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“For I am with you”
By Merv Stoltzfus, executive conference minister

This is a unique time, when we find ourselves held 
captive to the virus COVID-19. This is a time when we 
look desperately for understanding, encouragement, and 
hope. How do we approach conversation and interaction 
with each other in a time that seems fraught with more 
questions than viable answers?  We are people of  faith 
in Christ and believe that God loves us in an amazing, 
steadfast manner, but the world seems to be crumbling all 
around us. And then the many complex questions come 
that do more to unravel us than bring solace. 

How or what started this virus?  Why did it come?  When 
will its mark of  anxiety and fear leave us free to breathe 
easily again?

In the meantime, what do we do with real and practical 
concerns such as: will I get a paycheck this week?  Will l 
lose the business my family started years ago?  Will I get 
sick?   How will I feel if  someone I love contracts the virus 
and they die alone in a room by themselves?  How do we 
provide for a funeral and will it be enough?  How would we  
ever deal with that?  And on and on…

I do not have much time to reflect on these questions, 
but they pierce the moments between conversations with 
others and remind me of  how unprepared we are to 
respond. 

The needs among us and in our communities are very 
real.  It would seem reasonable to expect that we, people 
of  faith, would certainly know how to navigate them in a 
positive manner.  At the least, that is what we often put on 
ourselves.

What if  there is another way to live through this time? 
A way that is more authentic. A way that recognizes the 
lament of  the losses and the difficult experiences among us.  
It might take more tenacity and courage to struggle through 
our experiences listening to one another as we acknowledge 
and name our pain and suffering.  Perhaps such expression 
may be healthier for our soul and bring unexpected healing. 
This might actually be the loving way to carry the burden 
together.  Could it actually offer more hope than the quick 
religious response that often leaves one empty and guilty?
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The scriptures are full of  stories that depict incredible 
struggles. Where/how do people find hope in the 
midst of  great challenge with so many unknowns? 
How do we talk about hope in a way that has integrity 
rather than a spiritual glibness that feels fake or plastic 
and is not a practical expression for our emotions or 
intellect?  Is there a way to sit with lament that is laced 
with authentic hope?

I wonder how Ruth (Ruth ch. 1-2.) expressed her 
real thoughts as she traveled with her mother-in-law 
to a land unknown. Certainly there was a sense of  
devastation, fear of  possible harm, anxiety about the 
struggle of  finding food and stepping on another’s 
land as a foreigner to glean the leftovers. She had 
much to lament and yet she had hope. Her sense of  
hope is the hope I want: one that peers at reality and 
what it may forecast and then resolves to continue 
onward in faith that God is aware and present with us 
in our uncertainty.

We may struggle and face deep pain, but it will not be 
the end, even if  it is ever so treacherous.

Isaiah 41:10 Do not fear, for I am with you, do not be 
afraid, for I am your God; I will strengthen you, I will 
help you, I will uphold you with my victorious hand.

The hope that comes from this realization is not 
intended to be weak, but rather provides a surprising 
strength that may even allow a relaxed smile to 
slide across one’s face. Certainly it will provide the 
opportunity to breathe fresh air that encourages and 
lifts us higher in these situations beyond our control. 
This is the hope that I desire for us to carry together, 
knowing we need each other to find our way today, 
tomorrow, and in whatever may come our way.

I pray that we may sense the blessing of  God’s peace 
upon us in this unexpected time of  challenge which 
leaves one wondering about the future.  May we find 
hope in God our Creator who has always loved us 
deeply.  May we find strength in knowing God is with 
us these days and may we breathe slow, sustaining 
breaths of  God’s grace, joy, and courage for whatever 
may lie ahead.

  



Reentry from Prison during 
Covid 19

By Sandra Wiens

The last woman (whom I’ll call Sharyl) that I met 
upon release from the women’s prison at the end 
of  her sentence in Connecticut was on March 
10, 2020.  After identifying ourselves to each 
other, we walked to a nearby coffee shop. We had 
breakfast together, discussed her goals, needs 
and first next steps for the day and for the next 
few days.  She had on her clothing from prison 
- grey sweatshirt and sweatpants, white sneakers 
without shoelaces.  She carried a clear plastic bag 
with her other belongings and medical equipment 
necessary to use each day.   

