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12. Saacing the World

The next war will be a total war in which all the resources of the
nation will be harnessed to the supreme goal of winning a complete
victory — H.S. BENDER.!

The Mennonite people should create a standing organization to
negotiate with the government a service, which conscientions objec-
tors could perform for their fatherland in time of war —

H.H. EWERT.?

HE PERSISTENT ATTEMPT to preserve values and com-

munities with the help of geographic and cultural isolation
from the world was largely due to a rather keen awareness of that
world and particularly of the tensions in international affairs point-
ing to serious conflict. As a consequence, Mennonites contemplated
the dangers of war, the avoidance of military service, a possible
alternative to such service, and in general, the obligations of citizen-
ship, even as they sought to keep their young people, to preserve their
culture, and to develop their institutions.

In 1938, Mennonite leaders sent an adulatory and complimentary
message to the British Prime Minister for his perceived role in
heading off, for the time being at least, a second world war. The
signing took place in Winnipeg on October 7 by 32 bishops and
ministers from Manitoba congregations of the Conference Menno-
nites, from the Mennonite Brethren, and from the Chortitzer,
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Holdemaner, Rudnerweider, Kleine Gemeinde, and Sommerfelder
congregations.” Having sought the counsel and sanction of David
Toews in Rosthern and Jacob H. Janzen in Waterloo, they were
confident that their resolution spoke for all Mennonites, both in the
east and in the west. This was perhaps an impulsive act,* but it meant
that Mennonites were cognizant of the European confrontations and
their possible effect on themselves as conscientious objectors to war.

The event was unique as a coming together of both Russlaender
and Kanadier leaders of the various congregational families and also
as an address on international diplomacy to an international leader.
The unusual consensus could have been a consequence of several
factorsat work. For one, the world, including the Mennonite world,
breathed a great sigh of relief when on September 30 the leaders of
Britain, France, Germany, and Italy signed the Munich Agreement,
by which Czechoslovakia was forced to give up to Germany the
Sudetenland, equalling one-fifth of Czech territory, most of its
industry, and three million people of German descent.

For a people to whom there was no greater sin than war, the
diplomacy of Chamberlain was perceived as an extraordinary
achievement. Where Mennonites viewed that Agreement through
the eyes of empathy for Germany, which happened to be the case for
some, or where they were anxious to affirm their British loyalties, as
was also the case with some, Munich looked right and good. The
signatories were grateful that a world-wide war had been successfully
averted; they expressed admiration for the effective role of Chamber-
lain in bringing about “a bloodless peace for our empire and the
world”; they voiced the hope “that the peace secured may be a lasting
one” and that God’s blessing would rest “upon His Excellency and
the great Empire.” Peacemakers, the message concluded, were
called children of God.’

Thirty-two Mennonites had identified the right role in peacemak-
ing for British leaders, but that did not mean that they had sorted out
their own civic task, apart from keeping the Mennonite boys from
going to war. The nature and direction of the Mennonite response to
the state and to citizenship duties in the 1930s were determined by the
original and traditional doctrine of separation both from the state and
from society and by the historic and contemporary applications of
that separation.
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Separation and Involvement

The traditional separation from, and non-participation in, public life
lived on in both the Swiss and the Dutch Mennonite communities,
though modifications of the position were evident in both. Such
changes or adaptations usually meant movement away from the
traditional separation, but not away from separation itself. New
forms of separation appeared to modify or replace the old forms. In
all, at least five distinct forms of separation could be identified and,
for want of better terms, will here be referred to as geographical
separation, institutional separation, ethical separation, cultural/
national separation, and chronological or dispensational separation.
All forms of separation could be, and were, modified in practice and
sometimes one or more forms appeared in combination with others.
The various separations in effect represented various perceptions of
the kingdom of God. The three forms of separation most articulated
in the 193 0s were ethical separation, national separation, and “chron-
ological” separation. The latter two appeared as pro-Germanism and
dispensationalism.

The full-orbed Anabaptist ethic and the single-minded approach
to life had very deep roots and lived on even after the Mennonite
colonies were gone. The result was that some Mennonites tried not
only to face the world but also to do so with the Anabaptist ethic or
with the contemporary understanding of that ethic. There was, in
other words, a new attempt to be in the world, the wider world,
including economics and civics, and yet not be of the world in terms
of its ethic and value system. This meant that Mennonites could
accept the economic, social, and political orders of the day in the same
way and to the same extent that they accepted the public school and
then proceed to influence the direction of these orders in the same way
that they had influenced the content of education. Articulators of this
latter view included H.H. Ewert, whom we have already met as the
champion of the enriched public schools, and Edward Yoder, whom
we have already met as the champion of nonconformity as a way of
changing society.

For H.H. Ewert, whose life mission was the creation of the best
possible public schools in Mennonite areas, the issues of war and
peace and the requirements of citizenship had not completely faded



546 MENNONITES IN CANADA, 1920-1940

into the background with the end of the First World War. In his
opinion, the implications of the war were that Mennonites needed not
only an adequate educational philosophy but also an understanding of
citizenship and a political strategy. As far as he was concerned,
Mennonites had distinct duties to the state.® These duties were not
new, for Christians had always been under obligation to seek the
welfare of the society in which they lived.

Though an aging man, Ewert was in the forefront of involvement
in public affairs, while seeking to advance the cause of peace. He
recommended that Mennonites stage a festival to celebrate the
diamond jubilee of the Dominion of Canada.” He debated writers in
the public press who saw an inevitable relationship between educa-
tion and militarism.® He criticized the Canadian Legion and the
British Empire Service League for advocating restrictive immigra-
tion and the elimination of special privilege.® He attended a confer-
ence of 30 anti-war groups and was disturbed only by the high
proportion of women (80 per cent), the lack of Christian motivation
of same, and the advocacy of birth control to check population to
reduce the chances of war.'" He spoke favourably of the Gandhi
movement in India, which was transforming a society through non-
violent means, and unfavourably of the fact that Mennonites were
content to seek personal privilege in society and then to retreat into
their own world."

The other leading advocate of what is here called ethical separa-
tion, meaning social and civic involvement based on an alternative
ethic, was Edward Yoder, who, more than any other writer in the
Swiss community, concerned himself with questions of Mennonite
relations with, and responsibilities to, the state during this time.'? A
teacher at Goshen College, he was not part of the Canadian Menno-
nite story, except in the legitimate sense, previously alluded to, that
Goshen College was an important source of theological and intellec-
tual leadership for the Swiss Mennonites and the Amish in Canada
and that much religious direction for them came from the Mennonite
General Conference, its spokespersons, periodicals, and institutions.
It can be said that Yoder and his colleagues laid the foundations for a
1937 statement on peace and war, church and state, Christianity and
citizenship, later to be reported in greater detail, which was prepared
by a committee of equal Canadian and American representation and
which probably was the most influential statement of its time.
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The state or any state, said Yoder, was not something mystical and
idealistic or somehow “an entity in itself, some vague sort of super-
being.”" The state was people and it had no real existence apart from
the people who composed it. The state was simply a community on a
larger scale, a combination of peoples in a given geographic area
“living and working together in certain ways.”'* Christians were
members of the state in the same way that they were members of the
ordinary human community “living in contact with neighbours and
friends, exerting their influence among fellow men by example and
testimony, and cooperating with them in a common civil life.” At the
same time, their “center of gravity” did not lie “in this plane of
experience.” Their ideals and principles of life were not drawn from
the surrounding community, but strength and nourishment for their
life came from some source outside the civil community.' This
twofold relationship did not mean that the believer was a Dr. Jekyll
and Mr. Hyde but rather a single integrated personality.

He cannot live a part of his time “in the world” in one man-

ner, and the remainder of his time “not of the world” in some
other manner. He is a single person who lives all the time for
God in the world, and all the time for God not of the world.®

The ethical separation, or involvement on the basis of an alterna-
tive value system, espoused by H.H. Ewert and Edward Yoder
appeared to be the most likely position of the majority of Mennonites
in Canada. Geographic isolation was receding but the ethical orienta-
tion to all of life lived on in the teaching of the church and in the lives
of the people. Moreover, most Mennonites had not yet experienced
the full impact of institutionalized religion and its tendency to isolate
faith from daily life with its economic and political problems. The
ongoing Mennonite involvement in, and obligations to, the larger
society, in this case Canada, were being explored. The Conference of
Mennonites in Canada, for instance, heard speakers encouraging
responsible involvement in political affairs, including voting,
though a conference resolution in 1934 cautioned the young people
against those political movements which opposed the existing politi-
cal order."

