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The inexorable darkness: A 
reflection for this season of 
longest nights

By Eric Massanari  || originally published on the 
MC USA Menno Snapshots blog, December 3, 
2020  ||  used with permission

Which is the way to the 
home of  the light?

And where does the 
darkness reside?

Job 38:19

That sweet night: a secret.
Nobody saw me;

I did not see a thing.
No other light, no other guide

than the one burning in my 
heart.

St. John of  the Cross
from The Dark Night of  the Soul

Seed rests in the soil. Frog burrows into deep 
mud and accepts the nearness of  death. Bear 
sleeps under drifts of  snow. Squirrel nestles 
in the hollow of  a tree and relies on autumn’s 
stores. Sap of  oak and maple thickens, slows. 
Prairie grass whispers a farewell on cold wind 
and withdraws to root and ground. We light the 
lamp. We watch for dawn, trusting it will come 
once more.

For those of  us in the Northern Hemisphere, 
now is the time of  the long night. This season 
brings death for so much that flourished in 
springtime and summer, dormancy for lives in 
need of  rest, and a lingering darkness.

This year it feels as if  the waxing night is 
accentuating the incessant changes and losses 
that we are experiencing right now with one 
another — with the entire world. Together we 
are living a moment that is shadowed by unrest, 
uncertainty and great possibility.

As we see in the revelations of  the natural 
world, darkness holds its own luminous vitality; 
it can be a generative place of  repose, healing, 
growth and transformation.

Darkness is also a place of  mystery where we 
cannot rely on our senses in the same way we 
are accustomed to in the light, and where we 
must trust another way of  perceiving, another 
way of  knowing. By traveling such darkened 
paths — pathways shadowed by suffering, 
loss, grief, doubt or uncertainty — we come 
to perceive an enduring light to which we 
formerly had been blind.

We are like Nicodemus who came to Jesus at 
night seeking confirmation of  his expectations, 
and who suddenly found himself  blinded 
by a moment of  not-knowing, unlearning 
and re-birthing in the light of  Christ’s love. 
Nicodemus needed this dark night, much like a 
growing embryo requires the darkened wait of  

the womb before birth.

In the upheaval of  this historic moment — 
the suffering of  a pandemic, the persistent 
struggles for racial justice, the unmooring of  
social patterns and structures — we traverse a 
disorienting nighttime of  pain and grief. We, 
too, might cry out, “Which is the way to the 
home of  the light, O God?”

Sometimes, in order to heal, transform and 
encounter some new illumination, we must 
consent to go by the way that is dark and 
pregnant with not-knowing. We go this way 
not alone, but together. We go this way with 
“no other light, no other guide than the one 
burning in our hearts.”

What to do in the Darkness
By Marilyn Chandler McEntyre
Go slowly
Consent to it
But don’t wallow in it
Know it as a place of  germination
And growth
Remember the light
Take an outstretched hand if  you find one
Exercise unused senses
Find the path by walking it
Practice trust
Watch for dawn

Eric Massanari is 
chaplain of  Kidron 
Bethel Village in 
North Newton, 
Kansas and a trained 
spiritual director. He 
is a member of  the 
Mennonite Spiritual 
Directors Network 
steering committee 
and also serves on 
the Coordinating Council of  Spiritual Directors 
International. Formerly he was pastor of  Shalom 
Mennonite Church (Newton, Kansas).



Dismantling Board Game 
Project

By Tim Nafziger and ACC Staff

The Coalition to Dismantle the Doctrine 
of  Discovery is working to develop a board 
game to introduce players to some of  the 
core concepts of  the Doctrine of  Discovery.  
They are imagining a game that would be fun, 
engaging, and give players an experiential way 
to problematize ideas, such as whether land 
that is not being farmed is being “used” and 
the extractive ways in which dominant society 
(and many board games) view land.

What is the Doctrine of  Discovery? 