After breakfast we walked to the Reentry Center 
office to meet with a social worker who could 
give some guidance about housing, health care 
locations, health insurance, food stamps, addiction 
management etc.  I had brought some clothing 
for her to wear, a duffle bag with hygiene items, 
towels, paper and pen and a bus pass inside. 

Sharyl needed to call her brother to 
bring her 

other things to her.  She used my phone. There 
was a lot to do on this first day out.

Later that same day, March 10, Governor Ned 
Lamont declared a public health emergency for 
the state of  Connecticut to contain the Covid 19 
coronavirus.  My work has changed significantly 
with the stay at home directive that followed.  All 
meetings with formerly incarcerated women like 
Sharyl returning to the community have been 
canceled.  We host a monthly dinner for women 
who have returned to our community.  The goal 
is to create community among those with similar 
experience and who can share information. These 
dinners have stopped.  

 I have found that with returning homeless 
women the most important thing to get is a 
phone.  Some who already qualify for food stamps 
and health insurance can get a free phone upon 
release. Those who have fallen through the cracks 
with the reentry system do not have a way to get 
one.  My ongoing project is to find inexpensive 
phones for them, and to provide three-month 
plans.  I continue to seek funding for phones 
from church members and by talking about the 
need in our community.  

One unexpected outcome of  this public health 
emergency is that the Coalition for Ending 
Homelessness and the Department of  Correction 
(DOC) are now working together to find housing 
for end-of-sentence folks.  The DOC is learning 
about the process of  finding housing for inmates 
they release, and is working cooperatively with the 
Coalition for Ending Homelessness. DOC is also 
looking for ways to release more people to reduce 
the population inside and thereby reducing the 
risk of  contracting COVID-19.

The women’s prison in particular could release 
women being held who are undocumented but 
awaiting trials, women being held pre-sentence 
because they could not make bail, women with 
less than three months to serve, and many 
with nonviolent crime sentences.   Advocates 
have been working on these issues for years.  
Immigration groups, bail fund groups, ACLU, 
criminal justice reform advocates have all been 
recommending release of  people whom DOC is 
considering releasing now.  This emergency may 
shake up the corrections system for the better in 
the midst of  this chaos.

Sandra does pastoral care and community 
organizing through the First Congregational 
Church, Guilford, CT, for women returning 
from prison. She is a member of  Manhattan 

Mennonite Fellowship. 
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Hospital Tents in Central Park

By Ruth Yoder Wenger, ACC conference minister for New York City

Hospital tents in Central Park. Refrigerated trucks 
parked beside hospitals. Multiple ambulance sirens 
day and night. Declining numbers of  fire and police 
sirens (along with a double-digit drop in street crime 
rates). New York City streets are so much quieter, 
traffic lighter, horn-blowing at a minimum.  The city 
is hushed.  The feel is eerie, surreal.

In my own northwest Bronx neighborhood, sights 
and sounds have changed dramatically.  Steel-gated 
stores up and down the usually-bustling commercial 
blocks – Albanian bakery, Dominican restaurant, 
Mexican flower shop, Korean nail salon, Jewish 
community center, Islamic center, Ethiopian 
Orthodox church, Lutheran thrift shop, dental 
offices, vision centers, offices, clothing stores – are 
all shuttered for days to come. A temporary morgue 
parks at the end of  my block by the hospital. People 
queue six feet apart outside pharmacies, coffee 
shops, bodegas, and check-cashing stores. Buses run 
nearly empty, picking up the few passengers standing 
apart from each other instead of  crowding to get 
on first. Once noisy and crowded, schoolyards and 
parks are now silent and vacant.  The NY Botanical 
Garden, the Oval Park, and the Bronx Zoo, our 

favorite outdoor areas, are closed.  

People seem afraid, but not panicked, mostly 
respectful of  social distancing guidance. Because 
our neighbors are so numerous and so close, it’s 
hard to avoid contact.  And since we can’t get 
tested unless we’re ER-level-sick (because of  severe 
test shortages), we know there are sick people all 
around us, many of  whom are asymptomatic.  We’re 
watchful.

