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In this Issue
Church institutions have always been in a state of change, including that of dissolution and 

creation. The nature of and reasons for such change—perceived as either favorable, too rapid 
or too slow—have often bewildered members of these institutions. In order to understand these 
situations, one needs to see that members of church institutions are shaped by their institutions 
as they shape their institutions. Another crucial angle one needs is provided by the historical 
perspective—by knowledge of the institutional and individual past.

The current discussion concerning possible merger between the General Conference Mennon- 
ite Church (GCMC) and the Mennonite Church (MC), the two largest North American Men- 
nonite denominational bodies, reflects the multifaceted nature of members’ attachments to the 
larger church institutions in which they live. One may read in the denominational papers a 
range of response: enthusiasm, opposition, and indifference.

Sensing an opportunity for historians to make a meaningful contribution to the current 
discussion concerning possible merger of the General Conference Mennonite Church and the 
Mennonite Church, the Historical Committee of the General Conference Mennonite Church 
conceived of the plan of soliciting selected descriptions of merger experiences among Men
nonite groups in the twentieth century.

These five accounts cover a time period from 1920 when the Western District Amish Men
nonite Conference merged with the “ old” Mennonite Church, to 1988 when the Mennonite 
Conference of Eastern Canada was formed by three groups: Western Ontario Mennonite Con
ference (MC), United Mennonite Conference of Ontario (GC), Mennonite Conference of 
Ontario and Quebec (MC). It also includes the story of the Central Conference joining the 
General Conference Mennonite Church in the 1940s and 1950s, the temporary merger of 
Evangelical Mennonite Brethren and the Evangelical Mennonite Church from 1953 to 1962, 
and the dissolution of the Bergthaler Mennonite Church of Manitoba when in 1971 it formally 
urged its congregations to join the General Conference Mennonite Church.

Institutional mergers, especially of church groups, spawn metaphors drawn from the inter
personal dynamics of marriage. One cannot resist highlighting important aspects of each of 
these five accounts under such rubrics: the experience of the Western District Amish Men
nonite Conference and “ old” Mennonite Church as mutual submission; the Central Conference 
and General Conference Mennonite Church as formal courtship (1946-1957); the Evangelical 
Mennonite Brethren and Evangelical Mennonite Church as annulment (1953-1962) of a parent- 
arranged marriage; the Bergthaler Conference and the General Conference Mennonite Church 
as prolonged informal courtship which ended in the adoption of the children; the three groups 
forming the Mennonite Conference of Eastern Canada as a marriage of friendly neighbors.

In addition to such marriage imagery, one may compare in these five accounts the relative 
weight of forces under the following categories: theological, ethnic, environmental, institutional 
structure. These questions arise: Did conscious theological agreement or disagreement of the 
groups shape the merger? Did aspects of language and various folkways encourage or 
discourage the merger? Did the groups share a common geography which fostered the inter
action of bonding experiences? Did the polity structures of the groups require little or great 
adjustments in the merger? The comparative approach can yield insights if it does not over
whelm the richness of detail and the unique elements in each story.

The most crucial angle for understanding church institutions lies in the dimension of faith— 
an operative belief that members act in institutional settings because God has called them to do 
so. In the case of Mennonite Christians, the nature of the Church as the body of Jesus Christ 
is a paramount concern. The reader will hopefully sense such faith conviction in the authors of 
these five accounts, for that conviction certainly undergirds their efforts. They are published 
here with the hope that believers may more clearly understand the truth of these events and 
discern the will of God in Christ for the opportunities and dilemmas of today.

David J. Rempel Smucker 
Guest editor

Note: The poems by Julia Kasdorf in the December issue of Mennonite Life were reprinted 
from Sleeping Preacher, by permission of the University of Pittsburgh Press. © 1992 by Julia 
Kasdorf.
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V. Gordon Oyer

The 1920s Merger 
of the 

Western District 
Amish Mennonite 

Conference and the 
“ Old” Mennonites

‘Union in a 
Common Faith”

In the spring of 1930 a search for 
feature material led reporter Harold 
Hutchings to the home of J. A. Heiser 
near Fisher, Illinois. As bishop of the 
East Bend Mennonite congregation. 
Heiser consented to introduce his Men
nonites to Hutchings’ readers. Hutch
ings had anticipated finding a commun
ity of distinguishable sectarians: he in
stead found members of a denomination 
who outwardly differed little from their 
neighbors. As the reporter took notes. 
Heiser explained: “ Many people think 
us very different, because of our name, 
I suppose. Or it may be they have us 
confused with the Amish who live down 
near Arthur and Areola. . . . We are 
not like the Amish, as you can see.” 
Heiser continued his interview, explain
ing various ways in which the Fisher 
Mennonites varied from the Arthur 
Amish, whose ancestors had “ pulled 
away” from the Mennonites in “ 1690” 
as followers of Jacob Ammann. “ Since 
then, the Amish have held to many of 
the old beliefs and customs of dress and 
abstinence that Mennonites do not nor 
have in the past paid attention to.” 1 

Ironically, though Heiser labored to 
distinguish his Mennonites from the 
Amish, virtually his entire East Bend 
congregation descended from followers 
of Jacob Ammann. In fact, Heiser’s 
own grandfather and great-grandfather 
had participated in the Diener Versamm
lungen, a series of Amish ministers’ 
meetings (1862-1878).2 These meetings 
originally intended to foster unity 
among America’s scattered, diverse 
Amish, but they instead served as a 
point of departure for various schisms 
and resulted in Amish fragmentation. 
Following 1865, the most conservative 
withdrew from the meetings, develop
ing their own discipline and becoming 
known as “ Old Order”  Amish. Also

during this period, the “ Egly Amish” 
(now Evangelical Mennonite) and 
“ Stuckey Amish”  (later part of the 
General Conference Mennonite Church) 
charted their own courses. The body 
which remained became commonly 
known simply as “ Amish Mennonite.” 
During the decade or so following the 
demise of the Diener Versammlungen, 
this remaining group re-gathered into 
three district conferences: the Eastern 
District Amish Mennonite [A. M.] 
Conference (1893-1927), which covered 
territory in Ohio and Pennsylvania; the 
Indiana-Michigan District A. M. Con
ference (1888-1916); the Western Dis
trict A. M. Conference (1890-1920), 
which covered settlements in at least ten 
states west of Indiana. Each of these 
conferences dissolved after merging 
with the “ old” Mennonites who in
habited the same territories.

Therefore, when J. A. Heiser was or
dained to the ministry in 1917, he was 
ordained into the Western District A. 
M. Conference.3 In 1920, when the 
conference disbanded, East Bend and 
Illinois’ eight other Amish Mennonite 
congregations (representing about 1500 
members) merged with the seven “ old” 
Mennonite congregations of the Illinois 
Mennonite Conference (about 500 mem
bers). When the new group held their 
First session in 1921, they published 
their minutes under the heading of the 
“ First United Mennonite Church Con
ference for the State of Illinois,”  drop
ping any allusion to the Amish heritage 
held by three-quarters of its member
ship. Also in 1920, the other Amish 
Mennonites and “ old”  Mennonites 
across the Great Plains and in Oregon 
acted similarly. Amish Mennonites and 
members of the area’s “ old”  Men
nonite conferences [Missouri-Iowa, 
Kansas-Nebraska, Pacific Coast] recon-
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figured themselves, as had those in Illi
nois, into four new conferences: the 
Missouri-Kansas (later South Central) 
Mennonite Conference; the Iowa- 
Nebraska Mennonite Conference; the 
Dakota-Montana (later North Central) 
Mennonite Conference; the Pacific 
Coast Mennonite Conference. Collec
tively, these five newly integrated con
ferences included about 7500 members, 
4500 of which were formerly Amish 
Mennonite.4

These series of Amish Mennonite 
mergers have been variously described 
as an “ organic union”  and “ true 
merging” ;5 “ the greatest ecumenical 
achievement of any Mennonites and 
Amish in the early-twentieth century” ;6 
one in which “ the two branches were 
united in thought, spirit, and practical 
concerns” ;7 “ a union in a common 
faith and not the union of compro
mise.” 8 Indeed, if J. A. Heiser’s per
ceptions are any indication, the mergers 
represented the bonding of two groups 
who had attained a truly unified iden
tity. Despite the experiences of his 
grandfather and great-grandfather in the 
Diener Versammlungen, his ordination 
into the Western District A. M. Con
ference, and the local reputation of East 
Bend as an “ Ornish”  church, Heiser 
confidently expressed his identity as 
“ Mennonite”  vis-a-vis “ Amish.” He 
explained the previous Amish labels as 
something of a historical fluke: “ Be
cause there were a few Amish in the 
first (Illinois] settlement, we were 
recognized in the Illinois conference as 
Amish Mennonites. . . . Ten years ago 
this mixed body united and have since 
been called Mennonite.” 9 Whatever the 
individual rationales, Amish Mennon
ites across the former Western District 
seemed to join Heiser in identifying 
themselves as solidly “ old”  Mennonite.

How did a body of Amish ancestry 
which significantly outnumbered its 
“ old”  Mennonite counterparts come to 
so thoroughly view itself as a natural 
part of the “ old” Mennonite church? 
Did this bonded identity truly reflect a 
“ union in a common faith” rather than 
“ a union of compromise” ? As one 
might expect, the merger of 1920 
developed over time through the inter
play of various forces, some of which 
belonged to the broader development of 
American society and some of which 
remained particular to the peculiarities 
of Anabaptist faith.

Forces Which 
Encouraged Consensus

The late nineteenth and early twen
tieth centuries contained enormous 
change. This era reflected the emer
gence of a truly industrial society. The 
focus of commerce shifted from stable, 
local businesses to a complex network 
of production and distribution. Ameri
cans began to derive their individual 
identities less from integration into 
small, self-sufficient communities than 
from membership in broader classes or 
occupations. Geographically dispersed 
people with common economic interests 
sought each other’s support against such 
perceived common enemies as “ monop
olies” and “corporations,” and formed 
alliances such as the Knights of Labor 
and the Grange movement. Economic 
concerns dominated as Americans “ sub
ordinated religion, education, and poli
tics to the creation of wealth.” 10

These priorities produced a society 
increasingly characterized by organiza
tion of large-scale, common-interest 
groups; standardization of weights and 
measures; quantification of success and 
progress; and preoccupation with tech
nological advancements that directly af
fected average people. The era brimmed 
with bustling activity, organization, and 
work. Communication and transporta
tion advances connected vast distances 
as never before, significantly reducing 
the size of the world as individuals 
perceived it. This onslaught of change, 
mobility, and exposure to new informa

tion brought confusion, and the collec
tive response to this confusion reflected, 
as one historian phrased it, a societal 
“ search for order.” 11

According to the typology of his
torian Norman F. Cantor, the era 
represented the transition between two 
“ cultural revolutions” : “ romanticism” 
and “ modernism.” Whereas romanti
cism was typified by a sense of broad 
interconnectedness and organic unity, 
modernism was typified by fragmenta
tion, anti-historicism, and a focus on 
individual parts rather than a united 
whole.12

A key factor in allowing the 1920 
merger to succeed so completely is the 
similar responses of Amish Mennonites 
and “ old”  Mennonites to this environ
ment. They both sought to incorporate 
certain kinds of changes while resisting 
others. They tended to embrace the 
more practical, technological innova
tions and incorporate selected aspects 
of Protestant religious experience, 
while they simultaneously attempted to 
fend off the “ worldliness” of American 
cultural and political expressions and 
remain organizationally separate from 
other religious traditions.

Their responses differed markedly 
from those of Old Order Amish and 
Mennonites. These more conservative 
groups attempted to rein in not only the 
pace of cultural change but the pace of 
technological and religious change as 
well. They perhaps intuitively sensed 
that accepting newly developed tech-
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nology and broadening their religious 
experience necessitated, or at least 
seductively invited, interdependence 
with those who held alien values. Such 
exposure could not help but affect 
church members’ priorities and world 
view. As Donald B. Kraybill has ob
served of twentieth-century Old Order 
Amish in Lancaster County, the conser
vatives rigorously attempted to nego
tiate with the advance of modernity on 
their terms rather than accept it on its 
terms.13 They were thus better posi
tioned to preserve an integrated, com
munity-based identity and reject a more 
typically modern American identity 
which tended to separate one’s religious 
expression from one’s economic exis
tence. The more open relationships to 
society chosen by Amish Mennonites 
and “ old”  Mennonites made this nego
tiation much more complex for them, 
but it generated common issues and 
dilemmas which drew Amish Mennon
ites closer to “ old”  Mennonites as it 
distanced them from Old Order Amish.

As J. A. Heiser explained, “ You see, 
we are modern. . . .  It was largely due 
to this disagreement on methods of liv
ing way back in 1690 that led to the 
separation of the Amish sect. . . . (In 
contrast,] we try to adjust ourselves to 
the present conditions without at the 
same time losing hold on the underlying 
principles on which our church is 
founded.” 14

Some of the modernizing changes 
which pre-merger Amish Mennonites 
and “ old” Mennonites addressed simi
larly are revealed in their conference 
reports. For one thing, all groups 
sought to maintain their cultural “ sepa
ration”  from the world and to avoid 
becoming “ unequally yoked” with it. 
They grappled with issues such as mar
riage to non-members, joining labor 
and farm organizations and secret 
societies, participating in cooperatives, 
grain elevators, and businesses in which 
other than “ non-resistant”  people par
ticipated. All attempted to prohibit these 
and similar activities which might foster 
inappropriate co-dependence and 
weaken their separation from the sur
rounding society’s aggressive and frivo
lous values.15

Another common theme was increas
ing acceptance of the era’s preoccupa
tion with bustling activity, productivity, 
and organization as they applied these 
priorities to denominational activities. 
As the century turned, conference 
records reflected increased preoccupa

tion with forming boards, committees, 
and institutions to carry out the work 
of the church. Similarly, these groups 
established their own Sunday schools 
and Sunday school conferences and 
measured their activity with statistics 
and tables.16 In 1886, the Western 
District A. M. Conference delineated 
Five subdistricts, each headed by a 
bishop, presumably to facilitate admin
istration of its geographically vast 
organization. Many of their efforts in
volved joint cooperation and representa
tion which increased over time. Regard
ing Illinois’ “ old”  and Amish Men
nonites, for example, Willard Smith 
lists eleven instances of joint organiza
tional activity which predated merger.17 
Harry F. Weber stated that “ by 1919, 
all the activities of the Mennonites and 
Amish-Mennonites in Illinois had been 
combined with the exception of the 
respective conference organizations.” 18

Besides common organizational ac
tivity, a common medium for member
ship dialogue also emerged. The twin 
publications Herald o f Truth/Herold der 
Wahrheit (1964-1908), and their replace
ment, Gospel Herald (1908-present), 
were invaluable to the merger process. 
Since at least the mid-1860s, both 
groups contributed material and widely 
subscribed to them. This forged a 
mutual consensus that merger was 
possible and appropriate.

Both groups were influenced similarly 
by American Protestant revivalism of 
the era, as well. They showed interest 
in revival activity and their conferences 
increasingly addressed questions about 
missions and strengthening the spiri
tuality of the churches. Concern over 
individual religious experience fre
quently surfaced as they sought to 
understand such issues as attaining 
assurance of salvation, the meaning of 
“ consecration,” and how to deal with 
individuals who personally feel a call 
to church work, but which have not 
been called by the congregation.19

The leadership of “ old”  Mennonite 
Daniel Kauffman played an especially 
pivotal role in framing these common 
religious priorities during the decades 
leading to merger. Much has been writ
ten about Kauffman and the Mennonite 
“ doctrinal era”  which he helped usher 
in. His articulation of “ Bible doctrine” 
from Mennonite perspectives sought to 
place Mennonite thought and practice 
securely within conservative Protestant 
orthodoxy while retaining certain dis- 
tinctives of traditional Mennonite belief.

It represented in many ways a Men
nonite version of Americans’ “ search 
for order”  amid the emergence of 
modernity.20

Although Kauffman intended his ef
forts to keep Mennonites from drifting 
into religious modernism, his approach 
was in many ways itself quite modern. 
His writings tended to fragment and 
compartmentalize beliefs, reducing 
them to isolated components. Once 
isolated they could be codified and 
standardized into an organized system 
of practice to be implemented and 
monitored for greater uniformity. Such 
a framework helped set the ground rules 
for merger by identifying critical areas 
of belief and practice to which all 
parties must agree. Kauffman was 
strategically situated to disseminate 
these doctrinal priorities among all 
groups involved in the 1920 merger: he 
was ordained minister (1892) and 
bishop (1896) in Missouri, living there 
until 1909; he provided leadership in 
the Missouri-Iowa Conference; and he 
edited the Gospel Herald from 1908 
until 1943.

Another factor, which exerted more 
influence among the western regions 
than among the eastern states, was 
geographic dispersion. Both groups ex
pressed concern for how to minister to 
western and scattered members and 
called on eastern members for aid. They 
also addressed the problem of ministers 
moving from areas in need of leader
ship to areas which may not need them 
as badly. This common concern encour
aged cooperation among Mennonite and 
Amish Mennonite settlers on the Great 
Plains and among their eastern counter
parts concerned about building the 
church to the west. It ultimately pro
vided significant impetus for organiza
tional merger.

Area conferences also included repre
sentation from both Amish Mennonites 
and “ old”  Mennonites. Both partici
pated in the formation of the Mennonite 
General Conference in 1898 as well. 
Resolutions were passed favoring such 
a conference by the Kansas-Nebraska 
(OM) conference in 1892 and by the 
Illinois (OM), Missouri-Iowa (OM) and 
Western District (AM) conferences in 
1894. Both branches were represented 
on the 1896 General Conference com
mittee and they provided reports at the 
First General Conference in 1898. Joint 
participation in this body provided yet 
another forum for contact and familiar
ity.21
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Dissolution of Barriers

Despite their many similarities, how
ever, some differences remained to be 
overcome. The Amish Mennonites, for 
example, retained the practice of shun
ning, or social avoidance, and clung to 
usage of German longer than most 
“ old”  Mennonites. Also, differences in 
polity existed, and the “ old”  Men- 
nonite doctrinal emphasis established 
specific criteria, including greater 
rigidity in matters of dress, which had 
to be met before merger could be 
effected.