The Doctrine of  Discovery was a papal 
decree in the 1100s that established a spiritual, 
political, and legal justification for seizing any 
land not inhabited by Christians. It was the 
inspiration in the 1800s for both the Monroe 
Doctrine, which declared U.S. influence 
over much of  the Western Hemisphere, 
and Manifest Destiny, which justified U.S. 
expansion westward. The effect of  this 
doctrine has been the silencing of  many native 
voices and the overlooking of  their stories. 

Why A Board Game?

Games are an experiential group learning tool; 
a fun and easy way to enter into the complexity 
of  important and difficult concepts.  Players 
have opportunities to think from the point 
of  view of  an individual, and of  a whole 
community.  Games offer a way to navigate 
and experience, not just read about, complex 
historical situations; and understand various 
relationships and interests within that system, 
by navigating them first-hand.  Together the 
players create a shared memory, a shared story, 
and a reference point for conversation that can 
move beyond the game.

The Coalition hopes to create a game that has a 
fun and satisfying level of  complexity that will 
appeal to existing board gamers, with the hope 
that many “non-gamer” Mennonites will likely 
also buy the game. They believe that if  this is 
a truly fun game that is educational, it will take 
on a life of  its own.

Fundraising

The Coalition is in the process of  raising an 
initial $10,000 in seed money to fund initial 
development by its partner. When the game is 
ready for production, a Kickstarter campaign 
would fund manufacturing costs with each 
backer getting a copy of  the game. Long term, 
the game would enter the catalog of  Tesa 
Collective and a portion of  the sales would go 
to the Coalition. 

The Coalition has a five-year track record 
of  using the arts, graphic design, and film 
to communicate their message. In 2015 they 
released a 45 minute documentary introducing 
the Doctrine of  Discovery. The documentary 
has since been viewed on Youtube nearly 
50,000 times with a reach far beyond that 
number, because many of  those showings 
were to an audience of  more than one person. 
They also produced museum-quality panels 
on the 500 year history of  the Doctrine of  
Discovery. Three of  these panels have traveled 
to hundreds of  venues and been viewed by 
thousands of  people. We have also created 
study guides that have been widely used within 
the Mennonite Church. 

In 2016 the Coalition supported Alison Casella 
Brookins in writing and Ted & Company 
Theaterworks in producing We Own This 

Now, a full-length play that looks at love 
of  land, loss of  land, and what it means to 
“own” something. Diving into historical 
documents, absurd situations, and extended 
metaphors, the audience discovers alongside 
the characters how the Doctrine of  Discovery 
is still being used and causing harm today. We 
Own This Now has been continually revised 
and strengthened, responding to feedback 
from both Indigenous and settler audiences. 
It has been performed over 35 times in two 
countries, seen by over 10,000 people, and had 
a full year of  shows booked for 2020 pre-
COVID. This play is an exceptional example 
of  how artistic works can take important 
concepts from the head to the heart, and effect 
change in individuals and society.

How to Donate

To contribute to this project, give through the 
Coalition’s fiscal sponsor, Pacific Southwest 
Mennonite Conference by giving online at 
dofdmenno.org/donate/  or sending a check 
(memo: “DDOD board game project) to:

Pacific Southwest Mennonite Conference
P.O. Box 39038
Phoenix, AZ 85069

To read more about the Coalition to 
Dismantle the Doctrine of  Discovery and 
to see what resources might be used in your 
congregation, visit dofdmenno.org/.

COVER:  Livy Burkholder participating in Neffsville 
Mennonite Church’s Christmas Eve Service \ credit: Dean Smith
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Photo credit: Christopher Paul High on Unsplash

 https://dofdmenno.org/


Mennonite World Conference 
Pandemic fund targets 
inequalities in global church

By Mennonite World Conference Staff

“What a joy it is for the brothers and sisters [of  
the Bateke Plateau] to feel themselves a part 
of  the larger Mennonite family,” says Reverend 
Seraphin Kutumbana of  MWC member church 
Communauté Mennonite au Congo (CMCo).

CONIM (Comite National Inter Mennonite) 
brought together MWC national member 
churches Communauté Mennonite au Congo, 
Communauté Evangélique Mennonite, and 
Communauté des Eglises de Frères Mennonites 
au Congo (CEFMC) for an application to 
Mennonite World Conference’s COVID-19 task 
force. They received funding for multiple projects 
of  food relief  and education.

