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6. Coonummnity-Buslding: Congregtions

The greatest and most beautiful thing about church membership is
the mutual sharving, caring and being cared for. It should be that
way in the church that members of the same body serve each other,
promote each other’s welfare, that they feel and suffer along with
the pains of individual members — DANIEL LOEWEN.

An integration with the established local Mennonite churches was
out of the question. The commaon desive to worship God with one’s
own people and their distinct peculiarities became more and more
pronounced — HERBERT P, ENNS,?

THE WIDELY scattered settlements of the immigrants, and
indeed of all Canadian Mennonites, reinforced their tradi-
tional dependence on the Gemeinde, the local congregation, as the
ongoing source of that faith and culture without which they saw no
meaningful future for themselves or for their children. In the 1920s,
as four centuries earlier, the congregations stood at the centre of
Mennonite identity, activity, and history, not only because so many
new ones were established at this time, but also because they repre-
sented to the people the spiritual salvation and social security to be
found nowhere else.® Where there was no local congregation there
was no Mennonite community.

In the congregation, the Mennonites found their identity, their
social status in the community, and their fellowship. Since they
shunned secret societies, and all kinds and places of worldly amuse-
ments, the church and its activities was also the centre of their social
life.* The face-to-face primary relationships cultivated in the congre-
gational community and the mutual caring contributed to group
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solidarity, which was a strong resource in time of need and effective
resistance against the encroachments of modern culture.® For Men-
nonites, brotherhood and intimate caring for one another were of the
essence of church life. As Robert Friedman has written:

.. . the real dynamite in the age of the Reformation . . . was
this that one cannot find salvation without caring for his
brother. . . . This interdependence of men gives life and salva-
tion a new meaning.

Every Mennonite congregation was a relatively complete social
institution, with a clearly identified leadership and a well-defined
membership. The expectations and roles of both the leaders and the
members were understood on the basis of traditional teaching and
practice. The ministers, led by an elder or bishop, a leading minis-
ter, or a pastor, were the preachers and teachers of the Word. They
met the spiritual need and gave moral direction. The deacons had the
special task of attending to any physical needs, such as extreme
poverty or family deprivation arising from illness or death, which
individuals or families were unable to handle alone. Most family
events— weddings, funerals, anniversaries— were also congrega-
tional events, which had a bonding effect in the community and
which gave a sense of belonging to individuals and their families.

The place of the congregation in the life of every Mennonite was
understood without a written constitution, or so it had been in the
past, but the times were changing. Immigration and new settlement
patterns represented breaks in continuity, which meant that a com-
mon understanding had to be arrived at in a new way. The prepara-
tion and acceptance of a congregational constitution was the way in
which many immigrant congregations established the basis for their
new life together. The typical document outlined the foundations of
the congregation, the conditions of membership, the duties of
membership, the discipline, the election and duties of the leaders,
and, quite possibly, also conference affiliation.” It began with a
scriptural motto, such as “Bear one another’s burdens, and so fulfil
the law of Christ,” found in the Epistle to the Galatians.® The
“doctrines and truths of the Bible” were established as the foundation
for faith and the guide for the Christian life of the church members.
The constitution might commit the local congregation to work hand
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in hand with the appropriate Canadian and North American confer-
ences.

The essential conditions of membership were identified as baptism
upon confession of faith (the form of baptism might be specified), the
evidence of a Christian lifestyle, commitment to nonresistance, and
perhaps also the refusal to swear an oath. Voting privileges might be
spelled out to include both sexes or only men. While traditionally the
brotherhood meeting included only the men, a transition was under
way and some congregations already included the women. The
importance of women also having the vote was defended and
explained at one session of the Conference of Mennonites in Central
Canada by one immigrant elder who acknowledged that his position
might seem strange to some.” He argued that there were many single
women, widows or single persons otherwise, who were heads of their
households and actively involved in the work of the congregation and
of the kingdom of God. There was no basis in Scripture “for keeping
our sisters from participating in the election of church workers.”
Besides, it was the women in many families who were the source of
religious life, who understood the needs of the congregations better
than the men, and whose knowledge and assessment of people
equipped them better to elect church workers than many men."

The membership responsibilities specified in a constitution
included attendance at the worship services as regularly as possible,
advancement of the spiritual life through prayer and work, and
attendance at the service of holy communion, which could be held as
often as the congregation desired. The constitution would probably
specify whether or not members of other congregations could be
admitted to the communion. Some congregations were very restric-
tive, limiting participation to particular membership, modes of
faith, and forms of baptism. Others were so liberal as to allow
“visitors” to participate even in congregational discussions.

A constitution also specified procedures for the discipline of
wayward members, usually a two-step process according to an
interpretation of Matthew 18:15~17. The first step involved loving
admonition by the elder or a minister, quite possibly in the presence
of other ministers or members. When this admonition failed in the
desired effect, the case was brought for decision to the entire
congregation, which could vote for excommunication. In practice,
some congregations resorted to this ultimate step very reluctantly and
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only rarely, while others considered strict disciplinary measures an
essential mark of congregational spirituality and a necessary feature
of congregational integrity.

Churchly communities of like-minded people were, of course, not
the only institutional anchor of the Mennonites in the turbulent
twenties. Not to be overlooked were the families themselves, usually
larger than the average Canadian family, and in economic, social,
and religious ways — many practised their own worship service in the
home —more self-sufficient than most. Indeed, congregations had
the character of extended families, partly because blood relatives
tended to congregate in specific geographic localities and partly
because the two institutions were in the Christian typology analogous
and in the daily functioning of Mennonite society quite interdepen-
dent.

If the congregation was undergirded, on the one hand, by that
smaller social entity known as the family, it was also strengthened, on
the other hand, by the larger Mennonite world known as the
conference. Measured by later standards, none of the Canadian
conferences had yet attained institutional maturity, but they were
growing in importance. They existed only partly for their own sake
and mostly for the purpose of providing the congregations with those
connections and resources which helped them, if they were weak, to
survive, and, if they survived, to become strong.

In the two decades of this history, 1920 to 1940, the number of
Mennonite congregational units in Canada increased from 191 to
387 (Table 26). While a total of 258 new ones were formed, 62 were
dissolved for a variety of reasons, but mostly due to emigration to
Latin America and to resettlement within Canada. The increase
likewise resulted from a number of factors to be elaborated on later,
but they included the formation of new Mennonite groups, the
natural increase and expansion of the communities, as, for instance,
in the case of the Bergthaler, Chortitzer, Rosenorter, and Sommer-
felder, and the mission activity in Ontario and Alberta by such
groups as the Old Mennonites and the New Mennonites (Table 27,
p- 269).

The Different Cultural Groups

The greatest single factor contributing to the near-doubling of
Mennonite congregations in Canada was the coming of the immi-
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TABLE 26"

A SUMMARY OF CONGREGATIONS, 1920~ 1940

EXISTING FOUNDEDBY FOUNDED BY EXISTING
PROVINCE IN 1920 IMMIGRANTS OTHERS DISSOLVED IN 1940
Ontario 88 19 17 14 110
Manitoba 34 66 26 18 108
Saskatchewan 49 48 22 12 107
Alberta 18 29 15 15 47
British
Columbia 2 14 2 3 15
Totals 191 176 82 62 387

grants, who established 176 centres of worship or congregational
units, only 39 of which did not endure, mostly because of the
temporary nature of some settlements. This impressive number was,
of course, largely due to the large number of immigrants, over
20,000, but that factor was multiplied by the numerous small and
scattered settlements, and by the Mennonite proclivity to diversity,
usually requiring in a given community more congregations than
was necessary from the standpoint of numbers alone.