Applying the values of the kingdom to everyday life and seeking
the will of God on earth in accordance with Ewert-Yoder teaching
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was a difficult and demanding task. For this reason, convenient ways
of escape had an intrinsic appeal. Separating preaching from politics,
church from state, religion from business, and Sunday from Mon-
day were constant temptations, and there were also other ways of
escaping responsibility in one’s own time and in one’s own land. The
former was provided by an eschatological school of thought known as
dispensationalism and pre-millennialism and the latter by a political
movement known as National Socialism. Both represented the trans-
fer of loyalty to another age and to another country, respectively.

For and Against Germanism

The pro-Germanism formerly noted with reference to language and
racial identification also had a political dimension with a most vocal
minority among the Russlaender in the 1930s. Not all those Menno-
nites who were fond of the German language and not all those who
were proud of German ethnicity had a love for the German Reich.
All of the Swiss, most of the Kanadier, and perhaps also a goodly
number of the Russlaender had no particular feelings for or against
Germany, but enough Russlaender were, for a time at least,
enamoured of Adolf Hitler and his new Germany that a brief but
intense flirtation with National Socialism cannot be overlooked. '

The nurture and promotion of foreign loyalties or causes, be they
right or wrong, by members of minority groups were not unique
phenomena in Canadian history.' In fact, one of Canada’s greatest
worries in the Great War was religious and ethnic groups whose
affinities to, and empathies with, alien states were well known. In the
inter-war period, Canada had its share of communist and fascist
sympathizers. And in western countries generally, generous immi-
gration and refugee policies and unlimited political liberties pro-
duced an array of groups who were for or against communism,
fascism, nationalism (for example, Ukrainian nationalism), and
Zionism. Thus, Germany’s National Socialism had followers in
Canada other than Mennonites, whose ardour was checked for the
most part before the world crossed the brink of the Second World
War. Yet, so significant was the pro-Germanism among Menno-
nites, in Canada and elsewhere,? that the phenomenon, and the
opposition to it, cannot remain unreported.?'

Through the years, Germany had come to mean much for the
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Mennonites in Russia and from Russia and this was reflected in much
writing in the German Mennonite press in Canada, Der Bote in
particular, and to a lesser extent Die Mennonitische Rundschan® and
Die Steinback Post.* The Germany of Bismarck and Wilhelm had
nurtured a cultural relationship with German cultural minorities
abroad which all German-speaking people in Russia had learned to
appreciate. The Great War and German occupation of the Ukraine
had not particularly enhanced that relationship, but the magnanimity
of Germany with respect to the Moscow refugees revived deep and
lasting emotions. Less than 6,000 of the estimated 13,000 believed
to be at Moscow were able to leave Russia and enter transit camps in
Germany en route to other destinations, but it was that country’s
generosity in the midst of her own poverty which made such a great
impact on the hearts and minds of the Russlaender. All the latent
affinity for the German culture and the German nation was brought
to the fore. The remembrance of Dutch origins became muted and
once again Germany was recognized as a fatherland.

Reporting in Canada on the second Mennonite world conference
in Danzig in 1930, David Toews acknowledged that the greetings of
German government officials had been of “special interest,” for
Germany showed such deep compassion for the Mennonites in
Russia, China, Germany, Brazil, Paraguay, and Canada “or where
else they might be.”?* It was the German government that really
sacrificed itself on behalf of the refugees in spite of the Reich’s own
“rather difficult position.” It was, therefore, quite natural that the
Mennonite people should view Germany “as their fatherland” and
remember “what Germany has done for our refugees.”*

Others spoke with equal recognition and gratitude about Ger-
many, her government, her social and economic organizations, and,
last but not least, President Hindenburg.?® His and Germany’s acts
of generosity were recalled when “thankless and ungrateful” criti-
cism of Germany followed the emergence of Adolf Hitler.?” Hin-
denburg’s words on German unity, on loving the German fatherland
not only on Sunday, and on appreciating it to the point of sacrifice
were quoted and remembered.?® After his death, grateful immi-
grants in Canada sent a wreath of flowers to decorate his grave.*
While his passing was an intensely sad moment in the German
community, his grave was also seen as the symbol of hope. One lay
leader wrote:
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Even on this, and especially on this, grave we plant our hope.
Hindenburg passed away, called of God, but before he died,
he placed his hand of blessing on the head of Adolf Hitler.
The blessing of a Hindenburg comes from above. In it there
is strength.3’

The appreciation for Germany increased with empathetic
interpretations of her history and of her economic problems.*!
Through many years, foreign powers had either fought against the
German states or fought out their quarrels on German soil, it was
said, especially at times when Germany herself was inwardly divided
and broken. These wars had all but destroyed the German spirit. The
German soul, which was nigh dead as a consequence of the Napole-
onic wars, had been revived in the Bismarckian era.’* War came in
1914 when the imperial powers sought to curb Germany’s commer-
cial prowess, industrial growth, and economic power.* After the
war, Germany was unduly burdened by heavy war reparation pay-
ments and by the war-guilt clause written into the Treaty of Ver-
sailles. That national humiliation was followed by internal political
agitations of the Communists. All of this contributed to the miracu-
lous and providential rise of Hitler.** When all efforts had failed to
clean up the internal mess and to stand up against the powers, it was
good to see a man take hold of all the problem areas of Germany and
to proceed to solve them.* At last there was hope for a healthy
Germany in the heart of Europe, a Germany which could become a
blessing to all the nations of the world.* In the words of C.F.
Klassen:

We don’t consider German people to be angels. . . but in spite
of this we thank God, that at last a man has been found, who
consolidated the national idea, who had courage to clean up the
social democratic rottenness, the Communist insanity, and
many Jewish machinations. ..

The coming to power of Adolf Hitler in Germany was seen as a
day of national rebirth. He was able to awaken powers long dormant,
to initiate progress long hindered, to unify a nation long divided —
almost as by the turning of his hand. A whole generation of shallow
and depressed young people had been given a new soul, a new
idealism, a new cause —the German nation.’® The renewal that had
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come to Germany was not like the Russian Revolution, with all its
ugliness. Rather, the German experience was a national uplifting, a
springtime awakening, an internal rebirth.

One of the first achievements of the new regime was a domestic
social clean-up, wrote Walter Quiring.*? It was a big task to “take the
manure out of the social-democratic-communistic barn,” to do away
with the corruption of administrators and judges, the treason,
immorality, and thievery, which in the Jewish press were presented
as virtues, to curb the immodest displays in the windows, the filth of
the theatres, of the papers, and of drama and radio. However, the
clean-up was undertaken, and, as with a steel broom, the whole
country was swept and scraped, and all the foreign rabble was put in
its place, it was reported. The clean-up began at the top and went
right down to the bottom and affected administrators, policemen,
schools, sports, art, theatre, the stage, film, the press, literature,
organizations, the banking system, etc. In other words, in all areas of
life there was a thorough and radical purging.

All the rubbish was being replaced with things that were honest,
good, and true, reported Jacob H. Janzen along with Quiring and
others. The great and forgotten German writers of the past were
being resurrected from the dust to take the place of the Jewish writers
and to give Germany a new literary face.* Now a Remarque could no
longer sell hundreds of thousands of copies of his filthy book. On
radio there was no longer any jazz music, but instead the wonderful
creations of the German masters and the fresh and lively German folk
songs were being played. Prospects were good that Germany would
become well again, socially and morally, and that the old Prussian
spirit of purity, honesty, sincerity, and uprightness would prevail
again.*'

The virtues, progress, and achievements of the new Germany
were presented most comprehensively by a Canadian fundamentalist,
a popular evangelist whose articles appeared in the Mennonite
press.** In Germany there was security, said Oswald J. Smith. The
people were optimistic and happy. All were working. All, old and
young alike, loved Hitler. He recognized the values of recreation
and encouraged the domestic life. Girls were not permitted to go to
the university before they had spent six months in the home and
learned how to keep house. And this was in harmony with the
Christian emphasis. Immorality was curbed. Girls no longer painted
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their lips and cheeks, and how beautiful they looked. Papers no
longer advertised birth-control methods, which before Hitler’s time
had been openly discussed by the young people. A great spiritual
awakening was coming to Germany. A new, spiritually clean, and
pure Germany was emerging.

