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,ABSTRACT
. :g\. , ﬂtéﬁién Aspects of the Mehnonite Commonwealth

. ' Russia ' o
; s

[

N Cbnstance Victoria Classen

o\ * -

As a form 6f utopian society, the Mennonite common-
wealth in Russia was unique, ' not 6niy in its success in
implementing utopian 1deals anq)in the length of 3ts dura-

"<tion - approximately 130 years - but alsd in.its‘size -

; at its height the commonwealth encompassed close to 400 |
;  towns and villages. '\ C
The aim of this thesis’is twofb}d: %o trace' the tran-
sition in ideology of the Dutch Anabaptist-Mennonites who
moved to Prussia and then to Ruahia.from millenarian myth-

" ology to Kingdom -theology to utopian“phiioadﬁhiijiﬁﬁﬂfhen
to examine in which,ways‘the Mennonite commonwes th in

\
' Russia resembled and aspired to be a utopia, and in which
. ways it did not. : c
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T ‘i/‘/
") I. INTRODUCTION /

¢

/

Hiatorima of the Mennonite ):/ommonwealth in Russia
have of/ten refemd to it as a 'u‘:Opia' *Eden’, ‘or. *col-

- ony of haa.von'1 without speciryiﬁg what they mean by these
terms or in whlch ways the co énwealth exemplified them. ‘
The aim of this thesis - whic;?by no means pﬁ*ends to be .
conclusive - is twofold: to /trace the transitikm in ideol-
ogy of the Dutch Anaba.pt.tst Mennonites who moveci 40 Russia
from m&llenariap mythology/to Kingdom theology to utopian
phiiosop'h&x and then to examine in which ﬁéys the Mennonite

commonwealth in Russia 7esembled and a.Spired to be a utopia,
and in which ways it djd not.

Mennonitism began in the Netherlands in the early

: h-of Anabaptism, Around the middle
of the éentury groups of uennonites migrated to Prussia

and ﬁ'om thero to/Russia in the late 1700's, /In Russia they
were allowed and encouraged to establish thair own state
within a state,/ a Mennonite 'comonwealth' which reached
ite height in/the period between 1870 and 1914 and from then
on increas gly lost its autonomy un:t:il its compiete disso-

lution in X943, : “\,\
The'/ term *‘commonwealth' (not used by the Mennon’.’;tes\\
while ‘f/ Rugsia) is now generally used by historians to

refer to the Mennonite federation of villages in Russia 2
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and “serves to mark it as a2 political and economic entity . -~
. Q well as a religious community, and to make the con- - -
nection with the medieval ideal of a Christian common- ‘

wesalth. A temm tyﬂ Mennonites did use fo® themselvés was

brﬁt}erschaft. brotherhood, which bespeaks the high galﬁ_e

.rthey placed on social bolidar;ty. '
" The interpretation given to the term ‘utopla’ in this

N thesis is not that of an El Dorado, "a fantasy land vhere all

one's desires are instantly fulfilled, nor the totalitarian
society of Karl Popper's definitiond but Ernst Bloch's and

Martin Plattel's “recéding horizon of endless progresa"tu -the

‘concrete utopia’ which anticipates a new dimens:}.on in human

history and offers ivqlistic ways of reaching 1t.5

Rosabeth Kanter in Commitment and Community gives

3 | the following summary of the ‘charactéristice of utopia:

{ : o Utopia is8 the imaginary society in which humankind's
3 - ! deepest yearnings, noblest dreams, and highest &aspira-
3 " . tions come to fulfillment, where all physical, social .
and sgiritual forces work together /in harmony to permit
.7 the attainment of everything peo 1{ f£ind necessary and
S desirable. In the imagined utopla people work and
R live together closely and cooperatively, in a social
: o order that is self-created and self-chosen rather than
» externally imposed, yet one that also operates accord-
ing to a higher order of natural and spiritual laws.
Utopia is held together by commitment rather than co-
ercion, for in utopia what people want to do: is the
same as what they have to do; the interests of the in-
dividuals are congruént with the interests of the fpoupg
. and peraona% growth and freedom entail responsibility
for others.

