
From the Pastor’s Desk  

The Vine 

 February 9, 2014 marks 50 years exactly 
since our first Sunday morning worship service.  Pre-
viously, a thriving Mennonite Student Fellowship 
had been holding bi-weekly Friday evening meetings 
and some Sunday evening devotional gatherings.  
The move to Sunday morning worship was the deci-
sive step that gave shape to a new Champaign-
Urbana congregation.  

 Between February and December 1964, the 
congregation functioned without a pastor, with the 
charter members taking turns filling the various 
roles in worship and nurturing the life of the com-
munity.  The diversity of Mennonite backgrounds 
represented in the fledgling congregation proved 
remarkable; FMC became only the second dually-
affiliated (Mennonite Church and General Confer-
ence) congregation in the country, a legacy carried 
on today in our dual affiliation with Illinois Mennon-
ite and Central District Conferences, both now part 
of Mennonite Church USA.  

 The first FMC communion service took place 
on April 19, 1964—a milestone we will remember 
this coming Easter Sunday (April 20th).  In a practice 
familiar to us yet today, “Everyone gathered around 
the communion table as a symbol of unity” (First 
Mennonite Church of Champaign-Urbana: A 25 Year 
History).   

 These glimpses from fifty years ago under-
score some enduring traits:  the centrality of Sunday 
worship, active engagement of many participants in 
the work of the church, diversity of backgrounds, 
connections to the university, and joy in shared fel-
lowship.   

 Since last February, in celebration of our Ju-
bilee, we have welcomed past participants, lifted up 
defining stories and strengths of the congregation, 
joined together to build a Habitat House, and 
adopted a new vision statement.   

 Many blessings have been ours through 
these fifty years of ministry in Champaign-Urbana 
and God’s faithful leading continues to guide our 
feet into the way of peace (Luke 1:79).   

 The fruits of the Jubilee celebration include 
the identification of Micah 6:6-8; Matthew 5 – 7, 
and Romans 8 as our Core Scriptures and the lovely 
hymn “Inside this Simple Place” written by David 
Wright and set to music by Cindy Breeze.   

 Further, after an extensive congregational 
listening process, we developed the following vision 
statement, which now replaces the previous (1994) 
Article II in our congregational guidelines.   

    (continued on page 5) 
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 Each month we will profile different 
attendees of First Mennonite Church.  This 
month, meet the new editor of The Vine, Am-
ber Anderson, and her husband, Ryan Ander-
son, of St. Joseph 

 Amber and Ryan Anderson have been 
attending FMC just over a year.  They live in 
St. Joseph, with their dog, Penny, and their 
cat, Milo.  Amber teaches Intermediate Alge-
bra at Danville Area Community College and 
Ryan is the production manager of a small 
plastics manufacturer in Ogden. 

 Amber grew up in San Diego, and al-
though she has lived in Central Illinois for 16 
years, she has not grown used to the 
weather.  She and her family moved to Arthur 
in 1998.  She attended the Arthur Mennonite 
Church.  She liked math and English in high 
school and attended Eastern Illinois Univer-
sity to study math education at the high 
school level.  (Ironically, at EIU, she took a 
philosophy course in which Dannie Otto, FMC 
eminence grise, was her instructor.) 

 After graduation from EIU, Amber 
taught high school mathematics at Catlin High 
School for four years and got her master’s de-
gree in mathematics from Illinois State Uni-
versity.  Amber said she likes math “because 
it is very logical.  There are no gray areas.  
There is nothing up for debate.” 

 For recreation, Amber likes to run.  She 
has run in two marathons and is training to 
run a half marathon.  She also likes to read, 
mostly fiction of all genres.  She is attracted 
to books by their covers and what other peo-

ple have recommended to her.  She likes to 
sew, particularly for her niece, the daughter of 
her only sibling, her sister, Traci, who lives in 
Springfield. 

 Amber accepted the job of editing The 
Vine because she likes to edit.  She has edited a 
math textbook and a novel.  A friend is currently 
writing another book, which she has asked Am-
ber to edit. 

