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Scenes from the RAWtools Weekend

Guns to Garden Tools:
A Personal Story
by Neta Jackson

We attended the Guns to Garden Tools Community
Gathering Friday evening, July 29, as did many other
FMCers. Those of us who have lost someone to gun
violence were given the opportunity to help forge gun
parts into a garden tool. Dave Jackson took his turn
at the forge in memory of Ricky Byrdsong, former
head basketball coach at Northwestern University,
personal friend, and brother in Christ, who was shot
and killed by white supremacist Ben Smith, who went
on a shooting rampage in Chicago’s northern
suburbs on July 2, 1999. The church we attended
with the Byrdsongs was devastated. When Ricky
was killed, the Jacksons were working with him on
his parenting book, Coaching Your Kids in the Game
of Life, which by God’s grace they were able to finish
with the help of Ricky's wife, Sherialyn, and other
coaches and players. Later Dave and Neta wrote a
book about Ricky’s life and the hate group that
spawned Ben Smith called No Random Act--Behind
the Murder of Ricky Byrdsong. And as a way to turn
her “pain into purpose,” Sherialyn Byrdsong created
the RACE AGAINST HATE in 2000, a 5K/10K run
drawing thousands of runners that takes place every
year on Father’s Day in Evanston, Illinois. (This is the
first year Dave and Neta missed the race, which
restarted again in 2022 after a two-year Covid
hiatus.) It was meaningful to honor Ricky by helping
create a garden tool to be used at the Randolph
Street Community Garden.

Above: Pete Shungu’s band performing Friday
night at the Randolph Street Community Garden.

Above: Marcia Nelson trying out the forge
at the Randolph Street Community Garden.
Below: The forge at Beardsley Park.

Dave Jackson with
RAWtools forger
Mike Martin.

Leaning into God’s Presence Sunday School (April – July 2022)
by Cindy Breeze

As the Christian Education Committee made plans to reinstate Sunday School after a long
absence, I was asked to lead a class on cultivating a more intentional relationship with God.
Given a blank slate, I chose to focus on the spiritual practice of prayer. Together the class looked at all kinds of
prayers, some of which resonated with class members, and some that undoubtedly took participants out of their
comfort zone. I shared the following in the first session: I am convinced that God’s presence is not as acute or
meaningful as we might wish unless we do something to deliberately lean into this gift. This takes effort and time just
as it does to cultivate any positive and meaningful relationship. In this class, we will sample many ways to seek
God’s presence more fully.
I am indebted to the class members (ranging in size from 5-12 people) for taking this journey with me and each
other. I think we had a good time – or at least I did! I am grateful that Pastor Deb stepped in with my lesson plans to
lead the class while I had several weeks of isolation and then recovery from hip replacement surgery – things I did
not know about when I said “yes” to teaching the class. I also am thankful for the two guest teachers who you’ll read
about below. Note: We did not have class on April 17, May 29, June 26 and July 31.
April 3, 2022, Chaplets and Famous Pray-ers: Each class member was given a chaplet (Protestant prayer bead),
and explored a number of ways that the beads could be used to help focus our prayer life. We also read written
prayers by Abraham Lincoln, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Ralph Waldo Emerson, St. Francis of Assisi, Thomas Merton,
St. Patrick, Robert Louis Stevenson, and Menno Simmons.
April 10, 2022, Morning and Evening Prayers: We looked at several published resources that were based on the
daily practice of morning and evening prayers. We also explored the practice of praying 3 or 7 times a day. Realizing
that this very structured kind of prayer may take more time or interest than we have, it was still interesting to see the
kinds of materials that are available.
April 24, 2022, Poetry Prayers: We read many prayer poems during class and then zeroed in on the poetry form
called Pantoum. I shared an example of a Pantoum prayer that I wrote and put the poem’s structure off to the side.
The class then wrote their own group and individual Pantoum prayers.
Loving God, on this week when your Son dies
We remember the children lost in Ukraine
Our thoughts, our prayers, our groanings, our sighs
Senseless, useless, violent, indescribable, inhumane

(line 1 A, new)
(line 2 -B, new)
(line 3, new but rhymes with line 1)
(line 4, new but rhymes with line 2)

We remember the children lost in Ukraine
Have mercy, O God, have mercy we pray
Senseless, useless, violent, indescribable, inhumane
Take care, O God, of those grieving this day.AMEN.

