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Teachers everywhere have learned to relate ideas with stories.  John Paul Lederach recently shared that “the genius of story invites you to participate.”
  Stories give us context, empathy, and motivation much more quickly, thoroughly and honestly than any academic explanations or argumentations.  So, stories it is.  We would like to share a story with you all.  This is a story of how a group of young adults began trying to re-identify themselves as active members of the Mennonite Church in the US and Canada.  It’s a story of a modest movement, beginning in a student’s living room, broadening to a college campus, then to campuses all over the US and Canada with potential to touch the larger Mennonite Church.  For us, this story has been a personal journey, an intense learning experience and a catalyst for action.  We hope that, in the same way, this story will allow all of you to share in these organic experiences of growth and change that have so moved us recently.  

The 2005 spring semester at Goshen College was white, then gray and then green.  As springs here should be, this one was representational of a divine rebirth, a symbolic starting anew.  From the cold snows and gray days of winter came the life-giving greens of new commitment, the renewal of God’s creation, springtime.  Retrospectively observed, a concerned group of Mennonite US and Canadian church members found their synthesis in a similar rejuvenating way.  Inspired by separate experiences, including; classes discussing war, peace and nonresistance and Anabaptist/Mennonite history; informal student gatherings to experiment with intentional community and an Anabaptist Consultation in Elgin, Illinois; a small group of students at Goshen College began conversation about our own participation in the Mennonite Church.  At first our discussions were very idealistic.  We’re going to change the church we said; the reality is that, in a few years, we’re going to be its leaders.  As conversations became more serious, we began to identify questions that we had for the church, concerns that we felt were pertinent to our lives and our peers’ lives and ideas for beginning dialogue concerning our conversations.  

We asked our friends how they felt about their own participation in the church.  What does it mean to you to be a member of Mennonite Church USA?  When did you decide that you wanted to be a member/didn’t want to be a member?  Young adults, they said, not as a whole – but frequently, understand the church differently as we move (from our communities of growth/nurture) to new geographical, social and/or philosophical settings.  Many of our ideologies are challenged, reshaped and transformed – synthesized into a more complex understanding of what it means to be one of God’s created things.  For some of us, Christianity becomes a part of our re-synthesized outlook; for some of us, our new passions seem completely unrelated to our notions of Christianity, the church and Mennonites.  At the same time, as this transformation, or re-synthesis, is happening, most of us who have grown up in the Mennonite Church feel a strong connection to those roots and, in most cases, many of the foundational principles of the faith.  Our struggle, then, becomes, how do we as young adults, who have been steeped in the Mennonite tradition, who identify strongly with significant portions of the faith and its praxis as the church today, take part in the shaping of the church of tomorrow?  If the basis of the church is a body of believers seeking to discern Truth, then isn’t our voice – representing members of that body – an integral supplement to those adult voices that have so respectably mentored us?  This is how our friends responded.  We were amazed at the widespread, intense energy we felt for this conversation.

The small group of students, now affectionately referred to as “church-nerds,” met again to discern where these conversations seemed to be leading.  The next two weeks were flurried with action and more conversation resulting in some really exciting ideas and revelations.  We drafted an article for our school newspaper calling the student body to a meeting in hopes of continuing, in a more official context, this conversation about youth involvement in the Mennonite church.
  As we shared our stories from the past week – in preparation for this article – it became clear that this conversation was worth more than an article and gathering at Goshen College.  Two students were energetically encouraged to share these ideas with folks in Charlotte this summer, as they shared their ideas with church members in Pennsylvania.  Two students were overwhelmed with positive response at the recent Anabaptist Consultation on Alternative Service in Elgin, Illinois, where one member presented a response to the question “who are we and why are we?” from a young adult perspective, and the two had exciting conversations with church leaders there.  Subsequently, we sought out professors and faculty to initiate dialogue.  We delegated the responsibilities of contact and informing all the US American and Canadian Mennonite Colleges.  We sent them copies of our original article and encouraged our contacts there to work to spur dialogue in their own settings.  We posted a copy on MennoProgressives.
 Many of us connected with our pastors.  Over the next week, as we anxiously awaited our first gathering at Goshen, we received many emails and words, but only those doused in affirmation.  Our peers and mentors were quick to congratulate, but thankfully not slow to share constructive criticism.  Within the body of that first article, we listed five points for discussion and a call to conversation.  Our friends wanted more clarity.  We love the idea of young adult participation, but what does that look like?  Everyone knows that the church wants more young adult participation, how is this call any different?  Is your statement strong enough, or are you watering it down to share it with church leaders?  Don’t be too radical, you want the church to listen.  Make sure that you make a concise, easily discernable message; I think this might be too vague.  We had written this article quickly in hopes of some conversation.  The response that we received was more positive and expansive than we would have dared to dream.  

