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IT'S A WARM SUMMER EVENING, THE FIRST 
OF JUNE.  An eclectic assortment of people, old 
and young, gather on blankets and lawn chairs 
on the banks of the grand river. We read the 
story of Jesus' baptism together and it takes 
on new meaning here by the river. A woman in 
her 80s shares about her own baptism 65 
years ago. She remembers how nervous she 
was, how cold the water felt, how warm the 
smiles of her church community were when 
she came up out of the water. A teenager 
reflects how awesome it would be to be 
baptized in a river like Jesus was. Someone 
pulls out a guitar and the sun sets slowly as we 
sing together.

IT'S A BUSTLING WEDNESDAY MORNING IN 
THE QUEEN ST. COMMONS CAFÉ. Despite the 
noise, a peaceful calm surrounds the table 
where I sit with Alisha sharing a pot of tea. 
"I've been at university here for two years" she 
shares, "but I've never really found a church. 
I've gone a few times but it just feels so 
awkward to sit alone and anyways buses don't 
run very often on Sundays." As I continue 
talking to Alisha I discover that she has a 
passion for refugee issues. With her permission 
I call up the leadership team at First 
Mennonite Church where I know that 
sponsoring refugees is an important ministry. 
Soon we have arranged for someone that lives 
close to Alisha to pick her up, sit with her in 
church, and have her over lunch this coming 
Sunday. 
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The landscape of the Mennonite church in Waterloo Region is changing rapidly in this post-
Christendom era. Some churches that were once vibrant seem to be fading away and others are 
experiencing new life after a period of stagnancy. In the midst of this all, the young folks, those people 
in their teens and twenties that grew up in the Mennonite church, now need to discover where they 
belong in the church, and if they belong at all. PiE seeks to be pastors alongside these young people, 
including those that are active in local congregations, those that are on the margins of a congregation 
and those that no longer associate with a congregation at all, as they explore what it means to be a 
follower of Jesus in the Anabaptist tradition in the context of 21st century Waterloo Region. 

As you read the stories below, imagine the possibilities for a new kind of ministry with Mennonite 
youth and young adults in Waterloo Region. 



OVER THE LAST 50 YEARS, A NEW DEMOGRAPHIC HAS GRADUALLY 
APPEARED ON THE NORTH AMERICAN CULTURAL LANDSCAPE. 
Psychologist Jeffrey Arnett calls these 18 to 29 year olds "emerging adults."1 In 
1960, more than two-thirds of young adults had left home, finished school, 
gained financial independence, gotten married and had children by the age of 
30. By the year 2000, less than one-third of males and less than one-half of 
females had reached all five of these milestones by their 30th birthday.2 And 
while the demographic may be changing, our ways of doing ministry are slower 
to make the shift. As one Mennonite emerging adult poignantly states, "we are 
displaced. Until we have kids or are married, we have no identity and it is hard 
to connect to churches."3 

Perhaps it is not surprising then, that as with most Christian denominations, 
church attendance drops markedly for young Mennonites as they make the 
transition from childhood through youth and young adulthood.4 Put in the 
larger context of our post-Christendom Canadian society, the situation can 
seem hopeless. This is where PiE comes in. PiE envisions a new way doing 
ministry alongside emerging adults in the spaces they frequent, in ways that 
utilize and strengthen their many gifts.!

Weekly church 
attendance for 

Canadian children who 
identify as Christian

56%
Weekly church 
attendance for 

Canadian teens who 
identify as Christian

26%
Weekly church 
attendance for 

Canadian young adults 
who identify as 

Christian

20%
Source: James Penner et al. 
Hemorrhaging Faith, Foundational 
Research Document, 
Commissioned by The EFC Youth 
and Young Adult Round Table.  
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	 1Christian Smith and Patricia Snell, Souls in Transition: The Religious and Spiritual 
Lives of Emerging Adults (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009), 6.

	 2 David P. Setran and Chris A. Kiesling, Spiritual Formation in Emerging Adulthood: A 
Practical Theology for College and Young Adult Ministry (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker 
Academic, 2013), 2.

	 3 Sarah Wenger Shenk, Thank You for Asking: Conversations With Young Adults About 
the Future of the Church (Scottsdale, PA: Herald Press, 2005), 225. 