Harmony - within the individual, within society, with
the environment - 1is the primary characteristic of Eden .and ‘
of the Kingdom of God, as well as of utopia. The primary

difference is the nature of that harmony. Eden is a natural

v
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paradise in which evil is' uninown, the Kingdom of God ies a
supernatural paradise in which evil 1s’known but completely
transcended, utopia is a created paradise in which evil is

known but cojod with.
g .
The edenic nostalgia for a state of innocence and in-

tegration with nature was not consciously part of the pro-

- gram of fhe-Mepnonitos - they were too aware of the Fall
and its consequences and of Christ's triﬁmpﬁ over sin - how-

. ever it undoub@edly. as the foundation of,a11~p&fadiaiac
longing, nourished their desire f6r a perfect éociety.

In the Middle Ages Christianity and society were so , -

" interpenetrated that utopianism could 6nly-tnfconceivad of

in religious terms. Plattel writesi

. The Christian Middle Ages did not directly know
utopian pictures of the future._ _For medieval man his
desginy gay in the hands of God rather than his own.
But even there the utoplan mood made itself occasion-
ally felt. PFor instance the monk Jochim de Fiore (ab
1130-1202) modified the Christian eschatology with its
expectation of the final time after the end of world

ectation of salvation within the

history into an exg )
world.,.. When in the Middle Ages people thought about
the future, the result was a blend of transcendent

eschatology and humanitarian ideas. That's why social
protest against the existing injustice and the desire
for a better world - two elements which are eminently

utopian - constantly gave rise to a revival of chiliaem.’

Millenialism, or chiliasm, strictly signifies the be-

lief in a future thousand year reign of Christ on earth,
' but is used in a wider sense to refer to any religious or
pseudo-religioué vision of an imminent, total earthly so-

ciety.8 .
' ‘The religious, cultural and social upheaval of the

#6th century brought millenialism to a head resulting in

i
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r . i‘rustrating attempts to establish'an earthly Kingdom of God,

doomed to railgiﬁ because the Kingdom of God, by its very

* ., nature, can only &e instituted by God,

» The Anabaptist forejfathers of the Mennonites in Russia
rejected the millenialism of the militant Anabapti)sgs and
identified themselves' instead with the spiritual Kingdom
of God af exemplified by the primitive Church. Franklin K.

' r
Littel has termed this °'religious primitiviam',9 however the

Anabaptist-Mennonites viewed the Apostolic age not only as

an exem;ilary period of history, but as a transcendent ever-

present norm.
. -Plattel makes an excellent comparison of the myth,

which we find in conceptions of both the earthly and the

spiritual Kingdom of God, and the utopia:

.The myth describes things which unconditionally agply
to man and which he simpdy has to accept. Salvation
or final catastroghe come to him from without and from
above. The myth describes a sacral plan of the world,

one which falls upon as a grdace or a fate and which
he undergoes. The h expresses a divine decree which

vertically enters the world and determines man,
In the utopia, -however, man himself goes forward.

He himself wants to overcome the limitations of his ex-
istence and go in search of happiness. While in the
myth the new and alien come to man, in the utopis man
himself tries to explore the new and the alien.

In their allegiance to the spiritual Kingdom of God
the Anai‘:aﬁatist'-nennonites were, in fact, anti-utopian;
against the possibllity of any man-made society having a
redeeming value. Harmohy - of the md:'lvidual with God
through the community of believers - was only possible in
the Kingdom of God and could only be truly experienced in

the spirit in this life, for the state could never be_/
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| Christian and the Church would always be emall and perse- o

cuted. Many of the characteristics of the Kingdom of God: . -
brotherlicod, peace, etc; are also characteristies of ‘u/t‘gpia.
however what the Anabaptist-Mennonites regarded as a sure
mark of the Church in this world, continual suffering, is <
also a sure mark of their antiutopianism fo‘r in utopia suf-
fering must. always be minimized:- _

In Russia the Mennonites had "uh?a.ralls_led opportuni-‘

ties for establishing and maintaining communities on the
11 Yot

TR s b R Y P L e e, L 7

basis of their understanding of Biblical truth..."