(line 5, exact repeat of line 2)
(line 6 – C, new)
(line 7, exact repeat of line 4)
(line 8, new but rhymes with line 6)

May 1, 2022, Prayer Quotes and Mandalas: We began the class by looking at pages of prayer quotes that I have
gathered over the years and concluded with learning about mandalas. “Mandala” in Sanskrit means circle, and
mandala art refers to symbols drawn in a circular frame. Virtually every spiritual and religious system asserts the
reality of an inner circle. A mandala can be an active prayer tool that allows us to engage and interact with God as
we color, paint, or draw the designs and shapes within the circle.
May 8, 2022, Labyrinths: After trying out a finger labyrinth, the class moved outside to walk the FMC labyrinth in our
green space.
May 15, 2022, Lament Prayers: Prayers of lament found in the book of Psalms and other resources.
May 22, 2022, Music Prayers: Recognizing that music can be a powerful expression of prayer, we looked at
recordings of prayers and hymns of prayer.
June 5, 2022, Prayer Jar for Pastor Deb: The class, along with guest attendees, worked on creating slips of
prayers, thoughts, and good wishes to be put in a jar for Pastor Deb as she faces a couple of serious health issues.
The idea was that she could keep the prayer job close at hand to pull out one or more slips when she felt the need
for comfort or encouragement.
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Leaning into God’s Presence Sunday School (continued)
June 12, 2022, St. Brigid’s Cross: We learned about St. Brigid (born around 450)
and the legends about her many miracles. We each made our own special Brigid’s cross
from slips of colorful paper.
June 19, 2022, Prayer Discussion: Skirting around different prayer practices, the class
took this session to discuss such questions as: Who is prayer for? What do you do with unanswered prayer? What is
something you have received an answer to your prayer, but not in a way that you were hoping for? What does it
mean to pray without ceasing? Do we understand that both the Holy Spirit and Jesus intercede on our behalf to
God? When we say we’ll pray for someone do we actually carry through? Each class member received a small
prayer journal to help keep track of prayer concerns and answered prayers.
July 3, 2022, Meditation: Bev Hertle explored the topic of meditation with the class and then had participants take
some time to meditate.
July 10, 2022, The Lord’s Prayer: We looked at all aspects of the Lord’s Prayer: meaningfulness, structure, music
settings, whether to use “debts,” “trespasses,” or “sins;” movement, etc. A highlight of the class was our creating
movements for each phrase of the prayer. When all the movements were put together, we had a powerful rendition
of the Lord’s Prayer.
July 17, 2022, Prayers for Children: We explored some poignant published prayers for children and then wrote our
own prayers. It was a small class, but participants gave permission for me to share the prayers that they wrote.
From Rebecca Bare
Dear God, so many of your Colombian children are hurting. They have seen what violence, terror, and hunger can
do. They know what it’s like to leave their homes with nothing; they have seen their pets get killed or left behind.
Please God, be with them. Give them hope and peace. Fill their bellies, calm their spirits. I pray these children will
grow up to bring lasting, positive change to their beautiful country. Also, God, many of your Colombian children are
here in the U.S. They are safe here, but they may remember their earlier lives. Please give them hope, peace, and
resilience. Amen.
From Clark Breeze:
God, how can we be silent when another school shooting comes on the news?
Let us never become complacent to a world where guns so cloud our views.
Preps for nuclear attacks and tornadoes of the past have now been replaced by the active shooter drill.
Our children are not safe anymore when continuing violence imposes its will.
From Neta Jackson:
O God, we never stop being a parent, even when our children grow up, become adults, build their own lives.
We lie awake at night and worry when they lose a job, get sick, or make what we consider unwise (okay, stupid)
decisions. When they are hurting, we hurt. When good things happen for them, oh how our hearts leap for joy!
They still know how to push all my buttons. (“Oh mom!” with rolled eyes.)
