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Pearl
The irritant becomes cherished
Carol Mullet
Diving deep underwater, holding her breath, a
woman swims among the rocks. There, attached in a
cluster are the oysters she seeks! In Japan, these
women called Ama
have been revered for
centuries as they
risked their lives
diving to search for
pearl oysters in the
frigid waters around
this island nation. For
more than 2000 years,
pearl diving has been
an occupation passed
along
through
generations,
and
most often started
when a young girl
followed
an
accomplished diver
to learn the trade.
Amazingly,
many
women
would
continue to work
underwater
until
they were in their
early 80s.
Why risk the dangers
of diving? It was for the wonder and value of a pearl!
Pearls have been treasured throughout history, and
their value is referenced in the Bible. In a well-known
passage from Matthew, Jesus explained the parable of
a man who sold his possessions to buy a “pearl of
great price,” equating the worth of this small,
shimmery object to the kingdom of heaven.
Until the 15th century, when the technology to cut
and polish gemstones was created, pearls were
considered the king of jewels. They were so rare and
valuable that only the rich and elite could own them.

Unlike mineral gemstones, which must be polished,
pearls are the natural result of sand or a foreign
substance that slips into the oyster, similar to a
splinter. In order to
protect itself, the
oyster secretes layer
upon layer of a shiny
substance
called
nacre to surround
the irritant, which
eventually forms a
lovely,
lustrous
pearl.
In
1893,
Kokichi
Mikimoto
invented
the
technique
of
carefully implanting
an irritant into an
Akoya oyster shell
and, several years
later,
harvesting
pearls. Most pearls
are now cultured in
this way. Depending
on the type of oyster,
pearls can be white,
black, pink, gray or
nearly any other
color. Pearls are also
Maggie Girard
found in the Persian
Gulf, and even fresh
water oysters may produce pearls. But there is no way
to know what treasure the drab, gray-shelled creature
holds inside!
Historically, these cherished orbs have been a
metaphor for wise sayings or something of value, so it
seems particularly appropriate that celebrating the
30th anniversary of MennoExpressions would correlate
with this symbol. As explored in the last issue,
Continued on page 7
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Artists
Annette Bolton
Annette recently began volunteering at
the College Avenue branch of Indy Public
Library, enjoys two yarn groups and
another book club! “I’m still working part
time at Jo-Ann Fabrics, affiliated with Art
Lab, FMC book club, craft group, and
enjoy movies! I cherish my life (thank you
Lord for allowing me an extension!), my
family and friends, my cultural heritage
(Bohemian, French, Norwegian, German), my independence,
curiosity, and creativity. Finally I realize that my father gave
me love of music that is breath to us both, and that my mother
was a talented artist who never mentioned it! We do share the
love of hand needlework and reading. Thank you to FMC
family for opening your hearts to me and bringing me into
your family!” Annette’s artwork is on pages 3, 7 and 8.

Maggie Girard
Maggie splits her time between working as an art therapist
and “trying to help get my
adventurous toddler down safely
from whatever he just climbed. I
cherish any moment where I
pause and recognize how
gorgeous, hard and funny life is.”
Maggie’s paper sculpture is on
page 1.

Dan Hess
Dan is deliberate with his time: “I have
in recent years tried to pay attention to
little things in my near environment.”
What does he cherish? “Cherish? I
cherish elegance.” Dan’s photography
is on page 6.

Editor’s Note
Happy 30th anniversary! In celebration of this
milestone, this issue centers around the traditional 30 th
anniversary gift: we started this year with an issue on
“dirt,” followed by one on “interruptions,” and now
come to our “pearl.” Something potentially pesky and
irritating sits in darkness and silence and, over time, is
transformed into something beautiful, precious,
cherished. Catherine Swanson offers up a wonderful
meditation on what happens when she embraces the
silence and trusts that there is something she can listen
to and find precious and worthy in that space. Others
share reflections on what worth they’ve found in these
pages over the last three decades. Our artists at left
each created something specific just for this issue! Part
of what I value so much about MennoExpressions is that
it brings out the parts of people that you don’t
normally see or find out about on Sunday morning.
Such trust that contributors have placed in us, the
readers, as they share personal stories and struggles.
What a gift that is. Erv comments that people must
often be surprised when they are asked to write, not
considering themselves a writer. I agree that it’s a very
common answer, and yet more often than not, people
push past their hesitation and create
something transformative for the rest of
us to appreciate. Thank you for trusting
us – MennoExpressions, FMC, Shalom –
with your stories and your art. Here’s to
the next pearls of wisdom and cherished
contributions! - AS
Be part of the next issue! November’s theme is Power;
submissions are due October 13
Send content to MennoExpressions@indymenno.org
MennoExpressions reserves the right to edit contributions,
including for length and/or clarity; contributions are
published as space and relevancy to themes allow.
MennoExpressions 2017

