MennoExpressions
A publication of First Mennonite Church of Indianapolis, Indiana
Volume 30, No. 2

May 7, 2017

Interruptions
Difficult Choices, Excommunication, and Reconciliation
Elvin Plank
I was born and raised on a 100-acre farm in central
Illinois near the little town of Arthur. My family
was, and still is, old-order Amish. That means they
live without the trappings of modern life such as
electricity, technology and automobiles, and opting
for simpler means of lighting their homes, getting
around, and farming their land. For the most part, I
enjoyed farm life as a boy, and felt fortunate for a
lifestyle that gave me experiences such as singings,
quilting bees, barn-raisings, threshings, and
traditional day-long weddings. Along with several
of my friends, I was baptized and joined the Amish
church when I was twenty years old. I always
assumed I would become an Amish minister
sometime during my adult life.
Shortly after I joined the Amish church, the local
draft board drafted me to serve as a 1-W
(conscientious objector), which is an alternate to
serving in the military. Several of my friends had
also been drafted and had elected to interview for
positions in hospitals that were approved as sites
for 1-W service. I followed their lead, as I had
learned those of my friends who had waited to be
assigned to a work site by the draft board had
ended up serving in mental hospital laundry,
maintenance, and housekeeping departments.
I interviewed at St. Elizabeth Hospital in Lafayette,
Indiana and was hired to work as an orderly in the
emergency department. Six months later, I
transferred to the orthopedic floor. After about
eighteen months of working as an orderly at the
hospital, I began to realize how much more I
enjoyed the mental stimulation and challenge of my
hospital work than the farming work I had been
raised with. I began to consider several issues that I
understood were going to be very challenging in
order for me to make this kind of a career and life
change. First, I had only an eighth-grade education,
which would present obstacles in getting into

college. Second, I was an
Amish church member,
which meant my family
and community would
expect me to return
home and pick up the
life I had left behind.
While exploring my
e d u c a t i o n a l
opportunities, a Purdue
University
nursing
instructor informed me
about the GED as a way
of getting a high school
equivalency certificate. I
subsequently took the
Michele West
GED and passed it. I later
took the SAT and was pleased to receive average or
above average scores. Educationally, I was pressing
toward attending college. I was also making
lifestyle changes that would alter my life path. I
decided to purchase a car, which I knew was going
to jeopardize my membership in the Amish church.
The largest emotional issue I was facing was my
fear of the disruption all these decisions were going
to have on my relationship with my family. After
letting my mom and dad know of my plans, they
traveled to Lafayette to plead with me to change
my mind. Their arguments were persuasive, and I
have to admit that I almost changed my mind.
However, at the last moment in that conversation, I
decided to stick with my decision to attempt to get
a college education. The bishop, deacon, and two
minsters from my church district also came to visit
me and gave me one month to sell my car and
change my mind about attending college. If I did
not comply, I was going to be excommunicated
from the Amish church.
Continued on page 18
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Laura Friesen likes to walk the river's edge with
her dog, Muddles, hang out with family and “try
new ethnic recipes that send me to small shops
here and there for unusual supplies.” Her most
common interruptions are “when Muddles tries
to get me to go for a walk, but my favorite
interruptions are impromptu trips or visits.”

Robin Helmuth’s favorite interruption is
“seeing a field of newborn calves, colts or
lambs as I am riding my bike along a
country road.”

Karla Hovde is a former FMCer living in
Minneapolis. Her favorite hobby is paper
cutting, and her favorite interruption is
unexpected street art.
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As 2016-2017 Indiana Poet Laureate, Shari
Wagner has been having lots of fun giving
readings and workshops throughout the state,
mostly at schools, libraries, historical sites, and
parks and creating monthly issues of a poetry
website: www.throughthesycamores. “As I’m
writing, my favorite interruption is our cat,
Ninotchka, jumping into my lap or a phone call
from a family member or friend.”

Michele West is always looking at how patterns interrupt each other
on the ground, “like with pavings on the sidewalk or cracks, things
that intersect other things or the way roof lines or natural features
interrupt the skyline, or how shadows interrupt the light...
“I spend my time herding cats, er, child wrangling, er, raising and
nurturing my two kiddos. My current favorite interruptions are
when I accidentally wind up at the coast with a
book and a cup of coffee, or when I wander into
my springtime garden to ‘just do one thing’ and
end up coming back inside an hour later with a
lot of dirt under my nails, or when friends from
the Midwest come out to Oregon to visit (hint,
hint).”
When she is not studying or working late in the
studio at Indiana University Bloomington, Cara
Yoder is creating advertisements for the Indiana
Daily Student newspaper, watching anime,
attending musicals and getting involved in other
events around campus. Her favorite interruptions
are weekly Bible studies and services, as part of
Chi Alpha Christian Ministry, and spontaneous
outings involving good food and great friends.

Michele and I were trading emails about the
photos for this issue and she joked that her “first
thought about ‘interruptions’ is ‘my life’.
Because when you are a parent, your life is just
pretty much one of constant interruptions, isn't
it?”
Seriously. I’m not even pining for the days of
reading a book without an interruption –
although that would be fabulous. No, what I
want to do is just finish thinking my thought
before I am bombarded with the next set of rapid
fire questions. My introvert brain doesn’t work
as fast as my older son’s mouth does and I am a
spinning top, trying to catch up. My temper sure
keeps pace with those questions, though.
I know that Robin is right; on page 8 he reminds
us that interruptions are just life. But actually
embracing that in practice – and calming my
temper while those rapid-fire
questions keep coming– is my
work for the next decade. Or two.
I’ll get right on that, after and in
between and before all the next
interruptions.—AS
Share your pictures, writing, or artwork. The
next theme is Pearl, for our 30th anniversary (!),
and the deadline is 7/21.
Send content to MennoExpressions@indymenno.org
MennoExpressions reserves the right to edit
submissions, including for length and/or clarity;
submissions are published as space and relevancy to
themes allow.
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Life in an ED Classroom
Meg Wilson
It was like a mild earthquake—
the interruption—shaking things
up, making sure I wasn’t too
comfortable. The earthquake
happened in October. After four
school years working as a special
education instructional assistant
at the elementary school where
both of my kids attend(ed), I
found out with one day’s notice
that I was being asked to move.
A variety of reasons were to
blame – a change at the top of the
special education program,
someone leaving another
position that never got refilled
and my lack of seniority at my
position. I was told that two
positions needed to be filled and
two positions in the district
would be eliminated. I could take
one of the open positions, or I
could leave. Both were hard-tofill positions working with kids
with emotional and behavioral
disorders. Less than 24 hours
later, on our last day of school
before two weeks off for fall
break, I found myself in a selfcontained classroom visiting with
students, teachers and a principal
to make my decision. I’m not a
quitter, so even though my heart
was broken to be leaving the
650+ students and dozens of
coworkers I had come to know
and love at my previous position,
I told them I would go. I jokingly
pointed at the football equipment
in my soon-to-be former
principal’s office and said, “Mind
if I borrow that?”
After earthquakes come the
tremors: not as jolting as an
earthquake,
but
still
uncomfortable to be on unsteady
ground. I quickly learned it is a