The meeting that we held here on Goshen’s campus resulted in some of the same critical questioning, positive encouragement that we had received until then.  For almost an hour and a half, we discussed how we, as young adults had been involved in our churches and in the broader church in the past.  Dialectics haunted us while giving us grounds for more conversation and energy.  Is church involvement participation in Sunday morning services or decision making at national conventions?  Is our voice as young adults too idealistic or the catalyst for rejuvenation that the church needs?  Is change most effective when addressed an institutional level or within our local congregations?  And in the end, can we practically find the Hegelian syntheses of these dialectics and ask the church to recognize the value in each extreme?  With five minutes left in the meeting, a participant who hadn’t spoken much raised her hand and asked if we were going to let this conversation end there or if there would be subsequent meetings.  We spontaneously set up a list-serve and a name for these dialogues.
  More conversations are yet to come. 

The energy for taking some form of this message to Charlotte did not recede.  Students began asking how they could get to Charlotte to be a part of this dialogue.  We contacted the convention planners to see if there would be space that we could squeeze in to, in hopes of presented a statement during a delegate session.  We knew our chances were slim, considering the tight scheduling that happens months in advance of these gatherings, we started investigating other options.  We contacted the young adult convention planners, friends and other influential people.  As our focus became more centered on a dialogue with other young adults, we envisioned the young adult convention a dynamic a place to start.  With relatively little first-hand experience at young adult conventions, we read and heard that the gathering is largely a social one.  We saw this as an opportunity and as part of the problem that we are trying to address through these conversations.  We began to brainstorm.  What if the young adult convention could be a space where young adults could gather and discern important issues – similar to the delegate sessions?  We imagined that we would feel much more involved and respected as members of the church if were given such an opportunity.  As a community of believers, seeking to discern truth, isn’t it essential to hear everyone’s voice and respectfully consider their perspective?  This space, we realized, would provide a space to introduce our chosen conversation on a national level; but more importantly, it would empower young adults – expecting responsibility – and encourage our focused involvement, hopefully engaging more of us to consider long-term church commitment.      

These conversations have been inherently valuable and have given a handful of students in the US and Canada a feeling of concrete ecclesiastical import.  Our personal conversations with friends, family, pastors, professors, and MC USA and Canada staff persons have given us a perspective and lens which would have been foreign to most of us a year ago.  Many of us have a renewed faith in the importance of the church in our lives and in the world.  Some of us are wondering what it means to live as citizens of the earth and members of the church.  As one woman from Conrad Grebel College noted in response to our original article, “what I am looking for in a worship experience is perhaps too far removed from anything Mennonite… [it] might be best [to look] elsewhere, but part of me does not want to give up yet…”  This student is representative of a larger group of ethnically Mennonite young adults that feel connected in some way to the church, but feel too disenfranchised by the institution to be actively involved.  The conversations that our article has initiated have given some of our sisters and brothers a temporary throw-line from which they may feel more comfortable engaging in church related discussions.  These conversations, though, have only served a piece of our concern.  That allegorical throw-line will eventually fray and, although these conversations and this spring of renewal has been independently rejuvenating, the church must work to empower its young adults, while it examines itself, so that together young adults and the established church can shorten, and eventually eradicate the need for, that line.  And so our narrative, this story of conversations and a movement concerning young adult church involvement, pushes us toward a particular future.  We hope that we have employed, along with Lederach, that genius of story that “invites you to participate” in shaping that future.

_____________________________________________________________________________________
The remainder of this document describes, in further detail, what came out of our story.  The conversations that we had and the story of this modest movement are pushing us toward, as noted above, a particular future.  This document is an attempt at a certain conscientization of the broader Mennonite church in hopes of nurturing a conscientious responsibility to these integrally important ideas and concerns.  Our hope is not to make anyone feel guilty, responsible or attacked.  On the contrary, this is a statement that is completely wrapped up in our appreciation for the way that the Mennonite church has grabbed our interest.  We regard those of you who are reading this document with the deepest respect as church leaders, pastors, professors, mentors and other integral members of the Mennonite church that have encouraged us and have been incredible examples for us as we have grown to be the people that we are today.  Your thoughts and concerns, that have been raised and listened to throughout the story narrated above, have given us crucial questions with which to grapple and, we believe, to more clearly articulate our viewpoints.  These, your, questions and concerns are the medium through which we have chosen to order this “document for conscientization.”
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I. Why do our young voices deserve your ears?

We recognize, and trust that you do as well, the tendency of adults to discount or at least second guess idealistic youth and young adults.  We house no illusions that this tendency is unfounded or irrational.  Young adults are generally less experienced and may often overlook pragmatic concerns.  We understand that someday, we’ll hold that same intuitive aversion to what seems too idealistic; the tendency is not invalid.  On the contrary though, we do want to challenge this inclination.  