If there was one thing that the Mennonites did not possess, it was
uniformity in the way they exercised their religion. Since the days of
Anabaptist beginnings in the 1500s, the Christian community had
been defined as autonomous and nonconformist rather than depen-
dent and conformist, narrowly rather than broadly, in terms of
smallness rather than bigness, and on the basis of a neighbourhood
rather than in terms of a nation or an empire. The tradition of the
intimate congregation had arisen from the biblical doctrine of the
believer’s church, as defined by the Anabaptists, and from their
reaction to the massive national and imperial ecclesia. It had been
frequently reinforced by the migrations and scatterings and the
equally frequent internal divisions, which kept most Mennonite
congregations from achieving memberships much above one
hundred.'* Narrowness and smallness made for the quality of inti-
macy and local solidarity so essential to the survival of minorities, but
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they also prevented the various congregational families from form-
ing a united front in the face of dangers threatening from the
outside. "

The 18 congregational families previously identified (see Table 9,
Chapter 1) were sufficiently different from each other to justify, at
least to themselves, a separate identity, but so were the individual
congregations within those groups. Each congregation had its own
personality or, to use the language of the immigrants, its own
uniqueness ( Eigenart), its own way of doing things. Consequently,
the congregations represented a cultural mosaic as richly patterned as
the quilts designed by Mennonite women or the fields laid out by
Mennonite men. Like the quilts and the fields, the congregations all
resembled each other, but none of them were exactly the same. In the
1920s, this mosaic was enhanced by Mennonite multiculturalism,
which the immigrants helped to expand, and by Mennonite denomi-
nationalism, which the immigrants failed, even though they tried
here and there, to heal.

Speaking broadly in terms of their cultures, the Canadian Menno-
nites at this point in time could be divided into four groups. The
immigrants of the 1920s were one group, which here will be referred
to as Russlaender, to differentiate them from another group, the
immigrants of the 1870s, which will be referred to as Kanadier,
more precisely early Kanadier, for reasons that will become clear. A
third group, which can be referred to as late Kanadier, were the
broad (not numerically, but in terms of definition) grouping of
Dutch Mennonites, who had arrived from America, Prussia, and
Russia between 1890 and 1920. The late Kanadier were closer to the
Russlaender than to the early Kanadier in their cultural orientation.
For that reason they might best be referred to not as late Kanadier but
as early Russlaender, except for the fact that they weren’t all from
Russia. The fourth cultural group was represented by the Swiss, both
Mennonites and Amish. When the Russlaender arrived in Canada,
the only Mennonites to be found in Ontario were the Swiss.

The geographic scattering of the Russlaender into numerous new
areas lessened somewhat their need to come to terms with the
Kanadier and the Swiss, but where their settlements were in the same
districts there was, with very few exceptions, no easy coming
together of the various elements in single congregations. There were
language differences, of course, but even where they were minimal,



COMMUNITY-BUILDING: CONGREGATIONS 243

as with the Russlaender and the Kanadier, the gulf between the two
cultures was too large to bridge.

From the beginning, the two groups identified each other as
“Russlaender” and “Kanadier,” and that was probably the first injury
to the relationship. The usage on both sides carried pejorative
meanings. The designations were born not exactly out of profound
respect, and, besides, they were only partially accurate. The
Russlaender were Russians only in the sense of Russia being their
country of immediate origin and of their most recent citizenship. In
terms of ethnic origin, the Russlaender were Dutch. In terms of
culture they had become thoroughly germanized, even though they
had learned to speak, and in some cases love, the Russian language.
Whatever emotion had tied them to Russia had been largely dissi-
pated by the Bolshevik takeover of their homeland.

The Kanadier, on the other hand, were far from being Canadian.
To be sure, they had chosen Canada quite deliberately in the 1870s,
and as citizens they prayed for those in authority, especially their
majesties. But the general understanding of Canadianism, which in
those days included patriotism and anglo-conformity, escaped them.
Indeed, Canadianism was far enough removed from their hearts to
allow many of them to exchange Canada for Mexico and Paraguay.
Paradoxically, the Russlaender became Canadian in their hearts
sooner than the Kanadier, though the latter had a 50-year start. The
Canadianization of the Russlaender was held up only by their
reluctance to accept English as a primary language. Thus, the
Kanadier and Russlaender names were not altogether appropriate,
yet they were sufficiently useful to become general and to find their
way unavoidably into the history books.

The differences between the Kanadier and the Russlaender can
easily be made too simple and too general, since the Russlaender were
not a homogeneous community and the Kanadier were even less so.
As has already been spelled out, there were important differences
between the early and the late Kanadier and also within these two
broad groupings. But, speaking generally, for the early Kanadier
especially, the Russlaender were too proud, too aggressive, too
enthusiastic about higher education, too anxious to exercise leader-
ship, too ready to compromise with the state, too ready to move to the
cities, and too unappreciative of the pioneering done by the Kana-
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dier. As far as the Russlaender were concerned, the Kanadier were
too withdrawn, too simple-minded, too uncultured, too weak in their
High German because of their excessive dependence on Low Ger-
man, too afraid of schools and education, and too satisfied to follow
traditions, social or liturgical, generation after generation without
modification and change.™

Another important difference lay in the attitudes towards the
American Mennonites. The early Kanadier felt little commonality
with the Mennonites south of the border. In leaving Russia in the
1870s, the two groups destined for the U.S.A. and Canada had
operated with different assumptions concerning the most appropriate
environment for themselves and their children. In choosing America
and its open plains in the midwest, on the one hand, and Canada and
the closed Manitoba reserves, on the other hand, they had deter-
mined different destinies for their communities. Only those minori-
ties among the Kanadier who were nurtured by American Mennonite
evangelists and home mission workers were pleased with the Ameri-
can connection. The majority feared Americanization, especially at
the hand of other Mennonites, even more than they feared Canadian-
1zation.

The Russlaender, on the other hand, raised no fundamental
objection to fraternization with the Americans, at least not yet. Some
immigrants made their way immediately to the American Mennonite
colleges, notably Bethel, Bluffton, and Tabor, and before long two
Russlaender leaders in Canada, Jacob H. Janzen and A.H. Unruh,
had been awarded honorary doctorates by Bethel College. Clearly,
the Russlaender could not appreciate the haste with which the
Americans had surrendered the German language, but the common
acceptance of much formal education, private and public, reflected
their kindred minds. If the Russlaender of the 1920s had migrated in
the 1870s, most of them undoubtedly would have chosen America
rather than Canada.

There was also no easy coming together of the Russlaender with
the Swiss, for a variety of reasons. While the respective German
dialects overlapped sufficiently for the two groups to understand each
other if they tried hard enough, the communication gap was consid-
erable none the less. Good intentions on both sides could not conceal
the deep cultural differences separating the two groups. The two
Mennonite families had developed somewhat differently during the
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preceding centuries and since both groups tended to define their way
of life in terms of cultural minutiae, little things were of considerable
consequence. This was the case especially since the two cultures were
suddenly brought into unavoidable proximity with each other, often
in the context of family life under one roof."

Various behavioural peculiarities emerged to trouble the cohabi-
tating groups. The Swiss hosts were uneasy over what they believed
to be the overly liberal tendencies of their Russlaender guests. They
criticized the women for the unseemly practice of wearing flowers or
small black bows in their hair. Simple prayer veils or bonnets, the
Swiss maintained, were the appropriate dress accoutrements of the
Christian woman. The immigrants earned further rebuke for their
custom of placing crosses on their tombstones. This, it was argued,
bordered too closely on the Catholic tradition. For their part, the
Russlaender found their hosts to be generally pleasant, if rather plain
in a cultural sense. They were amused by the Pennsylvania Dutch
dialect, which they enjoyed mimicking, and which if done in
disrespect caused unnecessary offence.

The Russlaender presented a paradoxical image.'® They were, on
the one hand, penniless and poor for the most part, still suffering
emotionally from the uprootings of revolution and civil war, conse-
quently submissive, cognizant of their dependence, and willing to
learn. On the other hand, they were still very much what the years of
prosperity and co-operation with the tsarist state had made them.
They were culturally sophisticated, for the most part better educated,
progressive in their outlook, and quite aggressive in their style, all of
which suggested Hochmut (high-mindedness or pride) or even
arrogance.