The outstanding achievement of the Reich was halting the advance
of Communism, internally as well as externally. Germany under
Adolf Hitler was the one western nation that stood up bravely against
the threat from the east.” And Mennonites could understand this
best of all, because Russia now represented the image that was
invoked to explain all the evils of the day, including atheism,
modernism, immorality, and human exploitation.** While pure
National Socialism probably was not the desired thing for Canada, it
was clear that only a similar movement could save the American
continent as well.** Since Communism endangered the Christian
faith, resolute opposition to it could be considered the primary
responsibility of the Mennonites in their foreign missionary
undertakings.*

In his clear-cut stand against Communism, Hitler had proved
himself a greater enemy of Communism than the church, and this
also proved that the Fuehrer was sympathetic to Christianity. He and
National Socialism based their policies on what was called “positive
Christianity.”*” As a leader, Hitler was to be compared not so much
with German political heroes like Bismarck but with religious
leaders like Martin Luther.*® In the words of B.H. Unruh:

There are many Germans, very many National Socialists, who
are believers at heart and who would never deny the Lord
Jesus Christ. . . . This year I heard Hitler on the radio call
upon his people to ask God for his grace. Many people are no
longer inclined to take these words in their mouth. Our
Fuehrer and Chancellor does not belong to this group.*

A defence of Hitler’s Christianity required further explanation of
what became known as the Kirchenstreit, or the quarrel between the
church and the state.*® The confrontation was explained away by
Walter Quiring and others. The state, it was said, stood for a
“positive Christianity,” meaning a minimum emphasis on the word
and a maximum emphasis on the deed, which, interpreted, meant
love for the people and the fatherland. Further, Hitler had made
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religion respectable again and religious instruction had again become
obligatory in the schools. The members of the Reichstag attended
religious services before beginning the day’s work.”!

It was further explained that church and state were separated,
meaning non-interference by the state in the internal affairs of the
church, provided the church did not interfere in the affairs of state.
This was the essence of the agreement made with the Vatican, and the
same applied to the evangelical church.*? The forced union of the 26
regional churches into one Reichiskirche was a service not only to the
nation but also to the church because centuries of fragmentation had
harmed both. The government was concerned that all elements
harmful to the German national consciousness be eliminated.” This
meant that the various groups, including the Mennonites, had to
place their statement of faith and their constitution before the
government.’*

The relationship of the Jews to the Reick, of course, was another
matter. Not only were the Jews friendly to Communism but they
were also the founding fathers of Communism. Karl Marx, the first
Communist, was a Jew, his name having been Karl Mordechai.”
The link between Judaism and Communism had been well docu-
mented, but those who had experienced the revolution in Russia did
not require any documentation.*® Jewish connections with Commu-
nism were given as one reason for suppressing them.®’ Another
reason was their dominant position in German affairs and their
determination to destroy the German people.*® Their leadership in
medicine, law, the press, and literature was due not primarily to
intelligence but to a determined effort to seize power and to use
Germany as the base for achieving the international Communist
revolution.* Writers from within Germany were careful to point out
that the maltreatment of Jews in Germany was highly exaggerated by
the foreign Jewish-dominated press.®” Once the half-truths and
falsehoods of this press were exposed, things would be different in
Germany too, because anti-Jewish action would then not be
necessary.®!

The foreign policy of Adolf Hitler, like the domestic policy, was
designed to secure for Germany and her people their rightful place
under the sun.®? This meant political realism as well as the pursuit of
peaceful international relations. The former required an uncompro-
mising battle with Communism,® a resolute renunciation of the
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demands of the Treaty of Versailles,* the remilitarization of Ger-
many “as in all other civilized nations on earth,”® and the bringing
back into the German Reich of German peoples on the outside, as in
Austria and the Sudetenland.® Recruits for the German army were
sought among German nationals and German ethnics around the
world. The German consul succeeded in placing his recruitment
notices in Der Bore®” and in Die Mennonitische Rundschau .6

The positive interpretation of German policies and the German
leader was not universally accepted among the Russlaender Menno-
nites, though the opponents were certainly less vocal and fewer in
number than the promoters. The first and deepest concern relating to
the promotion of the German Reick grew out of the traditional
Mennonite pacifist or nonresistance position. Although there were
some who said it was the special duty of Mennonites, who knew
Communism right down to its stone heart, to oppose it wherever and
whenever possible and with whatever was necessary, there were also
those who warned against any and all participation in, and sympath-
1zing with, fascist movements. These were prepared to excuse the
zealous participation of some young hotheads, but the wider sympa-
thies in the constituency with the Brownshirts were inexcusable.
After all, the sin against the nonresistant position in Russia, said one
writer in referring to self-defence, had brought very bitter and
undesirable consequences. The same had been true in other historical
situations. Mennonites should not become guilty of the thirst for
blood, which had made the nations of the world blind and insane.®

“Does Menno Simons come under the National Socialists?” asked
B.B. Janz, as he attacked a wrong interpretation of that foremost
Dutch Mennonite leader.” Being nonresistant, and being a follower
of Menno Simons, he said, meant being nonresistant in every
situation. National and racial ambitions, or even the need for self-
defence, never justified the surrender of this position. In another
article, Janz protested the excessive emphasis on German blood,
Aryanism, and German books and stamps, which he said had only
one object, namely “to tie us geographically to Germany.”’" Appreci-
ation of the German language, he said, did not mean “adherence to
German politics.”

Generally speaking, the arguments used in defence of the non-
resistant position were historical, theological, and practical. The
Anabaptist pioneers of the Mennonite church were cited as evidence
that it was possible to remain true and faithful even in persecution.’”
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The words of Jesus were quoted in a theological defence of nonresis-
tance, and Der Bote published a series of articles answering in the
negative the question “May Children of God Take Part in War?”
After “proving” that the Old Testament wars were actually not God’s
will, but the people’s choosing, the writer proceeded to show from
New Testament scriptures that the higher loyalties of Christians to
Christ should prevent them from participating in war. Some para-
graphs from the church fathers and the early church history, as well
as quotes from more contemporary leaders on the hellish nature of
war, were further conclusive evidence that Christians were called to
abstain.”

The religious argument was also used to challenge the politics of
Germany in other areas. The cross of Christ could not give way to
another cross, the swastika.” There was danger in overemphasizing
family and blood ties. Had Jesus not warned the leaders of Israel to
repent rather than to depend on having Abraham for a father? The
important thing was not the pure race but the genuine faith.”

It was further pointed out that National Socialism had many
shortcomings. Hitler was not without mistakes.”® Germans, while
they had their virtues, also had their vices. Germans had the capacity
for selfishness, for crankiness and eccentricity, for flaming hate.
Germans were bellicose and lacked consideration for others.”” Ger-
mans, as fascists, preached a gospel of hate.”® Germans, as National
Socialists, were too much persuaded of the superiority of their own
nation and race. As one teacher in Germany said, “The German
young people have learned something in these times. They have
learned to hate.””’

This also meant that the Jews could not be blamed for the problems
in Germany and the world. Admittedly, the Jewish people had
abused the privilege of their chosenness, but the real reason they were
feared so much was because of their ability. The Jews, it was said in
their defence, combined the talents of both the Germans and
Englishmen, could both research and theorize, and could also apply
theory.® Another writer, the author of The Russian Dance of Death,
sharply refuted all the talk about “juedische Weltherrschaft” (Jewish
world domination) and about Jewish direction of the Communist
revolution. Race had very little to do with it, he said. As a matter of
fact, no race suffered as much from the Communist revolution as did
the Jews.®!

Mennonites who were international in their religious outlook had
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no reason to participate in a campaign against any one race, he
continued. Mennonite ministers should condemn hate literature
against the Jews in the same way that other filthy literature was
attacked. The Friends’ Intelligencer and The Christian Century, rather
than Gerald B. Winrod’s The Defender, were recommended as
source materials for the Mennonite press. *

German-speaking Canadians were reminded that they owed their
political loyalty to Canada and that Canada had remarkable achieve-
ments of her own. Canada had a friendly government and freedom to
develop a religious and cultural life as one pleased. Canada also
offered the rich values of English language and literature. ® Besides,
most of the Russian Mennonites in Canada had been saved from
Communism not by Germany, but by Canada. One writer expressed
alarm that every political gust of wind in Europe should bring such
intense discussion and interest, when hardly any questions were asked
about the country of one’s own citizenship.

Let us not make the mistake of nurturing to maturity a Ger-
man beer patriotism and remaining strangers in our own
country. Let us make Canada our real homeland. . . . Dear
reader, if you have come into this country as an immigrant and
if you have given vows to obedience before God and man, then
become a citizen of this country also in your heart. **

The view that Mennonite citizenship obligations and national
loyalties belonged in Canada prevailed in the end, as will later be seen
more clearly. The older generation went out of its way to make public
and official its appreciation of Canada and its fidelity to the crown.
But the deep erstwhile empathy for Germany could not easily be set
aside, and later, when Hitler occupied the Ukraine, some
Russlaender cherished the hope of once again taking possession of the
properties they had left behind. And the younger generation,
undoubtedly reacting to a pacifism of the elders that was cloaked in
pro-Germanism, went to war on the side of Britain in unexpectedly
large numbers. But that story too must await a later unfolding.