This aid reached the remote Bateke Plateau 
where Reverend Seraphin Kutumbana serves 
the six congregations. The COVID-19 funds 
supported a training on barrier measures, 
handwashing and distribution of  protective 
equipment.

In May 2020, MWC gathered a task force from 
Anabaptist mission and service agencies to 
review proposals for relief  funds from MWC 
member churches in the Global South.

“The fund was created with a recognition that, 
as with most disasters, the health and economic 
fallout of  the pandemic would be felt unevenly 
across the global church,” says Henk Stenvers, 
Deacons Commission secretary.

Up to November 2020, the MWC COVID-19 
fund has supported 45 humanitarian initiatives 
carried out by 53 national Anabaptist churches 
in 28 countries, with a total project value of  
US$414,711.

Donations came from MWC 
member churches, Anabaptist 
agencies, the MWC Global 
Church Sharing Fund, 
individuals and congregations.

“In partnership with 
Anabaptist mission and 
service agencies, through 
the COVID-19 fund, MWC 
has not only extended 
humanitarian assistance, 
but has stood in prayerful 
solidarity and fellowship 
with Anabaptist churches 
ministering under exceedingly 
difficult circumstances in 

vulnerable communities across the Global 
South,” says Henk Stenvers.

The task force supported projects that 
represented geographic diversity, Anabaptist 
diversity (e.g., Brethren in Christ and Mennonite 
Brethren), prioritized basic 
food and hygiene needs 
and demonstrated inter-
Anabaptist collaboration 
(e.g. Mennonite Church 
Service Fellowship in 
India).

The task force itself  was 
a support to its members 
who shared with one 
another and prayed about 
their own COVID-19 
responses.

“We have been struck by 
the positive collaboration 
among Anabaptist 
churches as they have 
worked together and 
supported one another 
in their COVID-19 
responses,” says Joji 
Pantoja. “It is our ardent hope such collaboration 
continues.”

“Regardless of  how the task force winds down, 
we would see value in convening regular meetings 
of  Anabaptist mission service agencies for the 
duration of  the pandemic to share how they 
are continuing to respond across the global 
Anabaptist church to the humanitarian needs 
stemming from this pandemic,” says Alain Epp 
Weaver. These meetings could identify gaps 
in the global Anabaptist church’s response, 
strategize how to address them, and spur more 

inter-agency cooperation.

“We have kept in our prayers the myriad ways 
that Anabaptist churches globally, animated by 
God’s Spirit, have responded in faith amid the 
pandemic’s uncertainties and fear,” says Siaka 

Traoré. “Churches share God’s love by offering 
their resources with vulnerable members of  their 
congregations and their communities. MWC has 
been privileged to accompany these churches in 
this outreach.”

To contribute to the Global Sharing Fund and 
the COVID-19 fund, write COVID-19 on your 
gift at mwc-cmm.org/donate. Another option is 
to continue to support your preferred Anabaptist 
agency in its own COVID-19 response.
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Francine Mukoko – a public health graduate, and the first 
university graduate from the Communauté Mennonite au Congo 
community in Bateke – presents public health advice in Teke, the 
local language. Photo courtesy of  Seraphin Kutumbana

Life, Together
Cultivating

717.381.3500 / LandisCommunities.org

ViSS itUSS
to learn about the broad 

spectrum of opportunities 
for those age 55+

http://mwc-cmm.org/donate.
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News from Around ACC

ACC Bible Quizzing 2021 
Season Cancelled

After more than 45 continuous 
seasons, ACC Bible Quizzing was 
cancelled for the 2021 season. 
Quizzing events were to begin on 
January 24 at Petra Church for a night 
of  quizzing that regularly brought in 
over 1,000 attendees. With COVID-19 
cases on the rise in Pennsylvania and 
many churches forgoing in-person 
services, the decision to cancel the 
season was made to help derease 
the spread of  the virus.  The 2022 
quizzing season will cover the Old 
Testament content previously planned 
for 2021: Job 1-3, 40-42, 

ACC Leadership Transitions

BEGINNINGS:

Nelson Yoder (Pat) was installed as 
pastor of  Pilgrims Mennonite Church on 
December 13. Nelson had most recently 
served as interim pastor at Frazer and 
Bethel Mennonite Churches. 