juggling act with a classroom
teacher and two assistants to
manage a classroom of 11 kids
from kindergarten to 5th grade.
We try to fit in as much learning
as we can, in between
interruptions. We have elaborate
behavior plans for everyone in
the class which contains four
main classroom rules: quiet so
others can learn, working the
whole time, in the right spot and
following teacher directions. In
addition, several kids have their
own individualized behavior
plans where they can earn even
more reward time based on what
motivates each student.
Needless to say, with all of these
kids, three adults and several
grade levels, interruptions are the
norm. We have a revolving door
of certain students who can go to
a general education classroom for
a few subjects or specials,
constantly leaving and returning.
We have teachers, administrators
and counselors popping in and
out. We all carry radios so that
we can call for help quickly or
provide help when needed. We
have students needing constant
redirection to comply with the
behavior plan. We have
movement breaks, sensory breaks
and social lesson games. At the
extreme end of classroom
interruptions, we have students
refusing to work, elopement,
screaming, tables being flipped,
chairs being knocked over, iPads
and computers being thrown,
punches, kicks and extreme
verbal aggression. Sometimes,
when things are unsafe for
students or staff, we have to use a
“timeout” room and evacuate all

other students and staff to
another room. And sometimes,
when things are really unsafe
and we need extra support, we
have visits from school police
officers who are available by
radio.
I went into this new position
thinking that I would try it until
winter break. Then I told myself
the first time I get punched or
kicked I would leave. Both of
those things have come to pass
and I’m still there. I’ve learned
that tremors, or interruptions, are
good for me. I’m a rule follower,
a planner and I don’t like
surprises, but I’ve learned to
manage interruptions and go
with the flow. I’ve learned to
appreciate the good days at work
and celebrate the successes of
students who have such a hard
time getting through the day and
completing work. I have realized
that my own children have seen
me face difficult challenges and
power through and they learn
from that, too. I’ve learned that
kids, even when they are
screaming obscenities at me and
try to hurt me or people I care
about, are still just kids and I love
all of them.
Meg’s current job is as a special
education instructional assistant. “I
spend most of my evenings and
weekends running my kids around to
various activities
and hanging out
with my family. In
my rare free time, I
enjoy
running,
reading
and
catching up on
favorite shows with
my husband.”
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Interruptions in Immigration
Alicia Perez
I was born and raised at FMC, learning all the values
of culture for service and then ventured out into the
world, first at Goshen College, then the MCC United
Nations Liaison Office in New York. I went into law
knowing that Mennonites (at least when I was
growing up) weren’t often lawyers, but I wanted to
understand the system to know
how to challenge and change it.
Once you get that law degree, it
turns out you’ve got to find a way
to pay for it. As a result, I ended up
on the Texas/Mexico border as a
lawyer helping documented and
undocumented people with a
variety of legal issues.
In recent years, since President
Obama decided to start detaining
mothers and children who were
entering at the Texas/Mexico
border, I have been heavily
involved in volunteering, working
and advocating for these asylum
seekers, because everyone has a
real fear of a significant danger in
their home country. Every woman
has chosen to leave everything she
has and knows behind and attempt
a perilous journey—in other words,
interrupting everything—so that one thing can
continue: her life and the life of her child. My job has
been to help them get that chance here in the US.
The process is this: a person enters the country
without permission. They are detained until they say
that they are afraid and they are given a preliminary
asylum interview called a “Fear Interview.” If they
can state the basic elements of an asylum claim, they
will be found “Credible” and allowed to fight for
asylum in the United States. Then they leave
detention and go to their new home with friends or
relatives somewhere in the US and await a future
court date where they will apply for asylum
formally and have a hearing in front of a judge.
Mothers and children weren’t always detained. This
is something that President Obama decided to do in
2014. First, they were detained hastily in Lackland

Air Force Base until contracts could get set up with
for-profit private prisons to build and house them.
Along the I-35 corridor from Mexico to San Antonio,
where I live, there are at least five detention centers
within a two-hour drive, and more promised in the
pipeline. That is where I drive to meet the women
and their children.
The part I do most is the
preparation for that initial
asylum “Fear Interview.” I
meet these women within
days or weeks of their arrival
in the US. My role is
confusingly fast and almost
surgical. When I work with
the non-profit RAICES, we
handle from 40 to 100 people
a day. I feel like a doctor in
an emergency room. We call
ten or so women in at a time
and find out where they are
in the process. Do they need
intake? Prep? An appeal? As
fast as they can answer, we
p ar ce l t he m o u t t o
volunteers and attorneys
Michele West who are quickly directed to
handle the matter at hand. If
there are children, they are sent to the play area in
the middle of the room where they must remain on
the carpet and not make too much noise. We take
them in a room, introduce ourselves, and we ramble
in Spanish-as-a-second language to them (sometimes
Spanish is their second language too) about
everything they need to know about a process they
barely understand.
Sometimes I even forget to introduce myself. There is
so much they need to understand that is much more
important than my name.
The asylum interview, the preliminary one, is the
most crucial part in her whole journey. Everything
she did to get to that moment and everything she
hopes for her life depends on that interview going
right. And the shame of it is, we only can afford to
prepare each woman for maybe a half hour each.
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In that preparation, we ask them about their lives,
and sometimes for the first time ever, they speak of
the horrors that have happened to them. The worst
nightmares that have been and could be. They break
down. We try not to. We focus on the most
important issues of their story and the trickiest parts
of surviving this interview and then send them on
their way.
It’s like surgically pulling out their heart, holding it
out in front of them, examining it, pointing out the
most legally significant parts to them, and thrusting
it back inside them 30 minutes later and wishing
them the best. Good thing these women are strong;
it’s a painfully forced precision operation.
There are three things I hit in every asylum
preparation.
1. “Be honest and tell everything. Even if you’ve
never told another soul what’s really happened
to you before this moment, tell them now, so
they can help you by deciding in your favor.”
This is really hard, because sometimes a young
woman has been so brutally violated by someone, or
a family member, and she has never told anyone.
And now she has to tell me, and then she has to tell a
stranger who is in a position of power over her.
She’s always been a victim, still is, and now has to be
her own advocate.
2. “Be direct in your answers. The Asylum Officer
will ask very specific questions, and they want
very direct answers. Do the best you can to
answer as clearly as possible.”
Our society is largely very direct and other cultures
have more nuanced methods of storytelling. Nuance
fails miserably in asylum law and coaching to
explain who, what, where, when, why is everything.
Not to mention that often these cultures are ones of
complete deference to authority and of disrespect to
women, so that they are not practiced in speaking up
for themselves, especially to authority figures, who
they may have been harmed by on some level. It is a
big deal for a traumatized asylum seeker to speak up
at all, let alone clearly and without confusing dates
or times or sequences of events.

