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the Past: European Mennonitesand the M CC, 1945-1950
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Postwar Mennonite historiography hasreved ed very little about how Prussian
and Ukrainian Mennonites confronted their wartime collaboration with the
Nazis. Instead, most historical accounts about the postwar plight of Eastern
European Mennonites focus on the great suffering and losses experienced
during and after the war (which have mostly involved the Ukrainian group).
Itismy contention that ageneral charge of collaborationisvalidinthiscase,
not only because of the absence of European Mennonite resistanceto Nazism
but, more specifically, because archival evidence clearly reveals that a
significant number of Mennonites actively supported the Nazi regime.

Thisstudy examineshow Eastern European Mennonitesfashioned their
own unique historical understanding of their involvement in the Second World
War, and why their choice to do so remains relevant for Mennonites today.
Drawing onarchival resources— including Mennonite Centrd Committee (MCC)
correspondence and government documents— | addressthistopic by examining
the experiences of East European Mennonites between 1945 and 1950.

Over the four centuries of their Prussian domicile, Mennonites continually
struggled for acceptance, a struggle that revealed their proclivity to work
toward asynthesisof their time-honored religioustraditionswith the prevailing
national ethos.! By the 1930s, Prussian Mennonites had come to prioritize
thelatter and, contrary to theinherent incompatibility between Mennonitism
and Nazi ideology, willingly participated in bringing the Nazis to power in
supporting the German war effort. All Prussian Mennonite men of draft age
joined the German Army (Wehrmacht) and the SS, some even before the
introduction of universal conscription.? An untold number of Ukrainian
Mennonite men also joined the Wehrmacht and Waffen SS after German
forces seized Ukrainein 1941.3 With both communities compromising their
traditional religious beliefs, the Danziger Mennonites were able to maintain
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their community during the Third Reich and the Ukrainianswere ableto survive
and mete out revenge against the Soviets, whom they had learned to despise.
Although aware of theNazi brutality and genocidethat was occurring in nearby
concentration and extermination camps, many of these M ennonites anticipated
an eventual Germanwar victory asthewill of God.* When the exact opposite
happened and the Red Army encroached onthe VistulaDelta, some Mennonites
like K laus Froese, who recognized that German aggression had aroused Russian
vengeance, still pondered: “Will our victimization cometo an end soon?'®

After their flight from the VistulaDeltain January 1945, the Mennonites
found themselves either in Denmark or in the British zone of occupation in
western Germany, often in terrible living conditions and nearing starvation.®
North American MCC workers— some of whom had done volunteer work in
England during the war — had expanded their operations to mainland Europe
in 1944 and made contact with these refugees, setting up camps at Copenhagen,
in the British occupation zone in Gronau, Fallingsbostel, and Pelplin, Poland
during 1946-1947. Here, therefugees’ status shifted to that of adefeated enemy,
bringing with it notions of injustice and victimization, mixed with fear.

The Mennonite refugees greatest fears were of dying in the camps
and, for the Ukrainians, of being repatriated to the Soviet Union, which one
Mennonite woman believed would be proof of God's “ punishment for sin”
against the Mennonites; another woman begged for death inits stead.” The
major problem for the Danzigers, however, was that the Inter-Governmental
Council for Refugees (IGCR) and the I nternational Refugee Organization (IRO)
classified them as German citizens (Reichsdeutsche) which rendered them —
since Germany was not amember of the United Nations— ingligible for care
inlGCR/IRO and UN Displaced Personscampsand for IGCR/IRO emigration
expenses.t Now, after a centuries-long battle to gain the Reichsdeutsche
status, it became the bane of their existence. The IGCR/IRO also refused to
finance former Werhmacht, SS, and Nazi Party members, an aggregation
whichincluded agreat number of Danziger, Ukrainian, and Dutch Mennonites.

The sum of these experiences came to bear on Mennonite refugees
response to their new plight of homelessness and their subsequent reflection
on the events of the war. Amid the great uncertainties of Central European
statehood in the immediate postwar era, when nationality often determined
whether one was persecuted or privileged and, in some cases, whether one
wouldliveor die, the Mennonites adopted afluid national identity. Whentheir
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formerly favored characteristics of nationdlity, ethnicity, and language became
the very things that brought the wrath of others to bear upon them, the
Mennonites denied any association with the Nazi regime — and with their
German heritage — and remodeled their existing identity to distance
themselves from their recent past to avoid retribution from their enemies.