ENDINGS: 

Eric Henderson (Marilyn) ended his role 
as interim pastor at Bethel Mennonite 
Church on December 31. 

Nickels for Neighbors 
In the months leading up to the Fall 
Assembly, Sunday School classes 
and other groups within Atlantic 
Coast Conference congregations 
raised money for the 2020 Nickels 
for Neighbors project. The campaign 
brought in $2,442.96 for new 
playground equipment for The City 
School, a K-12 Christian school 
in the heart of  Philadelphia, and a 
Conference Related Ministry of  ACC. 
These funds have been shared with the 
school and will be used to build a new 
gaga court and install other playground 
equipment at The City School’s Poplar 
Campus. 

Over the past 5 years, the Nickels 

for Neighbors project has raised 
over $20,000 for programs of  ACC 
congregations or related ministries. 
Congregations are encouraged to 
collect coins in their Sunday School 
classes or services primarily as a way to 
encourage giving among children. 

The Missions Committee of  ACC is 
seeking applicants for the 2021 grant. 
Applications can be found on ACC’s 
website on the“ACC Documents” 
page under the “Resources” tab. 
Applications should be emailed to 
office@atlanticcoastconference.net 
and be received by March 5. Funds 
will be raised leading up to the Fall 
Assembly, when the grant will be 
distributed. 

Below: Middle Schoolers at The City School’s 
Poplar Campus play Gaga in a makeshift pit. 
Gaga is similar to dodgeball but without sides 
and uses only one ball. 

Strengthening Resilience 
seminar offered to ACC 
ministers
An online seminar for ACC pastors and chaplains 
on December 4 was designed to help these leaders 
strengthen their resilience to fatigue and anxiety 
during the collective trauma of  the COVID-19 
storm. Facilitated by Elaine Zook-Barge (formerly 
of  EMU), this one-day course taught ministers 
about trauma awareness and self-care. Practical 
teaching explored the impact of  stress and trauma 
on our body, mind, and spirit and shared tools 
for self-regulation and self-care. This seminar and 
ongoing assistance for pastors and chaplains of  the 
conference was made available through a generous 
donation. 

Caring for your pastor
Even after 10 months, 
COVID-19 continues to 
bring a new level of  stress 
and uncertainty to all of  us, 
including your pastor and 
leaders in your congregation.  
Pastors and leaders have 
been learning new ways 
to keep pace with the 
changing context – this is 
all uncharted territory and it 
takes energy.  Your pastors 
and leaders have been facing 
a number of  new situations 
during COVID-19 along 

with the regular tasks that 
need attention.  Some of  the 
things that have added to the 
increased workload include:   

• preparing weekly 
worship services using 
different online formats.

• leveraging and learning 
new technology.

• concern about finances 
(both congregation 
and individuals in the 
congregation).

• engaging members in 
online conversations and 
gatherings in meaningful 
ways.

• caring for congregants 
during a season of  fear, 
loss, and isolation as well as 
those who are sick, dying, 
or hospitalized.

Continued on page 6

Joshua 1-10:15 (omitting 5:1-9), Nehemiah 
1-6:16 (omitting chapter 3), Jonah 1-4, 
Zechariah 1-14 (omitting 9-11)

Resources on Anti-racism

A first set of  anti-racism resourses were released by 
ACC’s Anti-Racism Task Group following October’s 
Fall Assembly. This resource 
book was developed b to help 
congregations begin the journey 
toward becoming anti-racist. 
The task group is planning 
follow up resources to be 
released in the near future. 