3. “Be careful in the interview, because the asylum
officer will ask you a question in English and the
translator will translate it. You will start to answer
but will have to stop so that the translator can start
to translate it back to the officer. However, once
they get that first part of your response, and before
you get a chance to finish, the asylum officer will
think to ask you another question. You need to try
to keep track to make sure you get to finish what
you wanted to say.”
This last one seems technical and removed from the
heart of refugee law, but the danger of interruption
cannot be underestimated. The interruption alone is
enough to confuse the interviewer and confusion
leads to concerns about credibility. Concerns about
credibility lead to misunderstanding and denials.
Under the REAL ID Act of 2005, the screws were
tightened on people testifying in immigration
proceedings so that any single discrepancy can be
used to decide someone is not truthful, and if an
asylum seeker is found to not be credible, then they
are done. Asylum seekers by nature flee for their
lives with only the clothes on their backs. They
almost always carry no other evidence other than
their solemn word. And if that is tarnished, so is
their case, so is their ability to enter the United States
and seek asylum.
Interruption might be one of the biggest dangers to
winning asylum. Guard against interruption. “You
are your own lawyer,” I say, “because no one is
allowed to speak for you. You must defend your
case.”
It is weird advice to give to women who have
known nothing in their life except interruption.
Refugees from the Northern Triangle of Guatemala,
Honduras, and El Salvador have been experiencing
some of the highest rates of homicide in the world in
recent years. Uncontrolled gangs, impunity and
corruption, and the drug trafficking to the United
States all contribute to an environment where
people’s everyday lives are constantly interrupted,
by threats, extortion, rape, assault, and death. El
Salvador is a country that would almost fit in
Continued, page 6
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Continued from page 5
Indiana’s east to west borders, and
would only stretch from Kokomo
to Columbus, north to south. It has
under 7 million people. The
murder rate in 2016 was 81.7 per
100,000 people.
One part of asylum law is proving
that there is no safe place for you
in your country. I don’t know
about you, but if you lived in
Indianapolis and were threatened
to be killed or have your children
kidnapped and the police would
not protect you, I don’t think you
would feel safe with running to
hide out in Kokomo or Columbus,
not knowing a soul there and gang
contacts being everywhere
reporting and informing on who is
going where. Even if you had a
place to stay, how you find work?
How would you rebuild your life,
especially knowing you were just
an hour or so away from the
person who is ready to act on his
threats, because he knows he can
and will get away with it?
The last thing I say in the
preparation is something like,
“You can do this. You have
already come this far for yourself
and your children. Be strong,
speak from your heart. You can do
this.”
And then, the women are gone
from me. My piece is done.
Fortunately, most people pass this
first interview and then get the
chance to enter the US and apply
for their asylum. You may see
these people in airports, in your
bus stations, with children at your
schools. They may have ankle
bracelets on. They may need your
help finding attorneys and
support. They need to file for
asylum within 12 months of
entering the country and six

months later they can get a work
permit too. So the journey
continues.
There are so many interruptions in
the life of a refugee, I didn’t know
where to start and I don’t know
where to finish. From trying to
live a normal life, to being
interrupted by violence, leaving,
crossing borders, being stuck in
detention centers, seeking asylum:
it is a long series of starts and
stops.
Immigration law is so complex
because it is so political. These
laws were made by politicians,
and they can be changed by
politicians. Even if we wanted to
help all the mothers and children
in El Salvador, that would only be
3 million or so people. A drop in
our melting pot. We can do
whatever we want to help these
people.
I want to urge you to do a few
things. On the political level,
agitate to change the laws back to
being less restrictive and more
welcoming. Where some people
are anti-immigration, consider
being anti-deportation. Deporting
criminals instead of dealing with
them is a huge part of the reason
we have illegal immigration; not
only do their victims flee here but
they can come back too. Releasing
dangerous individuals is a harm to
everyone.
On a local level, find the people
doing refugee work in your
community. Who is welcoming
these women and children in
Indianapolis? Who is welcoming
legal refugees? Who is giving
healthcare, job fairs? Who is
advocating for them?

My job is part of the interruption.
Your job can be part of the
ongoing solution. I suggest you
look locally, because I know these
women I’ve met so briefly come to
you to resettle, recover and
prepare for the long fight ahead.
Here are some contributions to
consider making:
To keep informed of the struggles
and anti-immigrant legislation in
the US, follow and donate to
United
We
Dream:
unitedwedream.org/action/join-us/
To help pay for the attorneys and
social services provided to the
refugee women and children in
South Texas, follow and make a
donation
to
RAICES:
www.raicestexas.org/
To fight civil rights abuses against
immigrants, documented and
undocumented in the United
States, contribute to a civil rights
organization like the ACLU or the
National Immigration Law Center.
Alicia spends her time running
between helping her children and her
clients’ children, with breaks for
relaxing with neighbors, watching
comedy on TV and snuggling with
her three little boys. “My favorite
interruption is Friday, when I can
safely take a break for a couple days
from worrying about my clients.”
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Interruptions Can Have Purpose!
David Weinschrott
Interruptions: we hate them because we are goal
oriented and interruptions which knock us off track
testify against our self-image. I’m going to reflect on
three big life change interruptions we (Doreen
and I) have been walking through in the last
half decade: retirement, health events and
moving house.
When I was still working, there could be large
implications for being diverted from a task,
especially when a project was due. Now, not
so much. In fact, it’s hard to remember a goal
more demanding that getting the clothes
folded or that package of frozen food
defrosted.
But retirement widens the lens of view and
issues long pushed aside suddenly appear on
the to-do list. Many of these issues center on
relationships: nooks and crannies that have
accumulated dust and almost flickered from
consciousness. Also, the function of relationships
changes. Used to be that relationships were a means to
an end which, once achieved, often ended the need.
Project’s over, re-sort my contact list. But now,
relationships have immense values in themselves,
because they are a pathway to discovery about oneself
and the other. Now projects serve the relationship, not
the other way around.
Health events cut across everything. Some health
events foreclose activities postponed in the past. For
example, travel is not in the cards now, even travel
around the county, let alone states. And there are
aspects of relationships that also seem blocked by
changes in abilities, and in personalities. Goal
orientation in the past interrupted potential
opportunities to enrich relationships; now it seems
some of those missed opportunities are gone. C.S
Lewis argues that some temporary strategies for
dealing with problems in relationships harden into
eternal pathways. But we are not limited by our
perspective on time since we treat with the most high
God.
Finally, moving house is an enormous interruption of
routines and values. Living nearly 40 years at one
address with all the dimensions of house, yard,
neighborhood, routes of travel, and seasonal activities
can change dramatically when the address changes by
just five miles. Two years ago, such a shift seemed

impossible, even devastating. After years of coping
with all those dimensions, one would not choose that
much interruption; such a cutting of roots should only
apply in extremis. In retrospect,
many of those roots were dead
weight, pathways maintained out
of sheer habit and necessity.
On the other side, health events
are more manageable,
relationships—specifically
neighbors—are transformed from
a deferred “should” into ongoing
pleasures. Intellectual life
abounds as neighbors share their
expertise on many issues. A
lifetime hobby—murdering jazz
tunes—is blessed by the
neighbors’ forgiveness.
Michele West Not all are nudged into such a

move by events as we were. However, thinking
metaphorically and intentionally, perhaps such an
interruption could be experienced in place. Maybe
some of the roots that bind us to patterns and routines
could be exchanged for new relationships, for new
pleasures. On the other hand, maybe a five-mile move
is in order.
David and Doreen have been retired for almost ten years. “We
moved a year ago to Robin Run Village retirement community
(we used to live on the same street as the Boschmanns, Culps
and Planks). I worked as an economist – mostly as a consultant
in the last years but also with the Hudson Institute, United
Way. Back in the 1980s I taught
economics at IUPUI. Doreen was an
early educational specialist: she
taught toddlers, assisted
implementing education practice
and standards for children with
disabilities in state government and
also in a non-profit organization. At
the end of her career she taught
early childhood teachers at Ivy Tech.”
At Robin Run, there is much to do. “We read a lot, participate
in Bible and literary discussion groups, exercise activities.”
David occasionally plays piano at a weekly “Happy Hour”
gathering and for the rehab center. Doreen also participates in
book club and some crafts groups. “It's clear to me that our
move to the retirement community is the most ongoing and
delightful interruption. New gifts lie around each corner.”