First, considering the history of the Anabaptist and Mennonite church, we find examples of young adults initiating dynamic movements and raising essential questions that are retrospectively regarded as integral turning points for positive change in church’s trajectory.  The shapers of the early Anabaptist movement were young men that challenged the way that Zurich approached Protestantism.  In 1920 MCC, an institution that the Mennonite church has come to work closely with and commit substantial time and energy to, was envisioned by idealistic young adults who felt that North American Mennonites needed to respond directly to suffering overseas.  World War Two spotlighted Mennonites as many of them chose to object conscientiously to participating in the war effort.  Those who did alternative service in mental hospitals quickly engaged in an idealistic quest to transform the way patients were treated in those institutions.  Mental hospitals in America have not been the same since.  In the early fifties, young American Mennonites living in Europe, gathered their thoughts and ideas into a series of pamphlets which the entitled Concern: A Pamphlet Series for Questions of Christian Renewal.  These young adults, part of what Mennonite history would call the Concern Movement, positively challenged the church to remember its radical and faithful roots.  These are a few instances in which the idealistic energies of young adults have managed to responsibly transform a part of, or the entire, Mennonite church.  These historical allusions are not referenced to immediately validate our concerns as dynamic ones of potential transformation for the Mennonite trajectory, but to pose a challenge to the widely shared tendency to invalidate the voice of young adults as simply too idealistic.  In light of these historical instances when young adults had to find alternative modes of communication and alternative foundations for respect, we think that an incredible step could be made if the Mennonite church could establish a structural plug-in for its young adults to have a constantly recognized voice.  

Second, our influential involvement in the church is important to as a form of empowerment, spiritual engagement and faith ownership.  We are a constituency of young adults that sometimes feels disillusioned as we observe our deepest concerns cleaving from those of the visible Mennonite church.  We doubt that we are any different than your or your parents’ generations and we hope that this can be a basis for connection and understanding and not a foundation for write-off based on apparently inevitable chronological maturation.  As we are given, and as we pursue, opportunities for leadership and responsibility in the church, and as we receive affirmation and constructive criticism – not as young adult participants, but as members of the body of believers – we feel empowered and are more likely to continue serious engagement with the church.  Young adults as members of the Mennonite church, seek to deeply entwine our growing and changing religious and spiritual lives into our everyday endeavors.  We wish that more of this creative, God given and blessed, energy could be channeled into the church.  We recognize that this is largely our own row to hoe; we contend, though, that a more intentional seeking out of young adult perspective, by the church, would provide the positive reinforcement we need to respectfully offer our concerns.  In the same vain, we admire our historical mentors (the early Anabaptists, martyrs, COs and all of you) whom we have seen take ownership of their faith.  We imagine that recognized engagement in the church, starting now – as we begin to shape the trajectory of the rest of our adult lives – could be indicative of a lifelong commitment to following Christ into a life of discipleship.  All this is not to say that the church is not interested in young adult involvement and perspective.  It is easy to see that the theme, in the church today, is absolutely contradictory to such an idea.  We simply need you to listen respectfully, because we feel like we do not have any respectful listeners.  Without your intentional engagement and trustful empowerment, we shall flounder as the idealistic youth that we tend to externalize.

Third, and lastly, we are baptized members of the believing body of Christ.  Historically the Mennonite church has espoused an ecclesiastical vision that the church is a community of believers who collectively seek to discern truth.  As young adults, members of the body, are disempowered by the tendency of adults to discount our idealism, the church is forfeiting a part of itself and compromising its integrity as a truly collective truth-seeking body.  We contend that young adults are a part of the church now.  Though we have a limited familiarity with the structural and institutional workings of the church we have an historic responsibility and right to have our voices heard.  We recognize that many of our suggestions and opinions may be naïve and uninformed.  We may, indeed, be the most conscious of that reality.  However, should the Mennonite church risk silencing prophetic voices because those voices might naively push buttons or immaturely demand controversial deliberation?  We hope that a church rooted in the button-pushing Radical Reformation and laced with controversial hermeneutics like pacifism will not avoid, but actively seek structural space for the idealistic voice of young adults.  We hope that our ideas, however idealistic and however controversial, can be seen as essential contributions to the honest discernment of truth in which we (adults and young adults alike), as members of the body of Christ, are called to engage.