by that time the shift from Kingdom theology to utoplan
d _what would

e

philosophy had already largely taken place,
ve established in Russia was not a modern verpion of the
primitive Church, but a utoplan alternative to contemporary
society. This &fhange is not :Lqm'adiat'ely evident because
the Kingdom of God and the utbpia share a core of basic

= S e R e e R A S gt v e

vaiues. However, in Russia the Mennonites dropped or al- ) 2
tered those values of the Kingdom of God which conflicted

e S

with the establ‘iéhment of a utopian society and added others ' g
- which were utopian but not present in the original Anabap- '

tist vision of the Kingdony\
As we examine the history, institutions, culture and

3 CERTO N, e

religion of the Russian Mennonites compared to those of the
early Dutch Mennonites, this shift in values will become
‘apparent.. Perhaps the most significant change was from the

i
i
b

first Mennonites' insistence on discipleship and absolute
obedience to God's will, to the Russian Mennonites' confi-

dence in their ability to rule their own destiny. Thié is
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’.certainly Aot to sBay. that the Rusaian Mennonite emphaais

on utopiqﬁism completely excluded Kingdom theology, nor

" that the‘£>abaptist spiritual Kingdom of God had been

purge;i of’ traces of expectation of an -earthly Kingdom -

" all of these élcments are prosent in the New Testament \

itself - but réthér that the focus of Mennonite aspira-

tions ohirted. ‘ . ®
This study is vased primarily on writings of and about

the group.lbut aliso, in the case of the commonwealth, on

" Intervidws with Russian Mennonites and photographs. 1In
dealing

h the.commonwealth it tends to center on the two

settlements of Cho;titia;and,Molotachna for' several reasons.

."As the oldest and most progressive settlememts, Chortitza

,énd Mo chna ied the way for the rest of the com;on-
wealth, Historical accounte of the commonwealth usually
focus on thése oettlementa. perhaps because most of the
writings of the commonwaalth were produced by them. The
majority of‘Mennonites who 1ef% Russia during the Second
World War, the most prolific in writing of their experien-
ces, are from Chortitza and naturally concentrate on that

'settlement in their writings.,

A major difriculty encountered in evaluating the uto-
pian‘aspects of the Mennonite commonwealth in Russia is
separating perceived fact from actual racj; Most aocounté
of the commonwealth were written by Russi Mennonites or
thair children after its dissolution and from the perapec-
tive of another country. Just as the Anabaptists mytholo-

gized the primitive Church, and the later Mennonites myth-
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oloéized the Anabaptists (Modern Mennoni*es now try to re-
, covur the vision of the Anabapmists much aB the Anahaptists
attempted»tb\recovar the vision of the primitive Churchlz),
;he Russian Mennonites who look back on their commonwealtb
qfe inclined to mytholoéize it as a 'lost paradiaé'}B N
~In this case period documents are an invaluable aid to pr&iy
viding a balanced view. However little documentation is
available on the cultural and religious life of the Russian :
Mennonites, especially during the first decades of the
commqnwaalth. Fnd most of thé massive documentation which
existed on their agricultural and economic 11te was lost,
during the Revolution. That is why Rﬁsaiaﬁ Men£onite his-
toriography 1is prassjggp be ethnocentric, based on oral
traditions.lu L
" The tendency among Mennoﬁito historians has been to
axamine the commonwealth almost exclusively from the in-
‘slde without placing it in the larger Ruésian aﬁd European
¢ context, a lapee of which limiting }actofé maﬂa the present
study also culpable. It must not be thought, however,that
the Ruesian Mennonites were completely isolated from the
outside world: even among those families who could not
afford to or did not choose to gend their sons to univer-
‘sity or to iaka trips outﬁide the commonwealth, daily in-
© tercourse with their Russian workers and interagflon with
the German colonists in Russia ensured that they kept in
contact with tﬁg‘world around them. |
The Mennonite commonwealth has been viewéd with ambi-

valence by Mennonite scholars,who censure it from a theo-
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‘wealth is virﬁually unknown. - (The closed Mennonite communi-

* of utopianism.