8 MennoExpressions May 7, 2017

Top 10 Activities with Interruptions
(PG version)
Robin Helmuth

Michele West

Creekside Prayer
Shari Wagner
~In memory of John Mishler
By this rusty bridge rail,
where red-winged blackbirds
congregate on cattails,
my grandfather cut the engine
to hear bullfrogs thrum a chorus.

Life really is one interruption after another. That is, if you choose
to look at life that way. I prefer to try to look at the interruptions
as opportunities for reflection or a chance to consider changes in
habits, attitudes or activities. Despite my beliefs, this week has
been tough to live this out, as it started on Sunday with an aunt
rushed to the ER and then on to the OR for emergent placement
of four live-saving stents in the arteries of her heart. The very
next day, my first cousin underwent a knee replacement and
never woke up. She died Wednesday. Nevertheless, life MUST
and DOES go on, interruptions and all.
So, let us take a peek at some of the common activities which
find us being “interrupted.”
10. Sleeping—Snoring, dreams, sirens, storms, kids or grandkids.
9. Traveling—Construction, tolls, flat tires, distracting signs,
traffic.

Clad in his gray suit
with the starched standup collar,
he’d take a long swig
from the earth-rimmed
jug of a Sunday morning.

8. Meals—Doorbell, phone, TV, cat barfing downstairs.

His wife prodded him
to hurry, but the psalm
that moved him to prayer
rose from a wayward creek
the color of molasses.

5. Hiking—Forgetting the water bottle, getting caught in the rain
without a jacket, bee stings.

It came from a country
So warm it made him shiver.
From The Harmonist at Nightfall
Copyright 2008, the Christian Century
Reprinted by permission from the 6-2-2008
issue of the Christian Century

Read more about Shari on page 2.

7. Visiting family or friends—Death, illness, weather changes,
traffic detours.
6. Working—Never-ending documentation requirements, IT
“glitches,” regulations, quality control needs.

4. Worshipping—Seizure-inducing screeches in the audio speakers,
ads from local radio station being broadcast.
3. Fishing—Line tangled in trolling motor, lure caught on tough
reeds, stopping the boat while netting a whopper crappie.
2. Doctor visits—Repeated ID verification, plan and coverage
verification, past and current medical conditions and medications
(all to meet “meaningful use” regulatory guidelines), signatures,
signatures, signatures.
1. Biking—Wrong-way bikers, texting drivers, rare flat tire, amid
the occasional piliated woodpecker, oriole, Cooper’s hawk or
migrating blue birds.
Interruptions—they are part of life—enjoy them!!
Read more about Robin on page 2.

May 7, 2017 MennoExpressions 9

Breathing Fresh Air
JB Miller
My most memorable, and in
many ways my favorite,
interruption was when I came
out as a gay man. Sometimes it
felt like my world had stopped.
The thought of coming out had
been with me for a long time. I
had discounted it for years,
realizing the cost would be high.
I had decided the only time I
would seriously consider it was if
I found someone who would be a
lifetime companion.
In 1995, I met John Daniels and it
felt like it was now or never. We
soon realized we wanted to be
together, but I knew the cost for
me would be high. Neither of us
were out to our families or
friends, so we both had that to
deal with. I knew coming out
would mean I would need to
leave my position at Mennonite
Mutual Aid (MMA) as well as
distance myself from the
Mennonite Church. It was
unclear how my family would
deal with it. I had faith that most
of my friends stick with me, but I
didn’t know for sure.
In 1997, after an extensive job
search, I landed a job with the
American Medical Association in
Chicago. I resigned from MMA
and mov ed to C hicago.
Voluntarily leaving a job I loved
was one of the most difficult
things I had ever done, but I
knew I needed distance from the
noise that was engulfing the
Mennonite Church. Little did I
know it wouldn’t subside, but
only grow more intense.
The first few months were pretty
difficult. Starting a new job,

living in a new city, removed
from any faith community and
living with the understanding
that I didn’t have a closet to hide
in any longer was all very
challenging. But they were also
happy times. We lived within
walking distance of Wrigley
Field, and I loved Chicago. We
bought a new home, got a dog
and fell into a rhythm of building
a new life and in some ways, a
new identity. I loved the sense of
freedom that being out gave me.
My family for the most part was
supportive, and few of my
friends abandoned me.
In a few months, I received an
offer to return to Mennonite
Mutual Aid to work directly for
the president, Howard
Brenneman. Howard and I had
stayed in contact throughout my
coming out and resignation. His
willingness to stand with me
during this time was truly one of
the most courageous acts of
leadership that I’ve witnessed.
He was a tremendous example of
how to lead us through these
contentious issues. I rejoined
MMA in 1998 and retired from
there in 2014.
In 2000, John and I started
attending Chicago Community
Mennonite Church and we joined
soon thereafter. The fact that John
and I could join a Mennonite
congregation and be welcomed
was difficult to comprehend, but
we were.
By 2004 we were living in
Indianapolis and attending First
Mennonite. Our 10+ years in

Cara Yoder

Indianapolis were extremely
happy years, and now we are
enjoying life in Sarasota, but miss
our friends at FMC.
When I look back over the last 20
years, I remember I thought
coming out could result in me
losing my job, maybe my family,
friends, and certainly the church
that had nurtured me. Now I
realize it was the most freeing
thing I’ve done, and my worst
fears were not realized. I am
most grateful for a companion
who’s been with me on this
journey, and I am grateful for the
interruption.
JB spends his time
organizing trips to
Cuba and teaching
adults
about
Mennonites and
Amish at the local
technical college.
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The Woman at the Well: Lessons of Diversity and Risk-taking
Solomon Abebe, Ph.D.
This is a story of diversity that is at the core of human
existence. From the creation to the great flood to today’s
concentration on win-at-all-costs individualism,
diversity has been a much-pondered concept. For some,
diversity is seen as opportunity for interaction and
growth and recognition of human potential; for others,
diversity is seen as a barrier to block growth and
development. I believe that we can acknowledge one
thing about diversity: that it can be difficult. In the US,
where the dialogue of inclusion is relatively advanced,
even the mention of the word “diversity” can lead to
anxious moments and even, sometimes, conflict.
Supreme Court justices disagree on the virtues of
diversity and the means for achieving some balance.
Even corporations spend billions of dollars to attract and
manage diversity both internally and externally, yet they
still face discrimination lawsuits, and the leadership
ranks of the business world remain predominantly white
and male. Cox and Blake, as early as 1991, suggested
globalization and increasing ethnic and gender diversity
are turning managers' attention to the management of
cultural differences. They argue that managing diversity
can create a competitive advantage which serves and
benefits all communities.
Although children’s stories, parables, and anecdotes may
have themes or morals, not all address the importance of
diversity. Do you remember reading the Little Red Riding
Hood as a child in grade school? I am sure a few
international students/adults will join me as those who
did not read nor hear about it until later in life.
According to the story, what messages are being sent to
the reader? What was the age of the little girl? Who saves
Little Red Riding Hood? Why was the color red used in
the story? Why was a shortcut needed? All stories are
packaged to give a certain meaning to the reader. Some
stories are deceiving, others need caution and some need
an interpreter to get to the meaning. You and I must take
into account the fact that understanding life, its meaning,
and one’s relationship to the universe requires context.
For that reason, we use stories of different sorts to get to
the meaning. Unlike the woman at the well, the above
story has no respect for diversity. As we experience
diversity in real terms, what story do we tell each other?
What will be the purpose of telling the story?
Every day, we are faced with numerous decisions and
choices. To minimize the consequences of our choices,
we often choose the thing that we know is good for us.
Sometimes, we do this knowing that the right choice is
often the difficult one—the one that involves some