Noah M. Bearinger, one of the organizers of the Swiss hospitality,
recalled an immigrant teacher saying to his host: “We have not come
here to work; we are guests.” To which the host replied, “Guests do
not stay around so long.”'” And, as their hosts perceived them, they
were not only high-minded but also liberal and to some extent
heretical. It would take some time for the Russlaender to explain that
wartime service in the medical corps had not meant the surrender of
nonresistance and that self-defence, though recognized by a minority
as necessary, had, at least in retrospect, been acknowledged by the
majority as wrong.'®

Despite the cultural variations, the overall relations between the
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respective Mennonite groups remained more cordial than strained.
The Swiss were deeply impressed with the piety of their Russlaender
cousins. Bible readings, audible prayers, and enthusiastic singing,
all of which were commonplace among the immigrants, likewise left
a favourable impression upon the Swiss. Bishop E.S. Hallman
observed that “the Christian family life seems very noticeable, and
the young people and the parents seem to be a unit in Christian life
activities.”" The accommodation of the immigrants in the Swiss
homes was intended to be temporary in duration, pending the
permanent settlement of the newcomers. But it lasted long enough —
in some cases over six months —to allow for the blossoming of lasting
friendships. One host family testified:

We shed tears when we learned we had to take a family right
into our living quarters, but we shed more tears when the time
came for this family to leave.?

The question arises, why did the longevity of association in the
families not lead to an even minimal acceptance by the Russlaender of
Swiss congregational life? Apart from the occasional membership
resulting from intermarriage, the Russlaender steered clear of the
Swiss congregations, even though they politely accompanied their
hosts to Sunday morning worship while they were guests. The
immigrants felt a strong need for their own religious gatherings, not
only for reasons of essential social contact with people of their own
kind, but also for the purposes of gathering new strength for their
daily life and of interpreting their past experience. To achieve this,
they had to find or form congregations of their own kind. The
movement to Western Canada from the Waterloo-Kitchener area had
as much to do with the more congenial social environment of the
Russlaender as it did with the greater economic opportunities, as
these were perceived. As one observer wrote:

To worship God with one’s own people, outweighed all other
considerations at that point. . . . %!

Whenever and wherever services were arranged, the attendance
was strong and facilities were crowded with people both sitting and
standing. There was much thanksgiving for the rescue from the land
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of terror and much pleading for the blessing of God in the new
land.?? It was in that context of intimate reflection and projection that
the Russlaender needed most to be among themselves, to speak their
own language, to sing their own hymns, and to hear their kind of
sermons. According to one memoir:

At first they worshipped in the churches of their hosts. How-
ever, the new language, even the Pennsylvania-Dutch dialect,
presented great difficulties to them. A longing to listen again

to a German sermon and to have an opportunity to share one’s
experiences became more and more evident,

Those Swiss congregations with which the Russlaender might
have had the greatest cultural and theological affinity, namely the
Old Mennonites and the New Mennonites, had switched to the
English language a generation or more ago,** though High German
was still understood and sometimes used. Those congregations which
were still using High German, namely the Old Order Mennonites,
the Old Order Amish, and the Amish Mennonites, used preaching
and singing styles quite foreign to the newcomers. The Swiss mixing
of High German with the Pennsylvania Dutch dialect was sympto-
matic of the deep cultural differences. The Mennonites from Russia
were trying to get away from their equivalent dialect, Low German,
considering it to have less cultural value. The purity of High
German, not the perpetuation of LLow German, had become their
linguistic passion. Bringing everyday social dialects into the school
— or church! —was the farthest thing from their self-understanding.

Differences Among the Russlaender

How the Russlaender related, or did not relate, to each of these
cultures in their congregational life is significant, but equally signifi-
cant is the problem of integration internal to the Russlaender them-
selves. The Russlaender were not all of the same kind either. In one
immigrant community the writing of a simple constitution turned
out to be “a formidable problem” because the 23 families involved
represented almost as many different congregations in their Russian
homeland. The churches in these communities all had their own
peculiarities. Fach had its own method of conducting the worship
service, its own division of church offices, and its own church
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rules.” Asone minister later recalled, after his congregation of great
initial diversity had survived its first 25 years:

They came from the various regions and localities in Russia.
There were people from the Crimea, from Molotschna, from
the Old Colony (Chortitza), from Orenburg, from Samara,
and also from Asiatic Russia. Even if we don’t easily admit
that we are dependent on traditions and habits, we do know
that circumstances, conditions, and customs, the educational
situation, indeed the climate and soil conditions determine the
character of man. . . and as these were different in different
places in Russia so also the people were different in their atti-
tudes and characteristics.?¢

Assignificant as they were, the differences among the Russlaender
arising from the habits of their respective regions were overshad-
owed by the differences arising from their denominationalism. The
Russlaender represented three distinct congregational families, in
other words, three distinct religious cultures, again speaking some-
what broadly. They were commonly known as Kirchengemeinden
(they will be known hereafter as Conference churches if only for the
reason that they joined the Conference of Mennonites in Central
Canada), Bruedergemeinden (Mennonite Brethren churches), and
Allianzgemeinden (Alliance churches).”

These three congregational types— Conference churches, Breth-
ren churches, and Alliance churches— were brought to Canada by
the immigrants, though in a sense they already existed in North
America. Parallels for all of them were already present, and this fact
prevented even greater proliferation of Mennonite congregational
families. The Conference congregations found their North Ameri-
can church home in the Conference of Mennonites in Central
Canada®® and, for the most part, also in the related General Confer-
ence Mennonite Church of North America,” while the Brethren
groups related to the General Conference of Mennonite Brethren
Churches in North America, either directly or through the Northern
District of that Conference.*’

The closest North American body for the Alliance churches was a
group whose popular designation was Bruderthaler Conference,
after the founding Bruderthaler congregation at Mountain Iake.*!
Established in 1889 as the Conference of United Mennonite Breth-
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ren in North America, the group, which 30 years later had one
Canadian congregation in Steinbach, Manitoba, and two at Lang-
ham, Saskatchewan, had changed its name and then was known as the
Defenseless Mennonite Brethren in Christ of North America.* Yet
another change before 1940 named that group the Evangelical
Mennonite Brethren Conference. The people themselves, however,
were known as Bruderthaler, at least for the time being.

The first Bruderthaler congregations at Mountain Lake, Minne-
sota, and Henderson, Nebraska, in the U.S.A. had arisen from
impulses similar to those giving birth to the Alliance in Russia,
namely to achieve a spirituality and a discipline greater than that
which existed in the Conference churches but to allow for greater
tlexibility than the Brethren churches practised in such matters as
baptism.** Founders of the Alliance were deeply troubled that the
pursuit of greater spirituality among Mennonites seemed always to
lead to hostility and separation rather than to mutuality and union.

While the Allianz was, so to speak, another kleine Gemeinde, a
small remnant carrying a minority idea, that body represented the
larger vision of the more inclusive Mennonite or Christian commu-
nion and for that reason it also carried considerable influence. It was
a rare occurrence when Mennonites remembered in their respective
congregations and denominations that the congregation of the Lord
was more than just one’s own people or one’s own church. When it
happened, the source of such an idea would most likely be the
Alliance or the Bruderthaler. Jacob P. Schultz of the Langham
Bruderthaler put it this way:

We are remembering, of course, that we as an individual con-

gregation and as a Conference are only a fraction of the body
of Jesus Christ of which he is the head.’*

Among Mennonites in general and the Russlaender in particular
the fractions were still all-important, for reasons both positive and
negative. On the plus side was the original concept, still strong, of
the congregation as the best expression of the kingdom of God. On
the minus side were measures of intolerance, stubbornness, and
pride, which prevented full mutual acceptance® of the respective
groups. The recognition of this fact was partly responsible for the
emergence in Russia of the Alliance as a bridge between the two main
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groups, the Conference churches and the Brethren churches, which
had stood in ecclesiastical competition ever since a revivalistic move-
ment, protesting the lack of spirituality among Mennonites gener-
ally, had given birth in the 1860s to the Brethren.