logical pQerBC'f:lVﬁ" while praising itaqeo‘cial achievements.
E.K. Francis deecr’ibee) the commonwealth as having bought
its success. "at the price :.t institutionalization of reli-
gion and secularization of the inner life of the group 15
while Dohovan Smucker caille it "a bdbrilliant experiment in
a seml-communal existence" 16
Outside Mennonite 'eirclee the history £ the common-
ties in Canada and the United States which have received
some attention are not equivalent to the Mennoriite experi-
ence in Russia.) This 1s nartly'due to its remote location
and to the megnitude of the events in which it was engulfed

in the ﬁret half of this centiry, but also to the fact

“that it is not considered to be of genera.% interest. As a

form of utopian society, however, the Mennonite common-

, *
wealth was unique, not only in its success in implementing
utopian ideals and in the length of its duration -’ approxi-

mately 130 years - but also in its size - at its height

the commonwealth encompassed .clese to 400 towns and villages.

In her work on utopian communities Kanter writes: "There

are no answers in the ezq:erience of utopilan ‘com’unities '

of the past or preaent to the problem of building 1arge and
complex structures out of very ema.ll ones,” w17 A etudy of |
the utopian aeyecte of the Mennonite commonwealth in Russia
should be of value therefore. not only to scholars of
Mennonite hietaty but to anyone interested in the phenomenon
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b II. IN SEARCH OF THE KINGDOM OF GOD
{

On being questioned as to their beliefs ~and prac'tices.
a group of early Dutch Anabaptists responded that they were

- "sesking the Kingdom of God." nl The search for the Kingdom

of God cparﬁcterized all the Anabaptists: however as to
what the Kingdom of God was and how it should be sought
they were far from‘agreed. ‘

The first Anabaptists were followers of Zwingli in

‘Switzerland who broke with him in 1525 over his practice

©of infant baptism.’' Anabaptism soon embraced a bewildering

variety of sects, The term was used, in fact, to cover al-

\mosp the whole 1értf\ﬂng of the Reformation. Thus, on the

fringes of Anabaptism we find Anabaptists who would play -
with aticks‘and throw apples at each other in order to ‘re-
ceive the Kingdom of God as a 1ittle child®, Anabaptists
who would simply sit and do nothing. walting for God to act
thraugh them. and even Anabaptists who diSpensed with the

'Bible 'all together, claiming that .the Spirit now ruled and

not the Letter.?

Such divarsity was natural 1n an age of religious ex-

| pioration. For the first time the Bibla was available to

the people of Northern Europa in the vemacular, a.nd the
Anabaptist movement unlike the .’mstitutionalized churches. ‘
encouragad individual ?mterpretation of Scripture.3 As

r
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Anabaptism (excludlng thq Bpiritua.lista) held the Bible to

be the sole authority and all believers to be priests, there
were as many interprotntiom#f Scripture as there ‘were Ana-
baptists v;ith strong opinions aﬁd leadership ability.u
While the fringe movements received a lot o:t“ attention and
played an important part in Anabaptist self definition, .
however, they were &onounced by the majority of Anabaptists
and were short-lived. |
Anabaptism was first ‘inAtoduced on a large gca;ie to ﬂ
' the Netherlands - the blrthplage of Mennoniti‘smL- 'about | Eh
i529 by Melchior Hofmann, a Lutheran who had become attract-
‘ | ed to the biblical literalism o\r\\‘the Anabaptists. Travel-. 3
P '1ing as a self-proclaimed prophef of God, Hofmann brought 3
Swiss Anabaptist ideals of discipleship and fidelity to the
‘Ne.w Testament, infused with his own intense eschatology to i 3
the Netherlands where the mixture was recei;/ed enthusiasti—
;:ally, by thousands of converts. So convinced was Hofmann .
of the imminence of the Kingdom of God that he set a year
for it - 1533 - and a place - Strassburg. There the 144,000
saints would gather to establish the New Jerusalem after a

period of gi-eat tribulatiow as foretold in Revelationsi- ..
In order to rulﬁll one of the preconditiqns of th{ Second \Lf :,

’ ' - Coming. Hofmann had ‘himself imprisoned in Strassburg early

; . in 1533 and remained in prison until his death ten yegrs
later.” - ‘ o

. After Hofmann's imprisonment his followers separated
into two bands: one group, the majority, although retaining
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' a strong eschatological prqctation. concentrated on prac-

tiéing'New Testament idesls and left the when and the

wherefore of the Second Coming up to God; while the other
group decided to precipitate the Second Coming by ueher.’mé
in the Kingdom itselr.’
pretation. Would the Second Coming p”r;cede the es-.