 Amber met Ryan through mutual friends 
at EIU.  Ryan grew up in St. Charles, a western 
suburb of Chicago.  He went to college to be-
come certified as a high school vocational tech-
nology teacher.   After graduation, he taught 
shop classes at high schools in Villa Grove and 
Sullivan.  He has been at the plastics company, 
which does “vacuum thermoforming” for the 

Have You Met – Amber and Ryan Anderson? 
John Otto 
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 A young man, diagnosed with a rare and 
fatal form of cancer, struggles to find faith. The 
preceding sentence, while true, does little to 
summarize this fascinating but somewhat diffi-
cult book. Christian Wiman is a poet who grew 
up surrounded until his college years by Chris-
tians. “To call the place predominantly Christian 
is like calling the Sahara predominantly sand,” 
he says (p. 5).  He then became what he calls a 
“bookish atheist”. This book is not about his re-
turn to his lost faith. In fact, he says there is no 
way “to return to the faith of your childhood, 
not really, not unless you've just woken from a 
decades-long and absolute literal coma. . . for 
faith in God is, in the deepest sense, faith in life 
– which means that even the staunchest life of 
faith is a life of great change. It follows that if 
you believe at fifty what you believed at fifteen, 
then you have not lived – or have denied the re-
ality of your life.” (p. 7). 
 
 Wiman's journey to faith – or even to de-
cide that faith is worth looking for – has at least 
as many moments of doubt as faith. In his 
search he looks to great thinkers - theologians, 
philosophers, scientists, poets, novelists – to 
guide him, and his book contains many quotes 
and poetry excerpts, as well as some of his own 
poetry. But his personal experiences and the 

people he meets 
are also sources 
of hope; as he 
points out, “Christ 
comes alive in the 
communion be-
tween people” (p. 
20). 
 
 The book 
is not laid out se-
quentially but is 
really a series of 
meditations best 
read slowly and 
reflected upon 
over time. Wiman 
is a brilliant - and painfully honest - writer who 
looks unflinchingly at death, which for him 
could be soon. He sums things up beautifully:  
“So much of faith has so little to do with belief, 
and so much to do with acceptance. Acceptance 
of all the gifts that God, even in the midst of 
death, grants us. Acceptance of the fact that we 
are, as Paul Tillich says, accepted. Acceptance of 
grace” (p. 178).  I recommend taking the time to 
read this book; an interview with the author is 
also available online. 

aerospace, medical, telecommunications, and 
agriculture research industries for about one 
and one-half years. 

Ryan also likes to run.  He has run a marathon 
in Indianapolis and is in training to run the  
Chicagoland Spring Marathon in Schaumburg 
in May.  He is currently running about 20 to 30 
miles a week.  Ryan likes to make things out of  

wood and plastics.  He does woodworking and 
has made several coffee tables, dressers, 
benches and toys. 

Amber said she is attracted to FMC because of 
its size – not too big and not too tiny – and 
that everyone is friendly and accepting.  Ryan 
said that he is attracted to FMC by Amber, but 
also because it is a friendly and accepting place. 

My Bright Abyss: Meditation of a Modern Believer 
By Christian Wiman 

Review by Rosalee Otto 



Page 4 The Vine 

Dear Ms. Menno: 

I was aghast at the 
Chrismon services to 
see that we have six 
graduating high school 
seniors.  We cannot let 
them all leave our 
church.  Perhaps we 
could determine an ap-
propriate number to let 

go and let them draw lots for those positions.  As 
for keeping them here, therein lies the question.  I 
thought that perhaps a ball and chain would be 
effective, but at supper my husband wondered 
about a red-shirt option.  Is there anything in the 
Congregational Guidelines or MC-USA directives 
to help us here? 

Would-be Comic 

 

Dear Would-be Comic: 

Yes, I know you didn’t sign your name to your 
question as “Would-be Comic,” but we need to 
get one thing straight around here.  You’re the 
straight man (or woman) and I’m the comic.  
We can’t have questions to Ms. Menno that al-
ready contain the punch line.  Your question 
should have ended after the second sentence 
and then I could have given a funny answer.   

If this isn’t in the Congregational Guidelines or 
MC-USA directives, it certainly should be.  Has 
the new Vision Statement already been ap-
proved?  Maybe we could put it in there.  Oth-
erwise, good letter.  Next time the position 
opens up, apply to be Ms. Menno.  In the mean-
time, just ask a straight question and let me do 
the rest. 

