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Thereisafamiliar story that epitomizes for many of usthe chdlengeof managing
continuity and changeN Fiddler onthe RoofN told first on Broadway, and then in film.
Tradition hdpsoneto keep bdanced and thefiddler on theroof symbolizes tha bdance.
Thecentral dramaisin finding an appropriate match for thethree eldest daughters of
Teveye and Golde ItissetinaJewish Russian village Each match introduces a greater
degree of changefrom the established tradition.

Teveye, after reluctance, decides to let his eldest daughter Tzatal marry Mazal, a poor
tailor sheloves from the villagerather than therich man the village matchmaker had
arranged for her to marry.

He then even more reluctantly gives his blessing to his second daughier when sheand her
radical intellectud friend from out of town decideto get married, asking only for
Teveye@ blessing, not his permission.

Andwhen his third daughter pleadsfor he fathe to accept her and her new QyentileO
Russian Orthodoxhudand, we listen to Teveye arguing with himself outloud.

Accept them? How can | accept them?

Can | deny everything| bdievein?

On the other hand, how can | deny my own daugher?

On the other hand, how can | turn my back on my faith, my people? If | try to bend tha
far 1@ break.

Ontheotherhand......... Theaeisnoother hand! No. No. No!O
Andthereisthepainful sceneof histurning away from his own daughtr, leaving her
weepingin thefield.

What does it mean to remember who we are, generation to generation? Who are we?
Why would we want to remembe? How is remembering made possible? How dowe
both remembe wha is essential to our faith and adapt to new redlities? These arefar too
many questionsto adequaely answer this evening. Butin thefew minutes we haveto
reflect onit, 1@ like to begin by providing some depth perception; several observationsof
who we were jug ageneration, two or three ago.

|@e longknown abouta published traveloguemy grandfather, A D Wenge wrote about
histrip aroundtheworld 1000r so years ago. | never met my grandfather; nor have any
of my family, induding my mother. He died when my father was 17 years old, while he
was serving as the second QpresidentOof what is now Eastern Mennonie University. My
dad made sure each of his eight children gotour own copy of his father@ book entitled
Six Monthsin Bible Lands Aroundthe World in Fourteen Months published in 1902. It
is reported to have sold very well in Mennonie circlesin theearly 20" century as A D




was awell known evangdist and educator in hisday. However, | didn®have any
paticular interest in reading it until my youngadut son Joseph said that, outof intrigue
for thisdaing, adventurousgreat grandfather, he had begunto read it.

And 0, as a 50 year old, with fear and trepidation (because | didn®think 1@ like what
|@ find), and with an intensity of interest tha surprised me, | findly read the book
myself. It seemed like arare oppotunity to hear astory in great detail fromayoung
adult of 100years ago abouthis encounter with thereligiousand cultural plurality of his
day and to compare it with how today®@ youngaduts make sense of the plurality of their
lobd village O How did A D Wenge at 31, (still afairly youngadult when heventured
aroundtheworld), nurtured in a particular faith community and thoroughly immersed in
thebiblical narative, interpret theworld of his day and how might that give usdepth
perception aboutwhere we@re come from and how we might moveinto the future?

This led meto reflect onthe contrast between AD Wenga @ way of looking at theworld
and today® youngadultsN 100years later. | applied for aresearch grant fromthe
Valparaiso Project on the Education and Formation of People of FaithN forming a
research team of 8 youngadults who then interviewed 56 of ther peers. Wha we
discovered isreported in the 2005publication, Thank You for Asking: Convasing with
Y oungAdults aboutthe Future Church.

During theteam@ orientation and training, | shared excerpts of A D@ traveloguewith
them duringourfirst sessontogether. What followed was a fascinding
Ontergenerationd dialogueoffering an intriguing comparison between their experience
with narratives and practices and A D@ experience. A D@ travelogueprovided away for
usto hear aboutanother youngadult whois not SO far removed tha we can®identify
with him, and yet clearly represents an earlier time.

Thee@alotin A D@world view to make usmoderns and pog modeansunmmfortable.
Those of usshgped by sengtivities raised after World War | and 11, theHolocaug, the
devastation caused by Colonization, the Civil Rights movement can readily see some
racism and ethnoentrism in A D@ appraisal of hisworld. In retrogect, thelimitations
of some of A D@ perspectives provide uswith sober reflection on howwe aso are
shgped by the prevailing narratives and ideologies of our times.