Becca Longenecker
Becca works as a copywriter at a local
startup called Viral Launch and spends
the rest of her time making food,
thinking about what food to make,
writing poetry, thinking about what
poems to write, listening to podcasts,
and trying to make everything more
beautiful in an attempt to fight off
seasonal depression. Becca’s poetry is on page 8.
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Reflections on Thirty Years of MennoExpressions
Erwin Boschmann
What is this publication called MennoExpressions? Is it
a newspaper, a magazine, or a church newsletter? A
newspaper has news, announcements, and
advertisements. A magazine often contains
entertainment, fiction, advertisements, and usually is
printed on glossy paper. Both are sustained by
subscription fees. A church
newsletter is run by the church,
giving news, dates of upcoming
happenings, and reports of past
events.
MennoExpressions is none of these.
It is not controlled by the church,
by the pastor, by the church
board, nor by any church
committee. It is controlled solely
by its editor and its board.
So, what is MennoExpressions? To
answer that question I go back to the 1980s when I
saw so much talent at First Mennonite Church, and I
thought if that talent were channeled properly, one
could produce a stellar publication. And so
MennoExpressions was born. Bob Smith, our then copastor with whom I discussed the idea, recalls our
brainstorming: “MennoExpressions could be a helpful
vehicle to build community from and about people…We
wanted the format to include stories from and about people
in the congregation…We talked about a theme for each
issue in order to stimulate thought about our life together.”
Today I define MennoExpressions thus: it is a creative
outlet by the people, for the people, inspired to build
community.
Much has changed for MennoExpressions in 30 years. It
has changed from an old masthead to a modern one,
from outsourced to in-house production, from adultsonly content to inclusion of children and youth as
authors, from a First Mennonite Church-only board to
a board including Shalom members, from distribution
to our local readers only to distribution to other
organizations (several dozen issues are now sent out
beyond FMC), from being a 10-month per year to a
quarterly publication, from being financially
independent to being a part of the FMC budget, from
being black and white print only to full color
production.

These are external changes. There is a much more
substantial change. During the initial decade when I
was editor, MennoExpressions had many thought
provoking articles, but we also had a dose of funloving, tongue-in-cheek content (the Pope is moving
to Indy, printing the front page upside down, or
inclusion of cartoons by E. L.
Smucker, aka Jim Caskey). With
the appointments of talented, long
-term editors and careful gate
keepers Shari Wagner and Alison
Schumacher, our then-juvenile
attempts have matured into a
wonderful, thought-provoking
MennoExpressions containing art,
poetry, and themes such as
Conflicting Truths or the meaning
of Interruptions. (However, I
continue to enjoy the occasional
Annette Bolton humorous Top Ten lists by Robin
Helmuth.)
One thing has not changed: Mary Liechty’s
participation. She has been a constant on the editorial
board since the inception of MennoExpressions.
As I think how MennoExpressions
community, three points come to mind.

serves

the

MennoExpressions calls out many voices. This is
indeed a huge gift. I love to read from and about
persons to discover new insights, challenges, and
praises. I am sure that when asked to write, people
often must think “Me write? I don’t write!” But we are
touched when they do write. Who would have known
that Laurel Gerbrandt once was ill in the hospital with
little hope of recovery, yet “God was preparing us for
the very unique and blessed experiences yet to
come...” I still have that copy of MennoExpressions in
my vehicle. (A Christmas Miracle, volume XVII, issue
II, December 5, 2003).
MennoExpressions builds community. Bob Smith
says, “I am impressed by the fact that the paper has
been in existence all these years and still generates
meaningful reflection and insights and continues to
build community. I appreciate how the Spirit speaks
through the multi-voiced nature of community.”
Continued on page 8
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We asked former editors, board members, long-time readers, and pastors to share what pearls of
wisdom they have gleaned through MennoExpressions over the last 30 years. We also asked them to
share what, in their lives, they cherish.
SHARI WAGNER

MARY LIECHTY

Editor, MennoExpressions,
1997-2008

Editorial board member for all 30
years so far!