III. How does the church go about implementing change?

Are there ways in which we, as a church, can work to more deeply engage – in a structural sense – young adults?  We recognize that this is a question that the Mennonite church has been taking very seriously for some time now.  What if this question were to become an initial converging point for young adults and adult members of the church?  Structural plug-ins for young adults are easy to yearn for and almost impossible to imagine and practice.  Many of us leave home after completing high school.  We are transplanted to a new philosophical, social and geographical setting.  Whether it’s a construction job a mile down the road, a university one thousand miles away or a VS position in another country, young adults are customarily uprooted from the communities where we grew up.  Many of us feel disconnected from the broader Mennonite church because we are disconnected from our home congregations.  What if we thought seriously about connecting our young adults with Mennonite churches in their new locations?  Jacob will be graduating from high school in two months and has decided to live and work in Paoli, Indiana; who do we know at a Mennonite church in Paoli?  Would it be possible to connect Jacob with a mentor there before he uproots from his community of nurture so that the transition is more smooth and more Mennonite?  Lots of us remember making decisions about what we wanted to do after high school and how we wanted to shape our quickly approaching adulthood based on (yes, our parents’ advice and our church communities’ influences, but also on) our peers’ decisions and advice.  But as we think back, we feel very lucky that we had an opportunity to talk with our friends, who were usually only a couple years older, after they had left our community.  Would it be possible to think congregationally and more broadly about young adult/youth mentor/mentee relationships – be it in person or simply by phone, snail mail or e-mail?

There is a clear gap between the youth who are still a part of the church, often members, sometimes children of members and adult members of the church.  Youth are encouraged to participate in church leadership (youth-led Sundays, youth are aggressively sought out to share their gifts), imagine church as a socially satisfying arena (MYF, mission trips) and to attend national youth conventions (hyped advertising, financial assistance – from fundraising to subsidizing).  It seems though, that young adults are somewhat forgotten.  We think there is a certain mentality that under-girds this gap.  Adults imagine that young adults suddenly become uninterested in the church.  For most of us, this is not the case.  The church is what has shaped us.  If would’ve asked us, when we graduated from high school, how we identified ourselves, many of us would have included Mennonite in our response.  What disillusions most of us, then, is the way our rapidly developing understanding of the post-high school world illustrates for us a Mennonite (and Christian) church which fails to share our new passions and concerns (often this is related to how the church engages or does not engage the world).  What opportunities can we use to encourage our young adults to remain engaged?  What if congregations worked to finance young adults to attend conference?
  We recognize that efforts are being made to engage and empower young adults.  Many congregations have Sunday school classes especially for young adults.  We affirm gatherings like the annual Young Adult Fellowship event that is put on by MC USA and MC Canada.  How can we make sure that young adults know about such events when we are so transient and often not regularly attending one church?  (We didn’t even know about this conference until we started researching what initiatives MC USA was taking on.)  We imagine part of this gap to be a responsible letting-go by adults in the church.  Historically, we have entrusted the decision to engage or not to engage to the individual.  Anabaptists pulled away from the Protestant reformation because of ideals supporting believer’s baptism.  But is there a way that we can integrate the questioning and the almost inevitable, temporary departure, which accompanies young adulthood, into the Mennonite church?  It seems almost dangerous and certainly not constructive to assume that individuals will question everything for a while and then return to the church with a religious fervor.  Besides, many of us question the church as a relevant institution when we see the church struggling to engage the broader culture – is that not a question that the church wants to deal with as well?  Is there a way that the church could structurally recognize that questioning is healthy and even encourage it as part what it means to be in a community of believers so that this stage could be seen as engaging in the church instead of separating from it? This question, in today’s context, may be crucial to a piece of the age-old question of retention in the Mennonite church. 

What about national conventions?  Here we simply want to recognize the disconnect separating the delegate sessions and young adult sessions.  At the delegate sessions, adults and a few token young adults, take part in serious, committed discussion about issues that the church is facing or needs to deal with.  At the young adult sessions, young adults chat over tea at coffee houses network with each other.  We are very grateful for the opportunity to serve as delegates from many of our churches.  The opportunity empowers us with the responsibility to represent a portion of the community of believers and it means a lot that you, our elders, trust us with such a task.  This disconnect, though, is very troubling.  Why is there not a more serious approach to the young adult conference?  We contend that young adults have much to say about the “issues that the church is facing or needs to deal with.”  Our concern is that this disconnect is helping to disempower, disengage and disillusion young adults within the church.  We also recognize that the young adult convention is a new addition and still experimenting with structure. What if the young adult convention could become a space where young adults share their ideas and formulate a statement to submit to the delegate body?

III. Could something happen this summer in Charlotte?

Our conversations and experiences, which make up the story we told above, have surfaced some ideas about convention this summer.  For some time we were looking into presenting some kind of paper at one of the delegate sessions.  But considering the tight schedule of convention planning and the reality that our concerns originated from too few individuals to be effective, we began to reconsider our options.  We contacted the young adult convention planners and through talking to them and amongst ourselves decided that we would try to take a proactive approach to some of our aforementioned concerns about young adult convention.  Our vision is twofold.  