Andyet | was pleased and surprised at theintegrity of A D@ core motivating vision which runs
throughouthis travelogue | would describetha vision as his confidence tha: afew faithful
Mennonties could Quield awondeful influence for the betterment of the human raceQif they
remain trueto Qhe hurnble teachingsof Jesus and thusbe a great power for goodto theworld.O
Andthat thereis no highe calling than to live for Qhetempora and eternd goodof others.OHe
was eager to convince his fellow Mennontes of the need to reach outof ther isolated and
comfortable Mennonte endaves to share the goodnews of Christ with peoples of theworld with
whomthey had no acquantance or affinity. He was hoping to build new connectionsbetween
cultures with thedesire to share both spiritud and physcal resources with others who seemed at
timesin great need.



After reading excerpts from his traveloguethe research team engaged with avariety of
observationsaboutA D and aboutthemselves. Here are some of their observations

| was impressed with thedistinct sense A D had of how Christians Ghould benave.O He
had Ga powerful meta-narrative which hetook with him everywhere hewentQ hederived
all of hisinterpretationsof theworld Qhroughtha paradigm.O

A D Qook his truth with himOwhich he used to evaluate theworld. He was Qertain
abouthis truth claimsOand his Cpresupposstlonswere confirmedOin wha he saw and
experienced. In contrast, now there seems to be no Aneasuring stickOagaing which to
measure thetruth claims of othe's. We are taughtQo listen to different storiesOand
acknowledgethetruth that® in each of them.

A D showed (o hint of cynicism.O He was Qrery sincere.O He (yave credenceto
people@ storiesObut hewas very clear in saying Qvha was right and wha was wrong O

A D findstha his Qharrative holdsup® but he can also take other stories serioudy.O
For A D there was something of a Geamless existence;Oeverything fit together.

He shows Galot of bias,Oyes, when he@ trying to make a point. Andthere are Qldfinite
themes he pushes outOfor his own purposes. And he shows a lot of ptimism about

educationGand the possibility of Qprogress.O | see this as a contrast with current young
adults; | think thevast number of Qoday@ youngadults are overwhdmed. A D isn®@O

A D clearly regarded Christianity as away to better theworld; and he severely critiques
the hypoaisy of ChristiangOhe observed in Palegtine, often being harder onthose
hypoaitical Christiansthan onthe Gheathensof India.O

He was aman who clearly valued consstency of word and deed; suggesting that vy ther
fruits you shdl know them.O He clearly connected Christianity with Gaway to better the
world.O

BrendaMartin Hurst, a colleaguefrom Eastern Mennonie Seminary, joined usfor our
conveasation aboutA D. Her recent dodoral dissertation work focused on several young
adult Mennonie leaders of thelate 19" and early 20™ century who significantly impacted
the character and future direction of the Mennonte Church of thar day: George Brunkl,
A D Wenge, Menno Steiner, Daniel Kauffman and others. She described how
significant changehappened in the Mennonte Church in tha time, much of it initiated by
these enterprising youngmen (and women who were less prominent). Brendasaid tha it
was youngadults who reshgped the church in the 18908 and 19008

Theend of the 19" century was atime of significant changein the United Statesin
genegad; changefromalargdy rural, agrarian sodety to an indugrial, urban sodety;
alongwith anew, widespread emphasis on eduction. Brendacommented tha A D and



his youngadult peers were bent on Qedefining what it meansto beMennontein the
world and wha MennontesOrelationghip oughtto beto theworld.O

Why did these youngmen decide to embrace the Mennonte Church after serioudy
flirting with leaving the church to become politicians educators, etc.? Brenda
commented that it had alot to dowith JohnS. Coffman who was about10 years older
than them. In evangdistic meetingstha he organized, he particularly tried to encourage
educated youngmen and women, telling them to throw ther energiesinto thechurch. He
and othersincreasingly redefined what it meant to be Mennonte in theworld; that you
could be Mennonte and educated; you could be Mennonte and evangdistic; you could
be Mennonte and bold, notjus Mennonte and backward and hunble. He redefined
being Mennonte in away tha was attractive to these youngguysand they boughtit; at
least some of them did, and A D@ onewho did, and gave his energies to thechurch in a
big way. Thewhole thrug in hiswork was to get youngpeople to join thechurch; to
make the church and the god message meaningful and attractive to youngpeople.