Having found many things wrong with the Conference churches,
the Brethren churches, in their search for a new spirituality, had
adopted a new liturgical style which included more public prayer by
more people, gospel songs, and a manner of preaching which
frequently climaxed in a revivalistic call, inviting the people to
repent and be converted. Most significant of all, at least in terms of
relationships between the two groups, was the adoption of the
immersionist form of baptism, “a fitting spiritual symbol. . .to
emphasize their distinctiveness.”*® Not only was it the preferred
form, to Brethren church leaders it was the only acceptable form,
there being no other that befitted a true born-again child of God.

For the Brethren, immersion and conversion went hand in hand,
and conversion was all-important. Reacting strongly to the style of
the Conference churches, which had an educational approach and
catechism classes to induce faith and to prepare the young people for
baptism and church membership, the Brethren introduced evange-
lism and the cataclysmic emotional experience as the essence of
conversion. For them, immersion symbolized the radical change,
the old self dying and being buried and the new self rising to a new
life in Christ.

As time went on, the differences between the two groups had
become less pronounced, at least so it seemed. In Russia the problems
of war, revolution, civil war, famine, reconstruction, and emigra-
tion had prompted various forms of co-operative undertaking. And
in Canada the problems of pioneer settlement resulted in both groups
working together closely in settlement matters. In quite a few
communities there were even joint worship services for a while, ina
few cases for a number of years.

Some Brethren churches had learned to acknowledge, however
reluctantly, styles of spirituality other than those of the revival or the
prayer meeting, and some Conference churches had learned to sing
gospel songs and to accept Bible study and prayer meetings as a
desirable, if not essential, part of congregational life. By and large,
the Conference churchesalso had no quarrel with the insistence of the
Brethren on the faith of members being very personal and the
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experience of the new birth being very real. But most of the
Conference church ministers would also have argued that the new
birth and personal faith could be arrived at just as well via education
and the catechism as through the evangelistic meeting and the altar
call.

It was less the essence than the form of things that often turned out
to be a stumbling block and a barrier between the two groups, and
baptismal form proved to be even more than a stumbling block. It
was, very literally, a gulf to be bridged, because, very simply and
bluntly put, it was the Flusz (river) and the Flusztaufe (river
baptism) which separated the two groups. In the beginning there was
revivalistic enthusiasm, the search for distinctive symbols, and new
biblical articulation, resulting in some renewal on both sides, but in
the end there was an ecclesiastical and political position so ruinous
that families, villages, and congregations, having felt its divisive
force, could not be repaired for decades or even generations.”

If on any other occasion members of the two groups happened to
meet together —weddings, funerals, Sunday worship, Bible confer-
ences, evangelistic campaigns, prayer meetings, or mission gather-
ings—they would definitely separate on the day of Pentecost, one
traditional day of baptism and communion. The Conference
churches initiated their new members kneeling at the church altar
through a baptismal form called sprinkling or pouring, while the
Brethren churches met at the nearest river, natural lake, or artificial
pond to completely immerse their new converts. If the respective
forms of baptism symbolized to themselves everything that was right
about the two church groups, to each other and to outsiders they also
signified everything that was wrong. The Alliance churches repre-
sented the compromise position on baptism. Though the preferred
form was immersion, they did not insist on the rebaptism of those
who had been baptized by another form but who wished to join the
Alliance or simply to have communion there.*®

Ountario and Manitoba

The spirit of the Alliance was clearly present among the immigrants
who made Ontario their home, not in the sense that a strong Alliance
movement was established in Ontario, for it was not, but in the sense
that both the Brethren churches and the Conference churches being
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established there possessed it at least to a degree. The Brethren
churches were more flexible on baptismal form in Ontario than
anywhere else, and the Conference churches perceived themselves to
be not so many independent geographically determined units but a
union (a “Vereinigung”), in Ontario for sure but also in Canada and
throughout North America. As their leader Jacob H. Janzen, soon to
be known throughout the continent, said:

Every human being and every human corporation carries
within itself an unmistakable urge to survive, and we immi-
grants from Russia are no exception in our reluctance to sur-
render our individuality (unsere Eigenart). We would like to
join together in congregations and as such have the closest pos-
sible association — but also join the conferences already in exis-
tence here in order to build the kingdom of God hand in hand
together with them.’

The “closest possible association,” however, turned out to be very
selective. Janzen did not have in mind an association with the Swiss
or with the Brethren churches but rather with Conference churches
elsewhere, including the General Conference of the Mennonite
Church of North America. And the Brethren churches felt the same
way. Thus, in all the Ontario communities where immigrants had
settled and where worship services had begun jointly, the formal
organization of congregations everywhere led to separate Conference
churches and Brethren churches.

The first to organize were the Brethren on May 25, 1925.*° They
named their congregation the Molotschna Mennonite Brethren
Church. Kitchener was designated as the centre. Members included
persons of the Brethren as well as of the Alliance. The name
“Molotschna” was very deliberately chosen. It so happened that in
Russia the Molotschna Brethren had been more like the Alliance in
sentiment. Molotschna was also reminiscent of the first Alliance, and
thus Molotschna as a name was appropriately symbolic for embrac-
ing both groups. This meant, of course, that the newly organized
Brethren church tolerated non-immersionist forms of baptism, at
least when it came to accepting members already baptized. This
crucial distinction from other Brethren churches would have to be
resolved somehow, but for the time being that problem could be set
aside.
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The new congregation had its affiliated groups, which were part of
the Molotschna congregation in Kitchener, but which, for reasons of
geography, also conducted some activities separately. For at least
seven years there would be only one Ontario Brethren church with
numerous affiliates, including Hespeler with 29 members,
Kitchener with 144, Leamington with 50, New Hamburg with 37,
and Vineland with 27.*' The notion of a centre or mother congrega-
tion with numerous affiliates was not a new one. Historically, it had
manifested itself in a number of ways but most often in congrega-
tions, where one ministry served a wider geographic area in which a
single congregation with a single membership would none the less
have numerous meeting places and perhaps even numerous semi-
autonomous groups.

In Ontario, the Conference immigrants organized in June 1925
under the leadership of Jacob H. Janzen, a minister-teacher who was
ordained as an elder to sanction fully his permanent leadership role.
The first name chosen was The Mennonite Refugee Church in
Ontario.* The refugee church embraced individuals and groups in
whatever places immigrants were settling, such as Essex County,
Hespeler, Kitchener, New Hamburg, Reesor, Vineland, and
Waterloo, and Janzen was the Reiseprediger, or itinerant preacher,
who ministered to them all. Very soon, the refugees did not want to
be known as such any more, and so the name was changed to United
Mennonite Church in Ontario.®

The formation of the Russlaender congregations effectively ended
the formal interaction with the Swiss. Congregations emerged where
there were no Swiss, but even where there was geographic proximity
the cultural differences, familial relations, and love of individuality
made separation inevitable. Yet all was not lost of that forceful and
intimate coming together of the Swiss and the Russlaender. Seeds
were sown, which for now lay dormant in the ground, quietly
awaiting the day of germination and awakening.

In any event, the differences in Ontario between the Russlaender
and the Swiss immediately became less pronounced because there was
no ongoing testing of the relationship in formal interaction between
the two communities. This was not the case in western Canada, where
the immigrant and the indigenous communities could not avoid each
other. While the differentiating features between the Russlaender
and the Kanadier were fewer than between the Russlaender and the
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Swiss, the tension between the former two groups actually increased
with time.