The Nations and the Kingdom

Meanwhile, yet another school of thought, theologically verbalized
but with political implications and affecting citizenship obligations,
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swept through the Mennonite communities. An eschatology charac-
terized by dispensationalism and pre-millennialism was not entirely
new. Both in North America and in Russia, Mennonites had been
exposed to the teachings of John Nelson Darby (d. 1882), an
outstanding leader of the Plymouth Brethren and a promoter of
dispensationalism. The earliest and strongest Mennonite carriers of
these ideas in Furope were the Mennonite Brethren and in North
America the Mennonite Brethren in Christ.

The leading proponent in the former group was Jacob W. Rei-
mer, who frequently attended the Blankenburg Alliance Conference,
a centre in Germany for the propagation of dispensationalism.®
With his migration to Canada in the 1920s, the Dutch Mennonite
congregational families were exposed to dispensationalism and pre-
millennial teaching as never before. The Bible schools, almost
without exception, reinforced the itinerant educational role of J.W.
Reimer and his disciples. The curriculum and textbooks of the
schools were largely based on dispensationalist sources, and the
Scofield Reference Bible, heavily footnoted in dispensationalist
directions, was regarded as “equally inspired with the biblical
text.”%

At least four important emphases followed from this interpretation
of Scripture and of history.*” First of all, the saving of souls, as many
as possible, in preparation for the rapture was the most important
task of the church in the dispensation of grace. Least important were
the concerns about the kingdom on earth. All that would be taken
care of in a future dispensation. The Sermon on the Mountapplied to
that future age, as did other ethical imperatives of the New Testa-
ment. Thus, every social ethic and every aspect of the social gospel
was minimized in favour of personal salvation.

Also flowing from dispensationalism was a concern for the Jewish
people, specifically their conversion. Expectations in this regard
were heightened by their movement to Palestine under the British
Mandate. Missions for the Jews sprang up in many places. Menno-
nite groups most preoccupied with dispensationalism were also most
interested in missions. The Mennonite Brethren regularly received
reports from Hugo Spitzer and his Jewish mission in Winnipeg.* In
Kitchener, the House of Friendship for people of all nations was
founded by the Old Mennonites, at least partly with the Jews in
mind.?
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Perhaps no Mennonite group was taken in as much by dispensa-
tional and pre-millennial teaching as were the Mennonite Brethren,
largely owing to the work of J.W. Reimer. According to the
denomination’s historian, “possibly no other theological system has
influenced Mennonite Brethren theology...as much as dispen-
sationalism.” Little wonder that the Brethren also had a great
aversion for the social gospel and were careful to shun all who
represented the socio-economic political implications of the gospel in
the present age. Dispensationalism postponed all of that to another
age.

The Conference of Mennonites in Canada was much less affected
by dispensationalist thought, though the influence was strong enough
for the issue to appear on several conference agendas. There was,
however, no fear of challenging some of the dispensationalist
assumptions, as was freely done by persons like Jacob H. Janzen in
public presentations. J.H. Janzen, who had been asked to speak on
the signs of the times, complained that he could not do this in terms of
a system or systems because world history for him was not a chart
with columns and paragraphs but an artistic production in which the
colours often flowed into each other and the lines of demarcation and
transition weren’t always clear.”’ He rejected the manner in which
the Bible was used to shape a system, namely by taking various
Scripture passages out of context and fitting them to other passages
likewise taken out of context, and in the process forgetting, neglect-
ing, or relegating to an inferior position other passages equally
important in God’s revelation.

Dispensationalist thinking, along with fundamentalism and pre-
millennialism, had made strong inroads in the Swiss Mennonite
communities in the 1920s and became stronger yet in the 1930s. The
Old Mennonite Conference of Ontario felt entirely at liberty to
request Goshen College and the Mennonite Publishing House not to
neglect “the pre-millennial view of prophecy,” since the Conference
was part of the constituency of those institutions and since the
majority of the membership in the Conference accepted that view.”

It is also true, however, that the Old Mennonites did not leave
some of their old teachings as they accepted some of the new ones.
Along with fundamentalism there were the Anabaptist fundamentals
and alongside dispensationalism there was Anabaptist ethics, noncon-
formity and nonresistance in particular. These, said the Christian
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Monitor, were the two “great fundamentals of the Christian faith
[which] must be defended at any cost,”® even while it also carried a
yearlong series of articles on “the prophetic word.””* The dual
emphasis produced contradictions, especially in the Monitor, and no
one articulated these better than C.F. Derstine.

Among Mennonite periodicals, the monthly Christian Monitor
stood out as an attempt to comment in a regular and systematic way,
from the perspective of the Christian faith, on important world
happenings. Such events included the obvious power plays of the
leading Furopean states, but also the great changes coming to
China,” the opening up of Africa,” the resistance movement build-
ing up in India,”” the international implications of the Russian
revolution,”® and the real human need arising out of the Spanish
Civil War.”

Responsibility for all of this rested with C.F. Derstine. When the
Kitchener bishop laid down his task as editor of the Monitor in 1929,
he became the World News Editor, whose assignment was to fill
anywhere from one to four pages a month of the 32-page magazine
with relevant material. The “Comments on World News” Section
was subtitled “the voices of the age in the light of the voice of the
ages.” Almost every article was prefaced with a relevant —at least to
the editor —scripture verse, which might or might not be referred to
again in the material. From a variety of sources'® the editor culled
“the outstanding events of the day in church, educational, political,
and social circles with an interpretation of the news in the light of the
word of God.”

Derstine’s task and approach were characterized by a basic paradox
and consequently filled with many contradictions, in which, in all
probability, he mirrored the confusions and contradictions in signifi-
cant sectors of the Mennonite community. At one and the same time,
he and the Monitor editors were commenting on the problems of the
world while minimizing Mennonite and Christian responsibility
towards that world. As Mennonites, Derstine and the Monitor
editors resolved “to remain aloof from politics” since they were
committed to a platform of “separation from the world.”'"" As
evangelists and preachers, they insisted that the only remedy for the
world’s ailments was the gospel.'*? And as dispensationalists, they did
not expect any improvement until the last dispensation and the
millennial age was ushered in by Christ’s second coming.'® Thus,
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the immediate social and political responsibilities of Christians were
left somewhat in limbo and many other issues were left unresolved.

Hence, the contradictions. Remaining “aloof from politics” was
right and the official Monitor stance, but to remain silent in the face
of “such giant evil forces [as] Communism” was wrong. '* It was not
for the church to introduce economic programs, but reforms such as
those in Sweden could be welcomed.'” It was good that “our
testimony as a church against war is being effective” and that
denominations like the Presbyterians— two million strong — wanted
recognition in time of war for their conscientious objectors, ' but the
Federal Council of Churches, “a radical pacifist organization proba-
bly representing 20 million Protestants,” was condemned. The
reasons for the harsh judgement included its being listed by the
Bureau of Naval Intelligence as subversive because of its “commu-
nist character or connections” along with 222 other organizations.'”’

The FCC was too “unorthodox, liberal, and unwise,” yet its Social
Creed for the Christian Churches was probably right because “the
best way to defeat the atheism of Russia is to build a more human and
righteous civilization ourselves.”'”™ Fundamentalism was in error
because the peace principles of Christ required antagonism to war
and because all Scripture, not just a 7-point creed, was fundamental
and essential, yet the three-year program adopted by the World’s
Fundamentals Convention had in it much that was worthy.!% All
sinners needed saving and should be saved, so that there would be
none “where murder may be lying dormant,” but murderers them-
selves, especially Bruno Richard Hauptmann, the convicted kidnap-
per and murderer of the Lindbergh infant, should be executed.'’
The readers of the Monitor were discouraged from associating
Gandhi’s passive resistance with Bible nonresistance, and still it was
said “the guns of the mightiest nations” were no match for “the
boycott of the hapless Chinese [and] the passive resistance of India’s
millions.”!!!