Thisremodding of communa identity wasto befounded onthefamiliar Mennonite
motifsof victimization, martyrdom, and nonresi stance; motifsthat found support
both in and beyond the Mennonite community, and that Mennonites would
maintain long after the end of thewar.® MCC workers, who al so believed and
propagated the notion that Danzigerswerevictimsof thewar, werebusy devising
new strategies to elevate Mennonite status beyond nationality in order to
circumvent thepolitical restrictionson populationtransfersthat the Allied powers
and the UN had established.’® The emerging discourse fostered two related
ideas that would affect the ability of Mennonites to reflect criticaly on their
collaborationwiththeNazis: it distanced Mennonitesfrom their ethnic and nationa
roots, and bol stered the Mennonite notion of being “in, but not of, theworld.”

The first strategy that served to alter Eastern European Mennonite
national affiliation was fashioned in the summer of 1945, when Ukrainian
M ennonites, hoping to gain entrance into Holland and receive UN and IGCR
assi stance, claimed that they were of Dutch ancestry. One MCC administrator,
together with a Mennonite Dutch pastor, convinced Dutch officials of the
Mennonites' Dutch ancestry which, they claimed, could betraced back to the
beginning of the sixteenth century.®* Under the terms of the 22 December
1945 agreement with Holland’s Frontier Guard, under whichthe MCC assumed
responsibility for Mennonites of Dutch origin, a“Menno Pas’ was created.
The Pas attested to the Mennonites' Dutch ancestry and functioned as a
Mennonite passport that permitted Ukrainian Mennonites to enter Holland.
In 1948, one MCC worker revealed the true motive for claiming Dutch
ancestry, even after he recognized the problems inherent in doing so. He
concluded: “We may feel unjustified in classifying them as of Dutch ethnic
origin [because of their language and culturetoday]. On the ather hand, what
justification do we havein classifying them as of Prussian or German ethnic
originwith its present implications?’ 12
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The MCC assisted in many other attempts to distance Ukrainian
Mennonitesfrom both Soviet and German nationditiesthrough the publication
of numerous articles and documents concerning Ukrainian Mennonites’ Dutch
ancestry, and the proper historical and contemporary definition of
“Mennonite.” 2 In 1946, an MCC administrator created a document on
Mennoniteidentity for the newly-formed I RO, entitled “ Mennonite Refugees
in Germany,” in which he informed IRO officers that “the Mennonite
brotherhood for 450 years has consistently endeavored to put into practice
nonresistance, nonswearing of oaths, and freedom of conscience.”

Another MCC administrator went so far as to provide Mennonites
with the proper answers to questions that IRO administrators used in
categorizing refugees and assessing their eligibility for IRO care. A circular
to Mennonites explained that they were not to claim “German” or “ethnic
German” nationality, but instead to identify themselves as Mennonites:

How should | answer the question about nationality? The ques-
tion is very complicated but also avery simple question . . . this
guestion should be answered with ‘Mennonite.” And as a resullt,
the person in question will be processed in a preferential way. In
any case, one should not check off ‘German’ or ‘ethnic German.’
Inthiscaseonemight also “forget” one'scitizenship papers. Wedo
not wish to answer the questionswith apartia truth and lie, but we
want to maintain theold [biblical] principle: yesisyes, noisno.?®

Consequently, IRO administrators cameto doubt the Mennonites claim
to Dutch ancestry and questioned the integrity of the MCC.** The IRO's
doubtswererealized after their Preparatory Commission began investigating
thewartime affiliations of Mennonitesat the Fallingsbostel DP campin 1949.
Their random surveys revealed that many Mennonites had been Nazi Party
members, and many had served in the Waffen SS, the Wehrmacht, and the
Scherheitsdienst, and that Ukrainian Mennonites had received German
citizenship in 1943.” The MCC went to great lengths to prove that the
Ukrainianswereforced to do these things against their will, and embarked on
an elaborate diplomatic campaign on their behalf.®® In the end, the MCC
convinced the IRO of their innocence, even though many Ukrainian
Mennonites, motivated to avenge the deaths of loved ones under Soviet rule,
had volunteered for the Wehrmacht.®®
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A second strategy involved Danziger and Ukrainian Mennonites
furthering their traditiona notion of being “in, but not of, theworld.” Asexplained
inaJuly 1946 letter to the IRO, one MCC administrator asserted:

The Mennonite refugees are undoubtedly a remnant of a digtinctly
characterized people, a\Volk, whichisneither Russian nor German.

