Bishop Samuel F. Coffman

When the war began, it was not
clear how Mennonites would be
e affected. The hope of most
Victoria Ave., Vineland . . .
Mennonites to continue to live
quietly and resist enlistment was unsettled by the advent
of conscription in 1917.
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The Military Service Act brought in conscription in
August. Following soon after, the Wartime Elections Act
disenfranchised conscientious objectors. This was new
legislative territory for both the government and
Mennonites, and confusion about the implications of
these Acts was the result.

Taken by surprise, Ontario Mennonite leaders moved
quickly. A delegation was sent to Ottawa to clarify that
Mennonites were excepted from the Military Service Act.

Bishop Coffman became the go-between for voluminous
correspondence with government officials, Mennonite
leaders, and Mennonites affected by conscription,
laboriously typing the letters himself.
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S.F. Coffman’s response to surveillance, 1917

Today | was favored with a visit from a
Government officer from Ottawa, who brought a
report that | had been preaching sermons that
were discouraging recruiting and production.

Some remarks that we had made when
encouraging our people to be steadfast in their
nhon-resistant faith were dragged from their setting
and meaning and were sent to the authorities as a
charge of unpatriotic sentiment.

Such is the condition of affairs today, and we will
only have to live a life that disproves any such
adverse criticisms....But above all things we shall
endeavor to be steadfast in the faith of the
Gospel...

e S.F. Coffman to LJ. Burkholder,
November 7 1917
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Ella and Samuel Coffman
with their children in
Vineland, 1920s

Born in the United States,
Coffman was appointed
bishop of the Ontario
Mennonite Conference in
1903.

8lr Percy Sherwood,
chlef Comissioner of Pollce,
dttawa, Ont,
Sir:- : i
With pefersence $0 the repoet concc ming the charge that I ma t!. AsLe
Folowing stutcments, "what good are the soldlers. They producc nothing,
o : .I g o8l - &Y r _ h r ~ otk inge
they curn nothing, they don't eam the cloibs trey weap, they do nothlng

put destroy. If any of vou are producing food te relp win the war, don't
| . 2 ) = " o b - 2o P
do 1t; If vou are vroduclng food to fced the needy, alright, go on.

™e vurnortcd statenents were made on the 1l4th Ult, in connection wiltl
a 8¢ r'r*ur*.‘(.':él.-.:rw’,l'::j our noonle L0 sontinue stacdfastly in the non-resistat
peincinlas of our falth., Those who were not in sympathy with thoue doctrngs
;-:o'-.lld not understand the meaning of the mannce In which the true expreasio
was made. "That soldlers are unproductive of anything as far as thele
gunnort 18 concemed, hence 1n that respect soldlers are a purden but not
a é:.-\ ative vower 1in the world.® Regarding the 3¢ cond part, ny .1?.;1:(.:'1(,.'1?73
were that our nw nle should not oe engaged in tbbk ralsing of fooud stuffs
solely for war purnoscs, since Lt 1s not in the sonirit of our doctrine to
thus sunnoet war, but, that our pepnle should continue to ralsc thelr
nroduce for the good of the world In general.® It was not in ny purnose to
ame.ak akpainst the Govemnent, thelr soldicrs or thelr methods. Our pople
mdestcod ne thus and know that I have never discouraged any of the work
of the tovennent, There are no nembers of our MNUZrEE ihlon who were
ellzdvle for army scevice and hence no occaslon 1o dlsccurage recruiting
or svncak agddnst soldlers as a class,

I an wiling to acknowledge that the statcments tha.t were nade could
Bave peen w:-cmgly construcd If taken out of thclr proper connection on d awy
:'m.':r f£ron the general tonor und @virlt of the dlscoursc. Otherwde -“hey
could bot have been thus construcd.

My gongzrezatlon conslista of aboutl seventy pmemberas and among then the fo
13 but ohc','_'- ang man In class I and he has made clalm for excnption f:rom
sefvicé on the gronds of being a membor of the Menmonm 1t Chw:h.,

S. F. Coffman to Sir Percy Sherwood,
November 7, 1917
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