Is this how it is for you, O God, my heavenly parent, who birthed me, who was patient with me as I haphazardly
grew in my faith, who hurts with me when I’m hurting, who laughs and rejoices with me when good things happen,
who stands back and lets me still make mistakes, but loves me and is there for me nonetheless?
So how do I parent my kids and grandkids now? Like your Holy Spirit, I talk to you about and for them. I pray.
July 24, 2022, Native American Medicine Wheel: Lesley Deem led the class on a journey of exploration about the
Native American Medicine Wheel – something that nearly all of us knew nothing about. Before class started, she set
up a temporary prayer wheel in the green space. We learned what it meant to pray in the center of the wheel and at
each of the four stations: East, South, West, and North. The 5 prayer stations will be permanently installed
surrounding the labyrinth. I hope that Lesley can write an article for the VINE (or in some other way) to give us all
more information about this fascinating prayer practice.
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A Sunday Walk
by Cheryl Koranda
Sunday, July,17 was a day that brought me a
special gift. I wasn’t expecting to find it and the
events leading up to its discovery were seemingly
run-of-the-mill daily decisions on what to do next.
I had driven the 17 miles into town for church that
day (I live east of Sidney near the Salt Fork) and
planned to attend one of the church picnics at
12:30. As fate would have it the skies were
threatening and the host decided to postpone until
1:30 when the radar showed any rain would have
moved on through. I really didn’t have anything to
do to occupy my time for an hour and a half after
the Stories of Repair class I had attended after
church was over, so I made the decision to bow out
of attending and just head home. After a quick stop
at Schnucks, where the first serendipitous events of
the day started (I ran into a co-worker and husband
of my good friend both of whom I hadn’t spoken to
in ages), I headed home.
On the drive home, after crossing the river,
I noticed a doe and fawn on the land near the creek
on our property. As I turned and drove down my
very long 300-foot lane to our house, I decided I
would try to see if I could get a glimpse of the fawn
perhaps walking through the woods in my direction.
It was a long shot, trying to see anything through
the trees and tall wildflowers, but I got my daughter
to walk with me to see if we could spy it.
Our house is on high ground, about 20 feet higher
than the bottomland where a narrow creek winds
through on its way to the river just down the road.
I decided just to walk the ridgeline a ways to the
east and look down into the bottomland from there.
I walked on a very narrow dirt path that is very
rarely used since its only purpose is to get to the
back of the brush pile that we accumulate and
eventually every few years have to burn off. I
probably hadn’t been on it since we last burned
brush over a year ago.
The path winds around an area that was once a
dumping ground for glass and cans, trash dumped
in the 60s and 70s by the owners of the land at that
time. Now the hillside has a large den for
groundhogs and who knows what else in the vicinity
of the old dump. Just recently they have been
digging deeper and clawing out all kinds of old
bottles to make their home more suitable. One of
these days when it is cooler, I will have to gather up
the bottles to recycle them at last.
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Since the path is kind of tricky, it goes up and down
over some roots and drain tile, I had to watch where
I placed each step so I was walking with eyes on the
ground before me. After passing through the trash
area, I spied it. I let out a gasp and my daughter
thought I was hurt. There, exactly in the middle of
the path where I was about to place my next step, I
found a large spear point. I had never found
anything like this before. My husband and I had
bought the land in 1991 and when we were building
our house (we did most of the work so it took almost
three years to complete), I found several nice
arrowheads. After attending the class that day I was
thinking about how I hadn’t found an arrowhead in
years. In fact, all that I found were during the time
period of building the house (none of them related to
being dug up as we were building, they just
appeared on the surface of the ground).