There are some brighter spots. Woodlawn Cemetery, 
comprising 400 acres of  woodland just a ten-
minute walk from my house, blooms with magnolia 
and weeping cherry trees, daffodils, and pansies.  
Grocery stores, bodegas, takeout places and dollar 
stores are open and adequately stocked – as are 
the liquor stores.  Congregations of  all faiths are 
learning to “Zoom” together, creating new forms 
for their gatherings – even for funerals.

We don’t know what this world is coming to.  We 
do know that already-vulnerable people will suffer 
more.  The least we can do is to be our best selves 
among our neighbors.  And pray our social fabric 
holds in the new realities.

Shoppers queue outside a grocery store while 
observing physical distancing.

Stores along Dekalb Avenue remain gated 
during otherwise normal shopping hours.



Reciprocity of Love

By Bruce Bradshaw

The COVID-19 Pandemic calls us to embrace the meaning of  the first 
and second great commandments: “Love the Lord your God…and 
love your neighbor as yourself.”

These commandments embody the reciprocity of  love: We love God 
by serving others and we are loved in return.

Last week, Jane, a widow and the mother of  two young children, 
called me. The call was not about the virus, but the virus redefined our 
conversation. Jane said she had not been so fearful since her husband 
died. 

Since Jane is not part of  a church and has limited support from her 
extended family, my wife and I decided to have a meal delivered to her 
as a way to show her care. 

After we ordered the meal, I wondered: “Is this all we can do? I wish 
we could do more.”

When Jane received the meal, she thanked us by sending a picture of  
her children eating it. I interpreted that picture as saying: “My children 
and I feel loved; how could we ask for more?” 

These thoughts provoked the tension of  serving people during a crisis: 
We wish we could do more, but we are likely to do more than anyone 
will ask, and we both experience the reciprocity of  love: The meal was 
a symbol of  our love for Jane, and the picture symbolized her love for 
us. 

We love God by serving our neighbors and we are loved in return.  

Bruce is the Pastor of  the Mennonite Congregation of  Boston, 
Cambridge, MA and of  Arlington Street United Methodist Church, 
Nashua, NH. The churches are about as different as they can be, and 
he enjoys serving each one because he serves the other. 
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Worshipping together. Separately. 

By Amy Yoder McGloughlin

As this crisis began to unfold in earnest, and we realized that there 
could not be worship together, I began to think about how to do 
worship effectively at Frazer Mennonite Church.  A collective worship 
experience is an Anabaptist distinctive.  So, it only seemed right to 
move to an interactive platform, like zoom.  The first week had its 
glitches--like a lagging internet connection--but the highlight was 
that people were able to see each other, and to share their joys and 
concerns.  

Each week, we learn something new about the technology to help 
make it better.  Each week, more people come back to join us in 
worship.  I estimate that we have more participants in Zoom than we 
have in a regular service. Folks need to hear the word together, pray 
together, and sing together.  

We don’t know what we’re going to do about Easter yet.  But, as with 
all things, we’ll navigate that as a community.  And we’ll trust in the 
Spirit’s guidance to lead us in these uncharted waters.  

Amy serves as pastor at Frazer Mennonite Church.

Children’s Zoom Time at East Chestnut Street

By Miriam Cruz

A few days before March 22, members were surprised by an invitation 
on the church list-serve from  Sunday School teacher Rhoda Shirk. 
Rhoda invited all of  the children to join her on Sunday morning for 
story time, by way of  Zoom.  (Others were invited to join, as silent 
observers).

Rhoda began by reading a couple of  picture books, but then the real 
“church” happened as she un-muted, one at a time, each child’s screen.  
The children were invited to show something they had made during 
their stay-at-home time that week, and we saw wonderful Lego creations, 
artwork, and heard stories of  helping to milk cows and turning a special 
red rock into a gift for grandma.  

The second Sunday was even richer, as Rhoda had sent packets to each 
child with a simple craft project related to the Bible story she would tell.  
With their finished projects, the children helped her tell the story of  the 
four friends who lowered their friend through a roof  for Jesus to heal.  
The children were ready again to show needle point, perform a song, 
and introduce pets, during the show and tell time.