The question was one of inter-

tablishment of the Kingdom of God on earth (post-millenial-

ism) or would the ;(iquom be inaugurated as a precbndition
of the Second Coming (pre-millenialisn)? Hofmann never
attempted to militantly introduce the millenium himself,
however by setting a time and place for it he put it into
the framework of historical-time and space and made it
al;pear accessible to human manipulation.

Muen‘star. and not Strassburg, was now the appointed

1

'city of God' for those followers of Hofmann who were un-

" willing to give up the dream of an earthly Kingdom here

and now. Under the leadership of Jan Mathijsz, Anabaptists
(the diyiaions between one and anoth'ei: g:-oup wereAnot yet
hard and fast) gathered in the city from the surrounding
regions and all non-believers were forced to leave. The
authorities quickly laid Muenster under siege un? the
trapped Anabaptists felt they had no alternative

of no avail alrms'we_re taken up. Jan Mathijs:z wag killed

trying to pass thr‘gugh the lines and the more radical

+ Jan van Leiden assumed command. As, the seige or{tinuod.

-
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pStempt to actualize the Kingdom of God, Jan van Leiden
‘ahirted his emphasis from the New Testament to the 01d,

v‘teachings of Thomas Muentser (1490-1525 . an eschatologi-

Michael Gaismair) social revolution and religious revolu-

‘a8 an isolated incident of fanaticism, but as an extrem/e

~ desire to transform society into an earthly Kingdom of

T

ostabliahing a militaristic 'New Israel’ in which bap-
tism by force, community of goods, and polygamy were prac-
ticed, and over which he reigm& as 'King David',’

—This religio-soclal model had a precedent in the

cally oriented Lutheran and one o:r tha leadera of the Pea-
sants® Revolt,. who envisioned an 0ld Testament style King-
dom of God bx;oug'ht about by social revolution. Among

some of the radical reformers (e.g. Balthasar Hubmaler,

tion were inextricably entwined. Gaismair. for instance,

equated godliness to social ;!ustica.8 ‘ : /
The Muenster epiaodo. therefore. should not be. regarded

JETIRSE A W

example of the idea)istic desire for religious “ahd social
reform prevalent st the time. In 1525 the city of Muen- |
ster fell and the experiment was over, however it" was to
leave a ’parmianent mark on Anabaptism. Henceforth the

authorities would regard'all Anabaptists as ﬁbtenti'al

violent revolutionaries while the Anabaptists themselves i
would seek to’disasaéciate themselves from the Muenster- ‘

ites and present themselves as peaceful citizens ‘witli no

God.?
It was Menno Simons (1496—1561). the foremost leader .

of the Dutch Anabaptists after Muenster, who would gather '
V- I .
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the different Dutch Anabaptist congregations into one

Church. Mennc developed a theology of the Kingdom of God .
as a spiritual entity corresponding to the Church and re-
placing the physical kingdom of Iaml,io The Kingdom of

God -'the Church - is perpetually in contention with the
kirghm of Satan - the world - however, as the Church can

only use spiritual weapons in-its battle it is :ix'ated to

be continually persecuted by the world. 1In the words of
Menno: "Thg chiptures teach that there are two opposing
princes and two opposing kingdoms: the one is the prince |
of peace; the other, the .prince of strife. Eagh of these
princes has his particular kingdom and as the prince is so
also is his kingdom."1!

