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Mission Statement 
As we encounter God’s heart  

of love, our hearts are made  

new by God’s Spirit.  We invite 

people to experience Christ’s 

love, welcoming each one into a  

caring fellowship, serving Christ 

with our gifts and resources.  

New Hol land Mennonite  Church  

NEWSLETTER  

 

S O I L  P R E P E R A T I O N  
B Y  P A S T O R  D A W N  R A N C K  H O W E R  

 I've been thinking about gardens  

lately. Last fall Bryan and I got a stack 

of old newspapers from Bob & Sarah 

and a pick up truck load of mushroom 

compost from the Esbenshade farm. 

We marked out an area in the back-

yard for a garden -- my first in many 

years. We spread out the newspaper, 

covered it with mushroom compost, 

and then did nothing else all winter 

long.  
 

My farmer brother tells me to spread 

Gypsum at 400 lbs. per acre rate (he 

is used to measuring by acres.) I 

called Bob E. this week about where 

to borrow or rent a rototiller. He  

advised me to get one that has the 

tillers in the back rather than the front 

since the grass roots will still need to 

be dealt with.  
 

This garden is already a community 

affair and nothing is planted or grow-

ing yet! 
 

I have enough growing up years on the 

farm to know that prepar-

ing the soil is vital for 

future growth and pro-

duction. It's not the most 

exciting part of a garden, 

but the preparation, or 

lack thereof, will certainly 

be evident in the fall’s 

harvest. 

"A sower went out to sow 

seeds ... some seeds fell 

on the path ... some fell 

on rocky ground ... some 

fell among thorns ... 

some fell on good soil 

(prepared soil) and 

brought forth grain ... "  

                           (Matthew 13:3b-8) 
 

I can't help but see the parallels be-

tween our garden at home and our 

church. We yearn to plant seeds -- to 

water -- for the sunshine of God to 

cause the plants to sprout, and grow, 

and produce -- many times over. I find 

myself asking the same questions of 

our church as I'm asking of my gar-

den.  What do we need to do to pre-

pare the soil for the seeds? Is our soil 

healthy or does it need a dose of  

Gypsum? How do we know when to 

plant? How do we strengthen the soil 

by encouraging each other? What do 

we need to do to prepare to welcome 

people who may be very different from 

us? 
 

Preparing soil is our work for this sea-

son in the life of the congregation. At a 

congregational meeting on March 1, 

you named that the soil of this congre-

gation is no longer producing growth.                      

                                (Cont. On page 2  )        
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W I S D O M  F O R  E V E RY D A Y  L I F E  
 B Y  P A U L  M A R T I N  

in solitude.   

On this occasion from Mark, you 

had been involved in intense 

ministries in Capernaum ---

teaching, preaching, healing, 

and casting out demons. 

In addition to bodily refreshment 

you apparently needed spiritual 

refreshment and a reaffirmation 

that only your Father could give.   

With that refreshment you were 

ready to…”go somewhere 

else” (v 38)…and do it again. 

And so, “ you went off to a soli-

A  SOLITARY  PLACE 

MARK --- chapter 1,  verse 35 

”Jesus…..went off to a solitary place…” 

Why was solitude important to you, 

Lord? 

Why was solitude so necessary to 

you? 

You seem to have had a real need 

to connect with the Father, and 

frequently, too.   

The gospels record many instances 

where you did just that, alone and 

tary place”.  And so must we, 

when we need to hear from our 

heavenly father. 

Heavenly Father, I pray for spir-

itual refreshment too.  I feel dry 

these days.  I’m not sure why I 

do.  Help me to understand my-

self and others around me.  

Draw us all close to yourself.  

Sustain us like you did Jesus.  

May we from our solitary places 

feel working within us, your 

strength, your peace, and your 

power that you alone can give 

us.  Lead us to minister to each 

other and then to the world that 

surrounds us.  AMEN    

Soil Preparation 

(Cont. from Page 1)  

For years it was healthy,  the nutri-

ents were balanced, and the 

church grew. And for that we 

should celebrate. For indeed, the 

history of New Holland Mennonite 

Church is something to praise 

God for. Many people have been 

blessed by this congregation and 

became followers of Jesus be-

cause of this congregation, and 

for that we say, "Thank you God!" 
 

But the past soil is not the present 

soil. It's hard, if not impossible, to 

identify why and when the soil lost 

its balance. I suggest that the 

questions of  "why" and "when" 

are not as important as the "now 

what?" We have identified that the 

soil is no longer producing growth, 

and so, that is where we begin, 

with the soil. 
 