Rhoda honored each child with attention, and as an adult observer, 
I felt introduced to the church’s children in a new way as I saw their 
personalities and interests displayed from their own homes.  It will be a 
joy to see how this Zoom time with the children continues to evolve as a 
precious part of  our Sunday time together.

Miriam serves as Transition Team Pastor at East Chestnut Street 
Mennonite Church. 

Left: Sarah 
and Nathan 
Horst prepare 
to livestream 
worship for 
Ridgeview 
Mennonite 
Church on 
March 29. At 
least 26 ACC 
churches chose 
to offer some 
type of  online 
worship and 
fellowship while 
stay-at-home 
restrictions 
make physical 
gathering 
impossible. 



A peek into student life at 
Eastern Mennonite School in 
1918
EMU Archivist Simone Horst wrote this article 
for the AnabaptistHistorians.org. It is used with 
permission and shared here in a condensed form.
In the EMU Archives’ digital collection we are 
fortunate to have correspondence from Mary 
Nafzinger, a charter student at EMS from Pigeon, 
Michigan, to her pen pal Evan Miller, who was 
a conscientious objector (CO) in Camp Mead at 
the time.  Evan Miller was also the grandfather 
of  former EMU archivist Nathan E. Yoder, who 
graciously shared this material with the collection.

Mary’s letters to Evan give us a sense of  day-to-
day life in the early years of  the school and also 
an understanding of  how world events–like the 
Spanish Flu and World War I–impacted the small 
campus:

September 19, 1918

Things are going on in their usual quiet way here 
at school. Much like last year only I am taking 
a heavier course, and taking seven subjects. Six 
of  them being solid. I also put in my application 
to do the ironing so I am quite busy. The 
spiritual side of  the school is growing dearer 
to me every day. We girls have prayer circle 
every evening then we have a devotional service 
before breakfast every morning. We also have 
a S.S. [Sunday School] organized, and a Young 
People’s Meeting … Elizabeth Horsch [later wife 
of  H.S. Bender] from Scottdale is my roommate.

October 7, 1918:

Two girls from here at the Park and I were out 
on a rocky hill all afternoon, too, writing letters, 
reading etc. I think that is one way of  spending 
an ideal Sunday afternoon. The greatness and 
grandness of  nature impresses me so much and 
makes me conscious of  His greatness and also 
as nothing else can makes me feel the nearness 
of  Him who never leaves or forsakes us.

In the fall of  1918, the second wave of  an 
influenza pandemic, nicknamed the “Spanish Flu” 
hit Harrisonburg and the surrounding areas. EMS 
was not immune from the pandemic, with many 
students and faculty taking ill. Mary writes:

Oct. 22, 1918

I am just convalescent after having the Spanish 
Influenza. We have not been having school for 
the last two weeks but expect to open up again 
tomorrow. Quite a number of  students went 
home, but all we folks that stayed got it. In fact 
we were all in bed with it except the cook. She 
took care of  us 
and good care 
at that . . . I was 
in bed nine days 
and was quite sick 
as one day they 
decided to send 
for my parents 
then I happened 
to get better right 
off.

Quite a few people died around here, but only 
one Mennonite that I know of.

P.S. You need not be afraid of  getting the 
flue thru this letter as everything has been 
disinfected.

The influenza continued to affect the school after 
Mary’s recovery, and she was pressed into service 
as a caregiver:

November 7, 1918

Just after writing to you three more students and 
the cook took sick with the “Hen-flew-enza.” 
The students from Pa and Md immediately went 
home, leaving only three of  us in charge and 
two men to cook for, J.L. Stauffer and Mr. Matz. 
Miss Charlton and Miss Horsch were installed as 
cooks and I your humble servant as nurse. None 
of  us were very strong yet, and we had some 
time. They were not used to cooking and in fact 
had never cooked much so they as well as the 
rest of  us were in a misery ha.

I cooked soft-diet food for my patients and you 
can imagine they were in a perfect misery with 
me as a nurse. But I got along famously and like 
nursing fine. It was almost as much of  a lesson 
to me to wait on patients as to have the ‘flue’ 
myself.