sacrifice. In our diverse world, in the absence of common
experience, different lifestyles, empathy will trigger
imagination to be creative and open minded. Through
His empathy, Jesus approached the woman, of all places,
at the well. Whatever caste, race or gender, you and I are
just what Jesus wanted! We are one-of-a-kind, unique
and precious! We are an expression of God’s perfect,
boundless love.
The woman at the well had something good going for
her. She was busy attending to her life, she was
committed to being successful in doing what she does
well, in fact, she wanted to conceal her identity by
choosing to go to the well in the middle of the day
avoiding contact with people, and she was a
professional. What she did not realize was that she was
segregated from others, she was alone and lonely in her
own diverse community. Her formula was doing
anything to succeed with minimal cost. Her conviction
was true until she met Jesus at the well.
In US society, Wiles and Bandi stated that the challenge
of diversity and multiculturalism is an issue that is not
fading away; in fact, it is becoming more and more
apparent and important to understand our nation, “yet
as the nation becomes more and more diverse and we
prepare children to live in the global interdependent
society of the new century, we keep revisiting the
concept of multiculturalism.” Yes, for those of us who
are in the business of teaching others, Ofoghi, Sadeghi, &
Babaei were intentional in describing diversity in the
context of classroom atmosphere which could impede or
accelerate effective instruction where all students expect
to succeed. Policies that encourage diversity have been
adopted by a number of educational institutions as a
solution to racial antagonism and minority
underachievement in schools. Both public schools and
colleges, churches and parishes as well as public and
private institutions, including governmental and
nongovernmental institutions, are responding in
different ways to the needs and challenges of diversity.
Unlike in the schools/institutions, the Samaritan woman
is getting life-long learning, without a five-year plan, by
simple interaction/dialogue which ended up giving her
hope when there was none. The opportunity for the
Samaritan woman was one-on-one dialogue which was
life-changing in many ways.
John 4:1-9 Now when Jesus learned that the Pharisees had
heard that Jesus was making and baptizing more disciples than
John (although Jesus himself did not baptize, but only his
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disciples), he left Judea and departed
again for Galilee. And he had to pass
through Samaria. So he came to a town
of Samaria called Sychar, near the field
that Jacob had given to his son Joseph.
Jacob's well was there; so Jesus, wearied
as he was from his journey, was sitting
beside the well. It was about the sixth
hour. A woman from Samaria came to
draw water. Jesus said to her, “Give me
a drink.” (For his disciples had gone
away into the city to buy food.) The
Samaritan woman said to him, “How is
it that you, a Jew, ask for a drink from
me, a woman of Samaria?” (For Jews
have no dealings with Samaritans.
(KJV)
John’s recital of this beloved story
reveals an interaction that was
culturally taboo on many levels.
First, Jesus violated the gender
separation required by the times
and place when he spoke directly
to the woman. Further, their ethnic
groups hated each other. Jews and
Samaritans descended from
different geographic locations with
dif f erent historie s. Fina lly,
Samaritans believed they practiced
the true form of worship as
“keepers of the law.” Here, then, is
a story with clear implications for
our responsibilities of diversity in
another time and another place.
The woman at the well was
unaware that the request Jesus
spoke to her was the beginning of
the end of her discomfort and
emptiness, concealment and
alienation. The conversation that
followed broke barriers and brought
healing. This story of diversity and
risk-taking highlights major areas of
concern in our society today: the
individual’s quest for approval and
self-esteem, the family’s place of
love and belonging, and the
community of faith that fosters
forgiveness and fulfillment.
The woman: the quest for approval
and self-esteem
At the well, she was busy attending

Matthew 25:35-36, by Karla Hovde
to her life. In order to draw water
privately, she chose to go to the well
in the middle of the day. This
intentional act allowed her to avoid
contact with other people. She
purposely segregated herself from
others, maintaining whatever
dignity she could. In a sense, the
woman at the well was totally
focused on herself. Hiding her
problems was motivation enough to
be alone until she met Jesus.
By speaking to her first, Jesus gave
her confidence to face him and an
opportunity to reason with him. In
spite of the cultural taboos, Jesus
recognized a heart ready to be
healed. Addressing her person-toperson, his simple request invited
her to respond.
John 4:10-16 Jesus answered her, “If
you knew the gift of God, and who it is
that is saying to you, ‘Give me a drink,’
you would have asked him, and he
would have given you living water.”
The woman said to him, “Sir, you have

nothing to draw water with, and the
well is deep. Where do you get that
living water? Are you greater than our
father Jacob? He gave us the well and
drank from it himself, as did his sons
and his livestock.” Jesus said to her,
“Everyone who drinks of this water will
be thirsty again, but whoever drinks of
the water that I will give him will never
be thirsty again. The water that I will
give him will become in him a spring of
water welling up to eternal life.” The
woman said to him, “Sir, give me this
water, so that I will not be thirsty or
have to come here to draw water.”
By his approach, Jesus showed
mercy, and his question displayed
his intention to take the broken
pieces of her life and put them
together again.
John 4:16-19 Jesus said to her, “Go,
call your husband, and come here.” The
woman answered him, “I have no
husband.” Jesus said to her, “You are
right in saying, ‘I have no husband’; for
you have had five husbands, and the one
Continued on page 12
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you now have is not your husband. What you have said is
true.” The woman said to him, “Sir, I perceive that you are a
prophet.
From that point on, the woman was never the same. Her
restoration complete, she becomes an evangelist to her
community. According to Graham, Jesus wanted to
reveal to her that in her is the honest and authentic self
to be used to God’s glory. Her story is an epitome how
God uses our battered emotions to make us better: “For
it is God who works in you to will and to act according
to His good purpose.” (Philippians 2:13)
The familial love and belonging
A desire not to be known or seen led the woman to the
well at the ‘wrong’ time, but a safe time in her mind.
However, her need to know more of the stranger who
dared speak to her, a woman and a Samaritan,
overwhelmed her desire to hide. Before too long, her
desires were kindled and fueled to burn in the furnace of
need. Jakes described it well, “unfulfilled need, the need
that refuses to be placated and a need that will not be
silent.”
In the middle of a hot day, in an hour when no other
person should be out, Jesus was at the well anticipating a
woman of many needs. He gave her time. Although she
was attempting to hide in the heat of the day, she could
not resist the offer of attention. As Warren wrote,
“whenever you give your time, you are making a
sacrifice, and sacrifice is the essence of love.” He goes on
to say, “Love means giving up—yielding my
preferences, comfort, goal, security, money, energy, or
time for the benefit of someone else.” As parents, we
relate to Warrant’s sentiment easily; only families can
express such love.
Jesus revealed familial love that the woman at the well
had sought, but not found. Her many attempts at
relationships had failed, again and again. Here was a
man who asked for nothing but a drink of water.
Instantly this lonely, alienated woman became a member
of a family founded on love. She was part of the family
of God. Our faith brings us into the family of God where
we find love for each other. We are no longer afraid
because we belong. God wants us to be known for our
love for each other, as stated in John 13:35, “Your strong
love for each other will prove to the world that you are
my disciples.”
The community’s forgiveness and fulfillment
How did the woman at the well become so far removed
from her own group, her own tribe, her own religion and
faith? Could it be that her native religion and culture
rejected her lifestyle? Jesus was not at the well to