In Manitoba, the question of integration with the Kanadier came
up most in the former reserve areas east and west of the Red River
and in communities adjacent to them. Both the Conference and the
Brethren churches recorded successes and failures when it came to
relating to congregations already in existence. In the Grunthal area,
for instance, the Conference immigrants at first attended the Chor-
titzer worship service. For a time it even seemed that they should
unite with them, for the immigrants were settling on the lands of the
Chortitzer emigrating to Paraguay, and the remnant needed rein-
forcing. However, the Chortitzer aversion to four-part singing and
to free preaching in contrast to the traditional reading from a written
sermon “in a monotonous tone of voice” soon made union unlikely.*
Only about a dozen immigrants did become Chortitzer.*

Some Conference people were next drawn to the Holdeman
services through a member who also happened to be the local agent of
the Intercontinental Land Company, and, while the requirements of
free preaching and four-part singing were met here, the insistence on
male members wearing beards and other such unaccustomed prac-
tices made integration there impossible as well.*¢

The Brethren immigrants likewise “joined” the Kanadier closest
to their spiritual heritage, namely the Bruderthaler in Steinbach, but
this liaison was of short duration, even though the cultural gap, as in
music or liturgy, was not as wide. The Bruderthaler had cultivated
four-part singing since their beginning a generation earlier and, like
the Brethren, were characterized by an evangelistic style.*” But
theological and liturgical affinity did not always overcome psycho-
logical and cultural barriers, even when it came to relating Brethren
who were Russlaender and Brethren who were Kanadier. The differ-
ent backgrounds caused “friction and misunderstanding” to arise
rather easily.*

In Manitoba, most of the new Brethren settlers had no choice but
to found new congregations, because they settled where there were
none, twelve of them between 1924 and 1930.*° One of them was at
Arnaud, which very briefly wasan Alliance church. The two existing
Brethren groups, Winnipeg and Winkler, however, became happy
homes for the Russlaender, the former because the city missionary
assisted immigrants with housing and employment, and the latter
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because the immigrants arrived with such strength and leadership
that their “many gifted and devoted ministers, leaders, teachers, and
men qualified in practical affairs” soon assumed the dominant role in
the congregation.*’

Winkler, the home of the first permanent Brethren church in
Canada,’' became even more of a “mother church” for the Brethren
than it had been before, because immigrant teachers led by one of the
Russian church’s most renowned Bible teachers, Abram H. Unruh,
founded the Peniel Bible School.*> Unruh personified the attributes
of the old-time pedagogue for whom teaching was not just an
occupation but the very reason for his being. He had taught at the
Crimean Bible School until 1924, when he decided to emigrate to
Canada, hopefully to establish another school there. His dreams were
realized in October 1925 when Unruh started Bible classes in two
rooms of a Winkler house. The student body totalled a modest six,
but by Christmas the ranks had almost doubled to eleven.** Encour-
aging student increases in the following years justified the building
of a large one-storey school building; by 1928, the enrolment had
risen to 70.%*

The Winkler school was not the only such centre founded with the
coming of the immigrants, but it became one of the most influential
in the training of ministers and Sunday school teachers.’* Peniel’s
philosophy placed the accent on readying students for ministerial and
other church work, while the Herbert Bible School, established by
late Kanadier Brethren in Saskatchewan, placed the emphasis on
preparation for missions.’® Whatever the particular thrust of the
schools in terms of training ministers, missionaries, or Sunday
school workers, the curriculum offered studies in Bible doctrine,
Old and New Testament exegeses, theology, church history, Men-
nonite history, and German grammar, literature, and music.

The school was popular also outside of Brethren circles. For a
while it seemed that the Brethren would even co-operate in the
venture with the Bergthaler. Bergthaler bishop Jakop Hoeppner
actually donated the land for the Winkler school and publicly praised
its good work.”” Hoeppner’s successor, David Schulz, who had
taken classes at Peniel, felt that his church’s support could continue,
but only if the Bergthaler could add some of their own teachers to the
Winkler staff.

This proposition apparently fell through, but this did not discour-
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age the Bergthaler from co-operating with other Russlaender. In
1929, a Bible school was established by the Bergthaler at Gretna in
co-operation with the Blumenorter, a Conference congregation,
whose Russlaender members had settled in the village homes of
Kanadier leaving for Mexico. Together, the two church elders, J.P.
Bueckert and David Schulz, recruited J.H. Enns, a Russlaender
minister-teacher to conduct the classes.”® The school was initially
located in the upstairs reading room of Gretna’s Mennonite Colle-
giate Institute and later transferred to Altona.*®

In Manitoba, the Bergthaler represented the only Kanadier con-
gregation, which fraternized a great deal with the Russlaender and
which did so at several levels. The co-operation with the
Blumenorter in the founding of a Bible school has already been
noted. The Bergthaler made a serious attempt at bridge-building,
partly because several of its members, including H.H. Ewert and
P.P. Epp, had played a leading role in the immigration and partly
because of its charter membership in the Conference of Mennonites
in Central Canada of which most of the Russlaender Conference
churches became members. Ina number of places, as at Graysville,*”
Russlaender joined existing or emerging Bergthaler congregations,
or they became the dominant element, as at Morden® where
Russlaender J.M. Pauls and J.]J. Wiens were elected minister and
deacon, respectively.®

Morden was unique in a number of ways. In Morden, the Sunday
school was a joint effort of three groups: the German Lutherans, who
owned the building and used it for worship only once a month; the
Bergthaler, who used it once a month; and the Brethren, who used it
twice a month. Bergthaler and Brethren worked together in Mor-
den’s Alexander Hall until the 1930s, but, as happened in all
communities where Conference and Brethren people co-operated and
worked together in time of need, they separated once they felt their
independent strength.

As in the case of the Brethren, so also with the Conference people,
the largest number of immigrant communities in Manitoba were in
entirely new settlement areas where the question of relating to
existing congregations could not come up.® To ensure that such
groups were served, whether organized as congregations or not,
several elders and ministers were appointed Resseprediger and given
monthly allowances by the home mission board of the General
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Conference of the Mennonite Church of North America. This
happened without much delay, usually upon the recommendations of
David Toews, who was chairman of the immigration board, as well
as Canadian representative on that U.S.A.-based General Confer-
ence home mission board. Such appointments meant that uprooted
and unsalaried elders, who had lost in Russia the economic base for
their manifold ministries and who could regain such a base only by
neglecting the ministry, had an income, however small it might be —
the average monthly allowance was $50.5 It also meant that the new
settlements, especially the small ones, had the essential services of the
ministry made available to them, at least occasionally.

‘Two of the most active Manitoba Reiseprediger were F.F. Enns,
who became the elder of the Whitewater Mennonite Church, and
J-P. Klassen, who became the elder of the Schoenwieser Mennonite
Church. Together they served a large number of affiliated groups, as
well as non-affiliated groups, until they became fully independent,
something which occurred if and when these groups elected their
own elders.® Although Enns and Klassen served somewhat overlap-
ping territories—some groups actually experienced tensions because
of divided preferences — Enns’s primary responsibility was along the
CPR line in southern Manitoba while Klassen, working first from
Starbuck and then from Winnipeg, served groups in all directions
from Winnipeg but mainly along the western rail lines extending to
the Saskatchewan border.® At the peak, the Schoenwieser church
and its elder served 37 groups.®’

In the case of F.F. Enns, hisappointment meant travelling to such
distant settlements as Reesor in Ontario and Namaka in Alberta and
to such nearby communities as Whitewater, Boissevain, Clearwater,
Crystal City, Manitou, Mather, Ninga, and Rivers. He would serve
with communion, with baptism, and, where the groups were ready,
with ordinations of deacons and /or ministers.® After his first four-
teen months as itinerant minister, he recorded in his notebook the
following summary of his activity:

Preached 192 times at 69 places
Communion to 1267 souls at 16 places
Baptism for 32 souls at 4 places
Ordained 3 preachers and 1 deacon

Attended at 3 elections —election of § ministers
and 1 bishop
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Worked away from home 206 days
Visited 424 families at 69 places
Travelled 1596 miles by wagon and sleigh
Travelled 5832 miles by train

Travelled 27 miles in Ontario on foot
Four marriages

Gave medicines to 273 persons®’

While such data was recorded, it was customarily not publicized.
Publicity, it was believed, subtracted from the reward which would
some day come to the loyal servant in heaven. But the secrecy also
subtracted from the rewards on earth, because very few congrega-
tions were fully aware of their leaders’ manifold ministries. Ennsalso
withheld permission for others to have anything published “in the
newspaper about my work” because “it goes against the grain to do
s0” if the groups themselves “have nothing to report.””’