As early as the 1860s, even before 
interaction and common concerns had 
fostered a widespread sense of familiar
ity, voices could be heard for Amish 
Mennonite/“ old” Mennonite merger, 
especially within Indiana. As tensions 
rose in this region during the 1870s and 
1880s, these voices quieted, but during 
the 1890s, increasing cooperation led to 
new calls for merger.22 In 1889, the 
Missouri-Iowa conference proposed that:

a g reater harm ony should exist between 
the old Mennonite and Amish Mennonite 
churches, who are so nearly allied in 
faith to each o ther, and that the doctrine 
o f  non-resistance w hich w e mutually 
hold so sacred and dear to our hearts may 
not suffer fo r the want o f  practice. W e 
therefore extend an invitation to the old 
A m ish church o f  M o. and Kansas to 
m eet with us in our next conference or 
any conference, that they may designate, 
to agree upon som e plan for a union o f 
the two churches.23

As one observer noted, this invitation 
was probably stifled by the formation 
of the Western District A. M. Con
ference in 1890.24 It may also be, 
however, that the issue of shunning, one 
of the few which continued to separate 
“ old”  from Amish Mennonites, still 
presented a prohibitive obstacle. In 
1891 the Missouri-Iowa conference ad
dressed this issue, discussing it “ at 
length from various stand points.” 
They ultimately agreed on a statement 
which indicated it was “ variously 
understood by some of our own peo
ple” and its application “ be not made 
too rigid.” 25 This conference undoubt
edly included Amish Mennonite partici
pants since another resolution favored 
including names of ministers for the 
“ Mennonites and Amish Churches” in 
a Mennonite Family Almanac.26

Although the 1891 Missouri-Iowa 
Conference discouraged strict adher
ence to shunning, the Western District 
Amish Mennonites were still consider

ing it seriously. In that same year the 
Western District reaffirmed that shun
ning should continue indefinitely until 
repentance was won. Writing in 1905, 
Daniel Kauffman and J. S. Hartzier 
indicated that this region’s leaders had 
taken the deciding step toward eliminat
ing shunning in 1884, when an ad hoc 
conference left the practice of shunning 
to the individual’s conscience.27 It ap
parently took considerable time, how
ever, before the issue faded completely. 
By 1902, understandings of shunning 
seemed quite ambiguous. The question 
of whether shunning applied only to 
“ spiritual” matters or to social “ eat
ing”  as well generated discussion but 
no conclusion before that day’s session 
closed. When discussion resumed the 
following day, the issue was closed by 
simply letting “ the matter rest with the 
explanation made in Article 17 of the 
[1632 Dordrecht] Confession of Faith,” 
which outlines proper application of 
shunning. The last Western District 
reference to shunning appears in 1904, 
when its purpose was defined as to con
vince the sinner of his or her sins. By 
then, actual practice of shunning seems 
to have virtually ceased among Amish 
Mennonites.28

Although the minutes of the “ old” 
Mennonite conferences were almost ex
clusively printed in English by the turn 
of the century, the Western District 
Amish Mennonites printed their reports 
in both German and English through 
their final conference in 1920. Also, 
though absent from “ old” Mennonite 
reports, the issue of language periodi
cally arose in Western District A. M. 
deliberations during its thirty-year life. 
In 1890, ministers were encouraged not 
to preach exclusively in the German 
language, but to use English where it 
was more familiar. In 1893, reference 
to German helped relieve concern over 
why one could “ affirm”  something as 
true, but not swear an oath: “ The dif
ference is clear from the German ver
sion of the scriptures which has ‘sagen,’ 
‘aussagen[,]’ ‘bestaetigen’ where in the 
English Bible the word ‘affirm’ is 
found.” In 1900 it was asked, “ What 
may be done in the interest of more 
unity and peace between members who 
would have the German language alone 
used in the services, and those who 
favor the use of both languages?” The 
answer: “ They should forbear with 
each other; love and patience should be 
manifested on both sides.”  As late as 
1914, the conference sermon was

preached in both German and English. 
By 1920, however, language no longer 
seemed a significant issue. Undoubtedly 
the anti-German sentiment of World 
War I played a significant role in gain
ing full acceptance of English among 
Amish Mennonites. Because of the 
crucial role language plays in shaping 
identity, the eventual Amish Mennonite 
consensus on using English further 
smoothed the path toward merger.29

Both groups espoused congregational 
church polities via their common heri
tage, but the specifics of their polities 
differed. Whereas the “ old” Mennon
ites tended to place greater authority in 
conference decisions, Amish Mennon
ites had remained more decentralized, 
retaining authority in congregations. 
Further, bishop decisions seemed to 
carry greater weight among “ old” 
Mennonites. Trends toward centralized 
authority seemed to strengthen among 
both groups as the decades of the doc
trinal era progressed. In 1910, the 
Missouri-Iowa Conference ruled that 
conference decisions were final, and 
that they not be submitted to congrega
tions for acceptance. In 1891, the 
Kansas-Nebraska Conference ruled that 
members violating conference decisions 
would be placed under censure. Al
though this conference had determined 
in 1889 that “ all brethren present” 
could vote on questions, in 1891 they 
determined that bishops and ministers 
would conduct conference, and that 
ultimately the judgement of the presid
ing bishop(s) would be final. In 1908, 
the conference indicated that their deci
sions could be either mandatory, if 
biblically based, or advisory. Even if 
advisory, however, members should 
still be submissive to the conference’s 
counsel.-'’0

The Western District A. M. Confer
ence initially seemed more deferential 
to congregational authority, however. 
In 1900 it ruled that a bishop may not 
exclude anyone without the “ counsel 
and majority”  of the church. Shortly, 
however, the conference grew more 
assertive in encouraging a hierarchical 
deference to authority. In 1905 the con
gregation was declared subject to con
ference, just as the individual was 
subject to the congregation; in 1913 
conference resolutions were declared 
binding, and in 1917 it again judged 
following conference resolutions to be 
“ obligatory.”  Perhaps the most telling 
evidence of a shift in Amish Mennonite 
perceptions of authority comes from a
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decision rendered at the 1904 confer
ence. When asked whether bishops 
were satisfactorily “ set[ting] in order 
things that are wanting,” the conference 
responded that “ inasmuch as a bishop 
cannot do anything without the consent 
of the congregation, we believe that the 
congregations should better support or 
stand by the bishops. . . . ”  When this 
statement was reprinted in a 1912 
booklet of prior conference decisions, 
the wording was changed to read “ in
asmuch as Bishops and congregations 
should work together, we admonish the 
congregations to so assist the Bishops.” 
As with other issues, by the time 1920 
arrived, both groups had attained quite 
similar views of accountability and 
authority in church polity. One remain
ing sticking point, however, was that 
some of the “ old” Mennonite confer
ences allowed lay delegates to vote at 
the conference session themselves. The 
Amish Mennonite conferences allowed 
lay attendance, but only the ordained 
could vote. This was resolved by the 
loss of lay voting for “ old” Mennon- 
ites, a step which did not seem contro
versial. Although this may be interpreted 
as an “ old” Mennonite concession, it 
also seems quite compatible with the 
eras’s “ old”  Mennonite trend toward 
increasingly structured authority.31

As noted earlier, the “ old” Men
nonite doctrinal formulations helped 
establish criteria on which any merger 
with others must be based. In 1913, for 
example, both the Missouri-Iowa and 
Kansas-Nebraska “ old” Mennonite 
conferences addressed “ alliances”  or

“ union work”  with other Mennonite 
bodies. Although both expressed wishes 
for unity among Mennonites, both re
jected any union other than on a 
“ whole-gospel” or “ complete Gospel” 
basis. Further research is needed to 
determine what circumstances raised 
the issue before both conferences in 
1913 and whether their expressions of 
caution alluded to union with Amish 
Mennonites or other Mennonite groups. 
The language of these resolutions sug
gests, however, that both conferences 
had formed merger criteria which con
formed to the era’s growing doctrinal 
emphasis.32

As far as matters of dress, the Amish 
Mennonites seem to have acculturated 
further than the “ old”  Mennonites by 
the early years of the 1900s. This 
created problems for “ old”  Mennonite 
leaders such as Daniel Kauffman. In 
1905, Hartzler and Kauffman observed 
of the Western District Amish Men
nonites: “ Having broken loose from 
forms, which in former years, impeded 
the progress of the church, their greatest 
fight in this line, is now to counteract 
the tendency to drift into the opposite 
extreme—worldliness. But they are for
tunate in having a number of strong 
men, who are boldly preaching the doc
trine of entire separation from the 
world.” 33 By the time merger ap
proached, however, most Amish Men
nonites had aligned themselves with 
Kauffman's articulations of appropriate 
attire and other expressions of non
conformity.

As if to secure acceptance of Kauff

man’s doctrinal priorities in preparation 
for merger, Kauffman himself played 
a major role in the 1919 Western Dis
trict A. M. conference. He preached the 
conference sermon, which focused on 
the need to retain boundaries expressed 
through biblical doctrines. Kauffman 
also served on the resolutions commit
tee which set the conference agenda. 
Decisions resulting from this agenda af
firmed the “ plenary and verbal inspira
tion of the Word” and nonconformity 
of attire. It also appointed a “ dress 
committee’ to further investigate such 
matters. The 1920 conference accepted 
the resulting dress committee report, 
which recommended among other things 
that “ there should be more uniform 
interpretation” of scripture relating to 
attire, and that the ministry “ encourage 
the wearing of the regulation coat,”  a 
garment then required of “ old” Men
nonite ministers. For most involved, 
matters of dress consequently dissolved 
as one of the barriers to merger. In 
Oregon, however, consensus on dress 
had not yet fully jelled, which led 
Kauffman to reflect that perhaps the 
merger had occurred too soon.34

The final push toward union seems to 
have emerged from the Western District 
A. M. Conference’s frustration with its 
difficulty in effectively administering its 
large territory. In 1918, the Calkins, 
Montana, congregation requested to join 
the Missouri-Iowa conference, which 
could “ more conveniently”  shepherd 
them. As reported:

This request resulted in an interesting and 
lively discussion o f  the geographical 
situation o f  the W estern A . M . C onfer
ence D istrict and how that instead o f 
releasing these congregations from  time 
to tim e a c loser union m ight be effected 
with sister conferences which are one 
with us in faith and practice and which 
cover the sam e territo ry . A unanim ous 
sentim ent was expressed in favor o f a 
closer and m ore effective cooperation in 
the fu tu re .35

The following year (1919), each of the 
five conferences sent representatives to 
a “ Merger Committee,”  chaired by 
Daniel Kauffman, which processed the 
question of merger in a meeting at East 
Fairview A. M. Church near Milford, 
Nebraska, in May 1920. Their report, 
which favored merger, was distributed 
among the congregations involved. The 
response overwhelmingly supported the 
proposed merger. In 1920, all five con
ferences accepted the merger commit
tee’s final report, which called for the

East Fairview Amish Mennonite Church near Milford, Nebraska, ca. 1947
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proposed new conferences to meet and 
organize themselves in 1921. The new 
conferences would not alter the govern
ance of existing bishops. Since the 
Western District A.M. and the Kansas- 
Nebraska conferences had divided their 
territory into subdistricts headed by 
bishops, this decision led to conference 
lines which did not neatly follow state 
lines. Thus the Thurman, Colorado, 
congregation belonged to the new Iowa- 
Nebraska Conference, whereas the 
southern Colorado congregations be
longed to the Missouri-Kansas Con
ference. For the same reason, Creston, 
Montana, belonged to the Pacific Coast 
Conference rather than the Dakota- 
Montana Conference. This latter, 
sparsely populated conference was 
viewed mainly as a mission field and 
was to have one delegate from each of 
the other four new conferences to 
strengthen it.36

When 1921 arrived, the new con
ferences met and went about the busi
ness of structuring themselves. Where 
needed, joint committees were estab
lished to determine governance of over
lapping mission projects and responsi
bilities. Little evidence exists of signifi
cant opposition to or fallout from the 
merger. The more conservative among 
the Amish Mennonites seem to have 
withdrawn in the decades prior to the 
merger so that few remained in the 
Western District Conference to impede 
the process.37

Conclusion

In many ways, then, this 1920 merger 
was a union of both “ common faith” 
and “ compromise.”  By then both 
bodies had held extremely compatible 
beliefs and practices. They had inter
acted and cooperated for decades, were 
comfortably familiar with each other, 
and perceived each other as holding the 
same faith. Their degree of similarity 
relied heavily on the choices of their 
nineteenth-century forebears to respond 
similarly to the changing American en
vironment, which consequently set 
them on converging paths.

As merger approached, though, the 
Amish Mennonite path seemed to veer 
more toward that charted by the “ old” 
Mennonites than vice versa. It was to 
some extent a matter of the larger body 
deferring to agenda established by the 
smaller. The Amish Mennonites seemed 
especially attracted to “ old" Mennonite 
organizational skills, structures, and

experiences in their journey toward 
merger. Although their cooperative ef
forts may have seemed fully egalitarian, 
they sometimes represented significant 
Amish Mennonite reliance on “ old” 
Mennonite expertise. And, as their 
Amish identity faded, Amish Mennon
ites willingly incorporated the doctrinal 
agenda established by “ old” Mennonite 
leaders.3H Thus, by 1920, merger with 
the “ old” Mennonites seemed natural, 
or at least inevitable. For example, 
Samuel Gerber, an Amish Mennonite 
bishop and Western District moderator 
for seven of the years between 1911 and 
1920, “ wasn't too interested in the 
merger in 1920 but when it got so far 
he went along cheerfully” 39 to the point 
of serving on the merger committee.

Yet although the mechanics of this 
merger seem to have involved dispro
portionate “ old” Mennonite influence, 
the subsequent life of the new organiza
tion may reflect a different story. Some 
hold the opinion that following the 1943 
death of Daniel Kauffman and the 
fading of the doctrinal era, Amish Men
nonite polity bubbled to the surface and 
ultimately dominated the structure of 
the modern Mennonite Church (MC).'10 
Even J. A. Heiser, during events pro
ceeding East Bend’s traumatic 1951 
split, appealed somewhat to a Congrega
tionalism which denied the legitimacy 
of Illinois Mennonite Conference inter
vention in the dispute. Though he 
viewed his bishop's role over his con
gregation similarly to “ old” Mennonite 
patterns of authority, some observers 
perceived that he seemed to feel the 
existing differences should have been 
resolved congregationally under his 
guidance and that the conference should 
not involve itself without his consent. 
Though subordinated and renamed dur
ing the 1920 merger, Amish Mennonite 
patterns of thought had apparently not 
been eliminated.

One could further speculate that the 
modern survival of this denomination 
has relied on contributions of both tradi
tions: the “ old” Mennonite doctrinal 
emphasis may have been crucial to 
guiding the united body through the 
onslaught of change manifested during 
the first half of the twentieth century 
alternatively, Amish Mennonite Con
gregationalism may have facilitated 
adaptation to the century’s latter half. 
Whatever the respective contributions 
to the merged conferences may have 
been, though, one thing seems certain- 
more than a mere organizational merger

had occurred. As J. A. Heiser’s voice 
attested in 1930, a highly successful 
merger of identities based on “ common 
faith”  had occurred as well.
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Steven R. Estes

The Central Conference and 
Middle District Merger of 1957

In 1953 Raymond L. Hartzier (1893- 
1988) wrote an editorial in The Chris
tian Evangel, the organ of the Central 
Conference Mennonite Church, dis
cussing the possible merger of that body 
with the Middle District to form a new 
district conference in the General Con
ference Mennonite Church. Hartzler 
wrote: “ We would not presume to say 
that we have developed a Central Con
ference culture, but we have come to 
some pattern of church and conference 
polity, a real sense of brotherhood and 
cooperation, undergirded by a fine unity 
of spirit and purpose.”

What would happen as this group and 
the Middle District merged? Similar 
words might have been written about 
the Middle District, except that its en
tire history was as a part of the General 
Conference. Indeed, it was the cradle 
of the General Conference and the first 
conference sessions were hosted by its 
churches. Even within the General Con
ference, however, the Middle District 
was a unique blend of peoples located 
between the descendants of colonial 
Mennonite immigrants to Pennsylvania 
in the east and the largely (although not 
exclusively) Russian Mennonite popula
tion in the west.

As the Middle District and Central 
Conferences considered merger as early 
as 1948 when Central Conference presi
dent Harry Yoder declared that “ ulti
mately there should come about a union 
of the Middle and Central District con
ferences,”  the two groups shared a 
parallel and sometimes overlapping 
history.

The Central Conference came largely 
from an Amish background while the 
Middle District came largely from 
Mennonite origins. Many of the fam
ilies in each district came from an im
migration following the War of 1812,

although each district had an influential 
minority of persons from Pennsylvania 
colonial stock. However, even within 
the majority of more recent European 
migration there were a diversity of 
origins. Both groups were involved in 
missions and institutions and both 
groups were committed to inter- 
Mennonite relationships. The Middle 
District was largely involved with other 
Mennonite groups through the General 
Conference while the Central Confer
ence cooperated extensively with the 
Defenseless Mennonites (the Evangeli
cal Mennonite Church since 1954) in 
such endeavors as foreign missions, the 
Mennonite Hospital (Bloomington, Illi
nois), and Meadows Mennonite Home 
(Meadows, Illinois). Indeed, one could 
ask why the Central Conference and 
Defenseless Mennonites did not unite at 
some point?

The Middle District and the Central 
Conference largely overlapped. The 
Middle District included Ohio, Indiana, 
Illinois, Iowa, and Missouri, while the 
Central Conference was comprised of 
churches in Michigan, Indiana, and Illi
nois. The two areas were settled at 
approximately the same time.

The Swiss Mennonites came first 
with the arrival of Benedict Schräg (b. 
1767) in Ohio in 1817. Between 1817 
and 1854 perhaps 1,200 Swiss came to 
the United States settling near Berne, 
Indiana; near Dalton, Pandora, Bluff- 
ton, and Marshallville in Ohio; and near 
Fortuna, Missouri. Mennonites from 
the Palatinate and Bavaria, called the 
South Germans, came to Ohio in 1832, 
Iowa in 1839, and Illinois in 1842. 
Pennsylvanians began to settle near 
Wadsworth, Ohio, in 1851.

The South Germans were the vision
aries of the conference movement. Two 
churches in Iowa united in a conference

on March 21, 1859, and called for a 
conference to be held at Pentecost, 
1860, at West Point, Iowa. This meet
ing was held on May 28-29, 1860, as 
the first session of the General Con
ference of Mennonites of North Amer
ica (now the General Conference Men
nonite Church). As the conference 
grew, the churches in Iowa and Illinois 
organized a “ Western District Confer
ence of the Mennonites of North Amer
ica”  on November 6, 1868. Twenty 
years later the district had become so 
large that the Middle District Confer
ence was organized for the churches of 
Illinois, Iowa, and Ohio (with struggling 
congregations in New York and Ontario) 
on October 24, 1888.

The Zion and West Point congrega
tions in Iowa were charter members of 
the General Conference and the congre
gations at Summerfield and Wadsworth 
joined in 1861. The Swiss joined later: 
Berne, Indiana, in 1873; Fortuna, 
Missouri, in 1879; Elkton, Missouri, in 
1884.

Somehow these diverse congregations 
and others that followed formed a co
hesive district conference. Surely one 
of the great unifying factors was the 
Wadsworth Institute in Ohio from 1868- 
1878 which brought persons of diverse 
backgrounds together and molded them 
as leaders of the church. These persons 
were not only pastoring churches, but 
making extensive visits to congregations 
with an often far-ranging influence. 
Like the General Conference, the Mid
dle District was structured in such a 
way that there was considerable free
dom of interpretation concerning faith 
practices. Or, as the constitution said: 
“ In essentials unity/In incidentals free- 
dom/In all brotherly love.”

The Amish were settling in the same 
region in the same time period. The pio-
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neer was Christian Augspurger (1782- 
1848) who had come to the United 
States from Alsace in 1817, seen pro
ductive land, and returned to France to 
encourage others to join him. They 
returned in 1819 and settled in the 
valley of the Miami River in Butler 
County, Ohio. The European Amish 
immigration to the midwest included 
persons from Lorraine, Alsace, Hesse, 
Baden, Bavaria, the Palatinate, Lippe- 
Detmolt, Holland, and other areas. 
Each brought their own customs. Often 
they formed congenial congregations, 
but sometimes—as happened in Butler 
County, Ohio, in 1835 and in McLean 
County, Illinois, in 1859—two ethnic- 
groups could not form one congrega
tion. In each of these cases, liberal 
Hessian Amish, who wore buttons and 
played musical instruments and edu
cated their children beyond the simple 
basics, formed separate congregations 
from their more conservative brothers 
and sisters.