Similarly, inaninterview in 1988, the same M CC worker recalled:

They [the refugees] changed their identity when it suited them.
They became chameleons . . . dl those in the Russian zone . . .
tried to passthemsalves off as Germans so they would not be shipped
back to Russia, but during the IRO interviews they flipped and
suddenly they werenot Germans. . . apparently they had no qualms
.. . they played this game constantly . . . but in another sense, it
wasn't a game, they were neither German nor Russian hor even
Dutch — they were Mennonite, a distinctly separate group.

A striking contrast to this Mennonite claim to “ other-worldliness’ is
foundin the Mennonite experiencein Poland between 1945 and 1949. Although
it was not uncommon for MCC workers to refer to Mennonite refugees as
“our people’ andto prioritizetheir well-being over others, thisfamilial notion
was extended to land in Poland that was previously owned and farmed by
Mennonites.2 MCC administratorsin Pelplin, Poland, revealed the underlying
motive for MCC's presence in the areain their MCC report:

The MCC would like to set up afarm project on the uncultivated
landseast of the VistulaRiver. It had formerly been farmed chiefly
by Mennonites. . . | proposethat if possibleweobtain full adminis-
trative responsibility for agood sized tract of land in that area. . .
withtheideaof re-establishing achurchand mission activitiesthere.?

Moreover, in contrast to his MCC brethren in western Germany, an
M CC worker recognized the German ethnicity of all Mennonitesin Poland,
claiming that “we have three nationalities of Mennonites herein Poland: the
Russian M ennonites, the German Mennonites from East Prussiaand the Polish
Mennonitesfrom the communities near Warsaw. Nevertheless, al aredigtinctly
of German race and wish to hold to their German culture.”** MCC workers
succeeded in securing exit permitsfor thesedistinctly “ German” Mennonites
from Prussia, Ukraine, and Poland in 1948.%
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These strategies of identity modification were legitimized by means of
avery powerful notion that the M CC and European Mennoniteswereinvolved
in adivinely-sanctioned exodus from Communism and suffering to anew life
abroad. These beliefs served to justify the tactics employed in manipulating
Mennonite identity and various government agencies. As one MCC man
explainedto ancther in 1952: “1 fully agree with you that we do not want to do
anythingillegal. But what islegal and what isillegal, when it comesto saving
people from those godless Red bandits?’ %

The exodus motif finds abundant representation in a variety of
Mennonite sources, including personal diaries of Mennonite refugees and
MCC documents. Indeed, a Canadian Mennonite, who was a member of the
Canadian Board of Colonization, and an MCC administrator both gleaned
inspiration for their work from Moses declaration before Pharaoh, “there
shall not an hoof beleft behind,” aslogan that they included in their reportsto
other MCC administrators.?’” Similarly, in the pamphlet, “History of the
Mennonites,” written to British occupation administratorsin 1945, the MCC
offered thisdescription: “ The Mennoniteslook again over the ocean towards
that far free country with itswide empty plainsand think it their new Canaan
the country which iswaiting for their peaceful labor.” %

Mennonite appropriation of the exodus motif was insensitive at best,
giventhevery recent fate of millionsof European Jews. Here, the Mennonites
depicted themselves as God's chosen, peace-loving people who were being
led to their new promised land. This notion is nowhere more evident than in
the 1947 MCC movie, aptly named “Exodus,” which depicted MCC work
among European refugees and was shown to IRO officials in Geneva with
great effect. The MCC creator of the movie recalled how those who “saw
thefilm. .. feltjustified in coming down on the side of dligibility [for German
Mennonite assistance].”® MCC'stireless|obbying, together with the easing
of North American immigration policies after 1950, resulted in the “ exodus”
of all Mennonite applicants, regardless of their wartime status.