Your homework for the past two 

weeks has been self examination. 

You have been asked to work at 

preparing the soil by restoring bro-

ken relationships with others; by 

asking God to reveal your person-

al motivations and the things 

that are hard for you to let go of; 

to confess to others and to God. 

How is this going for 

you?  (Consider sharing a testi-

mony to encourage others dur-

ing sharing time at church).  

  

Sunday afternoon we will meet 

again after the fellowship meal. 

How else might God be asking 

us to prepare our soil? What are 

the things that we are being 

called to do before we can plant 

the seeds of reaching out to oth-

ers? Like Bryan and my garden 

at home, preparing the soil here 

at church is a community event! 
 

At home, we're in the dreaming 

stage of what to plant in our gar-

den. I've been emailing my 

mother for words of wisdom on 

how to know when to plant 

what. Bryan's dad is starting 

heirloom tomatoes that have 

been in his family for years. I'm 

making lists of vegetables and 

herbs and flowers. I know my list 

is overly ambitious. The garden 

isn't big enough for all of the 

things that I want to plant to be 

able to thrive. We'll need to make 

choices. 
 

It's true here at church too. I hear 

people dreaming about what we 

could be. What we could do. Who 

we could reach out to. Creative 

ideas for our future together. It's 

exciting! But, just as we can't over 

plant our garden at home, we 

here at church will need to plan 

our seed list carefully. 
 

When those tender little shoots 

come out of the ground, I will 

dance for joy. And, I'll baby them 

and protect them and check on 

them daily. And, I will anticipate a 

plentiful harvest! Indeed, that is 

the hope of the resurrection! 

"Unless a grain of wheat is buried 

in the ground, dead to the world, 

it is never any more than a grain 

of wheat. But if it is buried, it 

sprouts and reproduces itself 

many times over."  

(John 12:24). 
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B O O K  E X C E R P T  
B Y  B E R Y L  F O R R E S T E R  

 

A book, written by Beryl Forrester, 

is scheduled to be published in 

this next year. Each month, until 

the book is printed, we will be ex-

cepting a section of the book  Ani-

mist to Anabaptist: Pioneering the 

Mennonite Mission in Gambia, 

Guinea Bissau and Senegal in our 

newsletter. 
 

The Spiritual Itinerary  
 

Anyone listening to the faith jour-

ney stories of first-generation 

Christians in West Africa soon 

picks up common characteristics 

of life during their pre-Christian 

years: We used to go to the sacred 

tree, get advice from the witchdoc-

tor, wear amulets for protection 

from attacks to harm us, pour liba-

tions out to the ancestors, talk to 

the spirits around our house, 

place curses of vengeance, do pre-

planting and post-harvest rituals, 

help our family members move 

through death into life in the next 

world, watch for signs of impend-

ing tragedy, make pacts with de-

monic powers and many more. All 

these activities were their ways of 

dealing and reckoning with the 

ever present, nearby spiritual pow-

ers sharing space with mortals.  
 

Moving from solid, all-out animism 

"until we all attain to the unity of 

the faith and of the knowledge of 

the Son of God, to mature man-

hood, to the measure of the stat-

ure of the fullness of Christ" (Eph. 

4:13), requires a special faith itin-

erary all its own. (Note: Credit for 

some of the comments about the 

faith itinerary that follow belongs 

to David A. Shank, author of Mis-

sions from the margins). The jour-

ney usually requires years of disci-

pling, encouragement, and nur-

ture, very different from the typical 

North American notion of just-add-

water-and stir instant Christians.  

American missionaries going out 

to "evangelize in the villages" in 

West Africa is a charade more for 

the benefit of the sending congre-

gation than for the African animist. 

The missionary sends back glow-

ing reports of decisions for Christ 

and baptisms. Mission accom-

plished! Missionaries continue to 

maintain this 19th century model 

because it is what mission boards 

and their supporting constituents 

expect of them. It’s what raises the 

bucks to perpetuate the illusion of 

evangelism.  
 

My friend Sherif is a more realistic 

example of the journey of conver-

sion from animism to a fully thriv-

ing disciple of Christ. He was born 

in the village of Karounate near 

where the Casamance River emp-

ties into the Atlantic, perhaps 75 

miles northwest of our mission in 

Guinea-Bissau. Sherif told me 

about growing up in a West Africa 

animistic village and his faith itin-

erary into Christ.  
 

Like all babies in the village, he 

was born out in the forest in a 

birthing hut with the assistance of 

a mid-wife friend of his mother. No 

men were present, not even the 

father. Six days after birth, the 

newborn was committed to a spirit

-being as a guide throughout his 

years and even into the next life. 