The whole day seems to me to have been one led
by the spirit. The point of finding the “projectile
point,” as they are clinically referred to, serves to
remind me to remember to honor the land and
remember the native peoples who had lived here for
centuries before settlers came in the 1830s. When
we were building the house, and having to live in a
one-room windowless apartment my husband had
built inside the large metal building that was already
on the property, I was constantly thinking about the
indigenous people who had come before us. I would
stand on the ridge and look down to the winding
creek and imagine how people would be watching
the deer move and how it was the perfect vantage
point for hunting. I never really stopped thinking this
way, but just less of the time as the stresses and
worries of life took their toll. Looking at this latest gift
will serve to remind me to honor the peoples who
came before me and do what I can to help serve
and honor the indigenous peoples whose ancestors
have been displaced from this sacred land that I am
blessed to call home in my lifetime.

Relief Kits for Mennonite Central Committee (MCC)
by Cindi Schieber

MCC recently sent five containers of relief supplies to Ukraine and is planning another shipment for later
this year. There is an increased demand for supplies to send to Ukraine and other countries around the
world. MCC’s inventory of material resources is getting low and they have asked congregations to help
replenish a variety of kits and items. The Service and Outreach Committee decided to focus on relief kits.
From August 1 through September 11 the congregation is invited to donate new items to make 10
complete MCC Relief Kits. Sign up at this link to donate. Please bring your items to the box near the
church office no later than Sunday, September 11. Thank you for helping with this project! FMC’s
donations will provide relief and a tangible sign of hope to people in Ukraine and other difficult situations
around the world. For a look at the everything involved in distributing a MCC Relief Kit, visit
“Journey of a MCC Kit”.

Joni S. Sancken was guest preacher at FMC on July 31. Joni grew up at FMC (daughter of Greg & Lynne)
and is a professor at United Theological Seminary and author of several books, including the forthcoming
“All Our Griefs to Bear: Responding with Resilience After Collective Trauma”. She led a discussion of
Collective Trauma during Sunday School.
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Service & Outreach Mission Corner
FMC’s 2022 spending plan lists 34 organizations that are beneficiaries of our mission giving.
At least five others are recipients of either the children’s offering or special congregational offerings.
We provide you with information about some of these important groups.
Featured this month: Central District Conference (CDC).