First, we hope to engage young adults in further conversation about our involvement in the Mennonite church.  It should be recognized that this document is based on specific conversations that a few privileged, white Mennonites from Goshen College had with other Mennonite pastors, professors, family members, young adults, etc, from around Canada and the US.  While we feel as though this document is representative of a large portion of Mennonite young adults throughout the US and Canada, it is not the view of every one.  Further conversation, then, with other young adults and others, this summer at convention, is really important to the nuancing of our story.  

Second, we hope to instigate a paradigmatic shift in subsequent young adult conventions.  We believe that if given the opportunity and met with excited facilitators, young adults at this summer’s convention will be interested in tackling some issues as members of the body of Christ.  We anxiously await times to relax together with young adults from all over the US and Canada, but we are more excited about discussing the future of the church with them.  The opportunity to see young faces leading those sessions, even if they remain inconsequential in the scheme of shaping the church, will be empowering for us.  Maybe our friends have things that they want the church to address, but have not found the voice in their home congregations to raise their concerns – hopefully young adult convention can provide that space.  We believe that if we can lead a few successful sessions this summer the trend will catch on and maybe by next convention, there can be a more formalized, issue-based structure to these sessions.  We recently connected with a young adult from MCC’s young adult council.  We encouraged her to organize a presentation just to raise consciousness about young adults working for and enjoying a commitment to the Mennonite church.  We are certain that there are numerous young adults who are doing amazing work for the Mennonite church and that all of us can benefit from an intentional space to hear one another’s stories.   

IV. What are some long-term hopes and goals?   

Our most concrete goal has to do with future conventions.  Dancing with the risk of boring you all with more words, we wanted to reiterate some of our concerns with the structure and intentions of young adult convention and then move into some of our hopes for its future. First, affirm the significant time and energy that is put into planning the young adult portion of convention each year.  We realize that this is a new endeavor and, thus, requires a lot of creative and physical energy.  We affirm the current focus on networking, but we want to challenge ourselves further.  It is not empowering to sit and drink coffee with other young adults around the country who passively identify themselves as Mennonite.  It is not enough, either, to sing hymns and worship together.  Networking is important and exciting, especially for young adults who are often nervously watching the hands of time tick away their most marriageable years.  If we are seriously interested, though, in empowering young adults toward commitment to the Mennonite church, we ask for you to share some responsibility with us.  
We recognize the efforts over that past few years to get young adults involved in the delegate process.  We appreciate the trust and respect that we are given in that arena.  At the same time, we wonder why that respect and responsibility is not extended into the young adult convention.  As we work, this summer, and in the following years, to promote a shift in the prevailing paradigm of young adult convention, we look toward a more concrete, and rewarding, goal.  We have received word that this summer, for the first time, a small group of youth delegates will gather to develop a statement which they will then present to the delegates.  That is a progressive step that we, as young people, commend our convention planners and sisters and brothers for instigating.  We hope that it is a positive experience for all and that the youth feel respected and listened to.  This is a further illustration, however, of the gap between youth and adults in the church.  It seems ridiculous to us that a similar step was not taken for young adults.  We are convinced that young adults have a unique perspective to offer to the church, naïve and idealistic as it may be, but it concerns us that there is no space for a young adult delegation to present to the delegates.  Our first hope, then, is that during the delegate sessions at the 2007 convention young adults will have a venue to report, from a young adult perspective, to the delegates.  As we strive to transform the model of young adult convention, we hope that the adult convention can begin to respect us as an essential contributor to the gathered body of truth-seeking sisters and brothers by which we have come to define the church.
Reaching this goal will require dedication from everyone.  Convention planners will have to think about how young adult sessions can gain a more respected status.  As it is now, young adults are on an obscure schedule because they are involved in delegate sessions and as youth sponsors.  Our hope is that as a church we can begin to shift our mentality as we imagine what young adult convention is.  If it becomes, indeed, an essential contributor to the discerning process of the church, then we will find time to schedule young adult sessions as seriously as we have been scheduling youth and adult sessions for some time now.  This vision will require dedication from youth and young adults as well.  There are very few young adults that attend convention as simply young adult participants in the church.  People don’t often come for the young adult convention alone.  Part of the responsibility of the church, lies in considering how much encouragement we give to our youth, to attend convention, and how little, financial and other, to our young adults.  There is a vicious cycle at work here, though.  Our churches don’t encourage their young adults to attend the young adult convention, because young adults seem uninterested.  Young adults are uninterested because the portion of the convention designated to them seems to lack importance and empowers no one.  And as we have noted above, this is because not many people take young adult convention seriously because not too many young adults attend.  And the cycle continues.  However, we are a church that likes to challenge cycles.  The cycle of violence is our favorite, but don’t overlook the largely accepted social cycles of sectarian groups and cycles of acculturation of people groups.  The point is that if we collectively work on the issue of young adult convention – working to make it more empowering, more encouraged and more attended – we have an opportunity to revive a significant part of our discerning voice that lies, largely, dormant.        
We also mentioned above our idea for networking churches so that young adults can have smoother transitions and more Mennonite ones.  Remember Jacob?  We hope that in the next couple of years, Mennonites can do a better job of networking themselves as a community.  Congregations are important to us all, but there are commonalities that we can uncover that will give us the go ahead to create networks to share and understand each other better.  As the Mennonite church quickly moves globally, this may be a critical issue.  What are our sisters and brothers in Ethiopia doing to retain their youth?  What are Paraguayan Mennonites learning about holding high government positions?  I’m going to Guatemala next semester to live, work and learn Spanish; what church should I plug into while I’m there?  This networking might offer young adults to stay connected even while being transient and disconnected from a church centered on a building.  We hope that in the future we will always know when Mennonite young adults are gathering to at Canadian Mennonite University to talk about community together.  Some type of networking could help.  MennoProgressives is a start, but what could we do with more resources? 
In Addition