In due course, Enns and his wife left their married children at
Lena and made their home in Whitewater, the centre of the largest of
the immigrant groups in southwestern Manitoba. Thus, the groups
he could conveniently include in the immediate geographic circuit
came to be part of the larger multi-branch congregation called
Whitewater Mennonite Church, named, as was frequently the
custom, after the central locale of the congregation, which usually
also was the residential home of the elder.

J.P. Klassen’s congregation was named after Schoenwiese, the
home village in Russia near Alexandrovsk, later Zaporozhje, from
where he and the core of his congregation had come. Klassen was
unique among immigrant ministers for his oratorical gifts, his
ability to inspire and win people, and also his liberalism in many
respects, arising in part from his emphasis on “the spirit of the Bible”
as distinct from the dependence on the biblical letter.”" Thus, he
allowed, even encouraged, a rich social life for city young people,
which included mixed folk games and the theatre. Otherwise, he
avoided defining all the social prohibitions, including smoking, a
frequent target for much preaching in both the Conference churches,
where it was criticized but tolerated, and the Brethren churches,
where 1t meant excommunication. Indeed, Klassen was known to
“light up” in public following morning worship services.” He also
went farther than anybody else in practising open communion, and
when the German Lutheran members of his audience at Graysville
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chose to leave just before communion was served, he successfully
invited them to stay:

Good friends, whoever believes in Christ may come to the
communion. If you think as I do, then I will serve you with
great joy. You are our brothers and sisters.”?

Between and among the well-defined territories of the various
Russlaender congregations, Conference and /or Brethren, and Kana-
dier congregations were settlement groups that represented a mixture
of people. Such groups would be served upon invitation by ministers
from various sources. At Graysville, for instance, prior to the
group’s becoming an affiliate of the Bergthaler, the Schoenwieser,
Brethren, Sommerfelder, Bergthaler, and others all worshipped
together in a Presbyterian church building, which had become va-
cant owing to the 1925 union.” At Morris, the Schoenwieser were
joined by people from the Brethren, the Bergthaler, and the Kleine
Gemeinde, though only for a while.” And before the Schoenwieser
had assumed the initiative, Morris had temporarily been an outpost
of the Lichtenauer from St. Elizabeth.

Conference and Brethren people worshipped together in the early
years of settlement in numerous places—at Vineland they even
elected ministers together’® —but eventual separation seemed to be
the destiny of all such groups. Exceptions were in the rarest of cases
where one group absorbed, replaced, or eclipsed the other, as for
instance the Conference church at Winnipegosis’” and the Brethren
churches at Newton” and Gem.” Places where co-operation was
followed by separation included Springstein,* Niverville,*' North
Kildonan,* Arnaud,” Steinbach,* and others. When separation
came, often the only co-operative link remaining was in the context of
burial societies.®

Saskatchewan, Alberta, British Columbia

More integration of the Russlaender into Kanadier congregations
took place in Saskatchewan than in any other province,® and that for
several reasons. The settlements in Saskatchewan, being more
recent, were more scattered, thus touching more of the Russlaender
areas than in Manitoba, where the two reserves and adjoining
territory left much of Manitoba untouched until the Russlaender
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came. Furthermore, most Saskatchewan settlements of relevance to
the Russlaender were settlements of the late Kanadier, that is,
immigrants from the U.S.A., Prussia, and Russia in the years 1890
to 1920. Most of these late Kanadier congregations had already
joined the two Canadian and North American conferences, to which
the Russlaender would also relate. There was, in other words, a great
deal of commonality between the late Kanadier and the Russlaender.

There was one important exception to this observation, namely in
the Swift Current area. For at least a decade the Conference had sent
itinerant ministers to serve scattered groups of early Kanadier. This
activity was intensified when the emigration of the Reinlaender to
Mexico left those who stayed behind without any spiritual care. A
number of small groups thus became part of the Emmaus congrega-
tion, whose centre was Swift Current. The coming of the immigrants
meant augmentation of both the centre and the affiliates.*’

Another congregational meeting place of the early Kanadier and
the Russlaender was formed where persons of both groups joined
congregations of the late Kanadier, such as the Rosenorter in the
Rosthern area. Numerous Russlaender of the Kirchengemeinde
variety found their way into the Rosenorter church of which David
Toews was the leader. But this development could not be taken for
granted even where geographic proximity suggested such integra-
tion, as in the villages near Hague, where Russlaender were settling
on land vacated by the emigrating Kanadier. It so happened that these
new settlers were, for the most part, from Chortitza in Russia. A new
congregation of such people (that is, from Chortitza) had organized
at Hanley under the leadership of Johann J. Klassen. He was a strong
and aggressive leader and soon his Nordheimer congregation had
many affiliates. Indeed, so large did Klassen’s field of activity
become — 22 groups, some of which were as far away from Hanley as
150 miles— that his election as elder could be facilitated only by a
series of local elections and the mailing of sealed envelopes to
Rosthern, where they were counted by a pre-selected group of
brethren.®

This then was the dilemma of immigrants settling in the Hague
area. Geographically, they were closer to the Rosenorter congrega-
tion, which had meeting places in Hague and nearby villages.
Culturally, they were closer to the Nordheimer, which represented
their own kind from Russia. Most of the Rosenorter not only had
arrived 3§ years earlier, but had never been to Russia, having come
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directly from Prussia. None the less, most of the immigrants decided
to join the Hague Rosenorter group. This move was partly due to the
influence of D.H. Rempel, a minister in their midst, who had
corresponded frem Russia with David Toews and who keenly felt the
need to express some solidarity with Toews. On one occasion, Toews
had made known his disappointment that although the immigrants
were “willing to receive the Canadian physical bread, they were not
as ready to accept the spiritual.”®’

Thus, the Rosenorter became the most cosmopolitan of Mennonite
congregational groups, partly because of the cosmopolitan David
Toews and partly because the Rosenorter, having Prussian roots, did
not cultivate the narrow allegiances and habits which were more
characteristic of those from Russia, be they early Kanadier, late
Kanadier, or Russlaender. Needless to say, those more open among
the latter groups found the Rosenorter to be a congenial prairie
church home.” If, on the one hand, the Rosenorter are credited with
openness and tolerance, it must be said, on the other hand, that some
others were not far behind. It was in the nature of widely scattered
congregations like the Nordheimer —or like the Ebenfelder in the
Herschel area or the Hoffnungsfelder in the Rabbit Lake area—to
be accommodating of different views and styles.

The church chronicle (Gemeinde-Chronick) of the Ebenfelder
church illustrates rather well the typical beginnings, development,
and experiences of congregational life. Founded at Herschel on
Easter Monday, April 13, 1925, the congregation’s first 34
members were settlers at the Lamborn, Ramsey, and Meyers farms
who had the mutual desire “to nurture a more active spiritual life.””!
The worship services were held at first in the main building of the
Lamborn farm under the leadership of Elder Jacob B. Wiens and his
brother, Gerhard B. Wiens, likewise a minister, both ordained in
Russia. The chronicle of events tells the rest of the story:

18 March 1926: the death of the oldest member at age 69 fol-
lowed by burial three days later.

24 May 1926: baptism of the first young people, 12 in all,
after an extended period of instruction.

6 June 1926: the election by majority vote of two ministers,
Kornelius Jacob Warkentin and Hermann Lenzmann, and
one deacon, Heinrich Penner. Lenzmann, however, declined
to accept.
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6 July 1925: admittance to the membership of Conference of
Mennonites in Central Canada.