® .The two kingdom doctrine was an ﬁxtegral part of the
Dutch Anabaptist philosophy of history, according to which
the whole dynamic of hiﬂs_toryz results from the conflict be-
tween the two kingdoms. Adam and Eve in their fellowship -
with God were the protqtype of the Church on earth. After
the Fall the confrontation between the kingdom ‘or peace:
and the kingdom of strife was perpetuated through their
de_aéendaixts; with l;bel rep.rosenting the godly étrain and
Cain, the ungodly. This conflict takes lace both on earth’

and in the s;siritual realm, and was brogught to its climax

by Jesus Christ who triumphed over-Satan and his kingdom .
through love and self-surrender - the way of the crgsq}z :
The conflict between the Church énd the world con- ) ‘

tinued, however, because the world. was ynwill.’mg to accept

LI |

T Pt Lt B W B 500 2 A e
AN




~!
3
s

the truth revealed by Christ. After the 'Golden Age' of
the Apostles, the Church bagan to accomodate itself to the
world, the definite sign of its fall being its }mion with
the State at the time of Constantine. The corz;ﬁption of

e

. %
§
b

-

X

2

;

the Church co'ntinu‘ed during the centuries with only a rem-
'+ nant of believers rama,ining true to the original ideal un-
til the restoration of the true Church with Anabaptism 13 _‘:
| The fallen Church could be recognizqfl by gertain marks,
* . the most signlificant of which was its unlon with the State
which resulted in the use of> compulsion in religion, anti-
thetlica.l to ‘t}‘xe' Church as a community of freely assocliated
_ believers. Another sign of the Church's  fall was its de-
parture from New Testament ideals, as witnessed by its
hierarchy ofk\fowe'r. its po@. its use of man-made rituais
and the unChristian-like conduct of its members who not
° only did not ‘treat each other like brothers, but in pursuit
of worldly goods even went to war with e?ch other.lu |
- - Pranklin H, Littel explains the poaition of ‘the Ana-

baﬁtiatsa

J With the addition of large numbers of nominal
- Christiant at the time of the 'Fall*, and successive
centuries of admission of all the people of the land
] : through-infant baptism, the church was no longer the
F . . congregation of the elect. In general a slipshod prac- /

: tice of spiritual laxity resulted: this the Anabaptlsts s
energetically condemned. They told in contrast how the
spiritfual athletes of the Heroic Age conducted them-
selves, and warned and admonished men and women of the

latter dus whose lives conformed to the world rather
than to the Kingdom.15

The Dutch Anabaptists, a.ldng with the other major ,
Anabaptiat'groupa. desired not just a reformation of the Re)
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~ with the primitive Church which had for them a transhis-

A —

Church, but a restitution. It is important to understand
' that theirs was not just an attempt to pattern themselves
after the éarly Christians, but an active identification

torical value.16 T~
The interest of the Dutch Anabaptists in theology was .
principally practical rather than speculati;ré and they
- stressed ‘the obedient will, rather than ‘reason, a8 the pri-
mary means of obtaining spiritual knowledge.{? They held
that faith not only ju ’
individual and \thus necessarily resulted in works. The

true Church could/be recognized by ‘its fruits for, in the

tified, but also transformed the

words of Menno, "where the Spirit is there shall also be
" the fruits of the Spirit.® fhe frults by which the Church
was to be recognized were, 'principa.llyj geparation from the
world, mutual aid, and witnessin‘g the Gospe‘l.19
Separation from the world, necessary because ’of the

different and sometimes conrlicj:ing demands of the Church 4 1
and the lworld. entailed a wide range of practic"és. Chris-
tians could not bear arms, even in self defense, thelr only
weapon was the Word of God, for the Kingdom of God was one
of peace. Menno Simons said of this: “Christ did not want

S Wik

to be defended with Peter's sword. How can a Christian then
defend himself with it? Christ wanted to drink the cup *
,which the Father gave Him; how then can a Christian avoid f
11:?"20 Nor should Chx"istians xparticipate in the functions '

of the State for fear of compromising their principles, and
Christian integrity forbade the swearing of an oath.




Sep;ration from the world applied to a Christien's per- -
sonal affairs as well. Harriage so inifimately binds two"
people together that a Seliewr should not marry an unbe-
liever. A Christian's lifestyle should ? kept simple, dis-
playing no worldly ostentatiqn_. , With respect t9 those 'so-
called’ .‘Chrilstians who did not practice simplit;ity, Menno
wrote: :

They say they believe, and yet, alas, there are no
1limits nor bounds to their accursed haughtiness, foolish
ﬁﬁffﬂ‘éa{"’ﬂﬁhﬁ?ysfmgebehft:flgiﬁs“ulf g&tgg::%ycﬁg:ﬁ:f '
ly adorned shirts, shawls, collars, veils, aprons, velvet
shoes, slippers, and such 1iRe foolish finery.2l /