This new groupof educated youngadults, Brendasaid, are the ones who started creating
adenomindion. These youngadult guyswho were in their 20@reshgped the Mennonie
Church of their day. One of theresearch team asked Brenda QVhen was thelast time a
group of 20 something@significantly reshgped the church?0 Brendarespondel, O don®
think it@ happened in the same way since this core of youngmen transformed the church
at the beginning of the 20" century.O

Oneof theteam marveled at how Qhose youngadults claimed their voice; putthemselves
outthere; andthat John Coffman validates them.O Now, hesaid, the @enerationgap is
incredible.O Thereisalack of Qhose bridging people.O

So now, 100years later, many would say we are agan in atime of significant change
Brian McLaren, prolific author writing alot ontheemerging church of thefuture
suggests tha what is hgppening in the church in our timeis comparable to an earthqude;
for many years, as the pressure buildsunde theearth, the hugetectonic plates grind
agang each other. When pressures build to the paint where they fracture or rise or
dipN we géet earthquékes; and then appaent calm returns Human history seems to
behave like theearth. We can live for years unavare of how pressures are building, and
then amog overnight, ourworld changes so dramatically tha old mapsnolonge fit the
new reality.

We hgppen to live at atime of high Qectonic activityOhe says, the end of oneage and the
beginning of another. It isatime of shaking. Y esterday®@ mapsare outdated; the
uncharted world ahead is wha he calls Qhe new world onthe other sideO These
grinding, shifting times have shaken the church. We love our old mapsand wish the
world still matched them. But some of usare eager to explore thenew world, to create
new maps

If we have anew world, wewill need anew church, McLaren writes. We won®need a
new religion per se, buta new framework for our theology. Not a new Spirit, buta new



gpiritudity. Notanew Christ, butanew Christian. Not anew denomination, buta new
kind of church in every denomnation. Yet while we pay attentionto wha mug change
we mug aso bedert to wha mug not change

Wha is appropriate change? Wha istoo much change? When mug we nolonge
changelest we lose something core and vital to who we are; to who we are called to be
by JesusChrist?

|®n reminded of philosophe Alastair Macintyre® definition of tradition: atraditionis a
historically extendead, sodally embodied argument abouthow best to interpret and apply
theformative text(s). All traditionstend to go throughsimilar states, when inadequecies
areidentified in theface of theoretical or practical problems or because of chdlenges
from other traditions Over time, atraditionis reformulated and elaborated in orde to
meet these inadequacies. Orhenew versionis obvioudy judified over its predecessor
because it solves the problem its predecessor could not solve,Ohewrites.

George Barng, of the Barnalngitute has arecent publicationin which herefersto
revolutionay change Perhgpsyounoticed our own Luann Audin commentingonit in
her DNR column. Shetakes exception to Barna® term QevolutionayObut, she says,
they meet in coffee shops living rooms, cha roonms and bars. They have no agendaother
than to share their lives, to suppott and encourage each other; they are the 21% century
church. Barnasays, tha many, many Christiansintent on beng the Church rather than
merely going to church,Oare no longe attending congregationd services, but seeking
aternaive forms of church. This Ghew form of religiouscommunityOis of such
magnitudetha it will Geshapethereligiousworld within the next two decades,Ohe says.
These folks want more of God and less of programmed religion. Many people are
unhapy with congregationd churches. Changinglifestylesand adesire to get closer to
God have caused many people to seek new ways of beingin relationship with God and
other God-seeking people, hereports. They want more of God in ther life and have had
to leave a congregaiond form of thelocal church to satisfy that need. He callsthem
revolutionaies because they are changing the paradigm of church.

A sodaly embodied argument is undeway abouthow best to be church; many, many
personsfeeling undeserved by the established congregaionsare finding new placesto
meet, to do church. New practices are being ingituted. My husand isteaching a course
at Eastern Mennonte Seminay on experimental congregaionsand we are working with
acore groupfromthe seminary to envison anew church tha will focusontable
fellowship; a church tha we envision will meet regularly aroundtables rather than in
rows, enteringinto the Scriptures, each other@ lives and (breaking breadOregularly
togdher.