condemn this person in need, but to bring her to
repentance. Our faith puts us in the family of God, and
we need those in His family. As Warren reminds us,
“God wants you to be in regular, close fellowship with
other believers so you can develop the skill of loving.
You have to be around people—irritating, imperfect,
frustrating people.” Jesus did just that by asking the
woman at the well a familiar question. She was
imperfect, and, perhaps, irritated because the question
placed her in an unfamiliar world—a world that may not
recognize forgiveness and personal fulfillment. But Jesus
was not discouraged from his mission to save her soul.
At the end, she lived a changed life and took a risk to
model the newly acquired life-lesson to bring the
community together.
I believe there are implications of her work for any
community:
1. Diverse Communities expand worldliness: the
opportunity to have real interaction with people from
diverse groups. Whether we like it or not, many times
we find ourselves segregated from other groups in
schools, churches, and our own neighborhoods. An
intentional, empathetic, inviting, community, through its
activities can open the door to the entire world without
traveling anywhere else.
2. Diverse Communities enhance social development.
Interacting with people from a variety of groups widens
our social circle by expanding the pool of people with
whom you can associate and develop relationships.
Consider how boring your conversations would be if
you only had friends who had everything in common
with you, where hidden rules are observed. Ruby Payne
gives a clear warning when she stated, “An Individual
brings with him/her the hidden rules of the class in which he/
she was raised. Even though the income of the individual may
rise significantly, many of the patterns of thoughts, social
interaction, cognitive strategies, etc., remain with the
individual.”
3. Diverse Communities with emphasis of network for
future career success support all professions. Successful
performance in today's diverse workforce requires
sensitivity to human differences and the ability to relate
to people from different cultural backgrounds. America's
workforce is more diverse than at any time in the
nation's history, and the percentage of America's
working-age population comprised of members of
minority groups is expected to increase from 34 percent
to 55 percent by 2050.
4. Diverse Communities with a mindset of work-in-aglobal society are inclusive. No matter what profession
you enter, you'll find yourself working with employers,

May 7, 2017 MennoExpressions 13
employees, coworkers, customers
and clients from diverse
backgrounds—worldwide. By
experiencing diversity in college,
churches, marketplaces, etc., you
are laying the groundwork to be
comfortable working and
interacting with a variety of
individuals of all nationalities.
5. Diverse Communities that believe
in interactions with people different
from ourselves make full effort to
increase our knowledge-base. The
motivation to learn and the
curiosity to engage increase when
we encounter people different from
us than we do with people who are
similar to us. Just as I ‘think harder’
when I encounter new material in a
course, I will do the same when I
interact with a diverse group of
people.
6. Diverse Communities that
promote creative thinking are
hopeful. Diversity expands your
capacity for viewing issues or
problems from multiple
perspectives, angles, and vantage
points. These diverse vantage points
work to your advantage when you
encounter new problems in
different contexts and situations.
Rather than viewing the world
through a single-focus lens, you are
able to expand your views and
consider multiple options when
making decisions and weighing
issues of, for example, morality, and

ethics.
7. Diverse Communities that
e n h a n ce s el f -a w a r e ne s s a r e
empathetic. Learning from people
whose backgrounds and
experiences differ from your own
sharpens your self-knowledge and
self-insight by allowing you to
compare and contrast your life
experiences with others whose life
experiences differ sharply from
your own. By being more selfaware, you are more capable of
making informed decisions about
yo ur a ca de m ic, s oci a l a n d
professional future. Diversity can
help liberate one from the tunnel
vision of an ethnocentric and
egocentric viewpoint. By moving
beyond yourself, you gain a
panoramic perspective of the world
around you, and with that, a more
complete view of your place in it.
Pride and fear always separate us
from God and from each other. The
story of the woman at the well is a
story of a journey. As often happens
in this world of need and anxiety,
the journey was not revealed until it
was underway in that moment and
time. There appeared to be no plan
to execute, no preparation, or map.
It was a risk, a huge leap of faith.
The message is as clear today as was
to early readers of John’s account.
Our faith in Jesus, regardless of the
present difficulty, will be our
salvation. As Neuwen states, “…

with one eye focused on the poor, a
heart trusting that we will get what
we need, and a spirit always
surprised by joy, we will exercise
true power and walk through this
valley of darkness performing and
witnessing miracles.”
We can only imagine the good
feeling the woman felt as she was
heading home after her brief
episode and exchange with Jesus.
She must have sung, “He makes me
lie down in green pastures, He leads
me beside quiet waters, He restores
my soul. He guides me in paths of
righteousness for his names
sake.” (Psalms 23:2-3)
Citations and references are
available by request to the author
at MennoExpressions@indymenno.org.
Solomon Abebe graduated from New
Mexico State University in 1987 and
is currently a professor of education at
Taylor University,
where he teaches
Foundation
of
A m e r i c a n
Education
and
supervises student
teachers. He enjoys
jogging, gardening
and yard work in
general.
His
favorite
interruption? “When I am busy
working in the yard or doing school
related work in my home office,
grandkids coming and asking the best
question ever: ‘Can we play?’”

This a picture I took in Venice of
a cruise ship. The occurrence of a
ship full of thousands of tourists
stopping for a day or two, then
m ovi ng on, i s a huge
interruption to the economy of
the city. It disrupts the normal
operations and often closes local
businesses in favor of tourist
shops and mainstream stores.
—Cara Yoder

14 MennoExpressions May 7, 2017

Marching in D.C.
Diana Furbeck
Many things in life get interrupted. Sometimes we get
interrupted in our thoughts, words and actions.
Sometimes we ignore life trying to impose its
interruptions. And, sometimes interruptions cause us to
take action.
Many people have asked me what it was like to go to the
Women’s March in Washington, D.C. It was really pretty
awesome being surrounded by hundreds of thousands of
people who were young, old, black, white, male and
female and everything in between. All interrupting their
lives to send a message, their own message, expressing it
through their voice in a chant, through words written in a
poster or visually in fun and interesting costumes. A lot
of people thought the march would be made up of all
women. But in reality there were men in attendance as
well and a lot of them were young men. But, yes, mostly
women in pink hats. All of us interrupting our lives to be
in D.C.