Pennsylvanians descended from the 
colonial immigration also came, mostly 
to central Illinois. One family came as 
early as 1835, but the real migration did 
not begin until 1848. Although often

considered very traditional by later 
historians, it seems clear that most of 
them were coming from areas of Penn
sylvania where the church was becom
ing more open to various influences 
from secular “ English” society. Here 
the leader was Jonathan Yoder (1795- 
1869).

Jonathan Yoder was so highly re
spected that in 1862 he was chosen to 
chair the first meeting of Amish Men- 
nonite ministers known as the Diener
versammlungen held in 1862-1876. 
1878. There had been consideration 
among American Amish leaders for 
several years that ministers' meetings 
with representatives from the various 
congregations might address the various 
conflicts and congregational divisions 
which had been happening. In actuality, 
the meetings largely became a context 
for further conflict. In 1865 the most 
traditional ministers attended the meet
ings for the last time and during the next 
half century developed into the Old 
Order Amish. In 1865 Henry Egly 
(1824-1890) attended the conference for 
the only time and in that same year the 
Egly division occurred. The Egly Amish 
are now the Evangelical Mennonite

Church. In 1866 the Hessian A m ish- 
some of the most acculturated in North 
America—attended the conference for 
the last time.

One of the most dramatic of these 
departures was the so-called “ Stuckey” 
Division in 1872. Joseph Stuckey (1826- 
1902) had followed Jonathan Yoder as 
the major leader of the Amish in 
McLean County. Stuckey attended the 
meetings in 1862, 1863, 1864, 1865, 
1866, 1867, 1871, and 1872. He was 
censured by some for being liberal, but 
he saw himself as providing pastoral 
leadership for persons who were not 
satisfied in their home churches and 
would probably be lost to the Amish 
Mennonites.

At the meeting in 1871 in Livingston 
County, Illinois, Joseph Stuckey was 
involved in a controversy concerning 
persons leaving the local Gridley Prairie 
Congregation (now the Waldo Mennon
ite Church) without letters of good 
standing because of their dress and 
joining the Weston Congregation (later 
developed into the Flanagan Mennonite 
Church) of which Stuckey was the non
resident elder. In October 1871 three 
ministers from the East came to investi-

Delegates to Middle District Conference, Danvers, Illinois, October I, 1898. Joseph Stuckey in front row, center, 
with cane

12 MENNONITE LIFE



gate the situation and decided that any
one desiring to transfer membership 
from one church to another needed to 
have a “ satisfactory letter”  and could 
not leave the church “ until they have 
made peace.”

At the meeting of May 19-22, 1872, 
the first business considered was the 
report of this committee. The question 
was asked as to whether the recommen
dations had been followed. Various 
accusations were made and another 
committee found that the trouble was 
between Joseph Stuckey and Christian 
Ropp (1812-1896), also an elder in 
McLean County who was also the non
resident elder for the Gridley Prairie 
Congregation. Peace was officially 
restored, but Stuckey refused to have 
his name fisted as an attendant at the 
meeting because he had been “ ill”  and 
had not attended all of the sessions and 
had not heard all that was said.

But the difficulties were just begin
ning. On the last day of the conference 
the poem “ Die Frohe Botschaft” (1869) 
by a member of Stuckey’s congregation 
named Joseph Joder (1797-1887) was 
brought to the attention of the ministers. 
The conference felt that the theme of the 
poem was that “ all men are saved and 
none shall suffer eternal hell or punish
ment.” Many spoke against such ideas 
and a decision of the 1870 meeting was 
reiterated: persons holding such views 
should be instructed and if unrepentant 
put under the ban for repentance and 
correction.

On the Sunday after the conference 
it is said that Joseph Stuckey met Joseph 
Joder at the meeting house door with a 
copy of the poem and asked, “ Is this 
your writing?” “ Yes,”  was the reply. 
“ Well,”  Stuckey said, “ you can’t be 
a member.”  The men had several 
heated discussions, but Stuckey could 
not bring himself to excommunicate 
Joder. Neighboring ministers must have 
been aware of this situation, because a 
call came from Illinois to three minis
ters from the East to come and deal with 
this situation. These three eastern min
isters led by John K. Yoder (1824- 
1906) of Wayne County, Ohio, visited 
almost all of the Amish congregations 
in central Illinois, apparently seeking to 
gather support for what they would 
need to do. On October 10, 1872, a 
church service was held in the new 
North Danvers Meetinghouse and as 
they left they asked Joseph Stuckey if 
he considered the author of “ Die Frohe 
Botschaft”  to be his brother? Yes.

The three eastern ministers then 
withdrew from Joseph Stuckey “ in 
regard to the Holy Kiss and spiritual 
fellowship.”  Stuckey had a small fol
lowing of three congregations (at Dan
vers, Weston, and Washington, Illinois) 
which would grow into a “ church fel
lowship”  known as the Stuckey Amish.

Joseph Stuckey had a strong inter- 
Mennonite commitment. He worked 
closely with “ old” Mennonites on 
occasion and even participated with cer
tain Amish Mennonite congregations 
after the conferences ceased in 1878. 
He also worked with the General Con
ference. The fink was provided initially 
by a family that settled in the midst of 
the Stuckey Amish settlement in McLean 
County. Christian Funk (1799-1881), a 
Mennonite preacher from the Palatinate 
settled in Dry Grove Township in 1853 
following the arrival of his son Heinrich 
Funk and his bride Magdalena Hege the 
year before.

Christian Funk had been an early sup
porter of the unification movement 
which led to the first General Con
ference session in West Point, Iowa, on 
May 28, 1860. In 1858 he responded 
to a question in John H. Oberholtzer’s 
(1809-1895) Volksblatt which headed an 
article asking “ Are the Mennonites 
ever to constitute an ecclesiastical 
body?”  Funk responded that fraternal 
fellowship was to be very much desired 
as all held the same fundamental doc
trines. It was strict rules concerning ex
ternal things which was the cause of 
separations. He recommended that love 
be given full sway in the hearts and the 
difficulties would be overcome.

How much influence did this thinking 
have on young Joseph Stuckey? It is 
unknown at this point how much inter
course Stuckey himself had with the 
Funks, but Christian Funk’s statement 
certainly was compatible with Stuckey's 
reflections, whether or not they were 
the source of them. In 1937 Daniel 
Kauffman (1865-1944) asserted that the 
liberal Hessian Amish who were also 
in McLean County, Illinois, also in
fluenced Joseph Stuckey and his church 
away from the more conservative por
tion of the Amish Mennonite fellow
ship. However, they certainly were not 
doing away with all the rules of church 
order.

Neither the Rock Creek Congregation 
(where Jonathan Yoder and Joseph 
Stuckey were the elders) nor the local 
Hessian Amish congregation would ac
cept the Funks as members because they

would not accept the Amish dress or the 
service of footwashing. Magdalena 
Funk's brother Daniel Hege (1.826- 
1862) was a preacher for the Summer- 
field Church. After his death another 
minister from there, Christian Krehbiel 
(1832-1909), visited the Funks in 1864 
and 1865 to preach for them, administer 
baptisms, and serve them communion. 
During this period Krehbiel met Joseph 
Stuckey and seeing that his congrega
tion was progressive encouraged him to 
join the new General Conference. 
Stuckey did not consider this at that 
time. But, he enjoyed cordial relations 
with the General Conference Mennonites.

In June 1868 Joseph Stuckey was 
visiting various Amish congregations in 
Iowa. He stopped twice at West Point, 
Iowa, and participated in services at the 
Mennonite Meetinghouse there on June 
5 and 12. He returned in 1873. Later 
he became acquainted with Samuel F. 
Sprunger (1848-1924), the young min
ister of the Swiss congregation near 
Berne, Indiana, who preached at the 
North Danvers Meetinghouse on Sep
tember 19, 1875.

Other visits fostered these relation
ships. In 1888 and 1889 John B. Baer 
(1854-1939), a native of Summerfield 
who was the home missionary and field 
secretary for the General Conference, 
held service at North Danvers. Nathaniel 
B. Grubb (1850-1938), pastor of the 
First Mennonite Church, Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania, came to Stuckey’s church 
in 1890. Ministers from Berne, Indiana, 
including John A. Sprunger (1852- 
1911) visited in 1891. In 1900 Henry 
J. Krehbiel (1865-1940) conducted 
revival services there. Joseph Stuckey 
also became friends with John Moser 
(1826-1908), bishop of the Swiss Men
nonite Church near Bluffton, Ohio. 
And, perhaps most important, Joseph 
Stuckey sent regular correspondence to 
the Middle District’s Christlicher 
Bundesbote beginning in 1888.

There were more “ official”  associa
tions with the General Conference and 
the Middle District. In 1884 Peter E. 
Stuckey (1844-1929), Joseph’s younger 
brother, was given a complimentary 
vote when he visited the General Con
ference sessions at Berne, Indiana. In 
1889 the North Danvers Sunday school 
was represented at the Sunday school 
convention held by the churches of the 
Middle District. In 1891 “ Stuckey’/ 
Amish Sunday schools from North 
Danvers, Washington, Gridley [actually 
Meadows], Flanagan, and Hopedale
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were represented at the convention. On 
October 16-22, 1890, a report of the 
North Danvers Congregation was pre
sented at the General Conference ses
sion in Childstown, South Dakota. On 
October 7, 1891, a declamation was 
given by the sewing society from 
Danvers at a meeting of such societies 
held at Berne, Indiana. Mission work 
also called forth the support of the 
Stuckey Amish—modest at first, but 
ever increasing. In December 1885 
Magadalena Sommer Gerber (1815- 
1902) and Magdalena Roth Habecker 
Stuckey (1823-1904) donated bedding 
and clothing to the General Conference 
mission station in Oklahoma, while in 
the spring of 1886 Joseph Stuckey 
donated 50c to foreign missions.

Furthermore, some of Stuckey’s good 
friends in other Amish communities 
were affiliating with the Middle Dis
trict. In 1890 the congregation in Davis 
County, Iowa, under the leadership of 
Philip Roulet (1828-1904) joined the 
Middle District followed in 1892 by 
Benjamin Eicher (1832-1893) and his 
congregation near Wayland, Iowa. In 
1894 the Apostolic Mennonite Church 
(which would unite with the Augspurger 
congregation in 1896) joined the Mid
dle District. Butler County was the 
home area of many of the “ Stuckey” 
Amish families in central Illinois.

Perhaps because of all of these asso
ciations, “ Stuckey” Amish ministers 
began to attend Middle District ses
sions. In 1895 John C. Mehl, pastor of 
the Silver Street Congregation, which 
Joseph Stuckey had helped to organize 
in 1892, received a complimentary vote 
at the Middle District. Two years later, 
eight ministers and perhaps as many as 
125 visitors from the “Stuckey” Amish 
attended the conference in Trenton, 
Ohio. The ministers signed a statement 
at the end of the conference thanking 
the Middle District for “ the Christian 
love and brotherhood shown us.” They 
also expressed “ hope it may soon hap
pen that our congregation may work 
hand in hand with this conference.” 
And they invited the Middle District to 
meet at the Rock Creek Fairgrounds 
near Danvers the next year.

Fourteen “ Stuckey” Amish ministers 
and three Hessian Amish ministers at
tended the sessions which they hosted 
on September 28 and 29, 1898. After 
the close of official business the 
meetings continued in more of the 
nature of an outdoor revival meeting 
through October 2, 1898. There were

over three hundred delegates and 2,000 
visitors to the conference and on Oc
tober 1 pictures were taken of the crowd 
assembled there and of forty-nine Mid
dle District and Stuckey Amish minis
ters. After the sessions, the conference 
committee donated the extra bread pro
vided for the conference to the Benevo
lent Society of Bloomington. On a sad
der note, four young persons attending 
this conference died that fall from 
typhoid fever, presumedly contracted at 
the Fairgrounds.

The hope for an early joining of the 
Stuckey Amish with the Middle District 
also died at that conference. Joseph 
Stuckey couldn’t forget his treatment by 
the Amish ministers’ meetings and 
could not sanction the joining of even 
so congenial a group as the Middle 
District. Indeed, when the younger 
ministers began to encourage the call
ing of a meeting of their own, he only 
reluctantly consented. They could see 
that some sort of closer cooperation was 
needed to foster the congregations. J. 
C. Mehl and his church were accepted 
into the Middle District in 1898.

Aaron Augspurger (1865-1953) finally 
prevailed upon his grandfather Stuckey 
to call for a ministers’ meeting for 
which Augspurger wrote the letters of 
invitation. The Predigerversammlung 
was held on August 3, 1899, and they 
planned for a larger meeting at the 
North Danvers meetinghouse on Sep
tember 26, 1899. There was unanimous 
agreement that there needed to be more 
thorough organization. As a result, an
nual meetings were held and in 1900 in
cluded a Sunday school convention 
which had begun separately already in 
1896.

At the same time associations con
tinued with the Middle District. In 1898 
Peter Stuckey accepted the pastorate at 
Benjamin Eicher’s old church and he 
was placed on the board of the Middle 
District’s new Central Mennonite Col
lege (now Bluffton College) in Ohio. 
When the conference fully organized in 
1908 as the Central Illinois Conference 
of Mennonites (the name was changed 
to the Central Conference Mennonite 
Church in 1914) the constitution was 
modeled on the constitution of the Mid
dle District.

The new conference became very ac
tive after its organization. Not only 
were new churches started and home 
missions begun, but cooperative work 
with the Defenseless Mennonite Church 
(now the Evangelical Mennonite Church)

resulted in foreign missions (1911), the 
Mennonite Sanitarium (1919), and the 
Meadows Old Peoples' Home (1923). 
But the happy relations with the Middle 
District were hardly forgotten. When 
the college in Bluffton, Ohio, reorga
nized in 1913 there was Central Con
ference representation on the board. 
The Central Conference also enthusias
tically supported the Witmarsum Theo
logical Seminary which opened in 
Bluffton in 1921. It was probably this 
joint work in education which fostered 
the exchange of personnel between the 
two conferences and allowed the possi
bilities for their eventual merger to 
develop.

The group also faced common chal
lenges. Inter-Mennonite cooperation 
was especially strong in Chicago where 
both the Central Conference and Gen
eral Conference had home missions. 
Both the Central Conference and the 
Middle District went through levening 
periods during the 1920s and 1930s 
when Fundamentalism and Modernism 
were the topics of the day. In 1932 both 
groups were involved in the organiza
tion of the Mennonite Peace Society and 
then the Mennonite Central Peace Com
mittee in 1939. A common commitment 
to Civlian Public Service allowed for 
greater cooperation during World War 
II.

As early as 1930 Comity Committees 
from both the Central Conference and 
the General Conference met in Bluff- 
ton, Ohio, and discussed five possible 
areas of closer cooperation: publica
tions, missions, evangelism, institu
tions, and attendance at church confer
ences. The Christian Evangel of the 
Central Conference and The Mennonite 
of the General Conference were jointly 
published in 1934 and 1935. In 1944 the 
General Conference joined the Congo 
Inland Mission (now the Africa Inter- 
Mennonite Mission). Perhaps this asso
ciation finally led to the acceptance of 
the idea of affiliation of the Central 
Conference with the General Con
ference which was being seriously 
discussed as early as 1941.

In 1945 the Central Conference ap
plied to be admitted as a district con
ference of the General Conference. The 
application was accepted on February 
19, 1946. There was some culture 
shock. The Central Conference had 
conducted its meetings with a large 
degree of informality. One minister said 
that he never heard someone declared 
“ out of order” at a conference meeting
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until he went to his first General Con
ference sessions.

It seemed clear that some adjustment 
needed to be made in the relationship 
between the Central Conference and the 
Middle District now that they were both 
geographically overlapping districts of 
the General Conference. The merger of 
the two bodies was rather threatening 
to the Central Conference, however, 
coming as it did after many years of 
close contact among the congregations. 
The Central Conference now faced the 
loss of their conference periodical and 
immediate control of their home and 
foreign missions, which they had re
tained in the affiliation with the General 
Conference. The Middle District was 
more spread apart and as the area in 
which the General Conference had been 
founded, the churches of that district 
were more used to less immediate rela
tionship with many of their activities.

However, the two groups had many 
years of association and cooperative 
work in the college and the seminary. 
Now they were working together in the 
new seminary and at Camp Friedens
wald as well as inter-conference work 
through women’s organizations, men’s 
organizations, and the Young People’s 
Union. In 1951 the Middle District 
moved the process along by deciding 
from the conference floor to ask for ad
mission into the Central District Con
ference. The Central Conference ses
sion, after a moment of prayer, gave a 
unanimous standing vote to further pur
suing the coming together of the two 
groups. In 1953 they began to hold joint 
inspirational conferences (but continued 
separate business sessions) as a way of 
demonstrating the growing spirit of 
unity between the two districts and the 
way they could work together.

In 1955 both conferences passed 
resolutions “ of organization for the new 
united conference.” In 1956 each of the 
conferences agreed on a proposed con
stitution. Then on April 25-28, 1957, 
the two groups held their final separate 
conference sessions. On April 28, 
1957, the two conferences officially 
merged and the new Central District 
Conference of the General Conference 
was constituted. It was ninety-three 
years after Christian Krehbiel had first 
approached Joseph Stuckey about join
ing the General Conference and fifty- 
nine years since the two groups had met 
jointly in Danvers in 1898. As the field 
secretary put it in 1957: “ We find 
ourselves looking backward with ap

preciation to what has taken place 
among us and through us, and peering 
forward with something of wonder as 
to what the future will bring forth.”

In 1953 Raymond L. Hartzler in his 
discussion of the Central Conference 
said that persons from other groups 
referred to the Central Mennonites as 
the “ friendly conference." Perhaps this 
is the key to what made the Middle 
District-Central Conference merger 
work. The people took the time to 
become friends. At the time of the 
merger in 1957 there was some dis
cussion that because of the far-flung 
geography of the new district, it should 
really be divided into two new districts 
with one comprised of Ohio, Indiana, 
and Michigan and the other comprised 
of Illinois, Iowa, and Missouri. That 
may have made some geographical 
sense, but, it seemed like it was too 
much to ask the conferences to give up 
their former identities and then divide 
them into two new identities. Friends 
travelled ten or twelve or more hours 
to attend conference sessions with 
friends. Maybe that is why thirty and 
more years later it is very hard for some 
in the district to contemplate integration 
when it means both a change of identity 
and (almost surely) a geographical 
division.