Central District Conference (CDC)
by Phil Martens

Where did the CDC come from?
The Central District Conference was built from the full joining of the Middle District and the Central Conference
of the General Conference Mennonite Church in 1957. Both of the founding conferences were effectively
region-based in the Midwest, and both founding conferences were completely dissolved as of the merger. At
its founding, it was the second largest conference of the General Conference. When the General Conference
and the Mennonite Church merged in 2002, the CDC became a part of the newly constituted Mennonite
Church USA and remains so today. At its founding, CDC was largely made up of rural churches in the
Midwest, today the CDC has many urban churches, and has expanded to Virginia, North Carolina, Georgia,
and Florida. It would be accurate to say that the CDC is becoming an “affinity-based” conference as opposed
to a “geographically-based” conference. Significant numbers of our historically large churches (such as First
Mennonite, Berne, Indiana) have left the CDC in recent years for other MCUSA groups where they feel a
greater affinity. Some of this has been spurred by the CDC becoming officially welcoming of queer
membership and clergy in recent years.
The CDC now comprises 48 congregations (including FMC) in 11 states. About one-quarter are rural, three
quarters are in urban areas.
What are the structures/Institutions within the CDC?
The CDC leadership structure and staffing are very lean. There is an 8-member board of directors, with a
president (currently James Rissler of Atlanta, GA), president-elect, treasurer, secretary, and several at-large
members, who meet generally 5 times per year, plus additional meetings as needed. The CDC staff includes
an office manager/Administrator (Emma Hartman), a Conference Minister (Doug Luginbill), and the editor of
“CDC Reporter” magazine (Mary Klaassen, now interim editor). The CDC Board is currently searching for
candidates for a part-time Associate Conference Minister, so this staffing team is likely to be expanding shortly.
Historically, two major Mennonite institutions are associated with the CDC; Camp Friedenswald in Cassopolis,
MI, and Bluffton University (formerly Bluffton College), in Ohio. While these are operated independently by
each organization’s Board of Directors, the Director of Camp Friedenswald and President of Bluffton University
are frequently involved in CDC leadership meetings. While both of these institutions serve a constituency much
broader than the member churches of the CDC, there are strong historical and practical affinities.
Other than the Board of Directors meetings, the CDC holds an Annual Meeting, usually at the end of June
each year. Bluffton University and Goshen College are frequently chosen as venues for these meetings, but
they have historically been throughout the Midwest region. Resolutions for changes to governing documents,
welcoming of new congregations, and many inspirational activities happen at Annual Meeting. Several hundred
delegates are usually in attendance for parts of 3 days, including music, worship, delegate sessions, display of
commissioned artworks, artwork auction, golf, and a run/walk event.
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Central District Conference (continued)
Every two years, the CDC Board of Directors, in association with a group of
institutional leaders, comes up with a Biennial theme. This current Biennial
theme is “Tending Transformation”. The theme allows the Conference to focus
resources and activities in a common direction.
Starting in 2020, the CDC commissioned one artist in each of the 4 geographic regions to provide a piece of
visual art that illustrates the Biennial Theme in some way, with these works being auctioned at the annual
meeting after a year of display throughout the conference, to fund the “Tending Transformation Fund.” During
this year’s auction, our own Rachel Horst Lehman’s work “Land Acknowledgement” took the highest bid and
has been brought back to FMC permanently.
The CDC has an annual budget of roughly $250,000. Financial support from individuals and congregations has
remained strong despite the loss of some larger congregations, and even through the pandemic years. We are
grateful that we can move forward with spirit-led transformations with confidence in our financial underpinnings.
What is the value of the CDC for member congregations?
As with most anabaptist churches, MCUSA and CDC follow a congregational polity, which means that issues of
faith are not dictated from above, but are decided in each local congregation, including a selection of pastors.
This is quite different from other church models in both Catholic and mainline Protestant denominations, where
assignment of clergy and other faith matters are determined at the Diocese or Synod, or Presbytery level. This
means that individual CDC congregations need to choose their own pastors, which can be a challenging task.
While MCUSA maintains a database of pastoral candidates, called the MLI, pastoral search teams must
review these and do rounds of interviews, personal meetings, guest speaking, etc. CDC becomes involved in
this process in several ways. First, the CDC conference minister acts as a consultant to pastoral search teams
to assist them in understanding their own pastoral needs and can act as a facilitator in finding the right
candidate. The conference minister can also help with transferring pastoral credentials from other
denominations, such as happened recently with the pastors of Keller Park Church in South Bend, IN, one of
the newest CDC churches.
Secondly, within MCUSA, the institution which maintains pastors’ licenses and credentials is the local
conference. So, when a new pastor is ordained, or a pastor is newly hired by a CDC church, the CDC is the
“credentialing body.” Ordination/installation celebrations, as well as licensing for a specific ministry, are often
attended by the CDC conference minister. This makes sense as they are the representative of the official
pastoral credentialing body, and more practically, the conference minister most often has been closely working
with the congregational pastoral search team, so is generally very knowledgeable of the congregation, the
candidate, and the process that has transpired to arrive at that day of ordination/licensing/installation.
Besides these organizational benefits to membership, the CDC also provides some level of funding to
congregations, such as the “Reign of God” grants, which foster initiatives for outreach and congregational
renewal with small financial gifts, following an application process. CDC sponsored the creation of the newlyreleased “Voices Together” hymnal project with a sizable donation. In the past several years, the Semilla
anabaptist seminary in Guatemala was the recipient of financial support when their normal income was
disrupted by a lack of students/visitors during the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Central District Conference (continued)
Additionally, the CDC coordinates and sponsors pastoral-peer-group meetings on a regular basis, that include 5-8
pastors, and allow CDC pastors to listen to each other, counsel each other, and share joys and struggles together.
These were historically face-to-face gatherings, though now tend to be Zoom sessions. These are frequently
attended by the conference minister.