Tainted with worldliness and therefore to.be discour-

| aged were such things as alcohol, dancing, theaters y art
and literature. : ' |

As NMB the attitude of the Christian to the goves
.ernment. "the general rule ;ras that the magistrate was |
given for the sins of the world and should be obeyed in all
things fa;rorable ér adverse except tho_se' 6: conscience,*?2:

Although the leaders of the Dutch Anabaptists were
often wellZtducated, higher education tended to be dispar-
aged by them as distracting from the pursuit of godly wis- |
dom. The a.gricultﬁrg.liat and the artisan were considered ’
to be more apt to mderstax,xd'anq teach God's message than
learned doctors with their clever human sophiétries. After
all, had not ‘the disciples of Jesus been simple men?2>

" The Anabaptist pessimism concerning the wdrld was

countered by an optimism as to the Christian's.abllity to
1ive in accordanc& with the ethics of the Kingdom of God.

S
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‘was that of. a witness, The Great Commission - the command

Community of goods was not _practicé& by the Dutch Anabap-
tists as it was by the Hutterites, partly because of the |
opprobrium with which the prdctice wag regarded after

Muenster, however they had a doctrine of m‘utq'al aid which
stated that goods should be shared with those members in -
r}gfd. Mutual aid involved concern not only ‘for thé mater-

DL ) ) .
1&], welfare of the membérs, but also for their spiritual

’ welfare. for the members or the Church. united through their
, garticipation in the Lord's\Supper. formed one body

~ The Dutch Anabaptists believed in the priesthood of
all believers and each member of the congregation had a rale
and responsibility in the same, Ministérs needed no formal
training, th;ay were members of the Church called by God and
the hcongregation, Within the Church there was no hierarchy
and congregations were independent, While perfection can- .
not be claimed in this 1ife, it should be sought, and a
high standard of ethical conduct was required of church mem-

bers. Errors within the Chuxjch were to be corrected, as ex=

" pounded by Jesus, through brotherly admonition and, if ne-

céssary, by shunning the offending member, a practice(' known
as the ban. A person who was under the ban could have no
rellowéhi.p .with other believers until such time as he re-
pented of and corrected hls sin, Suc’h strict discipline
not only served to bring the sinner to repem.:ance. but also
to protect the integrity of the Church and make a sharp
distihction between it and the world, 25 '
 The relationship of the believer t? the outside world
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of Christ to go forth and preach the 'Goépel to the whole - oY
N :
world - applied to all be.‘;ievers. Concerning this Menno . ¢

%

Simons wrote:

We preach as much as opportunity and possibility
afford, both in daytime and by night, imvhouses.and
in fields, in forests and wildernesses, in this land

" and abroad, in prison and in bonds, ih water, fire
and ‘the scaffold, on the #allows and upon the wheel,
before lords and princes, orally and by writing, at

. the risk of possesions and life, ag we have done
these many years without ceasing.? e

“The visible Church should seek to correspond as close-
1y as possible to the. invisible Church - that kno#m only '
to God, The antithetical natures of the Church and the Y
world ensure that the Church will alwaye be emall and per-

gecuted, and in order to avold the ever-present danger of
ao.colmniodation to the world, it must constantly renew 1tsalt.27

{
The beliefs and practices of the Dutch Anabaptists
should be viewed from the psrspectjse of discipleship, a
- ;

domingnt element in their theology. The union of the hu-.

man and the divine in Jesus Christ proves that they are
not incompatible, and through grace ‘the Christian can
participate in the divine nature of Christ. Menno says:
"W4 must hesr Christ, believe in Christ, follow HLJ foot-
steps, repent, be born from above; become as little chil-
- dren, not in ynderstanding but in fnalice; be of the same
mind of Christ; walk as He did, deny ourselves, take up
ﬁi’s cross and follow Him,»28 - - B
Under n‘aenho Sj:mons' direction, the eschatologica
Kingdom §f God of Meic:x;:r Hofmann became a present gpiri-

tual Kingdom of God co sponding to the true Church.

