
Promises and Practices: 

A Hopeful Future for 

Mennonite Church USA



Objectives for our morning:

• To imagine a hopeful future for Mennonite 
Church USA

• To clarify how the promises we make to one 
another support our common life and 
mission

• To clarify how spiritual practices can serve 
as the basis of unity in the midst of diversity 
and disagreement



Promises



Then God said to Noah and to his sons with him, 

“As for me, I am establishing my covenant with you and your 

descendants after you, and with every living creature that is 

with you�.that never again shall all flesh be cut off by the 

waters of a flood, and never again shall there be a flood to 

destroy the earth.”

“This is the sign of the covenant:�I have set my bow in the 

clouds, and it shall be a sign of the covenant between me 

and the earth�. When the bow is in the clouds, I will see it 

and remember the everlasting covenant between God and 

every living creature of all flesh that is on the earth.” God said 

to Noah, “This is the sign of the covenant that I have 

established between me and all flesh that is on the earth.”



“As for me, this is my covenant with you: You shall be the 

ancestor of a multitude of nations. No longer shall your 

name be Abram�. I will make you exceedingly fruitful; and I 

will make nations of you, 

I will establish my covenant between me and you, and your 

offspring after you throughout their generations, for an 

everlasting covenant, to be God to you and to your 
offspring after you�. And I will give to you, and to your 
offspring after you, the land where you are now an 
alien…and I will be their God.” 

This is my covenant, which you shall keep, between me and 

you and your offspring after you: Every male among you 

shall be circumcised. 

Genesis 17:4-10



The days are surely coming, says the Lord, when I will 

make a new covenant with the house of Israel and the 

house of Judah. It will not be like the covenant that I 

made with their ancestors when I took them by the hand 

to bring them out of the land of Egypt—a covenant that 

they broke, though I was their husband, says the Lord. 

But this is the covenant that I will make with the house of 

Israel after those days, says the Lord: I will put my law 

within them, and I will write it on their hearts; and I will be 

their God, and they shall be my people. No longer shall 

they teach one another, or say to each other, “Know the 

Lord,” for they shall all know me, from the least of 

them to the greatest, says the Lord; for I will forgive 

their iniquity, and remember their sin no more.
Jeremiah 31:31-37



On that day, says the Lord, you will call me, “My 

husband,” and no longer will you call me, “My Baal.” 

For I will remove the names of the Baals from her 

mouth, and they shall be mentioned by name no 

more. I will make for you a covenant on that day 

with the wild animals, the birds of the air, and the 

creeping things of the ground; and I will abolish the 

bow, the sword, and war from the land; and I will 

make you lie down in safety. And I will take you for 

my wife forever; I will take you for my wife in 

righteousness and in justice, in steadfast love, 

and in mercy. I will take you for my wife in 

faithfulness; and you shall know the Lord.
Hosea 2:16-20



Then he took a loaf of bread, and when he had 

given thanks, he broke it and gave it to them, 

saying, “This is my body, which is given for you. Do 

this in remembrance of me.” And he did the same 

with the cup after supper, saying, “This cup that is 

poured out for you is the new covenant in my 

blood.
Luke 22:14-20



“Remember that you were at that time without 

Christ, being aliens from the commonwealth of 

Israel, and strangers to the covenants of promise, 

having no hope and without God in the world)

So then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but 

you are citizens with the saints and also members of 

the household of God, built upon the foundation of 

the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself 

as the cornerstone. In him the whole structure is 

joined together and grows to become a dwelling in 

[so that we become a place where God’s Spirit 

dwells in the material world.] 
Ephesians 2:12-22



Characteristics of Biblical Covenants 

• God is the primary actor – Creatures are 

participants

• Covenants include a declaration and a sign

• Covenants are holistic – melding of lives not just 

interests.

• Covenants enfold persons into a peoplehood

• Initiators of covenants close their exits

• Covenants are all encompassing, enduring and 

irrevocable

• Replacement Covenants increase 

interdependence and vulnerability 



Contractual Relationships

• Individuals choose and 

create community as they 

deem necessary

• Fosters a union of interests 

(is this church helping me 

grow, meeting my needs?)

• Locate religious authority 

and accountability in the 

individual’s personal 

relationship with God

• Are conditional: If the 

community ceases to meet 

my needs, the relationship is 

legitimately nullified

Covenantal Relationships

• The community is the 

choice and gifts of God

• Fosters a union of persons 

(we give of our very selves 

to each other)                 

• Locate authority and 

accountability in the 

church’s mutual 

discernment.

• Are unconditional: 

Grounded in the self-giving, 

steadfast love of God. 



Covenants: A Working Definition

A covenant is an offer of a holistic 
relationship based on an unconditional 
promise memorialized in a sign.



How might understanding our 

relationships within the denomination as 

covenantal be a gift to us?

How do our expectations for one another 

change when we move from face-to-face 

orientation to a shoulder-to-shoulder 

orientation? 





Practices



Polity:

The way we do things around 

here.



Inclusive or Exclusive
Loving or 
Faithful
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What CAN
anyone say 

about 
our Common Life??
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Why All This Struggle Right Now?



Endorse the Confession of Faith in 
Mennonite Perspective as their “statement 
of faith for teaching and nurture in the life 
of the Church” 
Commitment “to seek to understand and 
interpret Scripture in harmony with Jesus 
Christ as we are led by the Holy Spirit in 
the Church” 
Commitment to participate in discerning 



We should gladly use this confession 
for teaching and instruction, but not as 

a scale upon which to weigh our 
brothers. 

E. A. van Dooregeest, 1686 



Spiritual Practices

�The things we do that bring us face-
to-face with Jesus (II Corinthians 
3:18)

�The way we present ourselves to 
God so that we can be transformed 
(Romans 12:1-2)



Spiritual Practices - Transformation

Renewed Minds - Discernment

Ethics -Witness



“Church discipline has the same goal as 
evangelism and the discipling process: 
bringing people into closer relationship with 
God through Christ. When the church loses 
sight of the missional purpose of church 
discipline, such discipline either becomes 
harsh and punitive, or weak or nonexistent. In 
neither case will people be brought into right 
relationship with God and with the church.”

(Lois Barrett)



�A posture of faithfulness in the absence of 
emerging consensus

�Staying connected to the moorings of our 
tradition

�Creating space for the moral character of 
innovation to play itself out

�Learning to live with self-contradiction –
which is not the same has resorting to moral 
relativism or imposed uniformity or division

Discernment in Times of 
Ambiguity and Impasse



What does it look like when we adopt of 
posture of faithfulness in the absence of an 
emerging consensus? 

How would you characterize living with 
self-contradiction without resorting to:

moral relativism 
Or

imposed uniformity 
Or 

division?



Does covenanting to common 

spiritual practices offer more hope 

for the future of Mennonite Church 

USA than doctrinal uniformity? 