How is CDC changing?
As I mentioned before, CDC is continually in a state of change. While we mourn the loss of congregations who
cannot see their way through the CDC’s LGBTQIA+ inclusive stance, we celebrate the addition of other new
congregations, often in distant states, who see the CDC as their new home because of our welcome. As part of the
vision to broaden our Anti-Racism agenda, the CDC has financed and encouraged all clergy, board members, and
pastors to participate in the “Wider Stand” anti-racism training curriculum. While we are still a predominantly
white/Eurocentric conference, we are dedicated to expanding our membership and are actively seeking to address
disparities for people of color, both presently and historically, and are genuinely seeking the wisdom of
communities of color.
Where are we going?
One of the themes that the CDC Board of Directors has
identified over the last several years is the need to encourage,
foster, and learn from “emerging communities of faith.” We have
had numerous experiences in the last decade of trying to enable
the success of coalescing faith groups, both through pastoral
assistance, through financial gifts, and via prayer and sharing with these congregations as they envision their own
futures. This past year, the CDC Board has approved the addition of a part-time Associate Conference minister
whose primary responsibilities will include interacting with these emerging “church-like” groups. We are excited to
see what this dedication of resources will bring to the lives of these communities, as well as to the faith trajectories
of the more “established” congregations. We believe this is one of the ways that we can be “Tending
Transformation” in these times of change.
Another way in which CDC is being a witness to the world and to the larger MCUSA denomination is with its
leadership on LGBTQIA+ inclusion and welcome. As many of you know, several CDC pastors, including our own
Michael Crosby, were instrumental in the resolutions which were recently passed by a majority of MCUSA
delegates, opening the national church body to becoming queer-friendly in a way most could not have envisioned
just a few short years ago.
Central District Conference is alive and well, and we are looking to the future with anticipation for what the next
years will bring to our member congregations!
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FMC Green Team
by Mary Krick

Build a Firm Foundation For Your
Future
by Keith Springer

Did you know?
FMC has been GREEN for years:
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•

We have solar panels
We switched from paper plates and
plastic silverware to almost exclusively
reusable dishes, glasses, mugs, and
silverware
We have a compost bin
We have a pollinator garden and many
native plants
We rarely use chemicals on any of our
green spaces
We recycle paper
We have planted trees
We added lots of insulation under the
new roof to increase energy efficiency

Everence knows that stewardship is one of the prime
challenges of life. Becoming an effective steward is a
learning experience. That’s why Everence is
committed to providing financial counseling so you
can better integrate your values with your financial
decisions.
Everence Financial has partnered with LSS
(Lutheran Social Services) Financial Counseling to
provide you with free financial counseling on a
variety of basic financial issues.

AND we would like to be GREENER
Everything we do to help our planet matters,
even the smallest things.
The cause is NOT hopeless, but we have to
stay with it.
In the coming months, you will be seeing
some new ideas and initiatives. We hope you
will also bring ideas and suggestions. We can
make a difference.
Our next meeting is Saturday, August 20 at 4
pm and all interested persons are welcome to
attend.
FMC Green Team:
Sharon Monday, Bob Hudson, Karen
McKenzie, Jan Sabey, Jack Paxton,
Mary Krick
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Phone-based counseling: How it works
• Call toll free (877) 809-0039 Monday to
Thursday, 8 a.m. to 7 p.m., or Friday, 8 a.m.
to 5 p.m. (CST),
to set up a phone appointment with a certified
LSS financial counselor.
• Discuss your issues with your LSS counselor.
Depending on your situation you may receive
immediate advice, or an action plan may be
designed specifically for you.
• You are eligible to receive up to five
additional appointments if you need them.
Learn more at the Everence website or contact
Keith Springer, the FMC Everence advocate.

Camp Friedenswald 2022 Women's Retreat
September 16-18

Embodying Courage:
Healing Connections
Guest Speaker: Samantha Lioi
Join us for spirit-filled worship, relaxation among friends, trails to wander,
and the renewing water of Shavehead Lake.

Samantha’s call to ministry led her to Anabaptist Mennonite Biblical Seminary, where she completed her
MDiv with an emphasis in Peace Studies. Samantha served as Interim Associate Pastor at FMC in 2010.
She has always been drawn to contemplative spirituality, encountering the tender silence of God in
nature and in recent years, through centering prayer, alone and with others. Samantha currently makes
her home on the lands of the Haudenosaunee and Wenrohronon people (known now as Buffalo, NY).

Register online at: https://friedenswald.org/retreats/
Cost: Women's Retreat Rate $160, 2 nights lodging & meals included
Day only (no lodging) $80
(Note- FMC has some funds to help pay for retreats-talk to Pastor Deb)

15406 Watercress Way,
Cassopolis, MI
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This annual retreat,
planned by women from across Central District Conference of MCUSA,
provides a place of connection and gathering for women.