Sherif’s mother was from the  

family of the head fetisher for  

Karounate, known as one of the 

most powerful fetishes in the re-

gion. Sherif grew up heavily under 

the influence of witchcraft and  

demonic powers.  
 

Sherif’s village, like all the neigh-

boring villages, had its own sorcer-

er who maintained a host of power 

secrets of that particular village’s 

spirit beings. The sorcerer, com-

monly known as the     fetisher, roughly 

equivalent to a priest, maintains a sa-

cred site in the forest where he con-

ducts occultic séances and consults 

the spirits on behalf of the villagers. 

The fetisher’s main functions are to 

manipulate spiritual powers, provide 

guidance in decision making and in-

voke vengeance curses for the villag-

ers. All interactions with the spirits 

must be paid for by sacrifices of ani-

mals and wine. Failure to provide the 

required sacrifice to the spirit will result 

in instant death.  
 

The sacred forest is a site no one visits 

except in the presence of the fetisher. 

To go there without him means certain 

death. The sacred forest is a focal 

point in the initiation rites for boys en-

tering adulthood and into the tribe. It is 

here they learn the clan’s power se-

crets and how to manipulate the spirit 

beings living among them in the village. 

Women are not allowed in the sacred 

forest precincts because they are at 

risk of divulging the village power se-

crets to families in other villages.  
 

The spirit-being in Karounate had many 

rules on what one does and does not 

do in his presence within the sacred 

forest. One of the spirit’s injunctions 

was that the spirit could not tolerate 

talk of polygamy within the sacred for-

est. One day Sherif’s uncle made the 

mistake of bringing up the subject of 

polygamy, and the very next day he fell 

to his death from a palm tree when his 

climbing harness mysteriously severed. 
 

Karounate’s location, not far from the 

tidal Casamance river, makes fishing a 

significant income source. Sherif’s 

house had a dried fish storage area 

that was protected by a snake. The 

family was able to manage the snake 

through spirit powers, but a thief would 

be bitten by the snake and soon die. 

Snakes are a potent power source of 

spiritual control.  

                                (Cont. on page 4) 



 

No one from outside the village was allowed to eat the 

fruit from trees on land owned by the villagers. The 

fruit trees were protected by a curse; any outsider eat-

ing the fruit would soon get sick and die. One time 

there was a wedding in the village, and several of the 

guests ate the fruit; within three days some of them 

became ill and died. 
  

Not long after Sherif grew up and left Karounate to live 

in Ziguinchor, the head fetisher died. Even now, many 

years after his death, no one has been found to take 

his place because the fetish is so strong no one is ca-

pable of managing it.  
 

After moving to Ziguinchor, as a young man, Sherif be-

gan attending an evangelical church and was convert-

ed. That is to say, he prayed the sinner’s prayer and 

accepted Jesus into his heart following the evangelical 

routines for "getting saved". And he was baptized. How-

ever, he wasn’t really saved from anything. He still 

lived in fear of demonic powers, still secretly kept 

some of his personal fetishes and he was unable to 

understanding anything he read in the Bible- this de-

spite his regular attendance at worship services, Bible 

studies and seminars. He kept up this Christian mas-

querade for nineteen years!  
 

Then one day he attended a seminar in Dakar, and the 

instructor told the students to begin praying for their 

unbelieving family members. Somehow through that 

experience, he saw a curtain being lifted off his mind, 

and the love, the light and the Spirit of God simply 

flooded his heart and soul. He began weeping, and for 

several days he could only weep. Even the seminar 

instructor couldn’t figure out what was going on with 

him. But Sherif knew what was happening: he was fi-

nally transitioning into a bona fide disciple of Jesus.  
 

Since that day he easily understands his Bible reading, 

enjoys Bible studies, and is in constant awareness of 

God’s presence and power in his life. He is an elder in 

one of the evangelical congregations of Ziguinchor. 

Although he has long since burned his fetish items, he 

still senses tension with his family; they consider him 

disloyal to the family and clan. He visits his family in 

Karounate but refuses to spend a night in the village.  
 

For people like Sherif who have spent their growing up 

years in this heavily animistic culture, it is completely 

unrealistic to think all this animistic baggage will sud-

denly vanish when someone goes through the four 

spiritual laws and repeats the sinner’s prayer. It re-

quires a journey of several years involving numerous 

stages of transitioning.  

 

B O O K  E X C E R P T  
B Y  B E R Y L  F O R R E S T E R   
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