22-29 August 1926: admittance to General Conference Men-
nonite Church of North America.

1 August 1927: start of construction of a new building with an
$800 loan from the General Conference, interest free for two
years and thereafter at four per cent.

1926 -1930: incorporation into the Ebenfeld congregation of
various settlement groups —including Truax with 12
members, Springwater with 8, Glidden with 16, and a trans-
border group Provost (Alta.)-Marklin (Sask.), with 47 —and
the separation in 1928 of the largest of these, across the border
in Alberta, as a separate independent congregation for reasons
of size and distance.

14 June 1936: congregational celebration for Jacob B. Wiens
of 25 years as elder and 35 years in the university.

28 July 1936: twenty-fifth wedding anniversary of the
Gerhard B. Wienses.

25 February 1937: death by his own hand of church member
Kornelius Franz Funk.

4 July 1937: death by drowning of a youth Gerhard B. Wiens.
31 March 1939: death by poisoning of infant Mary Martens.

22 May 1939: death of Elder Jacob B. Wiens in Saskatoon
City Hospital at age of 68.

Many of the Russlaender Brethren settling in Saskatchewan found
their new congregational homes in Brethren churches already esta-
blished, though “amalgamation of the Kanadier and Russlaender in a
local church was not always easy.”® In the Main Centre Mennonite
Brethren Church, founded in 1904 by families from Manitoba,
Russia, and the U.S.A., 78 immigrant members were received in
the years 1924 to 1926, but in the next two years alone, 32 of these
immigrants left, and in 1927 they founded a new congregation.”
Thirteen other new Brethren groups emerged in Saskatchewan, with
clusters around Herbert, where a Bible school already existed, and
around Hepburn, where a Bible school then was founded.

One new immigrant congregation, the one at Watrous, identified
itself as being of the Alliance, and immediately established a relation-
ship with the other Bruderthaler congregations in Saskatchewan.
There were two of these at Langham, the north and south wings of
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the congregation having formally divided in 1925 on the question of
baptism.’* A new one at Fairholme arose as the result of evangelistic
work in a community which included a variety of Mennonites
without a church home: Bergthaler, Bruderthaler, Brueder, and
Sommerfelder.”” These developments in Saskatchewan and similar
growth in Alberta led the Bruderthaler to establish two Canadian
districts, one for Manitoba and Saskatchewan, and one for Alberta,
later also including British Columbia.%

The Bruderthaler centre in Alberta was the Lane Farm at
Namaka, where the Alliance and Conference people worshipped
together until the former built its own meeting house.”” It was in
Alberta where the Alliance established its strongest presence, though
it did not endure, as will later be seen. The Namaka Alliance had
several Alliance affiliates, including Gem, where the group referred
to itself as the Free Evangelical Church.”® The role of Namaka in
nurturing Alliance groups at Gem, Linden, Munson, and Crowfoot
was largely due to their leader, Aaron A. Toews, who had been the
leading minister of the Alliance church in Lichtfelde, Molotschna.?

The Brethren church, which eventually integrated with itselfall of
the Alliance groups, had no congregation at all in Alberta until the
immigrants arrived. Then its largest congregation was established at
Coaldale, which became the strongest Alberta Mennonite centre,
partly because the economy attracted so many immigrants and partly
because of the leadership which people like B.B. Janz exerted. As
time went on, Coaldale illustrated rather well how congregation-
centredness helped develop a strong community and a sense of
mission, as well as an excessive local patriotism for which Mennonite
parochialism was well suited. A sense of special privilege, conse-
quently a special calling and a special obligation, was part of the
Coaldale experience and emphasized repeatedly throughout its early
years, as the following sermon excerpt suggests:

Coaldale has very special opportunities, more than any other
congregation in Alberta and beyond: so many special visiting
ministers, so many special meetings, including conferences,

song festivals, youth festivals, ministerial courses, Bible and

high schools, or Sunday school courses. . . . Coaldale is receiv-
ing manifold blessings, and the Lord will expect much of
Coaldale. 10

The blessing was evident in the rapid growth of the Coaldale
Brethren church. The congregation built the first meeting house
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(32'% 52"y with an annex (20'X32") in 1929. Another addition
(30"X30") was constructed only three years later. A decade later all
this was replaced by a “large sanctuary” (60'X104’) just in time to
host the 30th annual Northern District Conference, which brought
delegates and visitors from all over Canada and the U.S.A. who
wanted “to see the ‘Russlaender’ and their church” in Coaldale. It was
a great moment for the congregation, for at last its members felt they
had been fully accepted. The Coaldale church “had come of age and
stood equal in rank with the older ‘churches.” 7!

Coaldale, like many other Russlaender settlements, had a Confer-
ence church as well as a Brethren church. This duplication, so
characteristic of the new settlements, happened also at Tofield, in the
Peace River district, and at Namaka and Rosemary. At Rosemary
and Tofield, the Conference and Brethren congregations were added
to the Swiss groups that had already been in existence a quarter of a
century or more. The Westheimer congregation at Rosemary was
somewhat of a mother church for Conference groups in Alberta, for
its elder served groups far and wide until they either dissolved or
became independent. Only at Didsbury did the Conference
Russlaender integrate with a congregation already in existence,
namely the Bergthaler who had resettled from Manitoba at the turn
of the century.'"

The development of new churches in British Columbia paralleled
to some extent the situation in Alberta in that there was one very
strong congregation which overshadowed all the rest. The Coaldale
of British Columbia was Yarrow where the Brethren churches
expanded very rapidly after the beginning of settlement in 1928,
though it must not be forgotten that there were other Mennonite
beginnings in the West Coast province, however small. Since 1913,
Reiseprediger had serviced a small Conference group at Renata in the
Okanagan Valley.!®® At Vanderhoof in the B.C. interior, the Great
War had produced a Brethren church settlement in 1918.'%

These remote beginnings, however, were soon forgotten as the
Mennonite discovery of the Fraser Valley led to a veritable settlement
rush in the depression years. The Brethren moved to the West Coast
earliest and strongest, paralleling somewhat the migrations of the
American Brethren from the midwest to the west coast. Yarrow and
other parts of the valley attracted leaders like J.A. Harder and C.C.
Peters, who found that berry gardens and small dairies were more
compatible with ministerial duties than the large mixed farms of the
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prairies. In Yarrow the Brethren swallowed up the Alliance, as in
Alberta, and overshadowed the Conference churches, not only
because the Brethren were established first but also because there
were many defections from the Conference churches.

Yet, the Conference churches survived and remained a struggling
minority in almost every settlement in the Fraser Valley, Greater
Vancouver, and Vancouver Island, though not without a great deal of
outside help. When Jacob H. Janzen came to British Columbia as an
itinerant minister, he applied the same concept of a provincial
United Mennonite church already operative in Ontario. Thus, all
the Conference settlement groups were part of a single congregation,
the parts of which drew strength and inspiration from each other. As
a unit they joined the Canadian and General Conferences when the
time came.