Mary Nafzinger (front row, left) was a member of the first graduating class of Eastern 
Mennonite School in 1919. She wrote letters that provide a glimpse into student life during 
the first years of the institution that would become Eastern Mennonite University. (Photos 
provided by EMU Archives)

Coronavirus Mennonite History 
Project 

“So that future generations might know” 
(Psalm 78:6)

When researchers look at the past, they often 
ask questions about what life was like for our 
ancestors. Beyond names and dates, what were 
they like? What made them happy or afraid? 
Why did our ancestors make the choices that 
they made? How are we similar or different? 
Sometimes we can find historical records to 
help answer those questions, and sometimes 
we cannot. We have an opportunity to record 
what is going on right now, and I am asking 
for your assistance.

Joel Nofziger is collecting stories about how 
individuals and congregations are experiencing 
life during the COVID-19 pandemic. He 
invites you to fill out an online survey to share 
a snippet of  your life and our lives together as 
a Church. 

To participate, complete the form at 
atlanticcoastconference.net/history.

The compiled information will be archived 
with the Lancaster Mennonite Historical 
Society. If  you have any questions or concerns, 
please contact Joel at joel.nofziger@emu.edu.
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Preparing for COVID-19 at Tel Hai Retirement 
Community

By Jolene Weaver

Just like our neighboring faith communities, Tel Hai Retirement 
Community has experienced operational and service challenges in how 
to best serve the residents of  our community during the COVID-19 
pandemic. Above all, the safety and wellness of  residents, team 
members, and our community remains our first and foremost priority.

Our response to ongoing developments pertaining the spread of  
the disease has been led by our Disaster Awareness Team, which is 
continually implementing infection prevention measures to reduce the 
risk for the spread of  illness.  We are following protocols provided by 
our Medical Director, Dr. Thomas Lawrence, the PA Department of  
Health and Centers for Medicare/Medicaid Services (CMS).  

Our Pastoral, Wellness and Social Services Teams have been providing 
alternative enrichment activities and ministry moments to keep 
residents engaged by utilizing technology, on-campus closed circuit 
TV and alternative methods of  communication while exercising social 
distancing.  Our skillful and dedicated team members have persevered 
through all the changes and challenges of  the last few weeks, and 
remain committed to serving with a kind and gracious heart.

By participating in a larger family of  faith, we’ve been able to foster 
collaborative partnerships and cooperatively provide solutions for a 
community-wide need of  care.  From on-campus grocery deliveries 
from local businesses and suppliers to congregational support and 
prayers, we’re continuing to elevate a Christian model of  senior care 
together with our Honey Brook community partners. Even during this 
challenging time, we’re demonstrating Christ’s love for all persons in the 
work we’re doing and praise God for His blessing of  our ministry.
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Connecting Creatively

By Brook Musselman

Congregations have not met in person for several weeks but they have 
not stopped connecting. Pastors and members are using online tools to 
keep relationships strong and encouragement flowing during this time 
of  physical separation.

Bethel Mennonite Church has been using the online video service 
Zoom to connect on Sunday mornings. Nelson Yoder, interim pastor, 
notes that while most congregation members live around Gettysburg 
he and his wife live in Lancaster County. “But that distance vanishes 
when we access Zoom for Sunday morning worship,” he says. The 
congregation enjoys being able to connect; however, Yoder notes that 
pets can sometimes be a distraction. 

Rossmere Mennonite Church has also been meeting online via Zoom. 
Pastor Todd Gusler shared that “this method allows more people to be 
involved than just a recorded service and we continue to try and make it 
more interactive. People also seem to enjoy being able to see each other 
in real time. “

Rossmere has experimented with continuing to involve people from 

the congregation as they would on a typical in-person Sunday during 
Lent. One girl played violin for the prelude and another played piano 
for offertory. A reader’s theater was used to introduce the scripture 
and someone provides the children’s time from home. A time of  
community sharing continues to be part of  their weekly video meetings 
and a sermon response time is a new innovation that allows people a 
chance to connect and share during this time apart. 

Another innovation from Rossmere is the use of  a Google Document 
for the congregation to share needs, prayer concerns, and resources. 
Announcements, birthdays, online giving links and handwashing 
parody songs are also present. “But the biggest hit,” says Gusler, “is 
that each day we’re asked a question about our interests, daily lives, 
past, etc. One day the question was just for the kids and they were 
to share if  they could be animal which one would it be.” A recent 
question was, “If  you had one day free from the Pandemic to do 
whatever you wanted with whomever you wanted, what would you 
do?” 