 

 

Dear Ms. Menno: 

Recently several of us from FMC were discussing 
the problems of congregation members who do 
not have able and thus cannot watch Illini basket-
ball games.  Since some of us have resorted to go-
ing out to bars to watch the games, we were con-
sidering a previous suggestion that FMC sub-
scribe to cable at the church and we could all chip 
in to pay for it.  We were considering the appro-
priate place to lodge this request and I remem-
bered that I am now chair of Hospitality and Fel-
lowship.  What better way to promote hospitality 
and fellowship than that!  The conversation pro-
gressed to alternatives and expansions: a box for 
the elect in the new State Farm Center, naming 
rights for the church, etc.  Since the ground is very 
fertile around this idea, I need to know if my au-
thority as Chair permits me to proceed. 

Totally Not The Same Person As Would-Be Comic 

 

Dear Totally Not The Same Person As Would-
Be Comic: 

Way to out yourself TNTSPAWBC.  All anyone 
needs to do to see who is trying to usurp Ms. 
Menno’s exalted position as comic advice-giver 
is to look up in the church directory to see who 
the chairperson of the Hospitality and Fellow-
ship Committee is.  Ms. Menno has to grudg-
ingly admit that both of those questions were 
pretty good and far funnier than any answers 
Ms. Menno could think up.  But don’t try it 
again.  There could be consequences.  (And, by 
the way, there are too many ex-Methodists 
among us to suggest going out to bars as the 
solution to any problem.  They might be of-
fended.) 

Ask Ms. Menno 



Page 5 The Vine 

New Everence College Web Page 
Submitted by:  Trish Combs 

 Getting ready for college is an exciting time as 
well as one that brings about much change.  You have to 
deal with decisions about what school to attend, classes, 
and of course there is the financial side of it as well. 
 
 Everence has created a web page with you in 
mind to help you sort through the financial questions 
and issues you will face during college.  Everence can 
help you sort through the myriad of financial issues re-
lated to college.  So, check it out!   www.everence.com/
college 

Features: 
1.   Three new videos about: 

 Preparing for college 
 Currently a college student 
 Recently graduated from college 

2.   Developing a budget 
3.   Student loan information 
4.   Questions about the federal role 
5.   Much more 

          (From the Pastor’s Desk continued) 

As First Mennonite Church of Champaign-Urbana, 
we [desire to]: 

1. Affirm our Anabaptist Mennonite identity and 
Sermon on the Mount grounding ethics and 
strengthen our discipleship through worship, 
prayer, study, and service that involve and chal-
lenge all generations. 

2. Celebrate our loving and lively FMC community 
and deepen our capacity for diversity as we 
welcome newcomers newcomers and nurture 
peaceful hearts and homes. 

3. Engage a witness of peacemaking and recon-
ciliation and focus energies toward creation 
care, inter-faith relations  and service to others. 

 Each of the three parts of the vision lifts up 
a core Anabaptist value and each names congrega-
tional strengths to be nurtured alongside focus ar-
eas for growth.   

 The task before us now is to translate the 
vision into specific emphases and actions, being 
aware of the need to focus our energies and avoid 
the proliferation of too much activity on multiple 

fronts.  Under Church Council’s leadership, com-
mittees and other groups are invited to employ the 
vision statement as a planning template and to 
draw on the rich comments and ideas collected as 
part of the visioning process.   

 Our Jubilee year has been filled with posi-
tive energy and a deep sense of appreciation for 
the people who shaped FMC and today are FMC.  
To the many individuals who contributed their 
time and talent to the celebration, I offer heartfelt 
thanks.  

Your servant in Christ, 

Pastor Janet   

 

 

http://www.everence.com/college
http://www.everence.com/college


 Save your saleable treasures for the MYF fund-raising garage sale this summer!  MYF will be going 
on a service trip.  The sale date yet to be determined.  If you have questions, contact Marcia Nelson. 

 
 The recent issue (Fall 2013) of Yes! magazine, which FMC gets a subscription to and which there is a 

copy in our library has some really good articles on fair trade and citizenship (rather than consumer-
ism).  There is also a highlight of Mennonite Edna Ruth Byler and her role in the birth of the modern 
fair trade movement and Ten Thousand Village shops. 

 
 Please email Amber Anderson (amberann.anderson@gmail.com) with articles, announcements, pic-

tures, or anything else you would like to see in The Vine by the first Sunday of each month.   
 

Announcements:  

Some of our MYF enjoying their winter weekend       

retreat at MennoHaven. 

The Vine is the newsletter of First Mennonite Church of Champaign-Urbana and provides a space for congregational participants 

to share their personal perspectives with the community of faith.  