Hartzler’s final comment on the 
friendly spirit of the Central Conference 
was a question “ has at least that one 
thing become enough a part of us that 
in moving [into] a new and larger rela
tionship we can both impart that and yet 
retain it at the same time?” If so, then 
“ whether we can thus contribute and 
yet conserve will be the real test of what 
the years have begotten in us.”  Friend
liness was met with friendliness in the 
merger forming the present Central 
District Conference. Relationships have 
been the key to cooperation and unity. 
“ To the doing of that,” Hartzler con
tinued, “ as we move forward, let us set 
ourselves with resolution and humility; 
but, above all, let us do it together."
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A Merger 
That Never Was

The Conference 
of Evangelical 

Mennonites 
1953-1962

On June 14, 1953, some 350 people 
representing the Evangelical Mennonite 
Brethren Conference (EMB)1 and the 
Evangelical Mennonite Church (EMC) 
gathered at Grace Bible Institute in 
Omaha, Nebraska, to celebrate the 
founding of the Conference of Evangel
ical Mennonites (CEM). After almost 
six years of conversations together, they 
had entered an experimental affiliation 
with each other and came together on 
this day to consummate that relation
ship. Following an inaugural sermon by 
H. E. Bertsche, EMC minister from 
Archbold, Ohio, and secretary of the 
new conference, members of the CEM 
General Board and commissions joined 
hands on the platform while John R. 
Dick, a faculty member at Grace Bible 
Institute and vice president of the CEM, 
led in a dedicatory prayer. The meeting 
ended with the singing of “ Blest be the 
Tie That Binds,”  and the Conference 
of Evangelical Mennonites was born.2

In the following years this affiliation 
would frequently be referred to as a 
“ courtship,” during which time the two 
conferences would explore the possi
bility of an actual “ marriage” or 
merger. After a less-than-passionate 
nine-year courtship, however, they 
decided that no such marriage was 
possible. The two groups quietly parted 
company in 1962, their relationship the 
victim of geographic distance, dif
ferences in church polity, a lack of 
broad-based support among their mem
bers, and a nascent ambivalence toward 
their own Mennonite identities.

The EMB and EMC were seemingly 
well matched for each other, bringing 
to their relationship similar experiences 
and values. Both were small splinter 
movements that had broken away from 
larger Mennonite groups several decades 
earlier. The Evangelical Mennonite 
Brethren Conference began in 1889

through the union of a congregation in 
Mountain Lake, Minnesota, led by 
Aaron Wall with two congregations 
under the leadership of Isaac Peters in 
Henderson and Jansen, Nebraska. All 
three congregations had split off from 
existing Mennonite congregations in the 
late 1870s and early 1880s, amidst ac
cusations that their parent congregations 
accepted members without personal 
conversion experiences and did not 
practice adequate church discipline. 
The new groups also wished to begin 
Sunday schools and Bible studies, in
novations that offended many in the 
existing congregations.3 Originally 
known as the Conference of United 
Mennonite Brethren of North America, 
it soon added new congregations in 
several other western states and pro
vinces. By about 1918 the conference 
had changed its name to the Defenseless 
Mennonite Brethren in Christ of North 
America, and in 1937 became the Evan
gelical Mennonite Brethren Conference. 
At the time of the affiliation it had a 
membership of approximately 1,900.

The Evangelical Mennonite Church 
was founded in 1866 at Adams County, 
Indiana, under the leadership of Old 
Order Amish bishop Henry Egly. As 
with the EMB, issues of church dis
cipline and church membership pre
cipitated Egly’s break with the Old 
Order Amish in 1865. Originally known 
as the “ Egly Amish,”  the group later 
adopted the name Defenseless Mennon
ite Church, and became the Evangelical 
Mennonite Church in 1948.4 Its mem
bership at the time of affiliation stood 
at about 2,000.

Despite their similarities in origin and 
spiritual values, the EMB and EMC did 
also bring significant differences into 
their affiliation. The EMB was rooted 
in the Dutch-Prussian-Russian stream of 
the Mennonite church, while the EMC
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traced its history back to the Amish 
Church and the Swiss-south German 
tradition of Mennonitism. While doc- 
trinally similar, these two Mennonite 
traditions had developed markedly dif
ferent attitudes and practices on a 
variety of issues.5 The EMC and EMB 
also were widely separated geograph
ically. Most EMC congregations were 
located east of the Mississippi River, 
particularly in Ohio, Indiana and Illi
nois. The EMB, on the other hand, was 
thinly spread across the western United 
States and Canada with no large con
centration of churches in any one area.

The first serious contact between the 
EMB and EMC occurred three decades 
before the actual founding of the CEM. 
In 1919 EMB evangelist George P. 
Schultz founded an English-language 
paper by the name of Good Tidings to 
supplement the official EMB German- 
language conference paper, Evangelisa
tionsbote. Schultz, who was based in 
Chicago, also came into contact about 
this time with Christian R. Egle, minis
ter of the Salem Defenseless Mennonite 
Church near Gridley, Illinois, and 
editor, until 1917, of the EMC paper 
Heils-Bote. Schultz and Egle were 
instrumental in arranging for a merger 
between Good Tidings and the English- 
language EMC paper Zion 's Call in 
1921. The new paper, known as Zion 's 
Tidings, was published jointly until 
1931, when Schultz resigned as editor. 
There was no further EMB involvement 
in the paper after that time, and it be
came a publication of the EMC alone.6

Evidently, Schultz and Egle also dis
cussed the possibility of the EMB and 
EMC affiliating during this time and 
may have seen the merger of the two 
papers as a first step in that direction. 
It does not appear that these merger 
discussions progressed very far. The 
fact that the EMB still used German as 
its primary language in the 1920s, while 
the EMC had for the most part made 
the transition to English, undoubtedly 
stood in the way of such negotiations.7 
It is also unclear whether many other 
EMB leaders shared Schultz's interest 
in such a merger. His location in 
Chicago would have put him in closer 
contact with EMC congregations and 
leaders than was the case for most other 
EMB leaders farther to the west. The 
EMB and EMC did, however, maintain 
sufficient contact for The Mennonite 
Cyclopedic Dictionary to note in 1937 
that the two groups worked “ in close 
harmony” with each other.8

Discussions of an EMB/EMC affilia
tion resurfaced in the mid-1940s. On 
October 17, 1947. representatives from 
both groups met in Chicago for the first 
“ Joint Unity Committee Meeting.” 
Committee members spent most of this 
first meeting discussing the respective 
conference positions on various issues. 
They found themselves compatible on 
most of them, the only significant dif
ference being mode of baptism. The 
EMC generally baptized by pouring, 
though it would also immerse or sprinkle 
at the request of the person being bap
tized. The EMB had for the most part 
made a transition from pouring to im
mersion by the 1930s, though they 
allowed latitude similar to the EMC. At 
the close of this meeting, the delegates 
passed a resolution recommending that 
“ definite steps be taken” to better ac
quaint the ministry and laity of the two 
groups with each other, and expressed 
confidence that a unified plan for affilia
tion could be reached with regard to 
issues of doctrine, polity, institutions 
and missions.9

The Unity Committee met several 
more times over the next two years to 
work out the various details for the pro
posed affiliation. Early in this process, 
the committee raised the issue of a 
“ liberal/evangelical”  split within the 
Mennonite world, and the possibility 
that their affiliation would strengthen 
the Evangelical faction. In November 
1948 it was noted that “ we have no 
Conference for the evangelical group.” 
At the January 11, 1949, meeting, “ the 
expression was made that the two 
camps, modernistic and fundamental, 
are automatically separating themselves 
in these days.” 10 It seems clear that the 
members of the Unity Committee saw 
themselves as creating a vehicle for 
“ Evangelical Mennonites”  who had 
become uncomfortable with the per
ceived liberalism of many other Men
nonites. This agenda would be voiced 
many times over in the coming years.

At the January 11, 1949, Unity Com
mittee meeting the members addressed 
the question of inviting the Krimmer 
Mennonite Brethren (KMB) into their 
proposed affiliation. While this was the 
first time the KMB had contemplated 
unification with the EMC, there was 
already a precedent for such discussions 
between them and the EMB. Conversa
tions regarding an EMB/KMB merger 
took place at the 1921 KMB conference 
and in 1922 it chose a committee to 
examine the issue more thoroughly. The

discussion reached an impasse in 1926 
when the KMB decided that it could not 
unite with the EMB unless the latter’s 
members were willing to be rebaptized 
by immersion.11 It does, however, ap
pear that occasional conversations with 
regard to a KMB/EMB merger con
tinued sporadically over the following 
decades.

John R. Dick reported at the January 
1949 meeting that he had been ap
proached by KMB leaders interested in 
again pursuing the question of merger. 
The fact that the EMB had for the most 
part switched to an immersion mode of 
baptism by the 1940s undoubtedly 
paved the way for the KMB to approach 
Dick at this time. The Unity Committee 
agreed to invite KMB representatives to 
attend future meetings to ascertain their 
interest in formally joining the affilia
tion discussions.12

The KMB response to this overture 
was ambivalent. On February 8, 1949, 
KMB Chairman John J. Kleinsasser 
wrote to the members of the KMB 
Executive Committee,

Today I received a letter from Rev. J. 
R. Dick of Omaha Nebraska which 
almost made my hair turn a little grayer.
In that letter Br. Dick invites our Con
ference to meet with the Committees of 
the Evangelical Mennonite Conference 
[sic] and the Evangelical Mennonite 
Brethren. The purpose of this meeting 
is to find a possible ground or bases of 
unity. Personally I would much rather 
meet with the E.M.B. alone and leave 
out the E.M.C. But as it appears it is too 
late for that. . . . The possibility of union 
with these two Conferences seem [sic] 
rather an impossibility. I can see a 
positive union with the E.M.B. but a 
union with the two is hard to imagine. 
However I strongly believe that we dare 
not turn down this proposal.13

Several KMB representatives attended 
the Joint Unity Committee meeting in 
March, 1949. Kleinsasser noted there 
that only the issue of baptism stood be
tween the KMB and a merger with the 
other two groups. H. E. Bertsche of the 
EMC responded by noting that many 
EMC congregations were moving in the 
direction of immersion baptism; E. G. 
Steiner went further by stating that the 
EMC would likely be willing to adopt 
any form of baptism as a matter of pol
ity, but was not open to making it a 
dogmatic issue. Despite reservations, 
the KMB representatives declared them
selves open to presenting the program 
of affiliation at its next annual confer
ence.14 The KMB, however, took no
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active part in any future affiliation 
discussions with the other two groups.

On May 30 to June 1. 1950, the first 
Joint Conference of the EMB and EMC 
took place on the campus of Grace Bible 
Institute in Omaha, Nebraska. This 
event marked the first time that more 
than a handful of representatives from 
each conference had met face-to-face. 
Following a keynote address by EMB 
minister A. P. Toews on “ The Unity 
of the Spirit,” the conference addressed 
the general theme: “ An Evaluation of 
our Purpose and Conviction.” Two ad
dresses helped to set the tone for this 
theme. The first, by EMC minister 
Gordon Zimmerman, was entitled "The 
Modern Attack on Evangelical Chris
tianity” ; John R. Dick followed with 
a sermon on “ Why We Believe We Can 
More Vigorously Approach This Prob
lem Together.” '5 Once again, the con
cern of conference leaders to define 
themselves over against liberalism and 
modernism is evident.

The EMB and EMC met for a second 
Unity Conference on June 9-10, 1951. 
At that meeting the Unity Committee, 
now renamed the General Board, pre
sented to the delegates ten proposals for 
affiliation. According to this document, 
both conferences would continue to 
function independently as before, “ with 
due consideration of the confession of 
faith, policies and practise [sic] of the 
General Conference.”  The General 
Board would appoint a committee to 
study the merger of the two conference 
periodicals, Gospel Tidings (EMB) and 
Zion's Tidings (EMC). Mission pro
grams would remain independent, 
“ with a continual effort being made to 
unite these interests as time and oppor
tunity permit.” The two conferences 
would combine in electing joint repre
sentatives to national associations such 
as the National Association of Evan
gelicals and Mennonite Central Com
mittee. The credentials of ministers 
would be recognized in each conference 
and an interchange of ministers encour
aged. With regard to education, the 
committee agreed that “ a list of ap
proved schools be drawn up and recom
mended to the conferences until such 
time as we have such schools of our 
own.”  Neither the EMB nor EMC 
operated schools, and one of the often- 
repeated motivations for affiliation was 
the hope that a unified conference 
would have the necessary resources to 
run such a program.16 Finally, the 
General Board suggested that the name

of this new organization be the 
“ Evangelical Mennonite Conference.” 
This last proposal elicited thirteen other 
name suggestions from the floor, from 
which the name “ Conference of Evan
gelical Mennonites”  was chosen by 
ballot vote. The EMC approved the ten 
proposals at its annual meeting in 
August 1951; the EMB did so in June 
1952.17

On April 1, 1952, an experimental 
combined issue of Zion 's Tidings and 
Gospel Tidings was published. Begin
ning with the January 15, 1953, issue, 
this arrangement became a regular prac
tice. Each appeared under its own title 
but with identical contents. Joint issues 
appeared until July 1953, when the two 
papers ceased publication and were 
replaced by the jointly-published The 
Evangelical Mennonite, edited by E. G. 
Steiner.

The lead article of this new periodical 
announced the creation of the Confer
ence of Evangelical Mennonites on June 
14, 1953. Following the approval of the 
ten proposals for affiliation by the two 
conferences, they met in Omaha on 
June 11-14 for the inaugural meeting of 
the new conference. The General Board 
elected at these sessions consisted of 
President Reuben Short (EMC), Vice 
President John R. Dick (EMB), Secre
tary H. E. Bertsche (EMC), Treasurer 
H. H. Dick (EMB), J. R. Barkman 
(EMB), Milo Rediger (EMC), E. G. 
Steiner (EMC), and A. P. Toews 
(EMB). Three commissions were also 
created at these meetings: The Commis
sion on Missions (A. P. Toews, Chair
man), the Commission on Promotions 
(E. G. Steiner, Chairman) and the 
Commission on Education (Milo Redi
ger, Chairman).

In many ways, the inaugural con
ference of 1953 marks the high water
mark of the Conference of Evangelical 
Mennonites. The enthusiasm surround
ing that event never seemed matched 
again in following years, and their 
ongoing relationship might best be 
characterized as one of indifference. 
For example, The Evangelical Men
nonite during the years 1953-1962 con
tains almost no articles reflecting on the 
affiliation and its meaning for the two 
conferences. Given that The Evan
gelical Mennonite would have been the 
primary source of information about the 
affiliation for most members of the 
EMB and EMC, this absence of com
mentary is significant. Only a small 
percentage of each group’s membership

attended the joint conferences, and even 
fewer participated on the General Board 
or commissions. Add to this the fact that 
the two conferences were not in close 
geographic proximity to each other, and 
one has the ingredients for a less than 
successful affiliation.

The issue of affiliation was not totally 
ignored by the editors of The Evan
gelical Mennonite. In August of 1954, 
for example, Reuben Short wrote an 
article calling for the creation of a 
unified Evangelical Mennonite college. 
He noted that increasing numbers of 
Mennonite young people desired a col
lege education and that “ the survival of 
a church group will be largely deter
mined by taking advantage of this op
portunity of educating its youth.” Short 
acknowledged that Grace Bible Institute 
already served “ to bring evangelical 
Mennonites to a common understanding 
and a common ground,”  but suggested 
that an evangelical Mennonite school 
with a liberal arts curriculum was also 
needed.

Short recommended that the CEM 
consider establishing a junior college in 
the near future, which could eventually 
grow into a full liberal arts college.18 
While others in the conference echoed 
Short’s concern at various points, no 
concrete progress toward the creation 
of such a school seems to have taken 
place. Even as a unified group, the 
CEM had a membership of about four 
thousand members—hardly a large 
enough constitutency to support a viable 
college program.

Other articles in The Evangelical 
Mennonite suggested that neither the 
EMB nor the EMC had fully embraced 
the idea of an affiliation. In June of 
1955, on the eve of the first CEM 
General Conference since the inaugural 
meeting of 1953, Reuben Short raised 
the question, “Can We Erase the Dotted 
Line?” He acknowledged that some 
could not understand the need for spend
ing time and money to gather as a joint 
conference. In response, Short sug
gested.

We have gotten together for three pre
ceding conferences. We needed to get 
acquainted. We still need more of the 
same. We formulated plans whereby we 
could start working together. . . . There 
is still a dotted line dividing our activity 
in the field of labor. . . . Are we ready 
to erase the dotted line?19

It is difficult to know whether the 1955 
General Conference made any progress 
in erasing “ dotted lines” ; The Evan-
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gelical Mennonite limited its reporting 
of the event to a one-and-a-half-column 
summary by editor E. G. Steiner that 
said nothing specifically regarding the 
affiliation.20 Once again, those not in 
attendance at the conference would have 
had little opportunity to assess the value 
of the EMB/EMC affiliation.

Reuben Short’s few articles on the 
topic of affiliation and merger in The 
Evangelical Mennonite were generally 
optimistic and encouraging. The same 
cannot be said of his EMB counterparts. 
In a 1957 article entitled “ Too Old to 
Marry?” for example, John R. Dick 
compared the EMC and EMB to an 
elderly couple too set in their respec
tive ways to marry each other:

It is not so easy for two or more con
ferences to unite after many years of in
dependent existence. It would mean com
promises, adjustments and some heart
aches. The question is repeatedly raised— 
“ Can our two Conferences continue to 
progress in our present affiliated relation
ship indefinitely? Are we cooling off in
stead of becoming warmer? . . . We feel 
a sense of inadequacy to determine a 
clear-cut answer on the question. While 
we are most reluctant to think of disband
ing, we must on the other hand prayer
fully continue to study the whole plan- 
present and future.21
In December of 1958 the CEM Gen

eral Board met to examine the questions 
raised by Dick’s 1957 article. The 
Board recommended that the affiliation, 
“ which has been of marked mutual 
blessing for almost ten years,”  con
tinue, but in a modified fashion. The 
triennial General Conference sessions 
would be scrapped and replaced by 
“ representative and regional con
ferences,” which would “ give oppor
tunity for members at a distance to at
tend.”  This decision almost certainly 
spelled the end of regular lay contact 
between the EMB and EMC. The large 
distance between their respective con
gregations made it unlikely that any 
single regional conference would in
clude significant representation from 
both groups. The General Board further 
recommended that CEM commissions 
be discontinued and that only the 
General Board continue to function.22 
The result of these decisions was to 
eliminate almost every point of contact 
between the two conferences, except for 
the jointly published Evangelical Men
nonite.

In the spring of 1960 EMB President 
Henry Brandt wrote to EMC President 
Reuben Short stating his position on the

future of their affiliation:
I usually tell any prospective couple, 

that up to the point of the declaration in 
a wedding ceremony they can back out, 
but after that the deal is final. I think that 
we all realize that a merger would be 
final, and because of this fact, we seem 
to be either fearful or cautious towards 
such a move. I believe that our two con
stituencies are not too well acquainted 
with each other, in spite of our paper and 
our knowledge of our respective leaders 
and a few pastors. . . .

Our joint effort with the paper seems 
to have worked very well up to a point. 
But after all these years I have the im
pression that we have two church papers 
bound under one cover and one name.

From our side there are two questions 
which come to my mind when I think of 
a merger, namely: 1. Are we as the 
E.M.B. Conference willing to give up 
our special interests . . . and share them 
with others? 2. Are we as the E.M.B. 
Conference willing to assume responsi
bility in the work and interest of the 
E.M.C. Conference, as they are willing 
to share with us?23
Short’s response to Brandt indicates 

that the EMC may not have been quite 
as ready to give up on affiliation or 
merger as was the EMB:

The questions you proposed for your
self are equally adaptable to us. . . .  I 
refer you to our business agenda for the 
conference held June 30 through July 3, 
1955. In stating our policies which at that 
time we considered feasible, we said . . .  
“That the private interests of each group 
be respected, maintained, and encour
aged. . . . That in such areas of life 
and service where united effort would be 
an advantage, the conference foster par
ticipation on a voluntary basis.”