PEARLS OF WISDOM: I’ve
learned that life’s pathways
are seldom straight; they
curve and fork and loop
back, leading us to
unforeseen places. I’ve learned that faith abounds with
questions and is all the more authentic for them. That
community is a beautiful patchwork quilt—where each
piece is strikingly different yet the whole fits
wonderfully together. That every topic has multiple
facets—as does every person. That God’s grace appears
when we step out to take a risk. That stories are like
sacred bread, offering communion.
CHERISH: I cherish stories. Bible stories. Family stories.
Stories from the pages of my favorite books. Stories
shared around a campfire or on a city bus. Stories I craft
from memory and imagination. Old stories I see
repeated in new ways. Stories that shift my perspective,
that help me see from others’ viewpoints. Priceless
stories linking together, shimmering in the darkness like
a string of pearls.

PEARLS OF WISDOM: I have found
through contributions to
MennoExpressions that people are
very multilayered. We often think
we know people and then we see
what they write. It can be something we don’t expect,
whether it’s sharing an interest of which we were
unaware or opening a layer of thought that we would
like to discuss or consider. Writing is a little bit scary
because it exposes us. Reading what others share can be
a holy thing when someone opens themselves to us in
words.
CHERISH: Obviously I cherish my family and friends…
goes without saying (but I said it). Beyond the obvious,
these days I cherish moments of new learning that widen
my perspective. Lately this happens through suggested
reading and meditative practice along with
conversations where these ideas can be expressed and
shared. I also cherish rhubarb cream pie and a good
scotch (not necessarily together).

JOHN HOFSTETTER, longtime editorial board member
Any wisdom I gleaned from MennoExpressions came not from a certain article but from the
twenty-five plus years reading and contributing to it. I think since the 80s, I read and
continue to read every issue in full and usually with great relish. The pearl: wisdom lies in
faithfully carrying the past forward to serve the future of the community. Every issue
contains such articles. Furthermore, each concretely demonstrates rousing faith -- unbridled
optimism. What is writing if not a faith-filled project; a tangible hope. Expectation effervesces
– anticipating a reader who not only learned to read but also gifts the time both reading and
appreciating the author’s offering demands.

ROBIN JONES, co-editor (with Dean Habegger), MennoExpressions, from 2008-2010
PEARLS OF WISDOM: Heart, head and spirit are intertwined. My spirit is on fire when I'm both
intellectually and emotionally committed to something. MennoExpressions offers avenues for
all three to mix, both for readers and for those creating the issues.
CHERISH: Growth. I cherish the constant learning that comes with paying increasing attention
to the little things in my life.
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ROBIN HELMUTH

Longtime reader and contributor
PEARLS OF WISDOM: Meaningful or wise words,
paragraphs or articles can come from anybody:
children, youth, life-experienced adults and can be
from someone who considers her/himself to be an
introvert, a novice or can be from a practiced
contributor. This can also be via a poem, article,
drawing, photo, etc. With MennoExpressions
contents, one would be wise to read, look, ponder before judging a
contribution based only on the name of the contributor.
CHERISH: I think I could give many answers to the question of
what do I cherish. But, probably, what I cherish most is being able
to watch my young granddaughters share precious moments,
smiles, hugs, and interactions with my aging and variably frail inlaws and parents. The melting of the older person's heart by these
interactions is visibly evident. I just happen to be fortunate enough
to be along for the wonderful ride.

ABRI HOCHSTETLER

Former editorial board member from Shalom
PEARLS OF WISDOM: MennoExpressions gives space
to voices I perhaps wouldn't otherwise have heard.
This encourages me to look for voices that need
elevating in other parts of my life. I cherish family
time.

DEB HELMUTH
Longtime reader

PEARLS OF WISDOM: Those
pearls have been and continue
to be the power of the stories
spoken through the essays, the
artwork, the photos and the
humor. Over the 30 years, I
have found this FMC
publication
to
be
a
simple
and consistent mechanism for contributors to
share from their hearts. Wonderful is the
the intergenerational participation. Finding a
quiet spot to curl up with a hot-off-the press
copy is like making a coffee date with a friend,
and I love sipping coffee and catching up with
a friend. From page to page, I am given an
opportunity to listen, view and learn of the
experiences of others among us. And from
this, grows an even deeper appreciation for the
beloved children of God we all are!
CHERISH: I cherish and am thankful for time I
can spend with others! Whether giving or
receiving, my life has been enriched and made
colorful by the interactions with others.

