in par-
Thirty percent (172) of the 516 delegates ticipating in the subtle politicking that takes
were women. This is a change from 1975, self. place at such gatherings. Though we may

the first year that women were officially al-

lowed to be seated as delegates and to be

elecied to conference boards and committees in the Canadian
MB conference. The yearbook then referred to women delegates
as “ladies.” That has changed. The real change will occur when
women (married or single) come as delegates in their own right,
not as someone whose husband happens to be a delegate and
who is therefore also asked to be a delegate.

Christine Longhurst planned and led the worship services
with grace, skill, dignity and joy. Let's rejoice for her op-
portunity for service. And for Valerie Rempel's contribution to
the Resolutions Committee and for those women who allowed
their names to stand in nomination but were not elected. That
also takes courage.

At the communion service, the servers included a few wom-
cn. In Hillsboro, in 1990, no women served in this group.

The research of the Board of Faith and Life regarding chang-
ing our name, shows a movement toward changing “Brethren”
(52.3% for, 47.7% against). That shows a desire to get away
from the exclusive image we project by our name.

Men and women are buying, and I hope reading, Your Daugh-
lers Shall Prophesy. It is in a second printing.

MB women now have their own publication, Sophia. They
can also turn to Mennonite Central Committee's Women's Con-

think of every convention decision as a

movement of the Spirit, conventions are oc-
casions when very human men and women gather, and by God's
grace, something of what happens is Spirit-controlled, even
though some of it is led by selfish motives. God can use it all.
And God is using what happened at Winnipeg.

Let's keep working and praying. Let's be prepared to take
risks. Now, after the convention, I feel like Caleb, who after the
conquest of Canaan and the division of the land, at the age of 80,
said to Joshua when the land was distributed, “Give me this
mountain.” I tell myself it is important to keep fighting battles I
personally will not win. I do not want the next generation of
women to know the pain and indecision my generation has
known. I want them to enjoy greater freedom in exploring their
gifts and finding opportunities for partnership in ministry in both
home and congregation. I want to keep climbing.

So I ask you to continue climbing this mountain with me, to
go ahead of me and my generation. Some of us have been work-
ing for thirty years and are weary and may tend to lag behind.
Let's climb together steadily, patiently, "for the spirit helps us
[you and me, sister and brother] in our weakness" (Rom. 8:26).

Katie Funk Wiebe has authored many books, including Alone: A
Widow's Search For Joy and Life After Fifty. A former professor
of English at Tabor College, she lives in Wichita, Kansas.

WINTER 1994 11



SOPHIA

The dining room table at Anita's house
is a constantly changing sculpture. Fes-
tooned with colourful boughs and yellow
candles at Thanksgiving, ceramic birds in

Anita with her mother,
Agatha Warkentin

The House on Helmsdale

spring, balloons and streamers hanging
from the chandelier any time there's a
birthday, the table illustrates the spirit of
celebration Anita brings to all of life.
Aganetha (“grace”) Cornelia (“horn of
plenty”) Elfrieda (“friendly counsellor™)
Buller - known to most simply as Anita -
has lived in this house for most of her

life. It is here that she dispenses cups of
tea and bowls of borscht, and welcomes
people. But if her house is a place of
welcome, it is only a small part of the
welcome Anita shows to those she
meets. Much of her energy is spent go-
ing to people “outside the camp” - in
hospitals, in prisons, in old people's
homes - to welcome them, to love them
and to celebrate with them who they are
as beings made in the image of God.

Her desire to reach out to people who
dwell on the fringes of society reflects
the influence of her mother, Agatha
Warkentin, who, through storytelling
and a strong sense of celebration, im-
parted her values. “All I can remember
is stories about the weak and the pow-
erless and people on the fringe,” Anita
remembers of her childhood. “I realize
now what a tremendous dynamic that
was.”