If we observe this principle of co
operation, I can see no reason why a 
merger of our two groups would not be 
possible. . . . We could be working arm 
in arm within the framework of the total 
Mennonite household. This would give 
us considerable prestige in the eyes of 
the world and surely would be a credit 
to the cause of Christ at large. We must 
not be deterred by a spirit of bigotry. 
This is a time when we need to throw 
our shoulders to the wheel in a united ef
fort for the cause of Christ while we still 
have time and opportunity.24
A few months later John R. Dick lent 

his voice to the discussion in another 
letter to Reuben Short:

Our conference days are before us. We 
regret that the dates of our conference 
days coincide this year. It was thought
less on our part to fail to remember that 
you have your dates set for the third 
week in August. . . .  I wish to assure

George P. Schultz, Evangelical 
Mennonite Brethren leader, ca. 1924

you, Bro. Short, that in establishing the 
date of our convention there was no in
tention of conflict—we just didn’t think. 
And we are sorry it happened. Perhaps 
none of your people would have come 
this far west, and some of our people 
may yet attend your conference—we 
trust so. . . .

This matter regarding our future plans 
concerning the Conference of Evangeli
cal Mennonites will likely come into 
focus at our respective conferences. . . . 
We are not all satisfied with the present 
plan, and neither are we united on either 
merging or disannulling the affiliation.... 
In your letter to Bro. Brandt, you seem 
to feel inclined toward a merger. Had we 
merged at the beginning, these nagging 
feelings of indecision need not have 
troubled us. The question is still before 
us—where do we go from here?25

The decision by the EMB to schedule 
its annual conference at the same time 
that the EMC usually held its meetings, 
though inadvertent, reinforces the sense 
that the EMB in particular had no strong 
interest in continuing the affiliation and 
certainly not in moving toward a com
plete merger.

By 1960 it seemed obvious that there 
was little to stop the demise of the Con
ference of Evangelical Mennonites. Tri
ennial general conferences had come to 
an end in 1955 and joint commissions 
had been dissolved in 1958. The Evan
gelical Mennonite, though still pub
lished jointly, did little to serve as a 
forum for discussions of affiliation or
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merger, or to strengthen a sense of unity 
between the two conferences. There is 
little surprise in the 1962 decisions by 
each group to dissolve the CEM after 
nine years of affiliation. The announce
ment of the decision, in September of 
that year, explained that

the proposal to terminate made note 
of the geographic distribution of the 
churches which prohibits an adequate 
desirable fellowship and wise employ
ment of administrative financial re
sources, the problem of synchronizing 
methods in the missions program, the 
need for more direct promotion of the 
Conferences through singular efforts, 
and that said affiliation did not appear to 
resolve the problem of higher education 
for the two bodies.26

John R. Dick, in the same issue of The 
Evangelical Mennonite, provided an 
epitaph for CEM, entitled “ Still One at 
Heart” :

Time and experiences have taught us that 
sincere intentions in laying the ground
work of a building can not always envi
sion the completion of that building. This 
does not mean that our labors and 
prayers have been in vain. Lasting gain 
has come as a result of our unified ef
fort to promote the fields of administra
tion, missions and evangelism. While we 
concede to the annulment of our organi
zational ties, we do not herewith termi
nate our mutual love, respect and spiri
tual helpfulness gained during the past 
decade.27

Still one at heart? Perhaps. The ques
tion is a moot one, since the EMC and 
EMB parted with scarcely a backward 
glance. The Evangelical Mennonite 
appeared for the last time as a joint 
publication with the September 1962 
issue; in October 1962 the EMB revived 
Gospel Tidings, while the EMC con
tinued publication of The Evangelical 
Mennonite as its own periodical. In 
subsequent years one is hard pressed to 
find any published references to the 
nine-year affiliation. How could two 
groups supposedly “ one at heart” have 
so quickly forgotten about each other?

Two answers to this question stand 
out most prominently. First, the affilia
tion between the EMC and EMB never 
became a concrete reality for most 
members of either conference. The en
tire process—from the first conversa
tions of the 1940s to the 1962 decision 
to end the relationship—took its cues 
from a small number of conference 
leaders rather than a broad-based cross- 
section of the two conferences. No 
grass-roots call for inter-Mennonite

cooperation seems to have brought 
EMB and EMC leaders together in the 
late 1940s, nor did those leaders make 
any efforts to bring their constituencies 
into the process except in the most 
superficial ways. The two groups met 
as a General Conference only four 
tim es-in  1950, 1951, 1953 and 1955; 
for the last seven years of their affilia
tion, no large-scale joint meetings took 
place. It seems likely that many CEM 
members never actually met anyone 
from the other conference during the 
nine years of their affiliation. Nor did 
the jointly-published Evangelical Men
nonite serve to create a bridge between 
the two groups. While it did publish 
local news and mission reports from 
both conferences, there was almost no 
thoughtful writing on the meaning of the 
affiliation or efforts to educate the two 
conferences about each other.

A second reason for the demise of the 
CEM has to do with each group’s atti
tude toward inter-Mennonite cooperation 
generally. As splinter movements within 
the larger North American Mennonite 
world, both the EMB and EMC found 
reason to distrust certain parts of that 
faith tradition. This attitude has been 
particularly evident within the EMB in 
the years following the CEM affiliation. 
In 1969, for example, the EMB with
drew from Mennonite Central Commit
tee, largely because of that agency’s 
perceived emphasis on ministry to 
physical rather than spiritual needs.28 
Also at the 1969 EMB annual conven
tion the EMB first publicly addressed 
the question of whether it even wished 
to remain identified with the Mennonite 
faith tradition. Conference president 
Frank C. Wiens, in his keynote address, 
unhesitatingly identified the conference 
with the Evangelical movement, but 
raised questions about its continued 
participation with other Mennonites:

Who are we? . . .  We say that we are 
MENNONITE. What does the light of 
truth reveal? . . . We don’t like what we 
see and we are further confused by the 
apostasy of those who say they are also 
MENNONITE. . . . The defection of a 
segment of the MENNONITE Church to 
tradition, culture and the preaching of a 
mere social gospel has left us in a quan- 
dry as to who we are.29

The question of Mennonite identity 
became a recurring theme at EMB con
ventions during the next two decades. 
It was resolved in 1987 with the deci
sion to change the conference name to 
“ Fellowship of Evangelical Bible

Churches”  and in that way to remove 
itself from any explicit connection to the 
Mennonite faith tradition.

Ambivalence toward Mennonitism 
has been less pronounced on the part of 
the EMC. The number of “ inter- 
Mennonite”  articles and news items in 
The Evangelical Mennonite and its suc
cessor Evangelical Mennonite Build 
following 1962 was much higher than 
that in the Gospel Tidings, where they 
were virtually nonexistent. The EMC 
continues to participate in organizations 
such as Mennonite Central Committee 
and Mennonite World Conference, 
whereas the EMB/FEBC withdrew 
from both. Finally, the very fact that the 
EMC still uses the word “ Mennonite” 
in its name indicates a higher level of 
comfort with its heritage than that ex
hibited by its former counterpart.

Nonetheless, ambivalence toward 
Mennonitism on the part of the EMC 
remains. The “ Church Member Pro
file” studies of 1972 and 1989 indicate 
that the EMC scored lowest of all five 
Mennonite and Brethren in Christ 
groups studied on questions generally 
associated with “ Anabaptist” beliefs.30 
Furthermore, a recent study of the 
EMC by Stan Nussbaum indicates that 
the EMC is less than certain of its Men
nonite identity. He suggests that the

EMC respects the commitment of the 
Mennonite household to the principles of 
Christian discipleship and service. EMC 
enjoys cooperating with Mennonite agen
cies as its resources permit. Yet EMC 
which 60 years ago was considerably in
volved in inter-Mennonite fellowship 
now refuses to emphasize Mennonite 
doctrinal distinctives, and so it puts a 
strain on the brotherly relationship. EMC 
is not sure it still belongs in this family, 
and the family must have reason to 
wonder if a child with so little respect 
for the fathers is really a credit to the 
Mennonite name.31

While most of these examples of am
bivalence toward the Mennonite faith 
tradition by both the EMB and EMC 
date since 1962, it seems clear that these 
attitudes were already present during 
the years of affiliation. One can inter
pret their dichotomy between “ liberal” 
and “ evangelical”  Mennonites as the 
first stage in a wholesale criticism of the 
Mennonite church. The CEM thus rep
resented an attempt at inter-Mennonite 
merger on the part of two groups begin
ning to wonder if they were indeed 
“ Mennonite” at all. Given that their 
shared Mennonite heritage was the 
primary point of commonality between
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the EMB and EMC, and that neither 
group was entirely comfortable with 
that religious tradition, it seems hard to 
imagine that the two could have created 
a lasting merger. Had other differences 
such as geographic distance not com
plicated the relationship, their shared 
ambivalence might have served as an 
effective bond between them. Under the 
circumstances, however, it probably 
served only to send the two groups in 
different directions and ensure the 
demise of the Conference of Evangeli
cal Mennonites.

ENDNOTES
'Since 1987 known as the Fellowship of 

Evangelical Bible Churches.
-Report o f  Inaugural Conference o f  the Con

ference o f  Evangelical Mennonites held at Grace 
Bible Institute, Omaha, Nebraska, June 11-14, 
1953; "Conference of Evangelical Mennonites a 
Reality: Impressive Inaugural Service Held at 
Omaha, Neb., June 14," Vie Evangelical Men- 
nonite, July 1953, 1.

3Theodore Schmidt, “ The Mennonites of 
Nebraska,”  (M.A. thesis. University of Ne
braska, 1933), 29; Ferdinand P. Schultz, A 
History o f the Settlement o f German Mennonites 
from Russia at Mountain Lake, Minnesota (Min
neapolis: University of Minnesota, 1938), 79-80.

4E. G. Steiner, “ History of the Evangelical 
Mennonite Church" in Report o f  Inaugural Con
ference o f  the Conference o f  Evangelical Men
nonites held at Grace Bible Institute, Omaha, 
Nebraska, June 11-14, 1953 (n.p., 1953), 18-19; 
Stan Nussbaum, You Must Be Born Again: a 
History o f the Evangelical Mennonite Church, 
revised ed. (Fort Wayne, Ind.: Evangelical Men
nonite Church, 1991), 2-3.

5James C. Juhnkc, “ Mennonite History and 
Self-Understanding: North American Mennonitism

as a Bipolar Mosaic," in Mennonite Identity: 
Historical and Contemporary Perspectives, ed. 
Calvin Wall Redekop (Lanham, Md.: University 
Press of America, 1988), 83-99.

'’Arnold C. Schultz, "George P. Schultz: 
Pioneer Chicago Mennonite Churchman," Men
nonite Heritage 9 (1982): 42; H. F. Epp, 
“ Glimpses of the History of Our Conference 
Paper," Gospel Tidings, August 1948, 9.

7E. G. Steiner, “ History of the Evangelical 
Mennonite Church,”  21.

8"Defenceless Mennonites," Mennonite Cyclo
pedic Dictionary: A Compendium o f  the Doc
trines, History, Activities, Literature, and En
vironments o f  the Mennonite Church, Especially 
in America (Scottdale, Pa.: Mennonite Publishing 
House, 1937), 76.

"Minutes of the Joint Unity Committee Meeting 
of the Defenseless Mennonite Conference and the 
Evangelical Mennonite Brethren, 17 October 
1947, Record Group T 135, Center for Mennonite 
Brethren Studies, Fresno, Cal.

"’Special Unity Committee Meeting, 11 January 
1949, Record Group TI35, Center for MB 
Studies.

11Jahrbuch der Krimmer Mcnnoniten Brüder
gemeinde und Berichte der 42. Konferenz Abge
halten in der Bethel Kirche bei Carpenter, S. 
Dak., am 24. ,2 7 .,2 8 ., 29. September 1921, 14; 
Konferenzbeschliisse der Krimmer Mennoniten 
Brüdergemeinde von Nord Amerika Zwischen 
den Jahren 1882 bis 1940 (Inman, Kans.: Salem 
Publishing House, [1940]), 45, 52.

l2Special Unity Committee meeting, 11 January 
1949, Record Group T I35, Center for MB 
Studies.

13J. J. Kleinsasser to members of the Executive 
Committee of the KMB Conference and the 
Foreign Mission Board, 8 February 1949, Krim
mer Mennonite Brethren Church Records, Center 
for MB Studies.

‘■•Minutes of the Joint Unity Committee Meet
ing, 15-16 March 1949, Record Group T135, 
Center for MB Studies.

,5“ Program: The Joint Conference of the 
Evangelical Mennonite Brethren and the Evan
gelical Mennonite Church to be held on May 30 
to June 1, 1950 at the Grace Bible Institute,

Omaha, Nebraska," Gospel Tidings, 1 April 
1950, 6.

,6Second Unity Conference of the Evangelical 
Mennonite Conference [sic] and the Evangelical 
Mennonite Brethren held at Omaha, Nebraska, 
June 9, 10, 1951, Record Group T135, Center 
for MB Studies.

l7Rcuben Short, Guide on the Development o f 
the Conference o f  Evangelical Mennonites (n.p.: 
The General Board of the Conference of Evan
gelical Mennonites, n.d.), 2.

‘“Reuben Short, "A  Most Worthwhile Endow
ment," The Evangelical Mennonite, 15 August
1954, 3.

‘"Reuben Short, "Can We Erase the Dotted 
Line?" The Evangelical Mennonite, 15 June 1955, 
3.

20E. G. Steiner, “ Highlights of the General 
Conference,”  The Evangelical Mennonite, 15 July
1955, 2.

2lJohn R. Dick, "Too Old to M arry?" The 
Evangelical Mennonite, 15 November 1957, 3.

22“ C.E.M. Board Meets in Omaha," The 
Evangelical Mennonite, 15 January 1959, 2.

23Henry Brandt to Reuben Short, 10 May 1960, 
Record Group T135, Center for MB Studies.

24Reuben Short to Henry Brandt, 16 May 1960, 
Record Group T135, Center for MB Studies.

25J. R. Dick to R. D. Short, 27 July 1960, 
Record Group T135, Center for MB Studies.

26“ EMB & EMC Dissolve Affiliation,”  The 
Evangelical Mennonite 15 September 1962, 3.

27John R. Dick, “ Still One at H eart," The 
Evangelical Mennonite, 15 September 1962, 3.

28“ Highlights of the ’69 Convention," Gospel 
Tidings (August 1969), 13; William Regchr to 
Kevin Rempel, 29 January 1982 (letter in posses
sion of author).

2yFrank C. Wiens, "This We Believe,”  Gospel 
Tidings (August 1969), i-2.

30J. Howard Kauffman and Leland Harder, 
Anabaptists Four Centuries Later: a Profile o f  
Five Mennonite and Brethren in Christ Denomina
tions (Scottdale, Pa.: Herald Press, 1975),
114-116; J. Howard Kauffman and Leo Driedger, 
The Mennonite Mosaic: Identity and Moderniza
tion (Scottdale, Pa.: Herald Press, 1991), 71.

3‘Nussbaum, 55.

The

Evangelical Mennonite
Volume 1 July, 1953 Number 1

Conference of Evangelical Mennonites
a Reality

MARCH 1993 21



John Friesen

A Delayed Merger
The Bergthaler Mennonite Church of 
Manitoba and the General Conference

On 9 March 1971 the Bergthaler 
Mennonite Church of Manitoba voted 
to dissolve. With that decision, the cen
tral organization, the Gemeinde, ceased 
to exist, and in its place local congrega
tions assumed control over their own 
affairs.1

Five years earlier, on 27 June 1966 
a central Bergthaler Church delegate 
meeting voted:

to recommend that we join the General 
Conference Mennonite Church, but that 
the actual decision to join or not to join 
be left to the discretion of the local con
gregations that make up the Bergthaler 
Mennonite Church of Manitoba.-

Since the Bergthaler Mennonites im
migrated into Manitoba in the 1870s, 
why did almost a century elapse before 
this step could be taken?

There are several reasons for the 
delay. There were different historical 
developments in the two groups which 
created mistrust. There were some 
events which caused misunderstand
ings. There were insensitive actions 
taken by the General Conference Men
nonite Church. There were Bergthaler 
leaders who felt their group’s historical 
emphases would be weakened in a 
merger. All of these reasons combined 
to delay the day when the Bergthaler 
churches felt able to join the General 
Conference.

Part of the reason for the delay 
originated in Russia, the background to 
both the Bergthaler Church and the 
General Conference churches in the 
western states. General Conference 
churches in Kansas, Nebraska, South 
Dakota and Minnesota had their roots 
primarily in the Molotschna settlement 
in Russia. They had been shaped by 
educational and religious reforms which 
had swept through the Molotschna in

the decades prior to emigration to North 
America.3

The Bergthaler Mennonite Church in 
Manitoba had its roots in the Bergthal 
settlement in Russia, a Chortitza settle
ment daughter colony founded in 1836.4 
The religious and educational renewals 
in the larger Mennonite settlements of 
Chortitza and Molotschna largely by
passed the Bergthal settlement. In addi
tion, the reforms had raised suspicion 
and resistance within the Bergthal 
settlement.5 This suspicion of the re
forms, and especially of the Molotschna 
people who advocated the changes, con
tinued to be at least one factor in the 
Bergthaler Church’s hesitancy to relate 
closely to the General Conference.

This feeling of suspicion was par
ticularly evident in the Bergthaler 
bishop Gerhard Wiebe. Wiebe was 
elected bishop in 1866 and lead the 
church during its emigration to Mani
toba in the 1870s. In his discussions 
with other Mennonite leaders prior to 
emigration he often felt belittled, 
patronized and misunderstood.6

When the Bergthaler settlement de
cided to immigrate to North America, it 
chose Manitoba rather than the United 
States. Partly this decision was made 
because of the cheap land which was 
available in Manitoba. Getting suffi
cient, affordable land for its landless 
members was a major goal. Partly the 
Bergthal settlement chose Manitoba 
because of its isolation. Manitoba was 
perceived to afford a safe place to 
develop the Bergthaler vision of a true 
church. This vision, as articulated by 
Wiebe in his memoirs, was that the 
whole life of the settlement, especially 
the village and the schools, should be 
under the direction of the church.7

During the First several years after

immigration into Manitoba, the ques
tion of relationship to the General Con
ference did not arise. To some extent 
this was because the pioneer years con
sumed most of the available energy. 
Organizing the church structures was a 
very difficult task since the Bergthaler 
church split into two parts, one half set
tling on the townships set aside for 
Mennonites on the east side of the Red 
River, and the other half settling on land 
west of the Red River.8 Wiebe re
mained with the group on the east side.

Partly this lack of contact with the 
General Conference was due to Wiebe's 
suspicion of the Conference. In the 
1870s about 17,000 Mennonites from 
southern Russia emigrated to North 
America. Many of the 10,000 who were 
settled in the western states came from 
the Molotschna. A large portion of 
these settlers joined the General Con
ference shortly after immigration.9 
Wiebe’s negative experiences with them 
in Russia did not incline him to pursue 
relationships in North America.