We have a couple less synthesized ideas that we want to bring up just to get people thinking.  MCC has recently taken on the task of nominating a young adult council (not sure exactly what they call it) who’s purpose it is to examine the trajectory of MCC and talk about whether that trajectory is true to MCC’s mission and relevant to the world today.  The idea came from the historical reality that MCC was envisioned by a group of young adults.  In an effort to stay true to their own tradition and to erase some wrinkles from the face of its employees and decision makers, MCC has shown serious dedication in this radical approach.  It’s clear that MCC has been, and probably will always be, one step more progressive than the Mennonite church, for an array of reasons, but they offer a model of young adult involvement that might do us good to, at least, notice.  

We have also caught wind of the recently formed body, the Constituency Leaders’ (Leaders? Leadership?) Council – anyway, the CLC.  We understand that this group of individuals has had significant success in bringing folks together after the 2002 merger and discerning certain issues together.  We wonder if “young adults” could be a topic of discussion in that circle in one of their biannual meetings.  Could there be a conference dedicated to this topic that would include young adults and CLC members?  Are there young adults that serve on the Council?  Having very little knowledge about this Council and MCC’s young adult council, we present these ideas simply in a brainstorming mode.  We hope, however, that these kinds of things continue to be considered in the Mennonite church.               
V.  Concluding Remarks

Thanks for participating in our narrative to this point.  We hope this document does not come off as an attack of disillusioned young adults.  In fact we seek the contrary; we want these words to illustrate a constituency of young adults who feel a significant connection to the Mennonite church and are ultimately interested in our own substantial involvement and commitment to that institution.  We have aspirations of changing the trajectory of the young adult convention and challenging the way adults and young adults in the Mennonite church have historically communicated, or have not.  But we harbor no illusions that these dreams were a discovery of, should be shaped by and should be realized for – only young adults.  We submit this document to you and the Mennonite church, more broadly, so that consciousness can be raised and consciences can be nudged concerning young adult perspectives in the Mennonite church today.  We ask for your, more experienced and mature, voices to guide us as we all continue to wrestle with these questions.  We hope we have impressed upon you our sincere gratitude for your attention to young adult perspectives to the point.  We recognize, and are grateful for, the initiative that has taken place over the past couple of years to involve more young adults in delegate sessions.  We affirm the many congregations all over Canada and the US who are taking young adult issues seriously and trying, more intentional to involve us – through Sunday school and summer Sunday school classes, in young adult social gatherings, and simply by encouraging us in our more mature and sillier endeavors.  We look forward to engaging in the church as members.  We look forward to furthering these conversations in Charlotte and in conferences and congregational meetings beyond the summer.  We are empowered when we are respectfully listened to – not as token young adult enthusiasts, but as equal members of the discerning body – and we thank you for your intentional efforts toward our more regular and systematic inclusion in that regard.  Ultimately we are excited about relating to the broader Mennonite church and reclaiming a spiritual and lifelong commitment to a faith tradition which embodies, for many of us, our ethnic heritage and connection, the nurturing cradle of our discovered individual personhood and the medium through which our deepest needs and desires seem satiable.    
_____________________________________________________________________________________
VI. Appendices


Appendix A. Initial Proposal for Young Adult Convention Space
Initial Proposal for Young Adult Convention Space
A group of Goshen College students recently contacted you about presenting something to the young adult conference, or facilitating some space there.  You would remember, or still have, e-mails from Nicole Cober Bauman on behalf of this group.  The last correspondence that we received from your end asked for a more detailed idea of what exactly we were interested in presenting, discussing, etc.  These words are in response to that request.  This is our initial proposal for space at the Young Adult Convention in Charlotte during the summer of 2005.