Asevil as Communism was, there were some lessons to be learned
about religion and about economics. In the first place, the whole
situation in Russia was but “‘a natural reaction to the failure of the
Russian Orthodox Church. . . a system that was dead, and preyed on
the ignorance of the masses.”!'* The Soviet insistence on economic
communism was bad, very bad, but a sense of common ownership of
the world’s goods would surely be good since “looking out for
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number one” — Derstine was referring to trade barriers and high
tariffs— “is the cause of the breakdown of civilization.”'"? Besides,
the world would have to choose “the communism of the New
Testament which is Christian,” in order to avoid “the Christless
Communism of Russia.”!'*

Mussolini, the Fascist leader of Italy, was somewhat of a problem,
because he was viewed as “a protector from Vaticanism and Commu-
nism.” And anybody who opposed both could not be far from
Derstine’s heart. Criticism of the Pope abounded in his columns,!'$
and the Catholic Church itself was “the great whore” of revelation.''
The Catholic Church had held “a powerful grip upon the nations of
the world” but this grip was fast slipping, as in Fascist Italy,
Republican Spain, and modern Mexico.!"” While Fascism was the
enemy of Communism, as clearly illustrated in Germany, Italy, and
Spain, it represented the rule of force by a minority.''® Fascism, like
Communism, exalted the state above the individual, the former in
co-operation with capitalists, the latter in co-operation with the
proletariat. Fascism was an opponent of other political bodies, of the
free church, and of almost everybody. Besides, Fascism glorified
war. '’

Similarly, Adolf Hitler and Germany represented a dilemma.
The Fuehrer and all Nazis were militant anti-communists and the
guardians of certain values like the vigilantes of the West in
America.'®

They are for the home. They are for marriage. They are for
children. They are against sex-saturated moving pictures.
They are for nationalism as against communism. They are for
the peasant, and for putting back millions of people on to
privately-owned farms, the re-establishment of a stout yeo-
manry. They are for an industrious, God-fearing body politic.
They are for Christianity, through a vigorous ecclesiastical
organization. . . . '?!

Hitler was given credit for resisting Communism in Germany, but
why did he have to resort to Fascist tyranny, as was evident in the
execution of nearly 70 men of his own party?'?* With Hitler assum-
ing all the power, democracy in Germany was dead. '** Hitler’s Mein
Kampf was a combination of terror, hatred, and racial prejudice,
with hardly any humanitarian or moral spirit in it.'**
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The Monitor was not optimistic about Germany’s future with
Adolf Hitler as chancellor. She had chosen between two possible
evils, Fascism and Communism.'?* The Germany of the day was not
the Germany of the Reformation, because higher critics had emptied
the churches and destroyed her spirituality. The courageous pastors
of the confessional church were praised because “no group of men of
science, no academy of teachers or of artists, no bar association, has
risked concentration camp for scientific, academic or artistic
ideals.” 26

In some areas, Derstine and his selected correspondents did not
contradict themselves. They were certain that there was little else but
evil in the world and that there was no salvation apart from that which
individuals could experience in their hearts, that which Mennonites
could retain by remaining separate from the world, and that which
Christ would achieve upon his return. There were evil systems of
thought, evil nations, evil leaders, evil deeds, and evil events, all of
which pointed to chaos and revolution as the best the world could
bring forth, the need for revival which was the task of the Christian
church, and the return of the Lord to set everything right.'”
Referring to the sabre-rattling by Mussolini, to the rearmament
program of France, and in general to the preparation for war, the
Monitor commented:

The world at large certainly has not been able to deal with the
fundamental antagonisms of unregenerate life. This takes the
power of the Gospel, which the masses still reject. However,
all these conditions only make louder the footfalls of the com-
ing of the Prince of Peace, the “Great Umpire,” who will
finally speak the last word to the nations, a word of judgment
for their rule. '

For Derstine and the Monitor, the nations, be they fascist,
marxist, or capitalist, were “ferocious beasts,”'?” all of whom would
be judged by the Lord. Their constant grabbing for more land was
wrong and Italy should have stayed out of Ethiopia.'"* Because of
their evil ways, nations and empires and thrones were temporary.
The dethronement of King Alfonso of Spain was another example of
mighty thrones falling according to biblical prophecy. In the last 13
years alone, four powerful kingdoms had been overthrown: Austria,
Germany, Russia, Spain, all a sign of the nearness of the return of the
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King of Kings."”" The Monitor viewed the daily happenings, the
Russian nightmare, the Japanese invasion of Manchukuo, the antics
of Hitler, the uprisings of grudging labour, and the crushing blows
of conscienceless capital, as leading to “a final crash—a catastrophe
unparalleled in the ages past.”!?

All that was happening in the world, inluding the realignment and
power struggles in Europe and the migration of Jews to Palestine,
were perceived to be the fulfilment of prophecy, leading to an
imminent end of the present age, the return of the Lord, and the
ushering in of the new age in which also the Jewish people would once
again have a special role. This position made the Monitor a constant
and consistent champion of the Jewish people, but it also assumed
their conversion. Since the predestination and pre-millennialism of
Derstine assumed a special role for the Jewish people, his contradic-
tions disappeared when they became the focus of his commentary.

The Lord would punish nations “which take a jingo (warlike)
attitude to the Jew.”"*? The Jews had been oppressed too much and
the Lord would judge the anti-Semitic spirit in both Germany and
Italy. The way Germany was touching God’s chosen people was
unforgivable. Noting the measures being enacted by Hitler affecting
negatively and seriously the Jewish merchants, the Monitor warned
Germany:

It has never paid any nation to misuse the Jew. Nations that
kick this ancient and beloved people usually suffer seriously
from stubbed toes. Hatred works like a boomerang. Ger-
many, beware. !+

God had a special place for the Jews because of their antiquity and
their outliving of many empires, because of Abraham, who cast the
world’s longest shadow, because of Israel’s custodianship of the Ten
Commandments, because of their contribution to the Gentiles,
because of the prophecies, because of the supreme personality emerg-
ing from the Jewish people, namely the Lord Jesus Christ, because of
their contribution to the early church and the sacred writings, and
because of their contribution to world knowledge and to science.

The Lord’s judgements have always fallen upon nations which
touched Israel, the “apple of his eye.” All the great nations that
persecuted the Jews are but historical incidents, and the Jew
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still lives on. . . . Truly, the Bible declares that the sufferings
of Israel are part of God’s judgements upon them. This, how-
ever, does not give any nation or individual the divine permis-
sion to persecute the Jews. '3

The Monitor observed that the Jews were being taunted, perse-
cuted, and ostracized in many lands. In the U.S.A., 156 anti-
Semitic organizations had sprung up overnight.'** The validity of
the Jewish Protocols was denied, and they were described as
forgeries.’”” Evidence that Jews were in any way determinative or
even influential with respect to Communism and Germany was
refuted. ** As far as the relationship between Jews and Communists
in the U.S.A. was concerned, the exhaustive research of the Ameri-
can Hebrew Society had determined that in the New York area there
were only 2,000 out of 2 million Jews in the Communist Party and
the proportions weren’t greater in cities like Philadelphia, Pitts-
burgh, and Chicago. No more than five of the 29 members of the
Central Committee of the Party in the U.S.A. were Jews, and only
about 30 out of 250 Party organizers were Jews.'*

Christians should love and accept the Jews, refuse to persecute and
malign them, believe in the eternal purpose God had for the nation of
Israel, deny the lies being told about the Jewish people — Jewish
bankers did not control the world’s finances—help them in their
hour of distress, explain that antagonism could bring about repent-
ance, and preach the gospel to both Jew and Gentile.'*" The Jew “is
cuddling closer to the Christian Church than any other group of
people,” it was said, meaning that the opportunities for preaching the
gospel were increasing.'*' The apparent failure of political Zionism
in Palestine, its hopes “blasted through the antagonism of the
Arabs,” clearly meant not that Jerusalem was out of focus as far as the
Jews were concerned but that their spiritual salvation was a higher
priority than their political entrenchment.'*

Four Conferences on Peace and War

The concerns about world affairs, the threat of war, and civic
responsibility found their immediate and ultimate focus in the issue
of nonresistance, the avoidance of military service, and whether or
not there was an alternative. The discussions of militarism and
military service produced examples of all the separations previously
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described. There were those who insisted on total exemption and
non-involvement in accordance with the position of geographic
separation'* and there were those whose involvement on the basis of
an alternative ethic produced calls for international disarmament, on
the one hand, and an alternative service for Mennonite boys, on the
other hand.'** These two positions involved the majority of Menno-
nites. Minority positions were pacifism or militarism on the basis of
empathy with Germany. A few Canadian Mennonites actually
responded to foreign recruitment notices.'* Others were affected by
individualism and institutionalism to the extent that, whether or not
persons became militarily involved, this was viewed as a personal
decision beyond the discipline of the community of believers.* And
there were those who insisted that disarmament could only happen in
a future age.'¥’

The discussions of these issues in the 1930s began in the separate
congregational families but were then transferred to inter-Menno-
nite gatherings, where once again some differences between and
among Russlaender and Kanadier and the Swiss became obvious.
The discussions in four conference families are especially notewor-
thy: among the Swiss, the Old Mennonites and the Mennonite
Brethren in Christ and among the Dutch, the Conference of Menno-
nites in Canada and the Northern District Mennonite Brethren
Conference.