During the Bergthaler Church’s set
tlement and pioneer years, contact with 
the “ old”  Mennonites was stronger 
than with the General Conference Men
nonite Church. One of the people to 
whom the Bergthalers related was John 
F. Funk, an “ old” Mennonite publisher 
in Elkhart, Indiana.10 The contacts with 
Funk had started when Bergthal dele
gates came to inspect land in the United 
States and Manitoba in 1873, and they 
continued through correspondence dur
ing the following years. Funk’s paper, 
Mennonitische Rundschau, was read 
fairly widely in southern Manitoba. 
Contacts were also established with 
Swiss Mennonites in Ontario who 
assisted the Bergthaler and other Men
nonites in Manitoba during their search
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for land, in housing them during their 
trek to Manitoba, and in providing them 
with loans during the early years. 
Despite these contacts, the question of 
merging or formally relating to the 
“ old" Mennonite Church does not 
seem to have been raised.11

During the 1880s the Bergthaler 
Church divided into two parts, the part 
on the East Reserve taking the name 
Chortitzer Mennonite Church, and the 
part on the West Reserve retaining the 
Bergthaler name. The Bergthaler 
Church was lead by Johann Funk who 
had been ordained by Wiebe in 1887. 
The contacts with the General Con
ference were all made by the Bergthaler 
Church on the West Reserve. The fol
lowing history will thus follow only the 
story of the Bergthaler Church on the 
West Reserve, and drop the story of the 
Chortitzer Church.

The Bergthaler Church made an im
portant contact with the General Con
ference Mennonite Church in 1891 in 
the hiring of Heinrich H. Ewert as prin
cipal of a new teacher training school 
in Gretna, Manitoba. Bishop Funk 
wanted to improve the quality of ele
mentary schools among Mennonites, 
and to accomplish this he proposed the 
establishment of a teacher training 
school in Gretna. Since the provincial 
government wanted an inspector to help 
register Mennonite schools, the Berg
thaler Church and the Manitoba govern

ment jointly hired Heinrich H. Ewert 
in 1891 as principal and as government 
school inspector.12

Ewert was an 1873 immigrant from 
the Thorn region, Prussia, and had 
gained an advanced education in the 
United States. In 1882 he had been 
asked to head the Kansas Conference 
School, which in 1883 moved to 
Halstead. He was an ordained General 
Conference minister, and he promoted 
the formation of Sunday Schools.13 
Thus when Ewert came to Manitoba in 
1891, he could have been expected to 
draw the Bergthaler Church into the 
General Conference. This, however, 
did not happen. The majority of the 
Bergthaler Church members did not 
agree with Bishop Funk’s vision of a 
teacher training school and disapproved 
of his new principal fromjkansas. Most 
of the church left Funk in the early 
1890s to form the Sommerfelder Men
nonite Church. Funk was left with less 
than twenty percent of the member
ship.14 Ewert attended General Con
ference sessions, reported regularly to 
the church about conference events, and 
yet his presence in Manitoba did not 
lead to a merger with the General 
Conference.

Another contact with the General 
Conference Mennonite Church was 
made through the Home Mission Board. 
In 1887 the Board sent its field secre
tary, J. B. Baer on a two month preach

ing tour of Manitoba.15 His evaluation 
of his own efforts reflected the paternal
istic attitude of the General Conference 
Home Mission Board toward Manitoba 
Mennonites, when he said he had been 
able, “ to make the beginning for the 
revival of spiritual life in [Manitoba].” 16 
Recognizing that Manitoba was becom
ing an evangelistic free-for-all, the 
Board in 1891 appointed N. F. Toews 
as their reiseprediger (itinerant min
ister) to the Manitoba region.17 Toews, 
from Mountain Lake, Minnesota, had 
been raised in the Molotschna settle
ment in Russia, and in the United States 
had been influenced by Moody Bible 
Institute. Toews made his home base in 
Gretna and preached in the different 
Bergthaler Church meeting places from 
1891-1894. Initially supportive of his 
efforts, Ewert, in 1893 said that due to 
Toews’ preaching, “ Spring had come 
to Manitoba.” 18

In 1894 problems developed for 
Toews. He advocated establishing a 
Bergthaler Church in the town of 
Gretna. Since the Gretna school, with 
Ewert as the principal, had become the 
religious center of the Bergthaler mem
bership in Gretna, Toews was in effect 
challenging the authority of Ewert. 
With this proposal he gained Ewert’s 
opposition.

Toews ran into additional problems. 
In his preaching, Toews called for con
versions, and the people who were con-

Home o f Jakob Friesen, colony secretary in Bergthal colony, Ukraine, ca. 1910
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Heinrich H. Ewer!, ca. 1916

verted under his preaching wanted to be 
baptized. The Mennonite Brethren mis
sionaries who preached in southern 
Manitoba at the same time, baptized 
their converts immediately upon con
version. Toews’ converts wanted to be 
baptized immediately as well. Bishop 
Funk, however, would not hear of this. 
He insisted that people who wanted to 
be baptized go through the regular 
catechism instruction conducted every 
spring and be baptized at Pentecost. 
Many of the young people, who were 
converted by Toews’ preaching, simply 
joined the Mennonite Brethren Church. 
The result was that Toews lost the sup
port of many Bergthaler people. The 
leaders felt he was secretly working for 
the Mennonite Brethren missionaries, 
and the young people felt he had let 
them down.19

In 1894, the General Conference 
Mission Board, realizing that Toews 
was in trouble, sent their secretary, J. 
J. Balzer, also from Mountain Lake, to 
settle the baptism issue. The attitude 
with which Balzer came caused resist
ance almost immediately. In one of his 
discussions he gave the impression that 
the Mission Board was interested in 
baptizing the new converts and in estab
lishing a General Conference church in 
southern Manitoba.20 Balzer was told if 
this was his intention, he was “ med
dling in affairs that were not his con
cern.” 21 Balzer left shortly thereafter.

Within the same year, a third minister 
from Mountain Lake, H. H. Regier, 
was invited by someone in the Berg
thaler Church to come to Manitoba.22 
Without requiring catechism instruction

of the new converts, he baptized them. 
Even though this action broke with the 
Bergthaler pattern of spring baptisms 
after catechism instruction, it was 
tolerated because it solved the immediate 
problem. The baptism issue created by 
Toews had thus been resolved, how
ever, in the process Toews had been 
discredited. Balzer had further aggra
vated the situation by suggesting that the 
General Conference was willing to form 
churches in Manitoba.23

Despite these unfortunate events of 
1894, contacts were not totally broken 
off between the Bergthaler Church and 
the General Conference Mennonite 
Church. For example, in 1908 the 
Bergthaler church invited the General 
Conference Home Mission Board to 
send H. R. Voth, of Mountain Lake, 
Minnesota, to Manitoba to conduct 
evangelistic services. In a letter to the 
Mission Board. J. J. Balzer expressed 
his opposition to complying with this re
quest. He described the influence of H. 
H. Ewert and his brother Benjamin as 
dictatorial. He argued it was useless to 
send reiseprediger to Manitoba since 
they could not preach where they 
wished, but were forced to preach in the 
regular church services. His advice 
was, “ We are willing to help only if we 
are able to work completely independ
ently ."24 His letter continued with a 
personal attack on Ewert. His negative 
view of the church leadership in Mani
toba, and his interest in establishing a 
General Conference church in Mani
toba, kept the relationship with the 
General Conference cool.

Jacob Hoeppner was ordained as 
bishop of the Bergthaler Church in 1910 
and lead the church until 1926. Those 
were turbulent years. Canada followed 
Britain’s lead in entering the Great War 
against Germany and Austria in 1914. 
The Bergthaler Church, together with 
the other Mennonite Gemeinden in 
Manitoba and Saskatchewan, gained 
assurance from the Canadian govern
ment that the Privilegium of 1873 would 
be honored, and that all Mennonite men 
would be exempted from military 
service.25

In the midst of the war, the question 
of whether to join the General Con
ference Mennonite Church was raised 
in the Bergthaler Church. In 1917 H. 
H. Ewert argued for joining the General 
Conference. He said, “ The fellowship 
and work of the Conference is very 
good. Why don’t the churches accept 
the brotherly hand extended by the

Conference?” 26 The minutes do not in
dicate what he meant by “ extending a 
brotherly hand.”  They do record that 
at the next Bergthaler Church delegate 
meeting the decision was made not to 
join.

The war occasioned a serious con
troversy between Canadian Mennonites 
of Russian descent and their respective 
provincial governments. At issue was 
control of the schools, since the govern
ments felt they had to gain control of 
the Mennonite schools in order to in
still in Mennonite men the sense of na
tionalistic pride which was missing in 
World War I.27 This controversy re
sulted in Mennonite loss of their ele
mentary schools and in the eventual 
immigration of about 7,000 Mennonites 
to Mexico and Paraguay. Since Berg
thaler schools were already registered, 
this controversy did not affect them 
directly. This controversy, however, 
had an indirect effect upon Bergthaler 
relationships with the General Con
ference. H. H. Ewert became a spokes
person for the conservative faction 
of the Mennonite community whose 
schools were being shut down.28 Earlier 
an advocate of acculturation, he became 
increasingly suspicious of the intentions 
of the Canadian host society and of the 
various governments. This experience 
later inclined him to be critical of 
United States General Conference Men
nonites when they began to acculturate 
rapidly in the 1920s, and made him 
hesitant to relate too closely to them.

After World War I and the Revolu
tion in Russia, one of the issues that 
faced the Bergthaler Church, as well as 
all Russian Mennonites in Canada, was 
the emigration from the USSR. The 
Bergthaler Church minister, H. H. 
Ewert, hosted the organizational meet
ing of the Canadian Mennonite Board 
of Colonization, the umbrella organiza
tion for Canadian Mennonites which 
brought more than 20,000 Mennonite 
immigrants from the USSR to Canada 
in the years 1923 to 1930.29

The immigration movement created 
new tensions between the Bergthaler 
Church and the General Conference. 
The immigration movement to Canada 
was a cooperative effort between Men
nonites and the Canadian Pacific Rail
way. The Canadian Mennonite Board 
of Colonization, on behalf of Russian 
Mennonites in Canada, had to come up 
with large sums of money in order to 
finance the immigration project. In each 
of the years of heavy immigration, 1923
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to 1926, the Board was short of money, 
and could accept only a portion of the 
people in Russia awaiting emigration. 
In each of those years, the General Con
ference and Mennonite Central Com
mittee had large sums of money avail
able, but refused to release them for the 
Canadian immigration project. The 
General Conference and MCC insisted 
that Russian immigrants should be set
tled in Mexico, and refused to help the 
Canadian Board, despite urgent per
sonal pleas by the chair, David Toews. 
Finally, toward the end of the immigra
tion process, when the Soviet govern
ment was already closing the doors, the 
General Conference released the money 
it had available.30

The migration from the USSR created 
other problems between the Bergthaler 
Church and the General Conference. 
After the immigrants arrived in Canada, 
the General Conference was fairly 
generous in providing relief help, such 
as clothing. In addition, the General 
Conference also appointed and salaried 
reiseprediger from among the im
migrants to minister to the newly 
arrived groups. The result was that the 
immigrants gained a positive image of 
the General Conference, and within a 
few years most of the non-Mennonite 
Brethren immigrant churches joined the 
General Conference. To the Bergthaler 
leaders the General Conference seemed 
to be trying to gain undue credit for 
what was a belated contribution to the 
immigration process. Also, by salary
ing immigrant ministers, the General 
Conference seemed to inject a form of 
salaried ministry which was foreign to 
Canadian Mennonite churches.

Hoeppner resigned as bishop in 1926. 
He ordained David Schulz as his suc
cessor, who served until 1964.31 For 
almost forty years Schulz lead the Berg
thaler Church. His warm pietism, his 
interest in Christian education, and his 
good organizational ability attracted 
new members. He saw church member
ship almost triple from about 1,160 
members to a high of over 3,000 
members. During this time the church 
expanded its meeting places from three 
to 20.32 He was the driving force behind 
the establishment of Elim Bible School 
in Altona in 1928. During World War 
II he worked hard for the exemption of 
Bergthaler Mennonite men from mili
tary service. During the early 1940s he 
led the Bergthaler Church to form a 
mission program in Mexico jointly with 
the General Conference.33 Schulz was

thus an inspiring, progressive leader, 
respected by the Bergthaler Church and 
involved in the formation of new 
organizations.

During Schulz’s leadership, the rela
tionship to the General Conference went 
in two directions. On the one hand, 
there were the factors which were pull
ing the Bergthaler Church toward the 
General Conference. These were fac
tors which had developed despite the 
numerous tensions and misunderstand
ings which have been noted above. One 
of the areas of relationship was mis
sions. Since the early 1890s the Berg
thaler Church had annual mission festi
vals. In addition to having its own 
ministers speak at these festivals, the 
Bergthaler Church frequently invited 
General Conference Mission Board 
members or missionaries on furlough to 
be speakers. The Bergthaler Church for 
many years had forwarded its mission 
money to General Conference mission 
programs in the United States and over
seas. Der Mitarbeiter, the Canadian 
Conference paper edited by H. H. 
Ewert, carried frequent reports from the 
General Conference foreign mission 
stations.34

A strong tie to the General Con
ference was built in 1946, when a 
Bergthaler member, Anne Penner from 
Rosenfeld, Manitoba, went to serve in 
India under the General Conference 
Mission Board.35 It was a point of pride 
for the Bergthaler Church that Anne 
Penner was the first General Confer
ence missionary from Canada. The re
lationship to General Conference mis
sion efforts was further strengthened, 
as noted above, when a joint mission ef
fort was begun in Mexico in the early 
1940s.

Another relationship to the General 
Conference developed in the area of 
literature. By the 1950s, the Bergthaler 
Church was using the General Confer
ence hymn book, General Conference 
Sunday School material, and some of 
its members were subscribing to Gen
eral Conference papers, namely The 
Mennonite and Der Bote.

A third area of contact with the 
General Conference was maintained 
through attendance at the delegate con
ferences. From the early 1890s onward, 
Bergthalers attended conference ses
sions. At first H. H. Ewert attended, 
later his brother Benjamin, and even
tually delegates were elected who were 
officially visitors at the General Con
ference sessions. They gave reports to

the Bergthaler Church upon their re
turn. The Bergthaler Church was thus 
kept informed about developments in 
the General Conference Mennonite 
Church.

Despite these positive contacts, and 
Bishop Schulz's more expansionist 
leadership style, the Bergthaler Church 
did not join the General Conference 
Mennonite Church. One of the principal 
reasons was that the Bergthaler leader
ship became convinced that the General 
Conference was being influenced by the 
spirit of modernism and was promoting 
practices that could be a danger to the 
Bergthaler Church. Since World War I 
there had been troubling signals from 
the General Conference. During the 
war. General Conference men had 
served in the military. In the early 
1920s there were indications that the 
General Conference was being influ
enced by a new form of Biblical inter
pretation known as higher criticism. 
The General Conference was increas
ingly using the English instead of the 
German language, introducing various 
new practices, and its men were joining 
lodges. In place of discipleship, it was 
emphasizing reason. These misgivings 
were confirmed by H. H. Ewert when 
he attended the General Conference ses
sions in 1929. He reported his findings 
to the church and published them in an 
article in Der Mitarbeiter. 36

The views expressed in this article by 
Ewert seem to have shaped the Berg
thaler Church leaders’ views of the 
General Conference throughout the 
time that Schulz was bishop. Despite 
these concerns about the General Con
ference Mennonite Church, its mission 
program continued to be supported, and 
its new hymn books and Sunday school 
literature was accepted in the churches.

In the 1950s the voices advocating 
joining the General Conference were 
raised with increasing frequency and in
sistence. In the February issue of 
Bergthaler Gemeindeblatt, one of the 
ministers, D. D. Klassen, wrote a 
lengthy article stating the case for join
ing the General Conference Mennonite 
Church. His reasons were that a) the 
Bergthaler Church had sent its mission 
money to the General Conference for 
the past 64 years; b) General Confer
ence missionaries were serving under 
the General Conference Mission Board;
c) the Bergthaler Church needed the 
connection with other churches, and 
others needed the Bergthaler Church;
d) the Canadian Conference was a
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district of the General Conference, and 
the Bergthaler Church was the only 
church not a member; e) and the Gen
eral Conference had for many years 
been inviting the Bergthaler Church to 
join.37

At the Bergthaler Church’s Lehrdienst 
meeting in April 1956, a proposal was 
made to join the General Conference at 
its triennial sessions in Winnipeg that 
year.38 The response by the leadership 
was cautious. In the March issue of the 
same paper, Schulz in an editorial 
warned against moving too hastily and 
advocated weighing the consequences 
very carefully.39 The leadership of the 
Bergthaler Church was not ready to join 
and decided to study the issue further.40

During Schulz’s leadership the deci
sion to join the General Conference 
could not be made. His suspicions were 
too great. Also, he resented the fact that 
the Bergthaler Church should be the one 
to give up its identity to become part of 
another organization. In one of the 
discussions of this issue, he is to have 
asked, “ Why should we join them? 
Why do they not join us?” 41

After Schulz’s resignation in 1964, 
the new leaders of the Bergthaler 
Church, Jake F. Pauls until 1967, and 
after him Ernest Wiebe, were able to 
lead the discussions to the point where 
the church recommended joining the 
General Conference. But by the time 
the decision was made, the Bergthaler 
Gemeinde structure was being disman
tled, and it thus seemed more appro
priate to have the individual congrega
tions join. At the General Conference

triennial sessions in Estes Park in 1968, 
ten Bergthaler congregations joined, 
and most of the rest joined shortly 
thereafter.42 The merger with the Gen
eral Conference Mennonite Church 
which had been an issue of discussion 
and contention for almost a century, had 
finally happened.
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Marlene Epp

Cooperation 
to Amalgamation 
to Merger

The Mennonite 
Conference of 

Eastern Canada

When Mennonite immigrants from 
the Soviet Union stepped off the train 
in Waterloo County, Ontario, in 1924 
and stepped into the buggies of their 
Swiss Mennonite hosts, it may have 
seemed hard to believe that these were 
their co-religionists, and even harder to 
imagine that some 60 years later they 
would be signing an agreement to inte
grate. Their clothes were different, their 
language was strange, and their customs 
unfamiliar. Yet the friendships which 
were formed in these Ontario Mennonite 
homes—in some cases the newcomers 
were hosted for as long as a year—were 
the beginnings of cooperation between 
these two groups which continued for 
many years. The situation may have 
been much the same when Amish immi
grants from Europe settled just west of 
the Ontario Swiss Mennonites 100 years 
earlier.

On October 31, 1987, three Men
nonite conferences in Ontario—the 
descendants of the immigrants described 
above—signed an agreement to inte
grate as one conference and thus cease 
to exist as separate organizations. The 
new entity, the Mennonite Conference 
of Eastern Canada (MCEC), which was 
officially born in March 1988, was 
formed out of a recognition of the 
cooperation which had existed amongst 
the three groups for decades.

The steps down the road to integra
tion really began when two Mennonite 
groups and one Amish with different 
historical experiences' found themselves 
sharing geography. The first Mennon
ites in Ontario began migrating from 
Pennsylvania in the late 18th century, 
settling in. the Niagara Peninsula, in the 
Markham district nörth of Toronto and 
in the area surrounding modern-day

Kitchener-Waterloo. This group of 
Ontario Mennonites (OM)—excepting 
the numerous splinter groups which had 
formed over the course of two centuries 
—were organized at the time of integra
tion as the Mennonite Conference of 
Ontario and Quebec (MCOQ). They 
represented 5,000 members in 45 
congregations.