The booklet, along with a 
variety of  helpful links to 
resources from Mennonite 
Church USA, can be found at 
atlanticcoastconference.net/
anti-racism-resources

http://atlanticcoastconference.net/anti-racism-resources
http://atlanticcoastconference.net/anti-racism-resources


Christmas, but different
Many Christmas traditions were postponed or creatively adapted as families and congregations found 
ways to safely celebrate Christmas this year. A sampling of  how ACC congregations celebrated Jesus’ 
birth:
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Caring for your pastor, continued

• feeling overwhelmed, exhausted, uncertain 
and inadequate (how to minister, am I 
doing enough, what are the congregation’s 
expectations).

• demonstrating grace in the midst of  varying 
and different ways of  doing things.

• knowing how often and what to 
communicate to congregants.

• making decisions without adequate or 
sufficient information, along with discerning 
what resources best equip the congregation in 
an unprecedented season.

• balancing the various opinions about the 
coronavirus within the congregation (to every 
question, someone has a different answer) and 
discerning what is most important to respond 
to.

You may or may not have been aware of  some 
of  the extra responsibilities that pastors and 
leaders are carrying at this time.  Too often 
pastors/leaders experience guilt because they 
are feeling anxious, tired or overwhelmed.  
However, it is entirely valid if  they feel 
burdened and on edge -- even while trusting 
in God to guide us through this difficult 
season.  Because of  COVID-19, your pastor/
leaders could use encouragement, prayer, and 
affirmation NOW (and the weeks ahead).  You 
may have a group within the congregation 
that can respond to this or encourage the 
congregation to share encouragement to your 
pastor/leaders.  

Following are a few suggestions you might 
want to consider.  Be creative and caring as you 
extend “healing and hope” to your pastors and 
leaders.

1. Extend grace to your pastor and leaders 
(stress and uncertainty can confuse people and 
make it difficult to keep everything straight).

2. Remember that your leaders are created by 
God but are also finite and limited creatures.

3. Pray daily for your pastor and leaders.

4. Remember your pastor and leaders are not 
God, but God is still here.  

5. Understand the need your pastor and 
leaders have for their own self-care – it is not 
selfish on their part. 

6. Give freedom to your leaders to do less of  
what they did before this crisis – it is okay!

7. Be as flexible as possible.  We are in a 
world that looks very different and we will 
need to make some changes to meet new 
needs. 

Top: Forest Hills’ virtual Christmas Eve service included a virtual hymn sing.
Middle: Though no services were held inside, Akron’s building was decorated for 
Christmas.
Bottom: Lead Pastor Hunter Hess and Dave Leaman tell the Christmas story dressed as 
Neffsville children’s favorite story characters.
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Every year at North Baltimore 
Mennonite Church, our 
children and youth excitedly 
anticipate our Christmas 
Pageant. This year, with our 
services remaining on Zoom 
due to COVID, we had to think 
creatively about how to share the 
good news of  the birth of  Jesus. 

Those who attended NBMC’s 
Zoom service on December 
13 were brought into the story 
of  Immanuel, of  God with us. 
We had multiple special music 
selections from children on the 
piano, a family trio on drums, 
violin, and ukulele, and even 
Silent Night on mandolin. The 
children read Scripture while we 
showcased their contributions of  
Christmas artwork. The youth 
led us virtually in a skit about 
John the Baptist, calling us into 
repentance and restoration. A 
pre-recorded gathering of  the 
children and youth--outside, 
socially distant with masks--
singing their hearts out, dressed 
as animals, angels, shepherds 
and Mary and Joseph certainly 
brought us joy. We laughed as 
the Upper Elementary kids 
performed an original work, 
telling the story of  the birth of  
Jesus through the eyes of  the 
animals at the manger. We sang 

along with the Sunday School 
kids and youth as they signed 
their favorite Christmas songs. 
And the youth led us in prayer, 
as the concerns that lay heavy on 
the hearts of  our children and 
youth were brought before our 
God.

Throughout our time together, 
we had three youth who walked 
us through the worship service, 
calling us into lamentation for 
the injustices that have been 
so present before our eyes in 
2020 and yet, in the space of  
all this great suffering, inviting 
us to find joy as we journeyed 
to Jesus. Our Zoom Christmas 
Pageant was unlike any other 
Christmas Pageant, but in it, 
we heard so clearly through the 
voices of  our young people the 
story of  Jesus coming into this 
world, our Wonderful Counselor, 
our Mighty God, our Prince of  
Peace.

