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Small Groups at Grace 

    --Laur Steven 
   In this issue of Graceletter we 
thought we’d focus on how Grace 
does small groups. My Google AI 
gave me an overview when I asked 
the purpose of a church small 
group: “The purpose of a church 
small group is to foster intimate 
community, foster discipleship, and 
provide care beyond the Sunday 
service. These groups, often called 
life groups or home groups, enable 
deeper relationships, Bible study, 
prayer, and mutual encouragement, 
making a large congregation feel 
personal and interconnected.”  
   Not a bad answer, for an AI. But 
does it fit us? At Grace we have 
about 45 regular attenders, plus a 
few more time-to-time attenders. 

Stuart McLean’s motto for the Vinyl Café is an apt one for us as well: “We may not be big, but 
we’re small.” Yet even though we’re a small congregation, we also have smaller groups, or 
circles, which emerge out of, or cohere around, interests and talents and needs of individuals. 
Think of the Preaching Team, or the Women’s Chorus, or the two Study Groups, or the Peace 
and Justice Groups, and of course we can’t forget the Coffee Time. 
   We may do small groups somewhat differently than the AI definition, but we are 
manifesting small groups with distinctive characteristics. Have a read of what members of 
these groups say in the short portraits we’ve included inside. You may come to see our small 
groups more as “circles of community,” contributing some special steps to our Grace pace. 
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   While I was Interim Pastor 
at the Toronto UM Church 
there were a variety of 
theological students and 
other lay speakers in the 
congregation. The team 
identified preaching series 
and considered theological 
issues to be addressed in the 
preaching ministry. 
   A few years into my time 
as pastor at Grace, we had 
gathered a number of 
people who participated in 
the preaching ministry. I 
invited these individuals to 
meet as a team to explore 
 

   Having sung in church 
settings all my life, it seemed 
natural for me to join the 
Women’s Chorus here at 
Grace once we became 
regular attenders. As part of 
the Grace Singers, this group 
acts as worship leaders in the 
singing of hymns during each 
service, with the addition of 
an anthem sung by the chorus 
on occasion. As our leader, 
Annie ensures that we have 
time to thoroughly learn our 
music, selected to enrich the 
worship  

Circles of Community 
 
  

our preaching content and 
schedule speakers. We also tried 
to create space for discussion on 
theological issues relevant for 
the Anabaptist Mennonite 
Church, and particularly for 
Grace.  
   Admittedly, at first it felt a bit 
like a make work project. But 
with time the conversation 
became more focused, and I 
came to value having a team to 
shape the preaching ministry. We 
do that largely by identifying 
particular themes and series 
arising from the lectionary 
readings. Annie Schulz joined the  
    
 

group and became a 
valuable link between the 
Preaching Team and 
Worship Committee. 
   Today, the primary focus 
and task of the team 
remain the same, but the 
discussion and conver-
sation have become much 
more focused and consider 
social and theological 
issues that give shape to 
how we choose to live our 
lives together as Jesus 
followers here at Grace. At 
times, the team feels like a 
“small group” for me. 

experience of each service. 
Programs for Christmas and 
Easter take time to learn, but are 
richly rewarding for us to sing. 
   It is a blessing to be an 
important part of worship for the 
congregation in this way, but I 
have learned to appreciate the 
additional gift of fellowship 
within this group of women. We 
celebrate with one another, talk 
about our lives, sometimes enjoy 
coffee times or lunches together 
and identify prayer requests. Our 
Thursday morning rehearsals 

seem to be about growing 
together as a fellowship 
group just as much as 
practising our music. Grace 
has become my church 
home, and the fellowship 
of the Women’s Chorus is 
an important part of that 
sense of community. 