The Old Mennonites, for whom nonconformity and nonresistance
were often the same issue and concern, kept alive their North
America peace/military problems committees in the inter-war
period. The task of these committees was to guide the church,
including the conferences in Canada, in the peace witness.'*® The
activities of these committees were varied. A petition bearing 20,000
signatures protesting a proposed program of universal military
training was prepared in book form for mailing to Congress, but the
joining of other movements that had been launched to find an
alternative to war was discouraged.'* Government officials were not
only informed about the Mennonite position but urged to proceed
with disarmament. The President of the United States, members of
Congress, the 1930 London Naval Conference, and the 1932
Geneva Disarmament Conference all received communications
encouraging stronger efforts for international peace and discourag-
ing all movements that had an opposite tendency. The need for world
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disarmament was frequently stated in the Monitor as it noted with
alarm the military build-up around the world.""

The Mennonite Conference of Ontario represented the Canadian
side of the Old Mennonite peace position. S.F. Coffman, who had
been the chief spokesman in the Great War, continued to press for
true nonresistance, which neutralized or removed anger, antago-
nism, and hatred. He urged the avoidance of “aggressive” pacifist
organizations like War-Resisters and the Anti-War League. Non-
resistance negatively meant not suing at law and not resisting evil,
and positively it meant turning the other cheek, going the second
mile, and giving to him that asked."!

In the Conference itself, internal peace education and the external
peace witness were both matters under discussion. " The position on
peace of the Russlaender now in Ontario was also clarified upon the
initiative of the Conference. Interviews with Bishop Jacob H.
Janzen of the Conference Mennonites and with pastor Henry H.
Janzen of the Mennonite Brethren had produced the conclusion that
the Russlaender were opposed to participation in war, that “they,
with us, believe in nonresistance upheld by love,” that they desired
help in clarifying that noncombatant service in Canada had a differ-
ent status than had been the case in Russia, and that consultation and
co-operation leading to united action in the event of war was desired
by them.'*’

Three Canadians, working with three Americans as the Menno-
nite General Conference Peace Committee, prepared the “Statement
of Position on Peace, War, and Military Service” which was
accepted by the Mennonite General Conference at Turner, Oregon,
in 1937 and by the Mennonite Conference of Ontario in 1938."*
This so-called Turner Statement became a reference point also for
other Mennonite groups, and was in all probability the most impor-
tant Mennonite peace statement of the decade. '

The Turner Statement referred to other historic documents (Dor-
drecht of 1917, Germantown of 1725, Goshen of 1917, and Garden
City of 1921), and there sought to apply “the main tenets of our
peaceful and nonresistant faith” to present conditions."*® This appli-
cation forbade participation “in carnal warfare or conflict between
classes, groups or individuals,” the personal bearing of arms, service
with “civilian organizations temporarily allied with the military”

(such as the YMCA and the Red Cross), “the financing of war
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operations. . .in any form,” “

the manufacture of munitions and
weapons,” “military training in schools or colleges,” and “any
agitation, propaganda, or activity that tends to promote ill-will or
hatred among nations. . . .” This position ruled out government-
administered alternative service, though the willingness “at all times
to aid in the relief of those in distress or suffering,” regardless of the

danger and the cost, was emphasized. Should war come:

we shall endeavour to continue to live a quiet and peaceable
life in all godliness and honesty; avoid joining in the wartime
hysteria of hatred, revenge and retaliation; manifest a weak
and submissive spirit, being obedient unto the laws and regu-
lations of the government in all things, except in such cases
where the obedience to the government would cause us to vio-
late the teachings of the Scriptures. . . . %7

The New Mennonite Brethren in Christ were relatively silent on
peace and military matters, but in 1938 the Ontario Conference
appointed a committee to study the Old Mennonite statement. '*® The
Committee found itself “in substantial agreement with this state-
ment, though differing somewhat in a few details.” It was decided,
therefore, to prepare a statement— the word used was “Memorial”
—based on the Turner Statement but with “such additions or other
changes. . .as would make clear our MBC position.” Subsequently,
support for the Memorial was sought and secured from the Canadian
North-West Conference of the Mennonite Brethren in Christ and
from the Brethren in Christ Church (Tunkers) with whom the
Mennonite Brethren in Christ formed a joint committee, to forward
the message to Prime Minister W.L. Mackenzie King. The hope
had been to have the message endorsed also by the Mennonite
Conference of Ontario, and, while S.F. Coffman attended one of the
joint meetings as an unofficial representative, he explained that the
Turner Statement had already been forwarded to the Prime Minister
by that Conference.*?

Since the Mennonite Brethren in Christ would drop the Menno-
nite identity in less than a decade, it is of interest that the 1938
Memorial recognized commonality “with other present-day
branches of the Mennonite church” with respect to the doctrines of
peace and nonresistance as well as continuity with the historic
Dordrecht Confession of Faith.'® In regard to military service, the
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MBC Memorial followed word for word the Turner Statement on
carnal warfare or conflict between nations and classes, on the financ-
ing of war operations through voluntary loans and contributions, on
the manufacture of munitions, on military training in schools and
colleges, on propaganda producing ill will or hatred, and on wartime
profiteering.'®’ But, significantly, the Memorial omitted the Turner
paragraph having to do with alternative service, namely:

. . . consistency requires that we do not serve during war time
under civil organizations temporarily allied with the military
in the prosecution of the war, such as the YMCA, the Red
Cross, and similar organizations which, under military ord-
ers, become part of the war system in effect, if not in method
and szpirit, however beneficial their peace-time activities may
be.'®

A subsequent report of the Committee to the Conference made
clear that the omission was deliberate, but this did not mean that there
was to be no co-operation with other Mennonite groups.'® The Non-
Resistant Relief Organization, founded during the Great War as an
agency of all the Ontario Mennonite and Amish groups, and dor-
mant since 1924, was reactivated in 1937, and the Mennonite
Brethren in Christ resolved to forward their relief money through
the NRRO.'$* That co-operation also helped prepare the way for
participation in a new organization, the Conference of Historic
Peace Churches and its Military Problems Committee, embracing
also Quakers and Brethren in Christ (Tunkers).!® The Conference
restored the nineteenth-century alliance on matters of peace and
nonresistance among the Mennonites, Quakers, and Tunkers which
had existed since pioneer days.'*

The two conferences of the Dutch Mennonites most conerned with
issues of peace and war were the Conference of Mennonites in
Canada and the Northern District Mennonite Brethren Conference.
The former had the matter on its agenda at regular intervals during
the inter-war period.'®” The Conference expressed willingness to
explore with other Mennonite groups the possibility of an alternative
service,'®® voiced concern about militarism in the schools,'® insisted
that new congregations joining the Conference hold to
nonresistance,'’® encouraged the preparation and distribution of
peace literature, '’ approved membership in the World Peace Union
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of Mennonites, whose headquarters was in the Netherlands,'”
requested research into the status of conscientious objectors in the
military laws of the country,'’® and heard various position papers on
nonresistance.'’*

The many articles about nonresistance in the periodicals, said J.J.
Klassen, were asign that the matter had become a problem among the
Mennonites.'”* This he had difficulty understanding because 400
years of nonresistance had been part of the confession, and repeatedly
the forefathers had sacrificed all their possessions in order to main-
tain what for them was a holy and precious conviction. And now there
was a favourable climate for nonresistance in the universal anti-war
movement, which was a continuing reaction to the Great War. Even
the victors did not enjoy any good results. The war had been so
terrible that many who had been part of it, including ordinary
soldiers and the highest generals, were totally opposed to war. In
many other Christian groups now, there was also a conscience about
war, and even governments were denouncing war as a crime against
humanity.