Congregational Life

Wherever they were founded, the new congregations met in homes,
at first almost everywhere, in schoolhouses, in implement sheds, in
barns, in haylofts, in grocery stores or lumber businesses, in commu-
nity halls, and in the vacant buildings of various denominations. To
give a few examples, the new congregations met in the vacant
buildings of the Presbyterian church at Graysville and Whitewater,
the United at Lena, the Lutheran at Starbuck, the Anglican at Oak
Lake, and the Reformed in Winnipeg.'® As soon as they could, the
congregations put up simple buildings of their own. In the first
decade, 47 congregations purchased or erected their own buildings at
costs ranging from $200 to $6,000.'% The effort required, and the
sacrifices made, especially as the depression came, are indicated by
the experience at Gem, where a structure measuring 32'X40" was
begun by the Brethren churches at an estimated cost of $400.'"
People contributed on the basis of farm produce: one dozen eggs
brought 3 cents, one week’s sale of cream 50 cents, one bushel of
wheat 23 cents, and one fat two-year-old steer 24 dollars. This was
supplemented by an appeal to 80 congregations, mostly in the
U.S.A., which yielded the “exceedingly gratifying” results of
$208.01. Such solicitation had been authorized by the 1924 and
1927 sessions of the General Conference of Mennonite Brethren
Churches.'®

The ingredients of congregational nurture, which typified many
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Russlaender congregations, were those common also to other Men-
nonite churches. On Sundays and holidays, there always were
preaching services. Special festival days in the Christian calendar
were New Year’s, Epiphany, Good Friday, Faster, Ascension Day,
Pentecost, and Christmas. At Christmas, Easter, and Pentecost,
there were normally two days of worship services. Once every fall,
during or after the harvest, there was an all-day thanksgiving and
mission festival.'”” Occasionally, there were prayer and Bible study
meetings and annually, a two- or three-day Bible conference usually
led by visiting ministers. Outside evangelists were invited to give
evangelistic services three to five evenings a week every year.

The baptism festival was a high point in the life of every congrega-
tion, because it marked the formal induction, after a period of
evangelism or catechetical training, of the young into the member-
ship of the congregation. Becoming “a full-fledged member of a
church through baptism” was experienced by those seeking it,
usually in their late teens, as “an important and serious step.”
According to the memoirs of one, who had been baptized at age 19:

I had joined the church of our Lord and all of its members
were my brothers and sisters. . . . The venerable ministers of
the church, the choristers with their strong voices, the [wor-
shipping] congregation, . . . the mysterious communion serv-
ice; all these left a lasting impression on me. All this spoke to
me of God’s great mercy, which seemed to reach out and give
me inner peace.'!’

The festival of the Lord’s supper, observed to commemorate the
suffering and death of Christ as well as fellowship of the believers
with each other and with Christ, was taken most seriously. The
communion service was a time to get closer to God through Christ,
because of His life, death, and resurrection, but also for church
members to get closer to each other. It was a time for enmity and
strife to end and for reconciliation to take place. To facilitate this a
preparatory sermon, with admonitions towards that end, would be
given usually a Sunday in advance. That would give everybody an
opportunity to make things right with their neighbours. The com-
munion service was viewed as the family feast of a congregation.

Where is there a meal time on earth where rich and poor,
those of high and low station, have such intimate fellowship?
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Everywhere there is separation and division, hate and envy of
the various classes. But here the poor domestic sits next to the
fashionable woman and the simple worker next to the learned.
And both partake from the same dish. Therein lies a deep
social significance.!!!

All believers, baptized and penitent, were expected to attend, and
believers from other congregations were sometimes welcome too.
The Conference churches tended to be most open in their commu-
nion practices, the Brethren churches most closed, and the Alliance
churches held the moderate ground between the open and the closed
systems. Careful records were kept both of the communion services
themselves and of the number of participants, the latter being
determined by calculating the number of thimble-size pieces of
communion bread consumed.''? Participation was viewed both as a
holy obligation and a high privilege. Non-participation for whatever
reason symbolized the breakdown of a relationship between the
member and the congregation. Practices like foot-washing at com-
munion services had not been uniformly practised in Russia and thus
were recognized as an optional ordinance, especially in congregations
where different traditions were represented.

The highest authority in the congregation, at least theoretically,
was the brotherhood meeting (Bruderschaft), in which all the male
members made the decisions important for the life of the congrega-
tion. The female members were gradually included in the franchise,
beginning with such special occasions as the election of an elder or
leading minister, minister, or deacon. These elected spiritual leaders
met as a group and represented the spiritual authority of the
congregation.'”® Paralleling the ministerial body, responsible for
spiritual matters, was a lay body of about three members, a church
council responsible for all the business matters of the
congregation.''* The operating expenses of a congregation were
handled through freewill offerings or levies of one kind or another.
In some congregations the annual levy was partly based on member-
ship, at §0 cents per person, and partly on land ownership, at 75 cents
per quarter section (or 160 acres).'"

The most important duty of elders, ministers, and deacons was the
spiritual nurture of the members, referred to as caring for the soul
(Seelsorge).'' Seelsorge had to do with the most important aspect of
human existence, for to be damaged or to sustain the loss of one’s soul
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was the greatest human loss of all. Thus the work of Seelsorge was
fundamental in the nurture of a congregation. It was also very
rewarding, because nothing enriched life as much as interpersonal
relations. It was important, of course, to remember that every human
being was an individual, and that not every individual needed the
same kind of care or intervention in order to be right with God. It
was also true that no person involved in Seelsorge was “sovereign or
possessing the infallibility of a pope.”!’” The motivation of all
Seelsorge had to be love and compassion for the needy and the lost.'"®

The chorister was a common institution in most immigrant
congregations. It was his duty to select hymns, announce them, and
lead out in singing from his place in the pew or, in larger congrega-
tions, from up front, where he sat with ministers and deacons. The
chorister was not a conductor, only a singer with a loud voice and
enough musical sense to get a song and the congregation started on the
right pitch. While the Russlaender were not opposed in principle to
the use of pianos or other musical instruments, it was some time
before many congregations could afford them. Unless, of course, the
congregation was as fortunate as the one at Waterloo, which pur-
chased not only an elegant Presbyterian sanctuary left vacant by the
Union of 1925 but also a pipe organ to go with it.

An essential resource to the congregations were the denomina-
tional Conferences, which helped the congregations financially, with
personnel, and through the provision of program materials. More
importantly, they gave to the congregations a wider fellowship.
Through the Conferences, also, the congregations were linked to the
international work of missions and relief, either directly or indirectly
through such mediating agencies as the Canadian Mennonite Board
of Colonization and the Mennonite Central Committee. This con-
nection was timely, because events unfolding elsewhere in the world,
especially in the U.S.S.R., required of the congregations that they
extend their normal, quite limited, borders to minister to the needs of
the world and especially to Mennonite people elsewhere in distress.
Thus, even as the Russlaender were settling into their parochial
congregations to preserve their individuality, they were rudely
reminded that their brothers and sisters in faraway Russia were
struggling with their very survival.
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FOOTNOTES

Daniel Loewen, “Wert und Notwendigkeit der Gemein-
dezugehoerigkeit,” Jahrbuch, 1936, p. 59.

Herbert P. Enns and Jacob Fast, eds., Jubilee Issue of the Waterloo-
Kitchener United Mennonite Church (Waterloo, Ont.: W-K United
Mennonite Church, 1974), p. 9.

Erland Waltner, “Anabaptist Concept of the Church,” Mennonite
Life 5 (October 1950):40-43.

J. Winfield Fretz, “Mutual Aid Among Mennonites 1,” Mennonite
Quarterly Review X111 (January 1939):58.

H.S. Bender, “Editorial,” Mennonite Quarterly Review XVIII
(January 1944):5.

Robert Friedman, “On Mennonite Historiography and on Individ-
ualism and Brotherhood,” Mennonite Quarterly Review 18 (April
1944):121.

Based on “Statuten der Whitewater Mennoniten Gemeinde,” in
G.G. Neufeld, Die Geschichte der Whitewater Mennoniten Gemeinde
in Manitoba, Canada, 1925-1965 (n.p., 1967), pp. 160-61,
which in turn were adapted from the constitution of the Schoenwieser
church.

Galatians 6:2, RSV,
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