The Preaching Team 
--Dave Brubacher 

The Women’s Chorus      
--Judy Willems 



   The Adult Sunday School 
Study Group has waxed and 
waned since it was an active 
part of the now-long-gone 
Grace Sunday School. There is 
now a core group of 7 to 10 
regulars who find nourish-
ment in reflection on the 
week’s sermon, or a deeper 
dive into the lectionary 
readings. Sometimes we’ll 
spend a few weeks studying a 
biblical book, or a recurrent 
theme in scripture. Often 
there are theological consider-
ations, which involve historical 
context. Recently we’ve been 
trying to get perspective on 
world affairs and their 
implications for our faith. In 
the past year our sessions 
included  
1. “Trying Times” which 
considered Anabaptist faith 
through essays in the new 
Anabaptist Study Bible;  
2. “Israeli Apartheid,” a study 
informed by the Kairos Pale-
stine documents appealing for 
Western Christians to fam-
iliarize themselves with the 
Palestinian reality; and 
3. “Thirty Years After,” a 
consideration of the 1995 
Confession of Faith in a 
Mennonite Perspective, and 
asking whether it needs 
renewal. 
 

 
  

   Thomas Edison claimed that 
it took him a thousand 
attempts before he perfected 
the electric light bulb. A friend 
replied that he had wasted a 
great deal of time. “Not at all”, 
said Edison. “Now I know 999 
ways NOT to make a light 
bulb.” 
   At Grace, the hub of activity 
is Sunday morning between 
9:00 a.m. and noon. To add 
anything to the weekly church 
service, or the (usually) 
fortnightly coffee time is a 
scheduling/logistics problem 
of considerable magnitude. To 
complicate matters, we also 
have Sunday morning guest 
speakers, semi-Annual/Annual 
Meetings, major holidays, 
snow days, special events, 
etc.   
   To persist with a second 
Bible Study in the face of all 
evidence is certainly an act of 
faith, to put a favourable spin 
on it. But, in another sense, it 
is a way of testing the 
possibilities at Grace; namely, 
what is actually possible given 
the constraints under which 
we all work and worship here. 
It might even inspire some 
Edison with a new way of 
shedding light on the 
situation. 
 

Adult Sunday School  
--Laur Steven  

       

Impractical Faith Study 
--Kevin McCabe 

 



I                                                                                                            Laur says: the Peace Group was, and 
continues to be, a response to a heartfelt cry that “We have to do something!” That cry was 
uttered in March 2023, about a year after Russia invaded Ukraine. Since then our small group 
(whose numbers have ebbed and flowed) has engaged in advocacy, non-violent protest, seminars 
with invited guests, study groups, and cross-cultural collaborative fund-raising. We have focused 
increasingly on the Palestinian plight and the genocide in Gaza. Last August we co-hosted with 
the Niagara Palestine Coalition a very successful Yard Sale in the Grace parking lot. This 
September we will do it again.  
 
Jan says: In 2026, the Justice Group has two aspects: advocacy and practical support. Advocacy 
simply means writing letters to all levels of government on justice concerns, and practical 
support means delivering donated items where they are most needed. Donations include socks, 
children’s books, peanut butter, jogging pants, diapers, towels, and blankets. These are shared 
with compassion projects including Westview Centre4Women, Niagara Warehouse of Hope, the 
Community Breakfast Program, the Shower Program, area schools, and Ukrainian relief efforts. 
This is straightforward, joyful work. Join us! We take seriously Jesus’ words in Matthew 25:35–36. 
 

 
 

  Peace & Justice Groups         --Laur & Jan Steven 

                                                                                                Among the Grace “circles of community” 
coffee time comes a near second in attendance to the service itself. This fellowship time was 
almost literally an “afterthought” twenty-five years ago when the morning service was moved to 
9:30 a.m. to accommodate the satellite service for New Hope at 11:00 a.m. The timing proved 
congenial though, and bi-weekly 10:30 coffee time has remained an institution ever since.  
   Myrna Friesen moved into Grace-Linwell apartments seventeen years ago and has been 
attending Grace and coffee time since then. She sits each week at the same table, valuing coffee 
time for social reasons, as a good place to check in with friends. She is not particularly interested 
in having guest speakers address the coffee times. 
   John Rempel tells us that he likes the surprises that he has found there. He gives as an example 
that someone who had never called him by name did so around the table. On other occasions, 
someone told an interesting and revealing story, while someone else described how they 
happened to come to Grace. These interactions probably wouldn’t have happened elsewhere.  

   It seems that one aspect of coffee time is its flexibility. But it helps if you like coffee. 