Forest Hills has been pre-recording aspects of  worship services and 
sharing them via Facebook and YouTube. The videos premiere on 
Sunday mornings at 10:30, so the congregation can be synchronized 
in time even when they can’t share physical space. Although it’s less 
participatory, many people in the congregation contribute by sharing 
Scripture readings and songs.  Time is set aside during each service to 
“pass the peace” by texting, calling, or commenting in the Facebook 
chat, and people have enjoyed that prompt to connect with one 
another.

At New Holland Mennonite Church, pastor Dawn Ranck-Hower leads 
Sunday morning worship via Zoom in addition to two  virtual “Chat 
and Pray” times each week. She also sent zinnia seed packets to each 
family with the encouragement to plant and pray for an area in their 
life that needs resurrection power. “Planting seeds is always a symbol 
of  hope and trust that Jesus will bring new life,” says Ranck-Hower.

There is certainly some anxiety about the relational effects of  
connecting virtually over a period of  time, but congregations are 
finding ways to make it work while they observe recommended safety 
precautions. Though congregation members will be apart, each group 
still plans to celebrate Easter and the triumph of  life over death. 



Leadership Transitions

BEGINNINGS:

Andrew Bodden (Raquel) transferred 
his credential to ACC from Southwest 
Mennonite Conference. Andrew serves as 
Program Director for MCC East Coast. 

NanaSue Walker (Kevin) was ordained on 
February 16 for her role as Pastor of  Lay 
Ministry and Young Adults at Neffsville 
Mennonite Church.

Sheri Weaver (Michael) transferred her 
credential to ACC. She and her family are 
members of  Frazer Mennonite Church 

Ruth Yoder Wenger began her role as 
ACC Conference Minister for New York 
on January 1. She continues to lead North 
Bronx Mennonite Church as pastor. 

ENDINGS: 

Beth Good (Clair) transferred her 
credential to Virginia Mennonite 
Conference. Beth is serving as the 
Director of  Intercultural Programs with 
Eastern Mennonite University’s Nursing 
Department. 

Sylvia Shirk ended her role as ACC 
Conference Minister for New York on 
December 31. She is attending Portland 
Mennonite Church following her move 
from New York. 

Ezra Tice (Joan) transferred his retired 
credential to Mountain States Mennonite 
Conference. He and Joan transferred 
their membership to Boulder Mennonite 
Church.
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News from around ACC
ACC Bible Quizzing 2020

The 2020 ACC Bible Quizzing season concluded on March 9 at the ACC Tournement held 
at Lancaster Mennonite School. Petra 1 took first place with Weaverland 3 in second and 
Bowmansville 1 and Strasburg 4 tied for third. 

The final event of  the Quizzing season, an invitational tournement that includes teams from 
Ohio and Virigina, was cancelled due to concern about the rapid spread of  COVID-19. 

This season marked the 30th year for program coordinators Fred and Chris Hertzler. The 
Hertzlers, along with their sons and daughters-in-law, do a wonderful job of  maintaining a 
program with long ties to ACC. 

Below: the top 60 quizzers received recognition and a 
cash prize during the March 9 tournement.
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Upcoming Events
Spring Assembly
Saturday, April 18  
Delegates will not gather in person this Spring. To conduct the 
most pressing conference business, a video will be posted on the 
Assembly webpage to provide necessary updates and to present 
pressing action items for delegate response. A online voting system 
will be used to approve actions. 

Delegates can visit atlanticcoastconference.net/Assembly to view 
delegate documents. 

Postponed events
Caring for God’s Earth: A hopful response to the climate crisis
Millport Conservancy, Lititz, PA  |  More information at 
atlanticcoastconference.net/gods-earth

Healthy Boundaries 101
Frazer Mennonite Church  |  More information at 
atlanticcoastconference.net/healthy-boundaries-101

Journey with Temar 
Neffsville Mennonite Church  |  Rescheduled for October 3  

 

 

 

Church leaders can find a compilation of available resources 
on ministry during COVID-19 at the ACC webpage:
atlanticcoastconference.net/covid-19-resources