A sodaly embodied argument that hopes to recover core spiritudity will no doubt
experiment with practices, hoping to come nearer to wha Jesusanticipaed for his
followers; and to wha the early church experienced during its time of phenomend
growth. Nancey Murphy, philosophe and theologian, remarks on how cresative the



Anabaptists were in the development of practices new in their days such as bdiever®
baptism, the ban, and thergjection of the sword and of oahs

Thesoda embodiment of ourfaith is seen in practices with which we form away of life.
Dorothy Bass and Craig Dykstrain the marvelouswriting theyQe donedefine

Christian practices as those thingsCChristian people do together over time in respong to
andin thelight of God@® active presence for thelife of theworld.OPractices are conaete,
physical and down-to-earth. Practices are the place where humans coopeate with God in
caring for community. Practices bear traditions They are gifts and have taken shape
over centuries as people respondto God® presence. They are andent and larger than we
are. We use them to express our faith, butin turn they form us

In afascinaing study entitled How Sod eties Remember, soda scientist Paul Conneton
arguestha bodily soda memory is an essential aspect of soda memory tha has
previoudy been badly neglected in research onwriting aboutmemory. Images of the
past and knowledgeof the past are conveyed and sugained by bodiy rituds and
practices. Yet when traditionshave been studied, thefocushas usudly been onthe
trangmission of written texts. Texts, however, are detached both from ther writers and
from those who read them. WeQre assumed tha such texts should bethe privileged form
for thetranamission of a sodety® memories. We can®undeestimate theimportance and
persistence of thebodiy aspects of soda memory, Conneton argues, and suggests tha
every groupwill entrug to bodily automatisms thevalues and categories they are mos
anxiousto congerve. They will know howwell thepast can be kept in mind by ahabitud
memory sedimented in thebody.

What are the practices tha are mog essential in sustaining usas Christian Anabgptist Mennonte
and Brethren faith communities? Wha core practices have we log in recent years? Have we
reflected on wha theimplicationsare for the qudity of our community life? What practices
might we work to recover because they mog nearly embodythe spiritud and ethical resources
we want to characterize our communities?

Christian Smith, sodologist at the University of North Carolinahas directed the Nationd
Study of Youth and Religion, thelargest and mog detailed study of teenagers and
religion ever undertakenN jug published this year as Soul Searching by Oxford
University Press. Recently | heard him speak. It cannotbe assumed that mog US
Christian teenshear or undestand the basics of the Gogpd, hesaid. Mog don®have a
clue They areinaredibly inaticulate aboutfaith because they don®have practice; they
haven®been engaged enoughto know howto talk aboutit. And relatively few are
practicing thar faith. Anyoneknows we have to practice somethingin order to learn it
well, hesaid. Many of theteenshe and his colleagues interviewed could say nothing
aboutthdr faith, when they can easily talk aboutother things Parents and other
significant adults should be much more forthright in teaching youth to articulate thar
distinctive bdiefs and practices.

Theyoungadults we spokewith in our research project now published as Thank Y ou for
Asking broughtalot of energy to our questionsabout practices they do or don® consder



important. Andby thekindsof answversthey gave, it seems clear to metha it is high
time to engagein more frequent conve sationsabout practices, which ones we think
should characterize our life togeher as communities of faith and why. Those of uswho
are middle-aged and older, remember that it isn@very longagotha church leaders, in
ways tha felt heavy handed to some of us tried to enforce practices related to dress code
TV watching, lifestyle choices and more. Aswe came of age, we tookissuewith
expressionsof faith tha seemed toolegdistic. But any person (and community) for tha
matter, tha wants to shgpea qudity life tha hopesto counter mass culture with deeper,
richer values, will need to think creatively and intentiondly aboutwhat practices will
characterize our life individudly and togeher. | sense tha youngadults are ready for
more of those kindsof convesations

These youngadults affirmed tha many of thetypical Mennonte faith community
practices on thelists we used in theinterviews are important to them as they shapethear
own way of life: smplicity of lifestyle, nonviolent love of enemies, truth-telling, Sabbah
keeping, hogitality, meditation and prayer, community discernment, sexud fiddity,
mutud care, eatingtogeher... However, they raised many questions wanting more
convesation aboutwha each practice meansand wha the connection is between
motivationsand actions

AboutGimplicity of lifestyle,Ofor example, they wondeed what thesimple lifereally is;
what it meansin different contexts; how to come to terms with our many possessionsand
how to exercise good stewardship, experiencing Gnore with less.O

They asked over and over tha we talk in the church more often and more honestly about
sexud practice.