Responsibility, faithfulness, and loyalty were main themes of the
1937 Conference sessions, and they were also applied to the state. '’
Faithfulness to the state was seen to be the will of God, except in cases
where the will of the state contradicted the will of God. For Menno-
nites, there were two areas of contradiction: participating in war and
swearing of the oath. Otherwise, Mennonites were loyal citizens of
the state, a special requirement at this time because “the spirit of
disloyalty, disobedience, and revolution” was also at work in the
west, especially through the press, making people unhappy and
ungrateful and unmindful of the many things that come via the state,
namely the promotion of the general welfare of its citizens.'”’
Christians, and especially the Mennonite immigrants of the 1920s,
could express their gratitude by engaging in a useful vocation, thus
becoming an example to others, by not becoming a burden to the state
and, indeed, by helping to carry the burdens of those needy persons
who did not qualify for state aid, and by maintaining a moral and
religious stance, especially with reference to educational matters.'”®

David Toews had written to Prime Minister King, Bishop S.F.
Coffman, and four lawyers to clarify the situation with respect to
Mennonite exemption from military service. The most definitive
clarification received came from T. Magladery, the Deputy Minis-
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ter of Immigration.'” Magladery explained, first of all, that all the
Mennonites were the same before the law and there was no difference
whatsoever arising out of the various periods of immigration. Nor
were orders-in-council determinative in this matter, he advised,
because orders-in-council could only give or take away that which
statutes gave or didn’t give. The famous order-in-council of 1873,
which granted exemptions specifically to the Russian Mennonites,
was to give them assurance that they also were covered by the statutes.
All exemption from military service, he explained, had been defined
by statute since Confederation and was applicable to persons who,
because of the teachings of their religion, were opposed to the bearing
of arms. In brief:

The only conclusion I can come to 1s that the Mennonites are
as free now from military service as they have ever been. And
if no changes are made in the militia act and if the confession
of faith remains unchanged then they will be free from mili-
tary service also in the future. '8

In the Northern District Mennonite Brethren Conference, the
issues of war and peace were placed on the agenda at Waldheim 1n
1934 by an unusual source. It so happened that there were in
Saskatchewan several communities of Russian-speaking believers
who had come under Mennonite influence before and/or after their
migration from Russia. The Conference of Mennonites in Canada
had such a connection'® and the Mennonite Brethren were even
more involved, evangelism among Russian people having been one
of their special strengths.'® In 1934, representatives of these people
brought a resolution on the war question in language quite unusual
for a Mennonite Brethren Conference.!® The resolution asked that
all wars be condemned because war did not resolve conflict, because
it destroyed the moral foundations of society, because it left huge
debts and many orphans, widows, cripples, and persons mentally 1ll,
and because of the role in war played by capitalist industry and
power-hungry diplomats.

The Conference declined to support the resolution because in its
view its task was not “to proclaim anti-war resolutions into the wide
world” but rather to deepen the peace conviction in the churches and
to find a way to protect the consciences of the brothers in wartime.
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The Conference also indicated that, while they would work together
with all nonresistant bodies, they would have nothing to do with
Quakers and other “popular movements which employ force.”!®
With respect to the military question,' the Conference adopted a
position on alternative service which included the medical corps:

. .as citizens we are duty-bound to our homeland to serve not
only with taxes but with a service not contrary to our con-
science. . . . we should be willing to do anything that serves the
principle of life, even if this is tied up with problems. Cow-
ardice or convenience or other considerations have no place in
this matter. As disciples of Jesus Christ we cannot take a posi-
tion against the medical corps. . . . if those healed are sent back
to war and to their death, that is not our responsibility and it
may not rest on our conscience. '

Needless to say, perhaps, the Russian brethren were never heard
from again.

The alternative service and medical corps option was being pro-
moted by the Brethren on the assumption that what was possible in
Russia would also be desirable in Canada. But it was known already
that Kanadier Mennonites didn’t see things that way, so the Brethren
decided that their own position should be interpreted on an inter-
Mennonite committee by one of their own Kanadier.'® The compro-
mise was insufficient, because not all the Brethren were themselves
satisfied with the Waldheim resolution. It was modified in 1937 to
the effect that individual persons should not be coerced to go into the
medical corps if they didn’t want to and that understanding should be
reached with the authorities so that medical corpsmen need not be
armed and could be under civilian direction. '**

Other positions were not modified. The Conference agreed to
participate in all-Mennonite committees, provided they did not
establish connections with social-political pacifist organizations. And
peace literature could be distributed to the young people but not “the
so-called pacifist writings [which] had a political basis and cam-
paigned for a world peace which the Scriptures did not project” or
other writings with a religious basis but with a radical approach to
nonresistance. “One-sided pamphlets wouldn’t be of help to our
young people,” said the Conference, only those writings which
harmonized obedience towards the government with the love of one’s
neighbour and enemy.'*
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Mennonites, Militarism, and Their Majesties

The many-sided expressions of readiness to approach the problem of
war and discussions with the government on an inter-Mennonite
basis eventually led to such meetings, encouraged in part by events
outside of Canada. In the U.S.A., meetings between Mennonites,
Quakers, and the Church of the Brethren had begun in 1935 and
were being held regularly under the auspices of a Continuation
Committee.””® And in 1936, Harold S. Bender, the chairman of the
Old Mennonite General Conference Peace Problems Committee,
was seeking the signatures of American Mennonite church leaders
for the “Peace Manifesto,” originating with some Mennonites in
Holland and adopted at the third Mennonite World Conference in
Amsterdam.'?!

Mennonites in Canada were not ready for a broad ecumenical
approach among peace churches, except in Ontario, where Quakers,
Tunkers, and Mennonites had a history of joint witness and action.
However, a March 10, 1939, Chicago meeting of seven American
Mennonite groups to prepare a plan for joint action became an
acceptable model. David Toews, C.F. Klassen, and B.B. Janz
attended the meeting, and proceeded to plan a similar gathering in
Canada.'

The inter-Mennonite meeting of representatives to discuss prob-
lems related to military service was held at Winkler, Manitoba, on
May 15, 1939.' Intended to be fully representative of all the
Mennonites in Canada, seven congregational families of the Dutch
heritage were present, and one from the Swiss heritage, namely
the Old Mennonites. The former included the Conference
Mennonites'® and the Mennonite Brethren, both predominantly,
though not exclusively, Russlaender, and the following Kanadier
congregational families: Altkolonier, Bruderthaler (Evangelical
Mennonite Brethren), Holdemaner (Church of God in Christ Men-
nonite), Kleine Gemeinde, and Rudnerweider. The Bergthaler, a
leading Kanadier congregation in Manitoba, was also present and
included in the Conference Mennonites. Not represented among the
230 registered participants were the Bergthaler(S), Chortitzer, and
Sommerfelder.'” The Hutterian Brethren, having been invited,
were present.

The purpose of the meeting was explained by David Toews, who
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was then also elected to chair the day’s proceedings, the recording of
which was entrusted to C.F. Klassen and F.C. Thiessen, both of
Winnipeg, both Russlaender, and both Brethren.!*® Toews identi-
fied the agenda of the day as follows: the possibility of “the outbreak
of a disastrous war,” the disunity of the Mennonites in the last war,
and the desirability of “all Mennonite churches who esteem the
principle of nonresistance to agree and proceed unitedly.”!”” Know-
ing full well that no Mennonite group at the meeting would want to
be coerced into a united position, Toews gave the Winkler event the
status of an unofficial and informal meeting, the decisions of which
could be official and binding only for those groups who chose to
make them so.

Of greatest significance for the discussions of the day were the
positions of the various congregational families to be taken in the
event of war and the calling up of the young men, namely whether or
not some alternative service instead of military service would be
acceptable. It soon became clear that there was a sharp division of
opinion on the question, and that it was the Russlaender, whose
Russian history included alternative service in the forestry and
medical corps, who were promoting a position favourable to an
alternative service.

Helpful to those who were opposed was the Turner Statement and
its chief interpreter, Harold S. Bender, who was present not only as
the guest speaker of the day, but also as the representative of the Old
Mennonites of Ontario, having been authorized in that capacity by
S.F. Coffman. H.S. Bender “emphasized that the Old Mennonite
churches are entirely opposed to any work in any organization which
has anything to do with the conduct of the war, such as the medical
corps or a war industry.” Speaking for S.F. Coffman, Bender
recommended “that if no service is requested none should be offered
by the Mennonites in general.”"® Bender was supported in his stand
by Bishop Schmidt of Guernsey, representing the Old Mennonites
in Western Canada, by Bishop Jakob Froese of the Altkolonier, Rev.
Jacob Wiebe of the Holdemaner, Rev. David Hofer of the Hut-
terian Brethren, Bishop William Falk of the Rudnerweider, and
Rev. H.R. Reimer of the Kleine Gemeinde. Two groups expressed
readiness “in case of need for an alternative service in the medical
corps, thereby manifesting that the churches are willing to save life,
but not to destroy it.”!* They were the Mennonite Brethren and the
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Evangelical Mennonite Brethren (Bruderthaler), whose spokesmen,
from Coaldale and Steinbach respectively, coincidentally bore the
same name: Benjamin Janz.

Representatives of the Conference of Mennonites in Canada
tended to speak in more general terms about adherence to the
principle of nonresistance, but it was Jacob H. Janzen of Waterloo
who stressed the need for a positive expression of one’s citizenship,
especially in Ontario, where the immigrants were highly suspect and
where the meeting house at Virgil had been searched, unsuccessfully,
for explosives alleged to be hidden there. Part of the Mennonite
problem, it was recognized, was the excessive amount of German
literature being brought into the communities, literature carrying
propaganda for another state.