	 4 Smith and Snell,107.



Hope for a People in Exile 
Then and Now

• • •

After enjoying an era of prosperity and freedom, the 
Israelites once again find themselves in exile in a foreign 
land. This time many of their numbers have been sent into 
exile from Jerusalem to Babylon. At first all the people 
can think of is when this awful situation will be over so 
that they can return to their beloved Jerusalem. The 
prophet Hananiah raises the exiles' hopes by claiming to 
have a message from the Lord promising to return the 
people to Jerusalem before two years are through (Jer. 
28:3). There is no need to get settled here, Hananiah 
claims, no need to meet their neighbours and start 
building a new life, because soon enough they will be back 
in Jerusalem and everything will go back to normal. 

The prophet Jeremiah could not disagree more. The 
people will not return to Jerusalem in 2 years but in 70, 
he claims (Jer. 29:10). Life in exile is the new normal, and 
Jeremiah urges the exiles to invest in the city where they 
find themselves now, saying, "build houses and live in 
them; plant gardens and eat what they produce" (Jer. 
29:5). 

More startling yet, Jeremiah's message from God does not 
demand that the exiles stay separate from the 
Babylonians and look to their own affairs, rather, in 
Jeremiah 29 verse 7 God invites the exiles to work for the 
shalom of the whole city!

JEREMIAH 29:4-11
4 Thus says the Lord of hosts, the God of Israel, to all the exiles whom I have sent into exile from Jerusalem 
to Babylon: 5 Build houses and live in them; plant gardens and eat what they produce. 6 Take wives and have 
sons and daughters; take wives for your sons, and give your daughters in marriage, that they may bear sons 
and daughters; multiply there, and do not decrease. 7 But seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you 
into exile, and pray to the Lord on its behalf, for in its welfare you will find your welfare. 8 For thus says the 
Lord of hosts, the God of Israel: Do not let the prophets and the diviners who are among you deceive you, 
and do not listen to the dreams that they dream, 9 for it is a lie that they are prophesying to you in my 
name; I did not send them, says the Lord. 10 For thus says the Lord: Only when Babylon’s seventy years are 
completed will I visit you, and I will fulfill to you my promise and bring you back to this place. 11 For surely I 
know the plans I have for you, says the Lord, plans for your welfare and not for harm, to give you a future 
with hope. 

! The New Oxford Annotated Bible: New Revised Standard Version, 4th ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010).
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"build houses and live in them; 
plant gardens and eat what they 
produce." 



4

Continued Hope for 
the People...

• • •

And rather than approaching the new situation from a 
place of fear, Jeremiah invites the exiles into a place of 
hope. Jeremiah 29 verse 11 is often interpreted as a 
promise from God to individuals, but here in its context, 
it seems to be a message to a whole people: "for surely I 
know the plans I have for you says the Lord, plans for 
your welfare and not for harm, to give you a future with 
hope."

As 21st century Mennonites living in Waterloo Region, 
we do not usually think of ourselves as exiles. Our 
ancestors may have fled their homes in the face of 
religious persecution, but our lives are, for the most part, 
comfortable and safe. But at another level, as Christians 
in a post-Christian era we do experience a kind of exile. 
Christianity no longer holds the power and influence at 
all levels of society that it once did, and our sanctuaries 
and Sunday School class rooms may seem to get emptier 
every year. We are a people in exile.           

But rather than lamenting this experiencing and trying 
desperately to return to a place of familiarity, what if we 
invest in this place of exile where we find ourselves?  
What if God's message to the exiles through Jeremiah is 
the same message God has for Mennonites in Waterloo 
Region today. At PiE (Pastors in Exile) we seek to to 
ministry with emerging adults in this liminal space of 
exile where we find ourselves. 

• • •

"But seek the welfare of the city 
where I have sent you into exile, 
and pray to the Lord on its 
behalf, for in its welfare you will 
find your welfare."

"For surely I know the plans I 
have for you says the Lord, 
plans for your welfare and not 
for harm, to give you a future 
with hope."



PIE'S 
ACTIVITIES
Organizing, facilitating and 
leading a monthly creative 
worship experience.

Initiating intentional 
conversations with young 
Mennonites in Waterloo Region 
(both those who still 
participate in church and those 
who have left the church) about 
their experiences of church in 
order to learn from them and 
offer support. 

Offering  support to 
Mennonite churches in 
Waterloo Region who seek to 
better engage the young people 
in their midst.

Encouraging and enabling 
intergenerational connections, 
relationships and mentorships.