Not long after the Mennonites from 
Pennsylvania had built their first log 
homes and planted their first crops, they 
welcomed Amish migrating directly 
from Europe. These Amish received 
land just west of Waterloo and thus 
became close neighbors to their Men
nonite cousins. In 1963 the Amish 
chose to call their conference the 
Western Ontario Mennonite Conference 
(WOM). In 1988 they had 3,000 mem
bers in 18 congregations.

Approximately one hundred years 
after the first Mennonites and Amish 
had established themselves in southern 
Ontario, they played host to about 1,000 
Mennonite immigrants from the Soviet 
Union. These “ Russian” Mennonites 
were refugees from civil war, famine, 
and Soviet policies of forced russifica
tion. In many cases, the Russian Men
nonites lived with and worked for their 
Swiss co-religionists for up to a year 
before establishing their own homes in 
Waterloo, Leamington and Niagara. 
Their numbers increased in subsequent 
decades as prairie Mennonites moved 
to Ontario during the depression and as 
additional Mennonites left the Soviet 
Union following World War II. Al
though the Russian and Swiss Mennon
ites shared homes and a common faith, 
their differing languages and cultural 
traditions meant that worshipping to
gether on a permanent basis wasn’t
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realistic at the time. Russian Mennon- 
ites organized themselves as the United 
Mennonite Conference of Ontario (UM), 
the “ united”  refering to the diverse 
areas of Russia from which they had 
originated. At the time of integration the 
UMs represented 5,000 members in 26 
congregations.

Sharing the same geography, it wasn’t 
long before Mennonites from these 
three conferences embarked on a tradi
tion of cooperation in projects and in
stitutions. At the organizational level, 
concrete steps towards some form of 
union began with the formation of the 
Inter-Mennonite Conference of Ontario 
(IMCO) in 1974. But tangible coopera
tive endeavors were already many. 
Wartime crisis brought Ontario Men
nonites together in the Non-Resistant 
Relief Organization, formed in 1917. 
Women’s sewing circles of the Swiss 
Mennonites and Amish pooled their 
material relief energies that same year. 
The need for a united front in time of 
war also prompted the creation, together 
with other peace churches, of the Con
ference of Historic Peace Churches in 
1940. Both these organizations pre
sented the voice of nonresistance to the 
outside world as well as a collective 
relief effort. This tradition was con
tinued with the formation of Mennonite 
Central Committee Ontario in the 
mid-1960s.

During the sixties inter-Mennonite 
cooperation flourished. Already in the 
late fifties mission boards of the various 
Mennonite groups began sharing visions 
for Christian outreach in Ontario. Re
sources were united in the creation of 
Rockhaven, an alcohol recovery home 
in Sudbury in 1966 and soon thereafter 
a joint committee, the Mennonite Mis
sion and Service Board, came into 
being.1 One of the most notable joint 
projects was Conrad Grebel College in 
Waterloo. Established in 1961, the col
lege was unique not only because of its 
tri-conference support,2 but also be
cause it was the first post-secondary 
Mennonite institution on the campus of 
a secular university. This venture was 
followed shortly thereafter by the crea
tion of the Waterloo County Mennonite 
Credit Union, a financial institution 
based on mutual aid principles which 
served Mennonites, Amish and Brethren 
in Christ.3 In 1971 a Canada-wide inter- 
Mennonite newspaper, Mennonite Re
porter, began publishing from Water
loo. Although neither the Credit Union 
nor the Mennonite Reporter were for

mally connected to any conference, 
both reflected and reinforced the inter- 
Mennonite activity underway in Ontario.

At the conference level, the initiative 
taken by the mission boards was re
peated as moderators, staff, education 
committees, and youth services of the 
three conferences began to meet to
gether and plan joint projects through 
the late 1960s and into the 1970s. The 
assortment of inter-Mennonite confer
ence committees were brought under 
the coordinating umbrella of the Inter- 
Mennonite Conference of Ontario in 
1974.

The process of integration which 
followed over the next decade and a half 
could be characterized as several steps 
forward, one step back along the way. 
For those who wanted to see the process 
quickly to completion, the steps back 
were frustrating. Those who were more 
hesitant about the merits of integration, 
however, sometimes felt the steps ahead 
were much too large and much too 
quick. In its early years the IMCO faced 
its own crisis of authority. After ex
periencing “ constant frustration” as to 
the authority of decisions made by the 
inter-Mennonite body, it was decided 
that IMCO be a forum for discussion 
and recommendation but that formal 
decisions be made separately by the 
three conferences. For those who were 
eager to see greater unity occur, this 
represented a “ step backward.” 4

The tension over the role of IMCO 
in fact reflected a certain irony in its 
very existence. It would seem that the 
creation of IMCO was a declaration, 
even if nothing was stated explicitly, 
that some form of merger of the three 
conferences was inevitable. On the one 
hand, IMCO as a symbol reinforced the 
philosophical rationale for working 
together. At the same time, by creating 
a new administrative dimension to the 
Mennonite conference scene in Ontario, 
IMCO was in fact adding to the prob
lem which an integrated conference 
ultimately sought to solve. Once the 
IMCO began undertaking its own proj
ects, what else but an integrated con
ference could take operational responsi
bility for those projects, given IMCO’s 
mandate to be a forum for discussion, 
more than a decision-making body. The 
IMCO in fact exacerbated the problem 
of administrative overload in Ontario 
and by doing so helped accelerate the 
integration process along. Because the 
IMCO had added a layer of joint com
mittees onto the already existing sep

arate committees of each conference, 
the idea of amalgamation soon began to 
be raised as a solution to the “ burden
some and costly duplication” of “ struc
tures.” 5 Rationalization was thus a key 
impetus to union. As one person said: 
“ Surely we do not need four executive 
committees, three personnel committees, 
three missions committees, three nur
ture committees, plus a host of other ad 
hoc and sub committees.” 6 Boosters of 
integration argued that integration was 
a “ wise stewardship of resources and 
energies.” 7 

In January 1978 delegates to IMCO 
voted to ask the three constituent con
ferences and their congregations to 
consider amalgamating within five 
years. The amalgamation study process 
which followed in each conference pro
duced mixed results. The Mennonite 
Conference of Ontario and Quebec 
seemed most favorably disposed towards 
amalgamation; in fall 1980 29 out of 37 
churches voted 67 percent in favor of 
amalgamation. At their annual meeting 
in April of that same year, UM churches 
Were more cautious about amalgama
tion, though heartily affirmative of con
tinued cooperation. WOM churches 
were similarly reluctant to move ahead. 
The lack of a conclusive “ yes”  closed 
the door to amalgamation in 1981. 
Amalgamation would be replaced by the 
nebulous concept of “ organic growth” 
towards unity.8 At the same time, 
IMCO was advised to pay more atten
tion to coordination and consultation 
and less to its own program initiatives. 
For unity advocates, the developments 
in 1981 represented “ backpedalling.” 9 

The hesitations toward amalgamation 
were many and varied. Those who 
questioned the merger process won
dered what was wrong with the status 
quo of cooperative effort. Others ob
served that spiritual unity was of 
greatest importance and that already 
existed.10 On the other hand, along the 
way the fear was also expressed that in 
order to promote theological common
ality between the three groups, leaders 
would settle for a lack of clarity on 
theological issues.11 One individual 
warned the IMCO committee studying 
amalgamation that it should avoid the 
example of an earlier church union in 
Canada in which what ensued “ could 
be read not as the sum of the three but 
actually a weakening of the whole.” 12 

Some feared the loss of historic iden
tities which might result from a union 
and the difficulty in reconciling dif-
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ferent worship practices and cultural 
traditions. For instance, footwashing 
was a common practice in the OM and 
WOM churches but was relatively for
eign to UMs. Even the style and some 
might say personality differences be
tween the groups was viewed as a hin
drance. It was observed that UM con
ference sessions were characterized by 
vigorous and even confrontational de
bate while the other two were more 
reserved and conciliatory.13 One con
ference felt threatened by their percep
tion that persons in another conference 
were more educated and professional 
and would conduct business accord
ingly.14

The question of church polity also 
pointed out differences between the 
three conferences. While the Western 
Ontario and United Mennonite Con
ferences historically had a congrega
tional orientation, the OMs looked more 
to conference for leadership and author
ity. In practical terms, this meant for 
instance that in UM churches the con
gregation authorized the ordination of 
pastors, while in OM churches the con
gregation requested and the conference 
authorized ordination. Some felt that 
congregational authority would be 
undermined with the creation of a larger 
and possibly more distant conference 
structure. There were also many small 
differences to work out, for instance, 
would congregational per member con
tributions to conference be called 
“ levies” or “ askings” ?

Related to the polity question was the 
issue of larger denominational relation
ships. Structural reorganization within 
Ontario would obviously have implica
tions on wider conference affiliations. 
First of all, UM congregations were 
already members of the Conference of 
Mennonites in Canada, part of the 
North American General Conference. 
Would that membership be jeopardized 
should the UM conference become part 
of a new Ontario body? or would the 
OMs and WOMs join CMC? The OMs 
and WOMs faced similar questions as 
members of the Mennonite Church. If 
nothing else, an alphabetic nightmare 
threatened. Some people who said no 
to amalgamation simply believed that 
merger would eventually come about on 
its own if allowed to proceed naturally 
and without undue organizational pres
sure.15

The voices of misgiving, despite the 
official rejection of amalgamation in 
1979, tended to be muted in published

discussions of merger. Publicists of the 
integration process tended to be favor
able, if not outright eager, towards 
structural unity and thus reservations 
were sometimes unfortunately charac
terized, not as valid questioning, but as 
“ deep seated fear”  of the “ unknown 
and unfamiliar” while pro-integrationists 
were contributing to the “ work and 
leading of the Holy Spirit.” 16 Working 
for structural unity was frequently 
described as following the will of 
Christ. The coming together of Men
nonites in Ontario was interpreted, not 
as coincidence or circumstance, but as 
divine intervention.17 Those who ques
tioned the practical steps involved in the 
movement of history were viewed as 
“ camping in the wilderness.” 18 One 
critic of the 1979 amalgamation study 
document pointed out that it was “ ob
vious”  that the author favored total 
amalgamation and “ wrote the document 
accordingly” and thus left out other 
viable polity alternatives such as “ fed
eration”  with divided responsibilities 
and powers.19

The “ no” vote of 1980 did not long 
deter those who were convinced that 
merger was a desired goal. Instead of 
abandoning the process, early in 1982 
IMCO announced a shift in emphasis. 
Perhaps sensing that they had missed 
some steps by jumping ahead to discuss 
structural unity, IMCO decided to focus 
on the theological unity which existed 
between the three conferences. One 
observer compared the distinction to a

courtship versus a marriage and asked 
whether Mennonites in Ontario were 
not ready to move into the more per
manent and visible stage of love for one 
another.20 Despite the stated shift in 
emphasis, IMCO moved ahead in pro
gramming: a church planter and mis
sion consultant were hired.

This move in fact created a further 
impetus towards merger which was the 
need for congregations emerging in the 
1980s to identify with an inter-Mennon- 
ite body as a reflection of their own 
membership which spanned and went 
beyond the three conferences. Most of 
these congregations tended to be in 
urban areas—Guelph, Kingston, Wind
sor, Mississauga—which had little or no 
historic Mennonite presence. Some 
churches chose to become a member in 
more than one conference. At least one 
congregation expressed the desire to 
affiliate with IMCO alone while the 
possibility of congregations affiliating 
with Mennonite Central Committee was 
also raised. Work among Hispanic, 
Laotian and Hmong immigrants also 
highlighted the rather absurd expecta
tion that new Mennonites identify with 
historical differences. It was also 
pointed out more than once that the 
distinctions would have little meaning 
for coming generations. More and more, 
young people growing up in Ontario 
were exposed to the programs and tradi
tions of more than one stream of Men- 
nonitism. One report noted that “ youth 
and young adults cross conference lines

First building o f Conrad Grebel College, an early cooperative project o f the 
Mennonite conferences in Ontario
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with ease.” 21 It was pressure from new 
churches and mission workers, how
ever, that brought a sense of urgency 
to discussions of inter-Mennonite struc
tures.

A study paper on the issue of con
ference membership proposed that 
IMCO obtain a separate charter and that 
emerging congregations be encouraged 
to join the inter-Mennonite body. Heav
ily laden with agricultural metaphors 
(ironic in light of the fact that most new 
churches were urban), the paper argued 
that the three conferences, having 
created a farm together, could not then 
expect the fields which had been tilled 
and planted jointly, to revert back to 
one of the three separate farms.22 The 
inter-Mennonite effort in planting 
churches fell short when the fledgling 
congregations thereby created could not 
exist as inter-Mennonite entities. Fail
ing to achieve support from all three 
conferences, however, the proposals 
were shelved. The IMCO mission con
sultant asked: “ Does the Inter-Mennon
ite Conference really want a staff per
son to help start inter-Mennonite 
churches if they can’t really happen?” 23 
It would seem another “ step back” had 
been taken.

But as was becoming the pattern, the 
step back was followed by a fairly large 
leap forward. Early in 1985 the lan
guage of “ integration”  first appeared 
in official discussions of structural 
change. In February of that year, dele
gates to the annual meeting of IMCO 
unanimously approved a proposal to 
move toward “an integrated conference 
with geographically-based districts.” 2-1 
The proposal was endorsed by the three 
conferences in separate session and 
an Integration Study Committee was 
created. Movement towards that goal 
would begin in 1986 when the three 
conferences and IMCO would hold 
their annual meetings at the same time 
and place. (MCOQ and WOMC had 
been meeting jointly already since 
1979.) It was probably no coincidence 
that 1986 was also the year in which 
Mennonites would celebrate the bicen
tennial of their first arrival in Canada. 
The secretary of IMCO wrote to the 
executive of MCOQ: “ It would be a 
powerful symbol if Mennonites from 
three migrations to Canada would come 
together in one fellowship during 
[ 1986]. ” 25 Thus an emotional catalyst 
was added to the plan.

The apparent enthusiasm to move 
ahead on integration is somewhat sur

prising given the rejection of amalga
mation only five years earlier. The issue 
was re-opened partly on the urging of 
the three conference mission boards 
who were “ irritated and frustrated” by 
the perpetuation of historic divisions.26 
The chair of the inter-Mennonite mis
sion board in fact threatened to resign 
if changes were not made. Additionally, 
certain polity difficulties had altered 
somewhat: the "Mennonite Church 
Region I”  conference body which had 
tied together MCOQ with the North- 
West Mennonite Conference (based in 
Alberta and Saskatchewan) had ceased 
to be part of the Mennonite Church 
structure. Furthermore, the UMs had 
begun a personnel committee and taken 
on a conference minister, thus moving 
closer to the OM model. The change in 
language—from amalgamation to inte
gration—may have made a difference 
for some; the latter implied less of a 
fusion of identities while amalgamation 
had become a “ bad word.” 27 One per
son involved observed that nothing 
more dramatic than the passage of time 
had made the constituency more ame
nable to union.28

As the pace towards integration 
quickened, the number of meetings held 
and study papers written also increased. 
As one person observed: “ The road to 
three-conference integration in Ontario 
is paved with paper.” 29 Some of the 
paper produced was destined for the 
files only. For instance, a new confes
sion of faith was shelved after several 
drafts, suggesting that differences in 
theology were not a major concern after 
all. By the end of the year, the Integra
tion Study Committee produced a pro
posed model for integration. In March 
of 1986 the three conferences in joint 
session voted over 90 percent in favor 
of uniting by 1988. A year later, after 
much more paper was produced in fine- 
tuning the integration model, the three 
conferences held individual meetings 
for the final time. At the same time they 
all approved the first draft of the inte
gration model. In fall of 1987 the final 
agreement and legal by-laws of the new 
conference were approved with only 
one dissenting vote.

The new entity, called Mennonite 
Conference of Eastern Canada was 
officially born on March 1, 1988, 
composed of about 85 congregations 
with a total membership of just over 
13,000.30 While most observers would 
agree that a relatively smooth transition 
from three conferences to one has oc

curred, the early years were not without 
difficulty. Within a year of its inception, 
MCEC boldly embarked on a $6.3 
million dollar capital fund drive to sup
port building projects at Rockway Men
nonite Collegiate, at Conrad Grebel( 
College, and for new churches. Coincid
ing with an economic recession in On
tario, the fund drive fell far short of ex
pectations and was a morale blow to the 
new conference. Though according to 
one individual, the fund-raising would 
have occurred regardless of integration, 
the perceived extravagance of the drive 
raised criticism from those who believed 
that a streamlined and more efficient 
conference structure would also save 
money.31 The size and unfamiliarity of 
the new conference was perhaps the 
greatest loss for some people. Having 
been accustomed to attending annual 
conferences at a neighboring church, 
some congregations lamented the long 
drive to a strange setting for meetings. 
The “ family feeling”  wasn’t there 
anymore. The loss of an historic iden
tity was definitely hastened by the inte
gration process, even while the con
ference is mindful of maintaining equal 
representation from the three groups on 
committees and amongst personnel. 
The use of OM, WOM, and UM labels 
will probably persist for some time to 
come.

Resolving questions of polity was and 
continues to be one of MCEC’s greatest 
tasks. The extent to which conference 
is involved in the testing, calling, and 
ordination of ministers is being worked 
out. Faced with several options of relat
ing to their “ in-laws,”  the three con
ferences together agreed that congrega
tions would become “ associate”  mem
bers of national or North American con
ferences of which they had not pre
viously been members. Thus, OM and 
WOM congregations became “ asso
ciate”  members in the Conference of 
Mennonites in Canada, while UM 
churches became associates within the 
Mennonite Church. Further develop
ments regarding denominational affilia
tion depend in large part on the pace of 
GC/MC integration discussions. The 
manner in which monies are forwarded 
to the larger denominational bodies re
mains a sensitive issue.32

Working out its relationship to con
ference-linked but autonomous Men
nonite organizations was also a chal
lenge faced by the integrated confer
ence. For instance, in some quarters it 
was assumed that the women’s organi-
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zations of the three former conferences 
would be part of the integration process. 
However, as independent bodies ac
countable to their local groups and not 
to the conference, the women’s organi
zations felt more time was needed for 
them to “get to know each other better” 
and, although unity was favored as an 
eventual goal, they opted to proceed at 
their own pace and “ not be bound by 
the conference integration timetable.” 33 
At the same time, all three organiza
tions insisted that they should together 
have a representative on the executive 
committee of the new conference, point
ing out that such a direct information 
flow was necessary given the fact that 
“ a significant amount of funds for 
conference-related interests are gen
erated by [women’s] groups.” 34 When 
such representation was withdrawn 
given the fact that other women would 
be on the executive committee, women’s 
organizations protested that they were 
representing an organization, not 
women’s point of view generally, and 
as a result, their place on the executive 
committee was reinstated.35 Women’s 
organizations in Ontario continue to 
work together on an executive commit
tee and sponsor joint enrichment events.

One of the most potent signs of the 
success of integration lies perhaps in the 
congregations themselves. The calling 
of ministers to churches reveals an in
creasing level of comfort with leaders 
from a different background than that 
of the congregation. Thus an OM pastor 
can find a home in a former UM church 
and vice versa, and individuals can 
more comfortably associate with a con
gregation which fits their worship style 
regardless of background. On the other 
hand, the fact that by and large the con
gregation has remained central means 
that many persons in the pew have been 
relatively unaffected by integration.