Cara Yoder

The energy was electrifying but peaceful. There was no
sense of violence. And, in some areas around where the
speakers were, we were so jam packed, it would have
been a disaster if there had been a serious incident. But
there was absolutely no sense of worry. Everybody let
down their barriers. We were a community. It all felt like
it was all going to be okay. And, of course, it was.
Having to interrupt our lives to go to D.C. was not a
welcome interruption. The reason behind it was not a
comfortable one. If there was a surprising benefit to this
unwelcome interruption, it was the camaraderie and
community that this event has created for a lot of us. I
have met some new friends with a common mindset. We
do things together. We make phone calls, write letters
and continue to protest. We ponder more about the
effects of action and inaction. We are becoming better
citizens, better stewards of our democracy. We long to go
back to reading books and looking at funny dog videos
on Facebook instead of political news feeds. We all hope
and work for positive outcomes.
Good luck to all of us during these confusing times. As
Tiny Tim says. “God bless us, everyone.”
Diana is married to Ed Furbeck. She has two
lovely stepchildren, Hannah and Rachel. She
enjoys walking with their dog, Olive. “My
favorite interruption is travel outside of the US
for a different perspective on daily life.”

Michele West

May 7, 2017 MennoExpressions 15

An Artist’s Vision: Our Spiral Road and the Practice of Perception
Laura Friesen

Laura gave this sermon last fall, which prompted the idea for this issue.
Job 33:14-17 (The Jerusalem Bible)
God does not fit man's measure
Why do you rail at God for not replying to you word for
word?
God speaks first in one way
and then in another, but not one notices.
Luke 24: 13-17 (The Message)
That same day two of them were walking to the village
Emmaus, about seven miles out of Jerusalem. They were
deep in conversation, going over all these things that had
happened. In the middle of their talk and questions, Jesus
came up and walked along with them. But they were not
able to recognize who he was.
Part One: The Road
The last scripture is a segment from the road to
Emmaus, the story that takes place right after Jesus
is crucified and buried in the tomb, right after
things get really bad in the lives of those around
Jesus. Then within a few days events take an
incredibly hopeful turn when Mary finds the stone
rolled away and the tomb empty. These were two
of the most extreme moments in the Christian faith.
So much had happened in such a short time. People
were still in shock, reeling with each new event. No
wonder the two on the road were talking so
intently on their way to the nearby town of
Emmaus!
As I thought about bringing you the message, I had
the challenging process of finding imagery that
could convey my message. It’s a complex task, and
I have a new appreciation for those who give a
sermon every week! As an artist my work is with
images and their significance, so I was up to the
challenge. I am interested in the story of these two
individuals on their way to a small town because I
believe this story has some imagery that will help
me accomplish the task with which I am charged.
In the scripture, it says, “two of them.” I like the way
it says that so casually, but you know who they’re
talking about? They’re talking about a team. It
could be called the A team, or maybe the D team

(for Disciples) but it’s a group of people working
closely with… Jesus. Well, I am also a part of a
team, our Congregational Care Team. In a recent
meeting, my team leader asked if anyone was
willing to help describe the work our team is doing
in a sermon format. Several people volunteered
who happened to be very gifted speakers. And then
there was a pause, just a few heart-pounding
seconds, I took a breath… then spoke up and
offered to preach. We were each drawn to present a
different aspect of the work. The theme I chose was
this: We are not the agents of change: our work is
being open to seeing God’s work around us.
So like the two of them in the scripture, I am a
member of a team… and… I’m on the road.
The road here is more than the asphalt one that you
may have driven on to get here this morning. The
road I’m talking about is like a pathway or a
segment of time and space around me that others
are traveling along, brought together by our similar
aspirations… and for a period of time our paths
intersect, maybe even run alongside each other. In
my imagination the road to Emmaus was a simple
stony path in a barren landscape, without a lot of
details like foliage or landmarks around it. Sort of
like an ancient road in a dream might look. Like the
two of them, our Congregational Care team and all
of us here are also on the road, though ours is more
contemporary than the road to Emmaus. In our
time we walk inside glass buildings and channel
radio waves to talk with each other, so I picture our
road like a holographic multi-story road. We are on
this road together at First Mennonite, working at
rearranging ourselves, finding new structures that
support the ways we are called to relate to each
other. It’s FMC 6.0. A natural time has been created
to reboot and reimagine ourselves in light of all the
best we know at this moment in time. We, our
congregation, have been meeting for a year to draw
up the shape of our mission, so in this way we are
on the road together. Steve Thomas, our interim copastor, brought up the image of the spiral, because
Continued on page 16
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Continued from page 15
we find ourselves at the beginning of a new time,
with different leaders and we are going to start a
new cycle with improvements that take into
account things we overlooked in the past. A spiral
because even though we are going around again,
our mission is to grow toward a more responsive to
each other and in our understanding of God.
So that is the road.

to use your powers to protect people! Who could
turn down an opportunity like that?
It’s a very seductive vision, but our team member
Ben Tapper reminded us several weeks ago that
we’re going to be asked to show up… and. just.
listen. Not as dramatic, because it’s not about us
saving the day. We don’t get the starring role; ours
is the supporting role. It’s about sharing the present
with someone when the weight of the
moment takes courage to face.

Part 2: The Conversation

No, to refer back to the message I am
For four Sundays in this
charged with: We are not the agents. We
room,
we’ve
been
have to be careful not to mistake our
exploring together the
superpower. We are not the agents. Our
significance of the work
power allows us to be present, and to
we are all called to do.
create a space that is safe for God to do the
Donna Pollard, chaplain
work. So we don’t need the ID, the
and member of the
gadgets? We need to be ready to go empty
Indianapolis Emergency
-handed, not stall on the doorstep, looking
Response Team, got us
for our keys or that last thing that I must
started by laying out the
make sure to take along. God is telling us
landmarks in a theology of
to trust the cloud. We just show up and
care. Our mission to care
God will download the latest version of
for each other is key, and it
what is needed for the task at hand.
comes with three layers of
I might think, “But this work could take
requirements. To do this
Michele West me off the road! I’m pretty sure I don’t
work, we must first grow
have any extra time to do this, I’m heading
in our love for God. Adding
to work right now…” Pastor Shannon shared with
a second layer on top of the first, we must love
us the Good Samaritan story and that it does take a
ourselves in the way a steward would, and as we
shaky moment, there will be some risk as we look
are working on those two tasks we address the
around for someone more qualified than us, with
third layer: love our neighbor as we love ourselves.
the right degree or uniform. We are surrounded by
Donna noted that since Mennonites already focus
“shoulds” as Lee Ivey preached last Sunday: beliefs
on serving others in many ways, our challenge
that are based on guilt or gaining approval, or
might be more in the self care department.
reliving past mistakes. Those shoulds are cluttering
Providing ourselves with a healthy balance and
our ability to take action and move ahead, to step
then protecting those moments so that when we
out, to reach out and care.
can, we help others do the same in their lives.
At first I had to think, “this reminds me of one of
those superhero stories,” the ones in which you
notice that you’re different from your friends
because you have a set of extraordinary abilities,
like when you spend your adolescence being
ridiculed for the ways those abilities manifest
themselves. Then one day, Professor X recruits you
to work on a team with an urgent mission and you
join others similarly gifted, right before they outfit
you with software and a few gadgets. Then you get