The family she grew up in no longer
lives in the house on Helmsdale, and
Anita's own family, now living here, has
long since included a husband and two
sons, now grown. But the sense of com-
munity in the neighbourhood, fostered
some forty or more years ago, is still
there. At one time it was customary for
the women on Helmsdale to get together
for tea once a month. Agatha Warkentin
came once, then decided she had better
things to do with her time. She was con-
fronted by her neighbour, who an-
nounced that she had been watching her
running around doing things for the
church, and if she couldn't find time for
a cup of tea with her neighbours, her
Christianity wasn't worth a thing. “That
was the beginning of our family's move-



ment in the neighbourhood” - a movement that includes occa-
sional neighbourhood parties and a general spirit of togetherness.

From the time she was tiny, Anita remembers being aware
that she was a spiritual being. One Sunday moming when she
was barely two, discovering she had lost a shoe, she dumped
cverything out of her mother's dresser drawers. Instead of scold-
ing her, “Mother sat down with me in the mess. The sun was
streaming in and she prayed with me for the recovery of my lost
shoe.” From that moment, Anita saw God as being full of light
and kindness.

She learned at an early age
lo care for those around her.
She would sit on the steps of
her house with a develop-
mentally challenged neigh-
bour boy and sing with him.
Then she began taking him

IO TR

“I felt as if I'd come home,” she says of her first visit. “It was
a sanctuary for me. It still is.”

That may seem like a paradox, and even to Anita it's some-
thing of a mystery that she can be honest and open in a place
characterized by dishonesty. “I think it has to do with the fact
that the men who are there have come because of great dif-
ficulties, great trauma, great need, great loneliness,” she sug-
gests, “and they are willing to share who they are. And through
them I encounter in myself all of the same characteristics, all my
own brokenness.”

The men in prison have held
her accountable, she adds.
They have comforted her,
sometimes just with a pat on
the shoulder, when she was
grieving. And in return she has
looked for the special qualities
in each one that show that he,

into her grade seven class and =
gave him things to do. He
staycd in that classroom for
four years. That friendship is a |
lifelong one: the two are still i
great pals, often spending an ’
cvening at the game of Skip- ©
p(). -

Shortly after she turned for-
ty, when her boys were in
school and the family had al-
rcady spent five busy years in West Africa, Anita cried out to the
Lord to give her a work to do. “I felt like my days were empty,”
she says. Shortly after that, she received an invitation to join the
Mennonite Central Committee women's task force, a gesture that
she saw as affirmation “that somewhere there was a place for
me.”

She knew she could do at least one thing well: visit people in
hospitals. She decided to pursue training to sharpen her skills,
and it was during her year of training that she met a chaplain
who invited her to prison. The first time she went to Rockwood,
on a beautiful April day, she remembers realizing “that I loved
the people I had never met.” In the fifteen years since then, that
love has continued to be the strength of her ministry there as she
volunteers weekly as a chaplain.

Anita, Heather, Donna, & Mary

too, is made in God's image.

Two years ago Anita ac-
cepted a part-time job working
with three developmentally
challenged women living to-
gether in a house. Perhaps in
that context more than in oth-
ers she has put into practise
one of the several scriptures by
which she lives. Micah 6:8 en-
courages her to do justice, to love mercy, and to walk humbly
with her God. "For me that means to give to Heather, Donna and
Mary what is rightfully theirs.” It is also the recognition that
“God is the one who will bring each of them into the fulness of
relationship.”

There is no greater joy for her than seeing the women learn
and grow in new truths. “I want Heather, Donna and Mary to see
that God is there and he has flung all sorts of fascinating things
out there for them.”

As for Anita, she daily exults in those “fascinating things.”

Deborah Fieguth is the associate editor of ChristianWeek.
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Swimming s
the metaphor that
describes my sto-
ry of learning to
know God more

deeply.
The middle of the
storm, of course, is
not the time to learn to
swim. But how does one

learn? By just being in a
pool? By watching great swim-

mers? Or does one have to learn

and practise for oneself?

| was brought up in the home of an or-
dained minister in a small Mennonite com-
munity in British Columbia. In my teens |
sang at nursing homes and in the church
choir, taught Sunday School, attended a
private Christian school from grades six to
twelve, and even had a year of Bible col-
lege.