For the next generation the labels 
OM, WOM and UM may be meaning
less outside of the lesson of history. For 
those individuals coming to the Men- 
nonite church from other traditions such 
labels have never held much meaning 
at all. Knowing that organizations must 
reflect the constituency which they 
represent and serve, the forces for inte
gration recognized that Mennonites in 
Ontario are static neither as individuals 
nor as a people. The path from coopera
tion to amalgamation to integration in 
Ontario represented change in institu
tions but also the evolution of a people 
of faith and deed. Integration was at

once a response to changing realities 
amongst Mennonites in Ontario and at 
the same time was a leading force in 
working out a vision of unity.
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Migrant Tradition (1766-1910). Inter
course: Good Books, 1991. Pp. 231. 
($35.00)

In the eyes of an historian of material 
culture, an object’s interaction with its 
history is not unlike that of an onion and 
its center. Just as there is little left of 
an onion once it has been peeled of its 
layers, without the layers of history 
associated with them, most artifacts are 
of little value. Every museum has at 
least one object which is virtually 
unidentifiable. Outside of being a 
curiosity, such an object has almost no 
value. One can “ read”  most objects to 
discover such basic information as its 
name, construction, shape, and size. 
This provides one layer of an object’s 
history. But there are many other poten
tial layers: an object’s maker, its owner 
or owners, its use or uses over time, 
how it was used, where it was used and 
why it was used, anecdotes associated 
with the object or its owner(s), and the 
list goes on. Each of these layers of in
formation creates that “ onion”  we 
know as an artifact.

Mennonite Furniture presents its 
readers with some very large onions. 
The objects in both the book and the 
museum exhibit it accompanies are rich 
in layers of historical information. 
Unlike many books on decorative arts, 
Mennonite Furniture weaves a rich web 
of information, including both basic 
data and anecdotes, around its subject 
matter.

The book opens with an introduction 
of the themes which it will explore and 
the first in a series of very helpful maps. 
Mennonite Furniture rests on a founda
tion of information gathered during an 
extensive survey of Mennonite immi

grant furniture on the Great Plains. 
Among other things, the survey enabled 
the compilation of an inventory of Men
nonite fiirniture artisans (Appendix A) 
and an inventory of Mennonite furniture 
in public collections (Appendix B). The 
latter is just the tip of the iceberg; 
privately owned items discovered dur
ing the survey are not listed in the book 
in order to protect the owners.

The first chapter presents what the 
Janzens refer to as a “ Canon of Immi
grant Mennonite Furniture.”  This in
cludes thirteen main furniture types. 
These items of furniture, such as the 
ruebenkj or resting bench, are placed 
within the context of Mennonite usage 
of and attitudes toward domestic spaces 
in the home.

The remainder of the book follows a 
largely chronological approach. Chap
ter two deals with the Vistula Delta and 
the synthesis of a variety of cultural 
forms and styles into what the Janzens 
refer to as the Vistula Delta cultural 
tradition. The next two chapters deal 
with the Mennonites’ adoption of that 
tradition, with one chapter emphasizing 
architecture and the other linking sev
eral specific Mennonite items of furni
ture with the tradition. The writers’ 
thesis that the Vistula Delta was the area 
of origin for the Mennonite immigrant 
furniture discussed in the “ canon” 
hinges on these two chapters.

Chapter five deals with the migration 
of the Mennonites, and their furniture 
traditions, from the Vistula Delta to 
Poland and South Russia. Of particular 
interest in this chapter are an inventory 
from a Polish Mennonite’s estate of 
1830 and a list of craftsmen in the 
Molotschna colony in 1854. Here also 
are numerous diary excerpts which per
sonalize the furniture. Diaries, journals, 
and oral histories provide much of the
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information for the next chapter’s pro
files of three craftsmen (Franz Adrian, 
Heinrich Schroeder, and Heinrich Rem- 
pel) who emigrated from Russia to the 
Great Plains. The paint and stain recipes 
of Jacob Adrian, Franz’s father, form 
the content of Appendix C.

The chronology is briefly interrupted 
by chapter seven, which goes into detail 
about the construction, decoration, and 
style of the Mennonite furniture exam
ined during the survey. Chapter eight, 
one of the shortest chapters, deals with 
the waning and demise of the Mennon
ite furniture tradition in the face of 
American mass production and popular 
tastes. This process of acculturation has 
been central to the Mennonite exper
ience in America from colonial times 
to the present and hopefully some day 
a good deal more space will be devoted 
to exploring how it has figured in Men
nonite material culture.

The last chapter of Mennonite Furni
ture speaks somewhat to the above con
cern as it takes on the issue of Mennon
ite aesthetic identity. It approaches the 
question of whether there is indeed a 
distinctive Mennonite aesthetic and 
what forms it takes.

The weakest chapters in the book are 
those which deal with proving the 
Vistula Delta as the area of origin for 
Great Plains Mennonite furniture tradi
tions. This is also the weakest area of 
the exhibit at the Kauffman Museum 
(nearly half of its space deals with this 
subject but it is also the area with the 
fewest objects). For all of the emphasis 
on the Vistula Delta, the evidence is not 
strong and relies heavily on a discus
sion of architecture. The Vistula Delta 
explanations seem to be a rather sim
plistic approach to a complex interplay 
of influences, adoption, and adaptation 
which may have varied with each type 
of furniture. The authors’ “ Comments 
on Style” (pp. 187-190), with their em
phasis on pluralistic influences make 
much more sense.

A more careful definition of the var
ious dialect terms would have been 
helpful. For example, grootestow and 
grosse stube are used interchangeably 
without explanation whether they refer 
to the same type of room or if the 
dialects define the room differently. 
Both did function quite differently from 
the American parlor (despite the parallel 
drawn on p. 42) in filling multiple uses. 
For a person having only limited knowl
edge of the various dialect words, the 
lack of clear definitions or consistent

use could be confusing.
The book’s organization is sometimes 

unclear. For example, the term Bieder
meier is used many times before it is 
finally defined on p. 188. Some of the 
stronger evidence for the furniture’s 
stylistic roots in the Vistula Delta is in
cluded in the chapter on construction, 
decoration, and style, when it might be 
more useful earlier in the chapters deal
ing directly with the Vistula Delta.

One of Mennonite Furniture's 
greatest strengths is the breadth of 
primary resource materials, ranging 
from European sources to oral histories 
to woodcuts and works of art. The ap
pendices, endnotes, and bibliography 
should prove invaluable for researchers 
ranging from folklorists to genealogists. 
In addition to the historical data about 
the furniture pieces, the many excerpts 
from and references to various archival 
manuscripts and diaries make an impor
tant connection between family histories 
and the existing material evidence about 
the families (i.e. the furniture). To
gether they present a more complete 
picture of Mennonite immigrant life 
than each would separately.

It is impossible to talk about material 
culture without illustrations and this 
book is filled with excellent color 
photos, maps, and other graphics. The 
interplay of graphic mediums, such as 
the combination of a woodcut, an old 
family photograph, and a contemporary 
photo of the artifact on pp. 78-79, pro
vide so much more depth than a simple 
photo and description.

As a ground-breaking work this pub
lication is excellent. Mennonite Furni
ture should last as an invaluable 
reference tool long after many other 
books have been rendered obsolete by 
newer publications.

As any book of this genre should, 
Mennonite Furniture suggests a variety 
of topics for further exploration, such 
as a study of the resting bench/sleeping 
bench/pullout bed variations on a bench. 
They are interesting adaptations of the 
Germanic tradition of using benches for 
sleeping, something which goes back to 
medieval times. Hopefully Mennonite 
Furniture will also become the stimulus 
for further exploration of other aspects 
of Great Plains Mennonite material 
culture, such as architecture.

A few personal thoughts by way of 
conclusion. I was delighted to see my 
own family’s connection to Mennonite 
furniture traditions (my great grand
father H. B. Friesen’s diary is one of

the book’s sources) and appreciated the 
maps, which helped me identify the 
placenames mentioned in my copy of 
the diary. I suspect I am only one of 
many Mennonites who will Find some 
form of personal identification with the 
book. Having seen some Mennonite 
furniture go on the auction block and 
end up in the hands of antique dealers 
(who are usually more interested in the 
furniture’s monetary rather than histori
cal value) and heard stories of other fur
niture being drastically altered or 
destroyed, I hope the book will en
courage Mennonites to place greater 
value on their material heritage.

The Janzens close Mennonite Furni
ture by opening another subject of at 
least potential book length: Mennonite 
aesthetic identity as revealed by Men
nonite material culture. Looking at the 
1790 Vistula Delta wardrobe on p. 89, 
the 1882 Adrian wardrobe on p. 139, 
and the 1903 jigsawed bookcase on p. 
195, although each is different in style, 
one is struck by a common aesthetic 
exuberance. Here is a tradition of taste 
that clearly transcends the “ aesthetic of 
the plain” referred to in the book. 
Similarly, anyone who has viewed Emil 
Kym’s murals, painted for members of 
the Hoffnungsau community, must 
acknowledge that they do not reflect 
control of the sensory in life. I would 
suggest Mennonite aesthetics include an 
ongoing tension between the plain and 
the sensual which goes beyond the sim
ple offering of charity to an itinerant 
painter in defiance of one congrega
tion’s aesthetics (the experience of one 
family as described on p. 202). Men
nonite stylistic traditions in the decora
tive arts may have been lost after arrival 
on the Great Plains but this aesthetic 
tension remained. Perhaps it is this 
aesthetic tradition, as much as the sway 
of American popular culture, that draws 
some of us to Hawaiian shirts and over
stuffed Victorian loveseats.

Steve Friesen 
Western Wordsmith 
Denver, Colorado
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Cynthia Eller, Conscientious Objectors 
and the Second World War: Moral 
and Religious Arguments in Support 
o f Pacifism. New York: Praeger 
Publishers, 1991. Pp. 232. ($39.95)

Born and raised in a Church of the 
Brethren family, Cynthia Eller sensed 
that being a pacifist in the Vietnam 
generation was quite unlike being a 
pacifist in either of the two world wars. 
In graduate school at the University of 
Southern California, Eller began to ex
plore the roots of moral decision-making 
by male conscientious objectors. World 
War II, she thought, seemed a worst 
case scenario for pacifists, since neigh
bors, co-workers, and sometimes even 
church and family members posed the 
thorny question, “ What about Hitler?” 

Eller wondered how conscientious 
objectors justified their decision not to 
participate in a popular war, and how 
they rationalized their stance in later 
years, when revelations about the Holo
caust evoked public memory of the Sec
ond World War as a “ good war.” 
Eller’s questions became grist for her 
doctoral dissertation in the field of 
religion. The resulting book is a well- 
written and carefully nuanced defense 
of pacifist moral reasoning.

Conscientious Objectors and the Sec
ond World War is not, however, a 
history of American conscientious ob
jection. The book does not offer a nar
rative account of COs’ experiences over 
the course of the war. Eller organized 
her chapters topically. One chapter 
describes CO demographics; another 
analyzes the COs’ religious, philosophi
cal, and political foundations for paci
fism. Eller regarded chronological time 
as irrelevant to her study, noting that 
“ I am not seeking to discover what 
really happened with World War II 
COs, but rather how they perceive their 
experiences and reflect on them some 
fifty years later”  (p. 7).

For the most part, this topical scheme 
suits Eller’s purposes well. But it also 
leaves some important questions un
asked, such as how changes in Selective 
Service policy during the war affected 
the decision-making of conscientious 
objectors. When the United States 
entered the war, fathers were exempt 
from the draft, but by 1943, Selective 
Service began drafting married men 
with children, and COs with dependents 
had to consider carefully how their 
decisions might affect family members. 
Similarly, Eller does not explore how

the process of demobilization, which 
took place in 1945 and 1946, diffused 
or intensified CO introspection.

One of the book’s intriguing aspects 
is its use of oral history. Eller avoided 
methods of statistical sampling. Instead, 
she tried to obtain “ the full range of 
pacifist arguments present in the World 
War II CO population” by interviewing 
sixty men, including Mennonite, Breth
ren, and Quaker CPS alumni, as well 
as men with non-peace church affilia
tions (p. 190). She also made an effort 
to interview men who had spent time 
in prison or in the military, or who held 
atypical views. In addition, she drew 
upon taped interviews in the Schowalter 
Oral History Collection at the Men
nonite Library and Archives.

Eller’s highly selective use of sources 
makes for an interesting, quotable 
book. In one instance, a CPS man 
recalled that his fellow campers, frus
trated with a mundane work assignment, 
labeled it “ work of national impo
tence” (p. 69). A limitation of her 
methodology, however, is that Eller 
cannot say which of the pacifist 
arguments and perspectives discussed in 
her book were most widely held by 
World War II conscientious objectors. 
Language repeated throughout the 
book—“ many COs,” “ some COs,” 
“ other COs” —suggests a studied 
vagueness.

Eller argues that critics of pacifism 
have successfully but mistakenly por
trayed its proponents as pie-in-the-sky 
idealists, although she acknowledges 
that “ most pacifists are not at all clear 
about how the needs of states can be met 
without war, and they frequently seem 
to throw up their hands . . . and retreat 
to a private witness about war”  (p. 
166). She asserts that pacifists reason 
differently about moral issues than do 
non-pacifists. Most of the COs in her 
study, she points out, were not indif
ferent to the threat of evil in the world. 
But rather than using fascism or evi
dence of Nazi atrocities as justification 
for war, COs tended to focus on their 
own behavior as the locus of morality. 
Furthermore, Eller argues, they ex
pected that taking responsibility for 
their behavior would ultimately lead to 
desirable ends.

Eller attributes the pacifists’ moral 
reasoning to an assumption of benevo
lence; for the pacifist thinker, “ God, 
the universe, or human nature is be
lieved to be responsive to morality . . . 
and to reward it with good conse

quences”  (p. 147). Most Americans in 
the 1940s did not share this assumption.

Although Eller is a pacifist-scholar, 
and she concludes that conscientious ob
jectors’ decision-making in wartime 
was understandable, her work in no 
way apologizes for all varieties of 
pacifism. Some of her interviewees, for 
example, gave anti-Semitic responses as 
a way of explaining their pro-German 
stance during the war. But readers 
ought not be too surprised that the 
moral reasonings of conscientious ob
jectors in wartime are prone to such 
idiosyncrasies. Indeed, a significant 
contribution of Eller’s work is her em
phasis on the multiple sources and 
manifestations of pacifist thought. Eller 
describes the World War II COs as in
dividuals who staked out positions along 
broad political and religious spectrums. 
She offers glimpses of the wartime cer
titude and anguish of conscientious ob
jectors who were fundamentalists, con
servatives, liberals, and even atheists.

Peace-minded scholars are engaged 
in a quest to construct an alternative 
interpretation of American history. In 
Conscientious Objection and the Second 
World War, Cynthia Eller dares to sug
gest that the collective voice of World 
War II CO dissenters may “ dethrone 
‘the good war’ ”  (p. 187). Her evi
dence relies more on the memories of 
individualists, loners, and intellectual 
elites than it does on the legacies of the 
communally-oriented Mennonite Civilian 
Public Service program. But despite 
that bias, or perhaps because of it, 
Eller’s scholarship deserves serious 
attention from Mennonite readers.

Rachel Waltner Goossen 
University of Kansas 
Lawrence, Kansas
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Harvey L. Dyck, ed. and trans., A
Mennonite in Russia: The Diaries o f
Jacob D. Epp 1851-1886. Toronto:
University of Toronto Press, 1991.
Pp. 456. ($60.00 Canadian)

This is one of very few surviving 
diaries which allows the late twentieth 
century reader to be immersed in the 
everyday world of nineteenth century 
Russian Mennonitism. Only a portion 
of Jacob Epp’s diaries (Book I, 1851- 
1853; Book IV, 1859-1871; Book V, 
1871-1880) which were brought to 
Canada in the 1890s survived the vicis
situdes of time and family relocations. 
A scion of a prominent Chortitza fam
ily, Jacob’s links with the prominent 
Mennonite leaders of the day fill the 
diaries with significant data. Even the 
author’s twenty-two year sojourn as a 
farmer and teacher/minister in the 
Judenplan, some 130 kilometers west 
of Chortitza, did not diminish the flow 
of information since he continued to 
participate regularly in the life of the 
larger community. This government- 
sponsored settlement plan of six vil
lages, in which Mennonites were to act 
as models for Jewish farmers, became 
the setting for Epp’s mature years until 
his move to Baratov-Shlakhtin in 1874.

The uniqueness of the diaries relates 
to the character of Epp himself. Here 
is an open, forthright man who does not 
hesitate to express his views on conten
tious community issues or to disclose 
his intimate feelings and thoughts. 
While many entries reflect the daily 
routine associated with the cycle of 
agricultural life, others focus on the 
agonies of local church life or assaults 
upon deeply held convictions such as 
the threat of compulsory state service 
in the 1870s. The diary reader enters 
into the very heart and soul of Jacob 
Epp. He struggles for the material sur
vival of his family amid drought, live
stock disease, and insect infestation. 
There is the on-going concern and pain 
for an ailing wife who will not recover 
and a rather hasty remarriage to provide 
a mother for the orphaned children. 
Periodic deaths of infants or young 
children only add to life’s burdens. Epp 
is preoccupied with teaching the faith 
to a maturing generation in catechism 
classes and equally desirous of ensuring 
sound learning in the local elementary 
school.

If there is one overriding theme in the 
diaries, it relates to community. The 
words Lehrdienst (ministerial council)

and Bruderschaft (brotherhood 
meeting) appear month after month, 
year after year. Epp’s view of the 
church is very much in the Anabaptist 
tradition. He sees the church as an iden
tifiable group of living persons contend
ing with good and evil. The true test of 
Christianity was the common life to
gether. Epp’s struggle to attain this ideal 
of the church was an ongoing one. 
Throughout the diary, the ministerial 
council and the church members (males 
only) meet regularly to consider cases 
of immorality, theft, drunkenness, 
public misconduct as well as quarrels 
between parishioners or even husbands 
and wives. Epp repeatedly records his 
concern over the prevailing and for him 
intensifying impiety. His advocacy and 
practice of the ideal of the visible 
church is intuitive. Nowhere in the 
diaries is there any indication that he 
was historically aware of the ideals of 
his sixteenth century forebears.

Dyck adopts a very readable and 
rather free translation to compensate for 
the somewhat antiquated German of the 
text. He had carefully researched the 
local vocabulary of the nineteenth cen
tury Russian Mennonite world and pro
vided contemporary equivalents. The 
voluminous nature of the diaries natur
ally demanded editorial discretion and 
Dyck selected those diary entries which 
constituted significant portraits of the 
larger Mennonite community or of 
Epp’s personal world. Unfortunately 
the publisher failed to include an edi
torial mechanism to clearly indicate the 
exclusion or inclusion of the original 
text. For example, a cursory check of 
the original diaries revealed that for 
1866 Dyck selected four out of fourteen 
entries in January, six out of twelve in 
March, and seven out of sixteen in Oc
tober. Similarly, the publisher failed to 
indicate the portions left out of a given 
diary entry.

This book is for everyone. It offers 
the reader a vibrant, intensely human 
experience of the past without having 
to endure the convoluted intellectualism 
at times associated with the narrative of 
the professional historian. Thanks to the 
editor/translator for a job well done. 
His extensive introduction and detailed 
notes provide the reader with all the 
information needed to understand and 
appreciate the diaries.
John B. Toews 
Regent College 
Vancouver, British Columbia
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