This is the conversation that we have been having
along the spiral road.
Part 3: How will we see?
Like the “two of them” in the scripture, we have
been intent in our conversation about how to care
for each other as people often are during change.
There is something about the story of the Road to
Emmaus that has always intrigued me. It illustrates
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a kind of mysterious occurrence that I rarely hear
anyone talk about. It’s tempting to think, “man,
they must have been dumb, I don’t see how they
could be walking and talking with someone they
knew so well and never realize that it was them!
That would never happen if I were there.” And yet
in truth, it has happened to me many times. Intent
in our conversation, we may not have noticed that
someone familiar joined us. Sometimes we expect
one thing and so when something happens, we
think oh, that’s that thing I expected. So we don’t
fully look. We don’t give it our attention and ask
“what is this? Is this what I thought it would be or
something new? What do I notice that is different
about it?” Based on my experience, I think this
moment of inquiry is a pivotal part of our spiritual
growth experience.
As an aspiring artist, I struggled to acquire the
skills to draw well. My struggles mostly took place
on a white rectangle of paper, standard issue for a
student of art, and the traditional format for many
others like me. I never really thought about the
paper, I thought more about what I was trying to
impose upon it. I did make progress, and I learned
new information about what art and creative work
can be. I was encouraged to take the form itself into
consideration. At this point I learned that the
surface for my imagery was a variable it could be a
shape itself. One day, when I was teaching, I met a
colleague who makes paper. I went to see her work
and it opened a whole world to me. I began to
create my own paper from plant fibers gathered
from plant life in my environment. So far from the
white rectangle I began with, the resulting paper
was often brown or beige, or even another color.
My friend invited me to pay attention to the flecked
sheet of handmade paper in front of me and notice
what is there. This became part of my process and
often I adapted the plans I had to work with the
uneven, speckled sheet in front of me. At this point
I learned what it means to perceive what is in front
of us and interact with it.
The word perceive is not the same as to see. I am a
person who likes words and their meanings, so I
looked it up and here are the ways it has been
translated:
To perceive is to see, to understand; to begin to know, to
know about fully; to observe with the mind; to become

aware of something through the senses; to comprehend.
On my journey as an artist I went from not even
thinking about the white rectangle to thinking
about the paper, seeing its depth, and entering into
a dialogue with the imperfections in the sheet I had
created, a dialogue about how the work would
unfold. It wasn’t that I was dumb in the beginning,
I was just struggling with those beginning skills.
But as I went, I learned more about what was
possible. Each time I began to create, I believe that I
became better equipped to see what is involved in
the work, in the process. Like a spiral road, each
time I begin the creative process, I am not back
where I started, but further along and maybe closer
to understanding.
We like order: it is reassuring, especially after we
experience a period of time that is chaotic. And
structure does help; as a teacher, I know this. A
good structure can help a learner get started and
see their own progress. But it is not an end in itself,
just a means to an end. Our order is a human
creation. Here is where the verse from Job comes in.
“God does not fit man’s measure and speaks first
one way and then another”. Have you ever made
plans and then been interrupted? And something
else happens? Have you had that disappointing or
irritating feeling that just when you had something
lined up, events conspired to break it apart? Have
you ever noticed that at times the interruption turns
out to be even better than the original plans? Or
maybe you look back on what seemed like a
random series of events and you notice that what
might have looked like an accident or an
interruption actually prepared you for the next
chapter of your life?
Our job, which is quite an accomplishment for us
humans, is to quiet our egos and work to be open
and attentive to the ways that God is working on
the road around us. In caring for each other, if we
can enter this work aware that what we see is not
always the complete picture…. if we can accept that
our idea of order is not always in sync with God’s
idea…If we can be the conduit, the space holder
that God uses to “drop a pin,” marking a human
need along the way… If we can remember to flex
our “perception” muscle, we may be growing
toward our mission.
Read more about Laura on page 2.
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Continued from page 1
With encouragement from an
uncle who was raised Amish but
went on to obtain his bachelor’s
degree (and later, his PhD), I
decided to pursue the college
degree that would allow me to
seek a career in medicine. It was a
struggle, but I was admitted to
Ball State University and, after
two years of general studies, was
accepted into the baccalaureate
nursing program. I really wanted
to have a career in healthcare
management and I thought this
would be a good track for me to
pursue that objective. Because of
my lack of high school math and
science, it took me almost five
years to graduate from college.
On the first day of freshman
orien tation at Ball State
University, I met my wife of 47
years, Lisa Wilson Plank. She, too,
came from a background of
limited opportunity, but was
pursuing her dream of a degree in
education. We got married during
our junior year. After much
deliberation and debate, my
family,
including
my
gran dparen ts, traveled to
Indianapolis to attend our
wedding. This was significant, as
it signaled the beginning of
reconciliation with my family.
After graduation, we moved to
Indianapolis and I began working
on the evening shift as a nurse on
the kidney transplant unit at
Methodist Hospital in
Indianapolis. By this time, we had
two beautiful little girls, Angela
and Sheila. Several months after
we moved to Indianapolis, we
heard about First Mennonite

church
and
began
attending. Within a year,
Lisa and I both became
members
of
First
Mennonite. The week after
joining, our then-pastor,
Richard Yoder, sent my
Amish bishop a letter
informing him that we had
joined the First Mennonite
congregation. My father
later told me that the
following Sunday, the
bishop recommended to
the Amish church district
that my excommunication
and ban practice be lifted.
The
congregation
a p p r o v e d
h i s
recommendation. Lisa
developed
a
great
relationship with my
family, especially with my
mother and grandmothers,
and they accepted us for who we
were. I had a great relationship
with the bishop for the remainder
of his life.
I feel so extraordinarily fortunate
with the path my life has taken.
While it was a struggle to change
religion, culture, and pursue a
college education, I could not be
more pleased with where my
chosen path has led me. I
completed a graduate degree in
public administration fourteen
years after graduating from Ball
State. Lisa completed her master’s
degree in reading and language
arts and continues to enjoy a very
satisfying professional career with
the United Way as a supervisor of
reading tutors in IPS. I have been
the president/ CEO of Indiana
Health Centers Inc. for the last
four years. It has been the most
rewarding job of my life.

Michele West

I often think about that morning
when my parents came to visit me
in Lafayette, and how I almost
changed my mind about pursuing
a college education. If I had, I
would not be in Indianapolis, I
would not be married to Lisa, and
I would probably be working on a
farm. I would not have
experienced the amazing
international travel we have
enjoyed, or developed the
expanded world view that has
resulted. I feel so fortunate that I
decided to pursue a different life.