In the immediate postwar era, Danziger and Ukrainian Mennonites
tried to distance themselves from their German heritage. Some claimed that
even whilethey collaborated with the Nazis and served in the German armed
forces, they had remained “Wehrlos (pacifist) in their hearts.”®* Danziger
and Ukrainian Mennonites returned to familiar motifs of suffering and
martyrdom, and of being “in, but not of, theworld,” leaving Mennonites, and
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their posterity, without an adequate, critical reflective posture with respect to
the final years of their Eastern European domicile.

Indeed, the historicd focuson the* exodus,” whilefosteringamotif of suffering,
has enabled Mennonites to forget about their Nazi collaboration. The IRO’s
emigration restrictions resulted in some Mennonites choosing to lie outright
about their identity. There are at least four known cases of Dutch Mennonite
men who had been charged with war crimesfor collaborating with the Nazis
invariousways, who managed, with MCC assi stance, to emigrateto Paraguay
under false pretenses.® For example, the notorious case of Jacob Luitjens, a
former member of the Dutch SA and the Dutch counter-resistance, ended in
1988 with hisboth being found guilty of Nazi collaboration and becoming the
first Canadian citizen to be charged, stripped of Canadian citizenship, and
forcibly deported for such collaboration.®? These examplesindicate the extent
of Mennonite enmeshment with Nazism, and reveal the lack of Mennonite
critical reflection on that relationship.

Some Mennonites think that the difficult and complex circumstances
in which they were forced to conduct themselves and make decisions have
not been fully appreciated by those who question their wartime actions. The
popular rendition of Nazi Germany as a nation of homogeneous depravity,
according to one Mennonite veteran of the Luftwaffe, isthe result of “hocus
pocus.”* To another veteran it issimply “ahistorical joke.”* Indeed, many
Mennonites, and others, feel that historical objectivity has been sidelined in
German historiography and thus maintain their defensive posture.

However, significant reflection and criticism are certainly appropriate
and arethe duty of theologians, scholars, and those otherwiseinvolvedin the
events of this period.

Some have attempted to face the past with courage and integrity. One
Danziger, Siegfried Bartel, has openly confronted hisactionsduring the Second
WorldWar.* Bartel converted to pacifism following the war after “re-thinking
Jesus' teaching,” % but maintainsthat hisguilt came from fighting in the war,
not for having collaborated withtheNazis.3 Generally, Bartel’s autobiography
— in which he condemns all forms of violence — has not evoked a warm
response from the Prussian Mennonites, since, according to him, “most of
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them are not quitewilling to think it through in regards of their own experiences
inthewar. . . . they take the view . . . [that they] couldn’t help it.” %

Bartel’s acknowledgement of responsibility serves as a challenge not
only to Danzigers but to all Mennonites living in the post-World War 2 era.
Understandably, many Danzigers, and other European Mennonites, sharein
Polish Mennonite Edna Schroeder Thiessen's experience. Edna claimed:
“When | came to Canada [after the war], | built awall between myself and
Europe, and | wanted to keep the memories behind that wall. . . . [N]Jow |
sometimes go behind the wall to bring out the stories for telling.”*® Rather
than, asone MCC administrator put it, “let[ing] deeping dogslie,”* appropriate
reflection begins when Mennonites, like Thiessen, have the courage to bring
out their wartime storiesfrom behind their walls.

As we have seen, the history of the Prussian Mennonites — which
includesmy own family history — and the Ukrainian Mennonitesrevea stheir
enmeshment with the “German Germans,” the German Volk. This complex
enmeshment implicates all members of the Volk in the same experience. Inthe
end, any healthy ateration of thisimplication can beaccomplished only through
contextualizing the Mennonite refugee experience in the broader European
experience, not in order to excuse it but in order to achieve the distance
necessary for appropriate reflection. This refection alows for a more self-
critical posture and encourages the acceptance of responsibility. In working
through our past in thisway, wewill be ableto work toward the restoration of
denominational authenticity and credibility; two thingswhich arerequisiteif
the Mennonitesintend to sustain respect in the German nation and throughout
theworld, and maintain sufficient vitality in their faith to passontotheir posterity.
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