Our interest in approaching you to request floor time comes from a story that we lived that has birthed within us a clearer vision of our immediate role as young adult members of the Mennonite church.  We are concerned in a specific, but not primary sense, with the historical model of the young adult convention.  Based on this concern, we have nurtured a vision to proactively participate in the growth of this, toddling, attempt to further young adult involvement.  That is to say, we recognize that the young adult convention is, like its demographic, young; and we want to help shape its future.  Our vision is twofold.

First, we envision opening a serious discussion about young adult involvement in the Mennonite church.  Our hope is that this discussion will outlive the week in Charlotte, but the convention is a good place to start.  The response that we received from an article we drafted for our school newspaper was overwhelmingly rich, far-reaching and energetic.  We have been in communication with young adults from other Mennonite schools in the US and Canada, from our home communities, in VS, and those working for MCC and other church affiliated organizations.  Young people are excited about conversing and working with the church.  The church is where we were nurtured and where many of us find ethnic identity; we want to be committed to the institution.  By continuing this conversation among ourselves, we are moving beyond simply asking for more intentional structural integration from the church; we are actively participating and reshaping the structural plug-ins that have already been established for us.     


Second, we hope to instigate a paradigmatic shift in subsequent young adult conventions.  We believe that if given the opportunity and met with excited facilitators, young adults at this summer’s convention will be interested in tackling some issues as members of the body of Christ.  We anxiously await times to relax together and network with young adults from all over the US and Canada, but we are more excited about discussing the future of the church with them.  The opportunity to see young faces leading those sessions, even if they remain inconsequential in the scheme of shaping the church, will be empowering for us.  Maybe our friends have things that they want the church to address, but have not found the voice in their home congregations to raise their concerns – hopefully young adult convention can provide that space.  We believe that if we can lead a few successful sessions this summer, the trend will catch on and maybe by next convention there can be a more formalized, issue-based structure to these sessions.  We recently connected with a Mennonite young adult who is a part of MCC’s young adult council.  We encouraged her to organize a presentation for convention just to raise consciousness about young adults working in and enjoying a commitment to the Mennonite arena.  We are certain that there are numerous young adults who are doing amazing work for the Mennonite church and that all of us can benefit from an intentional space to hear one another’s stories.

Out of this twofold vision, we have developed a concrete proposal for this summer’s convention in Charlotte.  We request this time and space with much seriousness, but tentatively – having little idea of what has been planned and how much slack, you - the planners - have to work with.  Having made that disclaimer, we would like to facilitate at least two sessions that would each last at least an hour.  Our primary concern is continuing the conversation about young adult involvement with other young adults.  Our secondary hope is to facilitate a forum in which we, as young adults, will grapple with our own concerns for the Mennonite church – from a specifically young adult perspective.  To specify in more detail we have listed some questions and points that we hope to address in each session below.    

1. During the first session, we hope to facilitate an open discussion about the involvement and role of young adults in the Mennonite church.  We hope to ask questions that address these issues historically and push us towards talking about the future.  What were our experiences of being involved in the church during high school?  What changed as our communities of nurture shifted or were left?  To what degree do we still feel involved in those communities?  Where do we go from here?  What needs to change within the structure of the church to empower us to more committed involvement?  What can we do, as young adult members of the Mennonite church, to empower ourselves and commit ourselves, more fully, to this faith tradition?

2. 

During the second session, we hope to present some points for discussion centered on concerns we have for the Mennonite church.  There are many issues that we would like to see the church take more seriously, handle more respectfully, not worry so much about, etc. – what are they?  Some ideas are listed below:
A. Wanting to be faithful to the revelation of Jesus in all aspects of our lives. We are uncomfortable with the way politics polarizes and divides the church.

B. Challenging the Mennonite Church to actively engage our history. We want to know how our origins in the Radical Reformation contribute to the present activities of the church in the world.

C. Bringing community, intimacy and accountability to the forefront of our relationships with each other.

D. Recognizing an active peace witness as integral to who we are.

E. Retaining and involving young adults who have grown up in the church.

F. Changing the Mennonite game from an exploration of ethnicity to one which respects varieties of ethnicities, as we share instead, our faith journeys.  

We realize that this may not be possible exactly as we have requested it.  We hope that you will consider our proposal with special attention to the reality that this is a model/conversation that a large constituency of young adults is excited about.  We should say, also, that we anticipate that these conversations could fill the space of two hours each (a conversation concerning these issues at Goshen College had to be cut short at an hour and a half for a night class) and could be visited more frequently than two sessions during convention week.  That is to say, if there is more time to offer, we would be glad to plan for more time and/or more sessions.  Considering the lateness of our proposal and the responsibility that you have, as planners, to tradition, previous commitments, etc., we appreciate your consideration for these two, hour-long sessions. Please contact us with any questions or concerns; we want this to be an initiative that benefits everyone. Thanks again for your consideration.