On Gabbah keeping Othey talked aboutnot knowing wha it meansand aboutconacern
tha it notbeinterpreted legdistically; while acknowledging that GestOisimportant.

GGroup discernment/listening to each other and the SpiritOprovoked significant interest
and adesire to know more of what this mightbe about. Several personsmentioned how
they connect this with Gengaging the BibleOand would welcome the church talking more
abouthow we discern togeher the meaning of the Scriptures.

There were also frequent comments aboutGnodest attire,Oasking for more definition, for
contextud sengtivity and suggesting tha we notthink aboutit in thetraditiond
Mennonie way. Andafair number mentioned Ghon-swearing of oaths Omostly
indicating that it isn®@important, or at least notin theway often assumed.

Prayer was amongthose practices tha they suggested are most important to them. There
seems to be a shift underway for many of them, from thinking of prayer as Gasking for
stuffOto prayer as Qistening.O

Many of them longed for a QvholeOspiritudityN a desire for more silence, more of the
Qrontemplative stuff,Omore contact with naure, aslower pace of life; alife in which we



can stop and listen to God and to others; with a baance between aQpiritud relationgipO
and Godd activism.O

Multiple persons expressed thar hopetha thefuture church beinvolved in thelocal and
globd communities with more emphasis on service and less on dodrine tha there be
Onore graceOand Qess drawing of lines;Otha we learn to live with more diverse
viewpoints with less bickering; tha we incorporate more use of liturgy andrituds
induding frequent (breaking of breadQand footwashing; tha our worship often indudea
TaizZ type service with its mixture of silence and corporate worship; tha there be more
story-telling about Qvha@ redly going onGand more hymn singing. . . .

A lot of these youngadults truly believe the Mennonte Church has adistinct and vital
roleto play in today@ world, both amongother Christiansand in the broader world.
With its soda consience, commitment to peacemaking and call to discipleship, it offers
auniquealterndive to standad evangdical American QropCChristianity. Andthereisa
lot of appreciation for therich community life Mennontes have, alongwith the
wondeful heritageand sense of identity it provides.

| was surprised that 100years later, A D@ core vision (at least as| describeit) continues to ring
true throughoutmog of these youngadultsGstories. While today® Mennonte-affiliated young
adults use different languaye, have world views that allow for more complexity, talk more about
contextudization than universality, don®©generaly relate well to abstracted, dodrind QruthsO
speak in humble and confessiond ways aboutthar undestanding of God; are embarrassed about
how the United States dominates therest of theworld, and are more circumspect about how they
use thebiblical meta-narative to make sense of their world, | think it isfair to say tha amog all
of them would agree with theyoungadult globetrotter from 100years ago: tha a few faithful
M ennonites could Oweld a wonderful influencefor the betterment of the human raceQ if
they remain trueto Qhe humble teachingsof Jesus, and thus be a great power for goad to
theworld.O

Wha mug changeand wha mug nat change?

Across theboad, these youngadults foundthe Jesus story the mogs compdling narrative
for equipping them both with aworld view that is sufficient for the questionsand crises
of thistime and place, and for informingaway of life. And mog of them want to bdong
to communities of faith that welcome and chdlenge them. My hopefromtheresearch
project described in Thank Youfor Askingistha the stories from these bright,
thoughtul, activist youngadults will stir our faith communities to tap theinsgghts and
gifts of youngadults, out of our mutud need and for our mutud benefit. Many young
adults longto bea part of Gnentoring communitiesOand therest of usneed thar
questions ther discerning minds ther creative energy to do thetheological reflection
required to realistically engagethe complexities of our day and to shgpe a sudainable
way of life; and to remember who we are into the coming generations

(Includes lengthy excerpts from Thank You for Asking: Conversing with Young Adults
about the Future Church by Sara Wenger Shenk, Herald Press, 2005, and also from




Anabaptist Ways of Knowing: A Conversation about Tradition-Based Critical Education
by Sara Wenger Shenk, Cascadia Publishing House, 2003.)