KENDA FRIEND, longtime editorial board member
PEARLS OF WISDOM: It’s OK to be vulnerable. People have shared very personal
stories and helped me appreciate the journey that person is on while encouraging
me to share my insecurities. Never underestimate the power of the written
word! When someone tells you “print is dead,” hand them an issue of ME that can
make you laugh, cry and ponder There are many ways to explore an idea, and there
is great power in brainstorming. Serving on the board refreshes me as we bounce
ideas around together and come up with output so much more powerful than one
person could do alone.
CHERISH: I cherish that this is an outlet for so many voices and stories of FMC people that we would not otherwise hear.

LU CULP, longtime reader
My “pearl” seems to run through every issue of MennoExpressions: getting to know what makes my
fellow worshipers tick, feel, value and think, and I’m never disappointed! A quote of Rumi, “Out
beyond ideas of wrongdoing and rightdoing there is a field. I’ll meet you there.“ MennoExpressions
often takes me to that field! My personal “pearl” is a literal string of pearls given to me by my
husband on our wedding day, 52 years ago. They represent a commitment to each other to make
marriage work. I should wear them every day! Author Madeleine L’Engle says, “Love is not an
emotion. It is a policy.” I think it’s a bit of both!
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My Journey into Spiritual Silence
Catherine Swanson
I’ve always been a daydreamer,
and I haven’t always needed
silence to get into the daydream.
But it helps. I can remember
sitting on the boardwalk as a
child, listening into the ocean, and
letting my mind wander. I still
love a quiet moment in a park
when I can watch the clouds
go by. I’m not sure how many
decisions I’ve made while my
mind has been free floating;
however, I know that letting
myself become unsullied by
the noise and distractions
around me have been
important to me for a long
time. I spent time in silence
while writing this piece.
In my twenties I felt drawn to
explore a quiet spiritual
practice. I was sure that silence
would be important. So I sat. I
closed my eyes, tried to empty
my mind, and felt miserable.
Cl ea r l y , I wa s d o i ng
something wrong, so I
persevered. And I continued to
feel miserable. Eventually, I
was given helpful advice (it
would not be the last time).
Relax, don’t try so hard. Ah,
what a relief!
And yet, once I was able to
ease into stillness, I wanted more.
Something was nagging me to
reach beyond myself. Random
thoughts had begun to annoy me:
a person with a weed whacker
outside the building, a nagging
vision of redecorating the room in
which I was sitting. This couldn’t
be right. Now I felt guilty. How
was I to access my higher self or
the Divine if I couldn’t stop
mentally moving the furniture
around? Once again, good advice

came my way.
Use the metaphor, the objective is not
merely silence. Which parts of my
life were too noisy? Which parts
needed rearranging? I had to learn
to trust my Inner Guide, the Holy
Spirit.

sat and considered my difficulty.
Out of the silence, a thought arose.
What am I meant to know? Not what
do I want to know? But what am I
meant to know? Once the
importance of this question
became clear to me, I decided to
ask it every time I went into
silence as a spiritual practice.
And once the question was
asked, the next step was to
wait and listen in prayerful
quiet.
I would love to report that my
practice of silent waiting has
been ideal since I’ve had my
insights. But spiritual life is not
that easy. Sometimes
absolutely nothing happens,
and I nervously fill the time
chattering to God about all I
think God needs to do.
Sometimes
I
become
preoccupied with the day’s
events or negative feelings
arising. I beg God for relief.
Now and then, I still rearrange
furniture. Occasionally, I think
I might just fall asleep.

During these times I try to
remember that, despite the
quality of my silent time, God
knows I want a connection.
Dan Hess My leap of faith has to be that
sooner or later the connection
This added a new dimension to
will be made.
my silent time—for a while, at
Catherine Swanson is currently
least. Eventually, I began to
working on writing new poems and
wonder if these aspects of the
p utting tog eth er another book
inner life were truly what I was
manuscript. “I always
meant to experience. How would I
a p p r e c i a t e
know if a new spiritual insight
MennoExpressions
was available if I was dwelling on
because it allows me to
my metaphors? I suspected that I
understand others in
was just indulging myself without
new ways beyond the
leaving room for God. This time
interaction of the
the helpful advice came to me as I
Photo: Gaynel
congregation.”

Bryan
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WILL TALBOTT

Pearls of wisdom, continued

Pearl of wisdom about
MCUSA convention:
“Changed [my] perspective
of how similar other
religions can be.”

BOB BROWN

Co-pastor, FMC
PEARLS OF WISDOM: As a new
member of this ch urch,
MennoExpressions has given me
much wisdom and insight into
who FMC is. It has given me
some beautiful views into the
people and culture of FMC as it
has grown and changed over the
years.