Nicole Cober Bauman (Kitchener-Waterloo, Ontario)
Adam Friesen (Henderson, NE)

Laura Leischner (Harrisonburg, VA)

Anna Mast (Scottdale, PA)
M. Elizabeth Miller (State College, PA)
Tim Showalter (Harrisonburg, VA)
Matt Troyer (Shickley, NE)
(and many other concerned young adults) 

_____________________________________________________________________________________
Appendix B. Record Article (Goshen College newspaper
)

We Are Concerned Too! A Challenge to Mennonite Youth/Young Adults

As members of the Mennonite Church, we cannot wait for change to occur. It’s not up to our current church leaders to make all the decisions while we passively wait for our turn to lead the church. We are the church now. It is time for us, the young adults of the church, to step forward and take responsibility for the future of the church.  

In the past few weeks, rumblings of concern for the future of the church have begun to surface as loud peals of thunder among our peers, especially in the face of the upcoming convention in Charlotte. On Tuesday evening, a meeting between some concerned Mennonite young adults
 produced a plan of action. This think tank needs your help.

Our hope is to talk to the Mennonite Church at large, to affirm our commitment to the church, to acknowledge the areas where we think the church needs to work on, to be catalysts for change, and to make ourselves available to participate in the process.

As we talked about our concerns for the church’s future, we came up with a modest list. By expressing our concerns, we hope not to criticize, but to learn from our elders and to show that we have a genuine interest in the future.

Here are some of the concerns listed:

A. Wanting to be faithful to the revelation of Jesus in all aspects of our lives. We are uncomfortable with the way politics polarizes and divides the church.

B. Challenging the Mennonite Church to actively engage our history. We want to know how our origins in the Radical Reformation contribute to the present activities of the church in the world.

C. Bringing community, intimacy and accountability to the forefront of our relationships with each other.

D. Recognizing an active peace witness as integral to who we are.

E. Retaining and involving young adults who have grown up in the church.

F. Changing the Mennonite game from “How are we related as cousins?” to “How did you choose the Mennonite Church?”

We hope that this will be the beginning of conversation between young adults and older members of the church. To kick things off, a meeting to discuss these ideas will be held next Thursday, April 14 at 5:30 p.m. in the Westlawn Lounge. Bring your supper and your ideas. 

We want to involve the diverse voices of our peers, so we invite you to join us and share your concerns and discuss those we have listed above as we continue to discern our direction. We also invite your feedback on the opinion board.

M. Elizabeth Miller 

Matt Troyer

� The term “conscientization” was originally coined by Paul Freire, an outcome of his pedagogical and political research.  He hoped that by facilitating learning among an oppressed people, the learning process would become “critical, ‘transitive’ and would eventually initiate “‘liberation.’”  Our use of conscientization throughout this paper is hopes that consciences will be nudged and a consciousness will be raised, within the broader Mennonite church, concerning the story and issues that we will present.    http://ospiti.peacelink.it/giolli/giolli_gb/node7.html


�  Speaking on his new book the Moral Imagination, at the Joan B. Kroc Institute for International Peace Studies’ 2005 Annual Student Peace Conference called “Crossing Boundaries in the Name of Peace,” Lederach recited these words, April 1, 2005.


� The Record article is included in Appendix B.


� Menno_Progressives can be located on the web by searching for the group (entitled Menno_Progressives) at � HYPERLINK "http://groups.yahoo.com" ��http://groups.yahoo.com�.  MJ Sharp, the founder of MennoProgressives, and a student at Eastern Mennonite University, introduces the group in these words on the welcome page.  


The "Menno Progressives" group was created to allow for direct communication and collaboration between students of Mennonite colleges interested in a non-partisan grassroots progressive movement much needed in a time of increased neo-conservative influence in Washington. ��Progressives were fragmented by the 2004 presidential election, largely because neither major party candidate embraced these issues fully. Our issues include but are not limited to: ending the war in Iraq, creating a living wage, establishing universal healthcare, limiting corporate control of the two major parties, and protecting the environment. We hope to embrace progressives from all parties, whether Democrat, Republican, Green, Reform, or Libertarian. 





More recently, though, the forum has housed some of the conversations referred to in this document.  We would love to hear your voices – or read your words – in that space.  


� If you’re connected to the Goshen College campus, the list-serve can be found at GC Online under the title “One Faith One Future.”


� We realize there is not much at conference for young adults – we will address that below.  


� The article has been slightly reformatted to better fit this document.  It has been copied word for word from its original publication.  


� The small group consisted of Elizabeth Miller, Adam Friesen, Anna Mast, Laura Leischner, Tim Showalter, Matthew Troyer, Nicole Bauman 