Creating an amoeba like 
discipleship network, where we 
will disciple young people with 
gifts to offer and in turn they 
will disciple others.  

Being curators and resource 
people to connect young 
people with Mennonite 
affiliated organizations and 
causes.

Providing additional ministry 
support to young folks within 
Mennonite affiliated institutions.

• A new ministry with Mennonite affiliated young 
folks in Waterloo Region

• Composed of two pastors, Chris Brnjas and 
Jessica Reesor Rempel, each serving in a half 
time capacity

• Empowered by a board of directors made up of 
people from many generations

• In the process of becoming a registered not-for-
profit organization

• Seeking to collaborate with Mennonite Church 
Eastern Canada and its member churches and 
institutions. 

PIE IS...
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CHRIS 
                BRNJAS

Chris is a member of The 
Gathering Church in 

Kitchener. He is a recent 
graduate of the Masters of 
Theological Studies program 

at Conrad Grebel University 
College, where he also 
completed a BA in Peace 
and Conflict studies. 

Chris has been involved with 
youth ministry at The 
Gathering for several years. 
He has served as a 

chaplaincy intern at 
Parkwood Mennonite 
Home, and beginning in 

January he will be serving as 
interim chaplain at Conrad 
Grebel University College. 

Chris has had the 
opportunity to learn about 
the global church through 
travel to Ethiopia, Croatia, 

Greece and the UK. 

Chris enjoys playing and 
watching sports, biking, 
walking, writing, reading non-

fiction, having people over 
and watching movies. Chris 
and his wife Rachel live in 

Waterloo. 

THE JOY OF PIZZA

"My wife Rachel & I wanted to start practicing radical hospitality, but we live in a cosy 
basement apartment. It would be so much easier if we had our own house with lots of 
common space. But we felt Jesus was calling us to open up our doors with the room we 
did have.

With that, Pizza Mondays were born. The basic premise is this: on Monday evenings, 
we make homemade pizza, and we invite people to come and eat it with us. Anyone is 
welcome, and we usually make an announcement on social media the night before. And 
then we wait, and see who God brings.

Each week is different. Sometimes 2 people show up, other weeks 12 would show up. I 
remember one week where it seemed our basement gradually got more and more 
packed the later the evening went on! That particular night, we had an enlightening 
inter-generational conversation about living in intentional community. Another night, 
we got into a deep conversation about some profound and critical questions regarding 
Christian faith. Most nights we just sat together and played board games.

It is interesting, no matter what happened, no matter who came, we always seemed to 
have enough! On one occasion we had one of our guests run to the grocery store to get 
some additional food; but I never remember anyone leaving hungry. Some people would 
bring toppings for the pizzas, others would bring some food they had that they wanted 
to contribute. 

What is Pizza Monday? It doesn’t really fit into a category. It’s not really a potluck, it’s 
not a bible study or small group or church event, nor is it a just social gathering. I like 
to think of it as a place where community gathers, where food and hope is shared, and 
God is glorified.It’s not rocket science; it’s just merely making pizza and inviting people 
to join in."

-Chris-
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JESSICA
       REESOR REMPEL

Jessica is a member of 
Stirling Avenue Mennonite 
Church in Kitchener. This 
spring she will be completing 
her Master of Divinity at 
Emmanuel College in 
Toronto. She also has a BA 
in Peace and Conflict 
Studies from Conrad Grebel 
University College. 

Over the past several years 
Jessica has engaged in 
ministry in the Kitchener-
Waterloo community as a 
chaplaincy intern at 
Parkwood Mennonite Home 
and as the manager of 
Mennonite Central 
Committee Ontario's Circle 
of Friends program, as well as 
internationally during the 
year she spent serving with 
Mennonite Central 
Committee in Laos. 

Jessica loves playing soccer 
in Victoria park, singing, and 
preserving local foods. She 
and her husband Steven 
Reesor Rempel live in a 
housing co-op in downtown 
Kitchener.

POTLUCK PICNIC IN THE PARK

"If you find yourself in Kitchener's Victoria Park on a Thursday evening in the 
summertime, wander down the tree lined path and over the bridge until you reach 
the island. You will pass families from many cultures out for an evening stroll, and 
you will pass a drum circle under the gazebo. Keep going. Just past the gazebo you 
will find a colourful mismatched collection of blankets and tablecloths spread with an 
abundant feast; a potluck picnic in the park.