Annette Bolton

Cherish: “My closest
friends.”

CHERISH:
I
tr u ly
ch er i s h
h o n es t y
a nd
vulnerability. When someone is willing to share with me
their reality, their struggles and their excitement, I am
honored. It is a space where real connection to another
human happens.

RYAN AHLGRIM

Continued from page 1

PEARLS OF WISDOM: In the pages of
MennoExpressions I remember
recipes, book and movie reviews,
artwork, information on graduates,
topical essays, and personal stories.
But I think what delighted me the
most were the submissions from
children. They gave me the best
pearls of wisdom.

interruptions and situations that seem to be irritants
may well lead to something new and unexpectedly
beautiful. MennoExpressions is now crossing into the
next decade, anchored in our shared faith and
history together, but moving into new waters. As
oysters cluster on underwater rocks, may we as a
church family gather in unexpected ways and places
to create and discover the valuable pearls of shared
experiences, as we grow in the kingdom of God
together and share our treasure with those around
us.

Pastor, FMC, 1995-2014

CHERISH:
Memories of childhood and raising my children.
The love of my friends and spouse.
The creativity, challenge, and wonder of being a pastor.
Thirty minutes of silence in my office at the beginning of
each workday.

IAN YODER
PEARL OF WISDOM about
MCUSA convention: “There is
always something you can do
even if it’s not a permanent
solution.”
CHERISH: “There were many
things to do at convention and
that made new experiences.”

Carol Mullet enjoys all the daily
life activities of cooking,
shopping, gardening, flower
arranging—ev en cleaning!
“Since retiring from work as an
interior designer and moving
with Wade from Ohio to
Zionsville, I have tried to
prioritize my schedule to be
available for family time. Living
just a couple blocks from grandchildren is a daily delight
that has resulted in enjoying ice cream on the porch, picnic
lunches, bike rides, walks to the park, and fairy gardens. I
cherish time with Wade and family wherever we may be,
traveling, and the opportunities to make new friends at First
Mennonite. A few more of my favorite things are music,
history, architecture, nature, and words.”
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Continued from page 3

untitled

Sometimes I will talk with a writer about a justpublished piece, and often that person is someone I do
not routinely speak with, but our little conversation
builds community.

Becca Longenecker

MennoExpressions provides a record. To page through
the old volumes of MennoExpressions is to page through
First Mennonite Church’s history. “My, look at those old
pictures, how the kids have grown, whatever happened
to so and so?” As Susan Ione Miller was writing Breaking
New Ground, the history book of First Mennonite Church,
one of the key resources she relied on was
MennoExpressions. Besides facts and figures, it provided
meaningful benefit and an insight into the past and
present soul of First Mennonite Church.
As we celebrate thirty years, the pearl anniversary often
associated with purity and wisdom, I hope that the next
thirty may be as exciting and inspiring as the past thirty
have been. In the future MennoExpressions will certainly
face some adverse conditions, but just as the oyster
builds layers of nacre to protect itself from the intruding
kernel of sand, thereby building a most beautiful pearl,
so MennoExpressions will also continue to blossom.
One of the most often quoted pieces from the early
MennoExpressions issues was a blessing Bob Smith often
used at the end of Sunday services. (One person actually
carried it in his billfold for a long time.) It is adapted
from William Sloan Coffin, and I quote it here as a
blessing to MennoExpressions:

breakfast on a Saturday
the first feast of the weekend
with garden mint for our smoothies
fresh ground coffee to be poured
over cackling ice cubes
opening the freezer
a cloud of white sublimation
is right on cue.
butter sizzles:
golden cream, carved
from the bar and
thrown into the black hot
cast iron, the cauldron
from which all my sweet
and savory creations are born.
mornings are magic for this reason: possibility
whether the omelet-fried to perfection
--becomes a memory
a bucket full of clams at the pier
and the not yet impossible pearl.

May the Lord bless you and keep you. And make God’s
own face shine upon you. And may God grant you the
grace never to sell yourselves short, the grace to risk
something big for something good, and grace to
remember that the world is too dangerous for anything
but truth, and too small for anything but love. So may
God take your minds and think through them, your lips
and speak through them. And may God take your hearts
and set them on fire. Amen.

Erv Boschmann has a routine: he spends
about a half hour exercising at the JCC,
works in his woodworking shop, then goes
to the office and works on chemistry
papers. What does he cherish? “A wise old
rabbi once said that he had never seen a
person on their deathbed regretting that he
should have spent more time at the office. I
agree. First and foremost, I cherish my family.”

Annette Bolton