In the end, the meeting agreed to set forth those matters in a
resolution on which there was full agreement.?" They included a
continued firm stand on the biblical principle of nonresistance “as
received from the fathers,” confession of failure to adhere to the
principle consistently, a sense of urgency to much more fully teach
the doctrines of nonresistance to the young people, gratitude for
freedom of religion and conscience, and willingness “to remain loyal
to our Canada.”

The latter was further elaborated on in a special address to their
majesties for which there was unanimous consent. The meeting also
agreed to the formation of a continuing committee consisting of three
persons from the three leading conferences: David Toews, B.B.
Janz, and S.F. Coffman, to which others could be added. And,
finally, a unanimous request was addressed to the editors of
Rundschaun and Bote “to refrain from printing any news or articles
contrary to our principles.” There was no need to specify what was
meant because it was clear that writers in both papers had carried
their pro-Germanism far enough to suggest disloyalty to Canada and
a discarding of nonresistance.

Harold S. Bender was impressed with the strength and unanimity
of nonresistance convictions expressed, but for him and others
enthusiastic about the outcome it was premature relief. The differ-
ences on an alternative service were deeper than most were ready to
admit. Most ominous for the future also was the exclusion of any one
of the Kanadier bishops or churches— David Toews and the
Rosenorter hardly spoke for them — from the continuing committee.
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The Mennonites had come together to record the things on which
they agreed. Very soon those things on which they did not agree,
which disagreements they did not record, would matter the most, at
least when it came to forming a united Mennonite front as the war
clouds gathered ever thicker.

As the horizons darkened, the Mennonites became even more
aware not only that they were not united and that they had not
adequately prepared their young people but also that they had given
both them and Canadian society a mixed message. Basically, they
were concerned about doing the will of God and advancing His
kingdom, but they had postponed it into another age, transferred it to
another country, or limited it to their colonies and their conferences.
The time had come, following the cues of H.H. Ewert and Edward
Yoder, to take society very seriously, not to withdraw from it, but to
be involved on the basis of, and separated from it in terms of, an
alternative ethic and value system.

The first, most obvious step was to accept that they were Canadian,
to express appreciation for that fact, and to do so both by acknowledg-
ing those placed in authority and by rendering service to others. In
the latter category were the reactivation of the Non-Resistant Relief
Organization in Ontario, already noted, and in the West the raising
of funds for the Red Cross Society.?”! And in terms of ethnic
identification, people like C.F. Klassen, who had once praised
Hitler, were beginning to say that Mennonites were Dutch, not
German.*” David Toews went to the public media to explain that
Mennonites might be German in a cultural sense but not in a political
sense,”” and later, B.B. Janz gave to the Lethbridge paper an article
denying National Socialism on his part.?%*

B.B. Janz, like David Toews, had made it his special assignment
to give the public a better understanding of Mennonites. Perhaps it
was the ongoing experience with anti-Mennonite agitators in Coal-
dale, but Janz had early come to the conclusion that flirtation with
Germany was wrong and that some service in wartime would be
right. He also used every public occasion possible to praise Canada
and its leaders. One such event was a visit to the Mennonites at
Coaldale of Colonel J.S. Dennis and Sir Edward Beatty, the presi-
dent of the CPR, who was referred to by a Calgary newspaper as
Coaldale’s “sugar daddy.”?* Both were profusely thanked by Janz
and David Toews, who offered their loyalty to Canada.?* The event
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was good for the Mennonites, inasmuch as the Lethbridge Herald
observed editorially:

The Mennonites are a God-fearing, hard-working people who
left Russia with a curse in their ears, and as Bishop Toews said
Sunday, were received in Canada in the spirit of St. John. . ..
There is a lesson in the Mennonite ceremony of Sunday for
many of us who are apt to regard much too lightly these days
the freedom which is ours here in Canada. "’

Another occasion for mutual admiration by Mennonites and
Canadian leaders was the 1939 session in Coaldale of the Northern
District Conference. Acknowledging the presence of Senator W.
Buchanan from Ottawa and W.H. Fairfield, the superintendent of
the Dominion Experimental Farm at Lethbridge, B.B. Janz praised
the “full freedom to establish ourselves economically and spiritu-
ally.” There was no country in the world where “the people enjoy
such religious liberty as we do here in Canada.”*" J.F. Redekop of
Main Centre likewise affirmed the desire of Mennonites to be good
citizens:

... we would like to be citizens of the British Commonwealth
of Nations, which pledge their loyalty to and pray for their
country and their Government and endeavour to perform their
duties and obligations in every respect as far as they are in
accordance with the Scriptures and with their Christian
conscience.?%

The best opportunity of all for expressing loyalty and obligation
was the unprecedented visit to Canada in 1939 of King George VI
and Queen Elizabeth. The response to that visit had more Mennonite
unity and integrity in it than some other public relations events, for
positive feelings about the British monarchy dated back to that time
in the late seventeenth century when William and Mary took up the
cause of the dissenters and generous portions of religious liberty
became one of the general characteristics of the British Empire.?'"" It
was partly the trust in the monarchy and British laws that had
brought the Swiss from the U.S.A. and the Amish from Europe to
Ontario,?'! and, later, the Mennonites from Russia to Manitoba.?!?
At this point in history, the most conservative of the Kanadier would
likely have at least one portrait of the King in their homes,*" and it
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was one imperial symbol which was not out of bounds in their
schools. And, at the other end of the Mennonite continuum, the New
Mennonites were known not only for their enthusiasm for George VI
but also for their message to Edward VIII upon his assumption of
power, assuring him of “our loyalty” and prayer “always for God’s
blessing on Him, His Government, and His subjects, and for peace
and prosperity in all his realm.”?'* Nothing was said when a short
while later he abdicated to marry a person he loved but who was
unacceptable as a queen.?"”

The Winkler message to “George VI, King of Canada” conveyed
the “deepest devotion and unwavering loyalty” of the 80,000 Cana-
dian Mennonites both “to yourself and the Government of which you
are the head.”?'¢ Reviewing the history of Mennonite migrations, the
message acknowledged that “in this Dominion” the Mennonites had
found “a haven of rest, freedom, and security after having been
severely oppressed at different times and in different countries. . .
because of their faith.” The Canadian government had “by and large
kept the promises made” and the Mennonites had been allowed “to
live their lives according to the dictates of their conscience,” to follow
their occupations “as they pleased,” and to enjoy the fruits of their
labour “without any molestation or interference.”

Dressed up in the best calligraphy the Mennonites could
provide,?"” the sentiments thus expressed in western Canada were
echoed in eastern Canada. It so happened that the dates of the annual
session of the Mennonite Conference of Ontario coincided with the
visit of Their Majesties to Kitchener-Waterloo. But the opening of
the session was delayed until the royal train left the cities. The
Conference engaged in special prayer for Their Majesties’ safety and
in the singing of “God Save the King.”?'* A message sent after the
King’s and Queen’s departure thanked the Prime Minister for their
visit to Canada and reminded him that the Mennonites had
“entrusted the safeguarding of these [religious] liberties to the
British Crown.”?"”

These positive expressions were reinforced in the Monitor, where
strong words of praise for the monarchy and the monarch found
repeated outlet.??’ If C.F. Derstine was generally negative about the
nations and their leaders, he was effusive about Great Britain. He
attributed the “ovation” and “thrilling reception” received by Their
Majesties to the fact that “here is one nation that God has used
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through the ages, which still stands—and stands for something.”?*!
Great Britain was admired for the immensity of its territory, for
laying “the foundation of political and religious liberty for the
world,” for “one of the finest systems of law in the world,” for its
attitude towards Christianity, and for its present King and Queen,
whose “home life appeals to the nations.”??* Derstine considered that
the Munich Agreement had halted “the four grim, deadly
horsemen”?? and that British statesmanship deserved its fair share of
praise because “the world may have been saved a bath in blood.”***
The world was not saved a bloodbath. World War 11 broke out in
September of 1939, and Canada was immediately drawn into it.
Though the mobilization of manpower and conscription were
delayed for a time, the beginning of another world-wide conflagra-
tion marked a turning point not only in world and Canadian history
but also in Mennonite history. For the present, it was clear that the
Mennonites had to focus on new and unaccustomed ways of exercis-
ing their faith and citizenship. They could not escape into a future
kingdom or to a foreign country. A retreat into their geographic
enclaves or conference institutions was also not a way out. They were
facing the world, and they needed to decide on the ethic which would
guide them at the crossroads.
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