We welcome you to celebrate 
the birth of  Jesus with us. 
Come and watch NBMC’s 
Christmas Pageant at youtu.
be/6lJjpu5GiU4.

Submitted by North Baltimore 
Mennonite Church associate 
pastor Sarah Tupper

We at Landisville Mennonite 
Church had a great time 
providing a drive-through live 
nativity for our congregation 
and community. It was a true 
congregational effort with 
lots of  behind-the-scenes 
preparation and cooperation! We 
were absolutely stunned by the 
attendance: our census count was 
nearly 700 people… and a few 
dogs.

We had nine different vignettes: 
Mary and the angel, Mary and 
Elizabeth, Joseph and the angel, 
the Roman census, Bethlehem 
Village, shepherds in the field, 
Angel choir, wise ones, the 
nativity scene.The entire path 

was lit with lights and people 
remained in their cars. We had a 
recorded script they could listen 
to via a QR code or they could 
read a printed script. We had 
a constant flow of  traffic the 
entire time. All participants in the 
vignettes were masked but it felt 
wonderful to be together in this 
activity.

We’ve heard that people 
appreciated the event and hope 
that we will do it again next 
year. It was a unique offering for 
Covid times, but it seems likely 
that we might try it again!

Submitted by Landisville 
Mennonite Church associate 
pastor Gina Burkhart

Above: photos taken from North Baltimore Mennonite Church’s 
virtual Christmas Eve Service 
Below: photos of  Landisville Mennonite Church’s drive-through 
nativity (photos by Cheryl Klopp)

https://youtu.be/6lJjpu5GiU4
https://youtu.be/6lJjpu5GiU4
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Upcoming Events

Caring for God’s Earth
Saturday, May 7-8, 2021
with virtual and in-person elements
Plans are being finalized for a two-day event to equip and give hope 
to current and developing church leaders and others concerned about 
climate change.The day will include virutal and in-person elements 
with seminars and field trips to ongoing church climate projects. Visit 
atlanticcoastconference.net/gods-earth for up-to-date information. 

2021 Spring Assembly Celebration
Saturday, April 17, 2021
James Street Mennonite Church, Lancaster, PA 
ACC’s Spring delegate gathering is scheduled to be held at James Street 
Mennonite Church, Lancaster. Visit atlanticcoastconference.net/
assembly for up-to-date information and any potential changes.

Deadline for Nickels for Neighbors grant 
applications
March 5, 2021
Congregations and related ministries may apply for this grant. 
Applications can be found on ACC’s website on the“ACC Documents” 
page under the “Resources” tab. 

2021 Fall Youth Retreat
September 10-12, 2021
Save the date! The 2021 Fall Youth Retreat at Refreshing Mountain will 
be held September 10-12. Look for more info in the months ahead. 

Deadline for Congregregational Leadership Fund 
grant applications
May 31, 2021
Congregations and congregational leaders may apply for this grant 
for continuing education, assisting short-term leadership needs, and 
resourcing faith formation initiatives. Applications can be found on 
ACC’s website on the“ACC Documents” page under the “Resources” 
tab. If  you miss this submission deadline, the next deadline is November 
30, 2021.

MC USA’s first hybrid convention will take place in Cincinnati, 
OH July 6-10, 2021. Join Mennonite Church USA as we gather at 
Duke Energy Convention Center for worship, community and faith 
formation. For more information on the convention, visit 
convention.mennoniteuse.org. 

The Mennonite World Conference Assembly has been postponed 
until July 2022. This reunion of  the Anabaptist-Mennonite family 
worldwise usually takes place every six years. For more information, 
visit mwc-cmm.org/assembly/indonesia-2022

http://tlanticcoastconference.net/gods-earth
http://atlanticcoastconference.net/assembly
http://atlanticcoastconference.net/assembly
http://convention.mennoniteuse.org
http://mwc-cmm.org/assembly/indonesia-2022