 

Coffee Time         --Kevin McCabe 



“Welcome to Palestine… Your work is not here” 
--Lacey Willmott and Chris Sawatsky 

   As many know, we recently returned from a short group delegation to the West Bank. The majority 
of our time was spent meeting with and learning from Palestinians ranging from everyday people to 
activists to esteemed theologians, all of whom bear the weight of living under Israel’s increasingly 
brutal military occupation. This experience was heavy, and it often feels hard to share about it in 
meaningful ways.  
   All Palestinians we met shared one common message. They called 
us to engage in shared struggle, rather than detached or abstract 
acts of “solidarity”. Palestinians ensured that we understood that 
Israel’s military occupation, apartheid rule, and genocide is an 
extension of our -- USA, Canada and Europe’s -- colonialism and 
imperialism that extends far beyond our current national borders. 
   Our visit to Aida refugee camp in Bethlehem illustrated this to us 
clearly. Aida is situated along Israel's infamous and so-called 

“security” wall. As we walked 
along the wall our steps were 
closely tracked by automated 
weapon systems, ready to kill 
and maim without discrimination, or cause. Needless to say, 
this was incredibly dystopian.  
   Reflecting on moments like this, we do not find it hard to 
locate ourselves in this colonial and imperial abomination, nor 
to understand the imperative for shared struggle. We don’t 
know for sure where those particular weapon systems 
originate, or what investments support their existence. But, we 

don’t need to lose the forest for the trees. Thanks to the work of organizations like World Beyond 
War Canada, we know that all six of Canada’s major banks, outside of 
credit unions, have billions of our dollars -- money from our collective 
institutions and organizations and money from us as individuals -- 
invested in global weapons manufacturers. We are also acutely aware 
that our current government is rapidly increasing the militarization of our 
society, at the expense of critical social programs, and our collective 
conscience. 
   Ironically, we spent a lot of time in Palestine reflecting on ourselves and 
our society. As scholar Jennifer Lynn Kelley puts it, the core sentiment of 
delegations is… “Welcome to Palestine… Your work is not here.” In light 
of the shared struggle we were called into, we are now looking to find 
ways to address the military investment elephant in the room, 
particularly within our Mennonite institutions and community. Right now, 
this feels like the most important message to share from our time in 
Palestine.   

Sign shared by the Nasser family at Tent of 
Nations farm, outside of Bethlehem 

View of the wall from outside the Aida refugee 
camp in Bethlehem 

Street art from the Aida refugee 
camp. This is one of many 

memorials put in places where 
Palestinian children have been killed 

by Israeli occupation soldiers. 



A Wee Sojourn in Scotland  --Darrell Winger 
   Scotland! A land rich in history, culture, and tremendous natural beauty. Home of Robert Burns, 
John Knox, and millions of sheep.  Anna and I have enjoyed two trips to Scotland, most recently this 
past March, to visit our son, Jesse, and his partner, Isabeau, who live in Aberdeen.  Having experienced 
Edinburgh, Aberdeen, the Cairngorms, and other spots in the north-east previously, this time we 

focused on the west coast, exploring Glasgow, Glen Coe, Fort William, 
Oban, and Easdale Island.   
   At times it felt overwhelming to take in 
the beauty that was all around us: the 
rugged mountain scenes of Ben Nevis and 
the “Three Sisters”, still snow capped and 
towering over us; rushing rivers fueled by 
melting snow winding through valleys, and 
waterfalls cascading down hills and 
mountains.  The beauty of sheep grazing 
on the lush green hillsides, provided us 
peaceful pastoral scenes. Watching 
recently born lambs scampering around 

filled us with the joy of new life. 
   We quietly absorbed the sense of transcendence that comes whether slowly strolling through an 
ancient parish church or the profound majesty of a huge cathedral.  Knowing that people having been 
gathering to worship and share life together in these places for centuries provided a unique reminder 
that we are surrounded by a great cloud of witnesses.  

    But most importantly, we valued experiencing all of this with the people we love. The many 
occasions of drinking tea, eating scones, and enjoying hours in conversation together brought us the 
most joy in being in this beautiful land.  We are already planning our next visit! 
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