For the past three summers we potluck picnickers have spent an evening a week 
eating together and enjoying each other's company, as well as the company of 
weeping willows and noisy families of geese. Our gatherings range from two to 
twenty people, and it's rarely the same group from one week to the next, but since 
everyone brings food to share and their own plates and blankets there is no set up or 
clean up to do and no need for an RSVP. 

Many of my fellow potluck picnickers are youngish adults living in the downtown 
Kitchener vicinity who are either currently active in a local Mennonite church or 
have grown up in a Mennonite church but no longer attend.  The conversation that 
happens on our picnic blankets ranges from talk of the food that's on our plates and 
the farmers and gardeners who grew it, to analysis of the latest bike lanes in town 
and how that will effect our bike commuting times, to rousing discussions of global 
politics, city politics, church politics, and everything in between. Sometimes we have 
disagreements. Sometimes we talk about God and sometimes we don't. Potluck picnic 
in the park is not a church, it's not a bible study or even a small group in the 
traditional sense, but it's certainly a sacred space."

	 	 	 	 -Jessica-
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Why do you call yourselves 
"Pastors in Exile"? Do you feel 
that you have been exiled from 
the Mennonite church? 

We (Jessica and Chris) do not feel 
that we have been exiled from the 
Mennonite church in any way. In fact 
we have been nurtured, supported 
and empowered by the Mennonite 
church in countless ways. Rather, 
just as the Israelites were 
experiencing exile in the book of 
Jeremiah, we feel that the whole 
Christian church is experiencing a 
state of exile today, as we move 
farther away from the centre of 
power that the church once 
possessed. It is out of a deep love for 
the church that we feel called to be  
pastors to young people that find 
themselves navigating this liminal 
space. 

Are you starting a church?

No, we are not starting a church. We 
see ourselves as bridge builders 
between youth and young adults and 
the existing Mennonite churches in 
Waterloo Region. That being said, 
part of our work will involve ministry 
with young people that are no longer 
affiliated with a particular 
congregation. 

Who counts as "young folks"?

We want to support those individuals 
making the transition from youth 
right through young adulthood. 

Will you only do ministry with 
youth and young adults?

Young people are at the centre of 
PiE's vision, but we do not believe 
that ministry with youth and young 
adults should be done in isolation. 
Our dream is that this ministry can 
help to strengthen intergenerational 
connections. 

Why is your ministry limited to 
Waterloo Region?

Like Jeremiah's letter to the exiled 
Israelites in Jeremiah 29, our call 
feels specific to a particular time and 
place. Waterloo Region is the place 
where we feel deeply invested 
relationally at this time. It is possible 
that a similar model could be adapted 
by others in their own contexts. 

Why does PiE have two pastors 
working half time rather than 
one pastor working full 
time? 

We (Chris and Jessica) each 
bring unique and complimentary 
gifting, passion and experience 
to our ministry with PiE. 
Moreover, by engaging with this 
ministry on a half time basis, 
each of us will be able to 
continue to be involved in our 
communities in a variety of ways 
while ensuring a sustainable 
budget for PiE.

ADDITIONAL 

RESOURCES

Thank You for Asking: Conversations 
with Young Adults about the Future of 
the Church   by Sarah Wenger Shenk

Growing Up Christian: Why Young 
People Stay in Church, Leave Church, 
and (Sometimes) Come Back to 
Church   by John P. Bowen 

Missional. Monastic. Mainline: A Guide 
to Starting Missional Micro-
Communities in Historically Mainline 
Traditions.  by Elaine A. Heath and 
Larry Duggins 

The Ruins of Church: Sustaining Faith 
in an Age of Diminished Christianity.        
by R.R. Reno

 Faith Forward: A Dialogue on 
Children, Youth and a New Kind of 
Christianity edited by David Csinos 
and Melvin Bray

THANK YOU!

The time you have taken to 
thoughtfully and prayerfully learn 
about PiE is very much appreciated. 
Please do not hesitate to contact us 
if you have questions or suggestions 
about our ministry. We believe that 
"a future with hope" is possible for 
the Mennonite church in Waterloo 
Region. 

             -Jessica and Chris-

CHRIS BRNJAS

cbrnjas@gmail.com

519-880-6212

JESSICA REESOR REMPEL

j.reesor.rempel@gmail.com

519-577-3452
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