Soon afterwards | married a Mennonite
professional. We settled down in our own
house in a beautiful seaside resort town
where | became president of the ladies'
group as well as choir director in a tiny
Baptist church. In spite of all my Christian
activity | felt empty.

Sometimes it takes something traumatic
to make us stop short and evaluate where
we are going in life. For me that occurred
at the birth of our third child, Kirsten, in
1973. Excessive hemorrhaging brought me
to the point of death several times.

While the medical staff was astounded at
my calmness, in my heart | knew God was
honouring my acceptance of him at age
four. The next few days, as curious staff and
visitors dropped by, | felt | should tell peo-
ple that it was God who had helped me,
but | didn't and couldn't. Did | have noth-
ing to share?

| decided to be totally honest, and |
asked myself such questions as, was | get-
ting all | should from Christianity? Was | ac-
cepting other people's words and impres-
sions regarding God, making them my

Learning to Swim

By Marlene Penner

own?

At this point, a friend invited me to
a Bible study in the neighbourhood. |
balked inwardly. After all, | had so
much Bible training and knowledge.
Why, | had even memorized verses in
German as well as English. But | went.
Here among people who didn't know
the Bible at all | could explore the
scriptures and seek out the essence of
God.

The Gospel of Mark was wonderful.
| got to know Jesus as compassionate,
in control of every situation in the nat-
ural or spiritual world. He empathized
with people, forgave them if nec-
essary, showed them a better way of
life. He alone was able to provide
them with abundant life and teach
them not merely to tread water but to
swim.

As | continued in this study, my
concept of God began to change. My
knowledge of him moved from head
to heart; "l should" became "Yes, |
want."

Any swimmer knows that healthy
food, proper breathing, exercise and
rest are necessary if she wants to ex-
cel. | realized that the source of my
emptiness had been spiritual malnour-
ishment.

How do we eat? We eat by reading
and applying scriptures. "l have hid-
den your word in my heart that |
might not sin against you." Although
there are many excellent Christian
books, they are not God's living word
through which the Holy Spirit speaks
to our spirit, and should not be sub-
stituted for Scripture reading.

How do we breathe? We exhale in
confession and inhale God's promises
to us.

How do we exercise? We exercise
our faith in an alien world guided by
Romans 12:2: "Do not conform any
more to the standards of this world,



but be transformed by the renewing of
your mind." Exercising correct thought
patterns means walking by faith in the
facts of Scripture, with our feelings
conforming to the facts. We also ex-
ercise by making proper use of our
time.

Finally, how do we rest? We rest, as
Hebrews 3:1 instructs us, by fixing our
thoughts on Jesus.

One way that | have found to in-
corporate these disciplines into my life
has been via my regular routines on
an exercise bike. While warming up, |
sing praises to God. Then | read my
Bible and pray, simultaneously ex-
ercising physically and spiritually.

My "swimming" ability was put to
the ultimate test on a beautiful Sunday
morning, August 23, 1992. | was
home alone and decided to power-
walk along the beach. I spent this time
basking in my Father’s love, being
grateful and praising him. | knew the
source of my happiness had shifted
from expecting people and family to
meel my needs to God who says, "I
am the same yesterday, today and for-
ever” and "l will never leave you or
forsake you."

And so the world did not come
crashing down when, after | returned
from my walk, the RCMP informed me
that Kirsten, our eighteen-year-old
daughter had been killed instantly in
an automobile accident in Ontario
while | was walking along the beach. |
tried phoning my sisters but no one
was home. | believe God allowed me
to be alone with the news for a while
so that | could acknowledge that Kir-
slen was not our possession but had
been given to us in tru<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>