{
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In *The ;Joctrine of Two Worlds" Robert Friedmann des-
cribes the Kingdom theology of which Mennonitism was based
as consisting of three essential characteristics: a value
system based on the Sermon on the Mount; a philosophy o;' |
history which viewed all history in terms of a battle be-
tween the Kingdom of (i'od and the kingdom ;>f~ darkness with
the former eventually tz;i’umphing‘at the end of the world;
and a social et;xic which called for a loving fellowship of

believers. While the other reforming movements were also

influenced to some extent by Kingdom theology, the Anabap-
tists alorie considered Kingdom ethics to be fully binding
on all Christians at the prese_nt time and in this }vorld.zg

‘ . The kingdom theology was never systematically formu-
i ) lated by the Anabaptists; implicitly, however, it is
i ) very much there,..., Very clear, even radical 1is their
T T dualism concerning the two realms. Their disparage-
ment and even fear of the world goes beyond that op-
position ‘which we would find in Paul's derogation of o
c the flesh, While the latter leads to asceticism and '
' . celibacy, the Anabaptist dualism is of a rather dif-
ferent kind, requiring complete separation from the
vorld as the realm of the prince of darkness. The Ana-
baptists, however, ‘were not Puritans. The mere prac-
tice of purity of morals would mean little to them
even tho the idea of a 'church’without spot and .
wrinkle' 1s quite common with the Anabaptists., The
~ Puritans certainly had one aspect of the kingdom: theol-
U ogy, the strictness of discipline; but they lacked
' certain other elements, due to their Calvinistic out-
look. o .
The terms most often used by Anabaptists are
. » Nachfolge (discipleship) and Gehorsam ?obedience);
%, that 1s %he acceptance of Christ's leadership and that
spirit which permeates His teachings. In short, their
way of thinking and evaluation is that of the k om.
theology. even though an explicit theology of this
kind might not be so easily demonstrable. They felt
absolutely certain that they were citizens of that
' other (spiritual) world here and now, and.accepted the
.  values, the outlook on history and the social conse-
quences which follow this position ag a matter of
course,30 . | .

14

I




Although baptism was used as the dividing ¥ine béw'
~ vtween the P:ofestanf reformers, who .allowed infaﬁt'bap~
. tism, and the Anabaptists (literally ‘re-baptizers'), who
"did not, "the primary diatinction between them was their. °

concept ‘of Church: the Protestants aimed to reform the old :

Church by the Bible; the Anabaptists (referring here to the
main-line groups) attempted to build a new Church from the °
Bible. Baptism itself was part\of this program.31 As Roland
Bainton points out, "infant baptism goes with a theory of
the Church as co-terminus with the State and affiliated with
'all of its instituations."32 and Luther, Calvin and Zwingli
all adhered to the cqncept of Christendom; a commonwealth
of Christians in which the Church was united to the State. -
‘ . The established churches had a 'civilized agreement'

* _(the peace of Augsburg, 1555) with each other that they
would not encroach on each other%s territory. The Pro-
testants could agree to this becduse they held that the
missionary mandate applied only to the Apostles and was no
longer operative. James Thayer Addision sums uﬂ‘their at-
titude as follows: ‘

i For nearly two centuries the Churches of the Reforma-
tion were almost destitute of any sense of missionary
vocation. The foremost leaders - men like Luther,
Melanchthon, Bucer, Zwingli and Calvin - dispiayed
neither misslonary visiqn nor missionary spirit. While
conceding in theory the universality of Christianity,
they never_recognized it as a call to the Church of
their day,33

The Anabaptists however. who considered the Great
Commission to be binding on all believers, respected no

boundaries_in their proselytism.,

\
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In general ‘it can_be said that, while the Anabaptists
insieted on apostolicity. the concern of the Protestants -
waeuapostolic‘Buceession. As Gunnar Weeton puts it:

'jEithertthe message ‘and example of the New Testament are ta-
ken to be a binding norm or they are considered to be his- .
torically undevelopedvheginning patterns which had later to
ﬁe altered. The Protestant parish- and state-churches have
generally agreed with the secend point of view,." n I Their
approach made the Anabaptiste the most thorough-going of

. the reform movements; 80 thqrough-going as to arguably ¢ton-
.8titute a phenomenom sui generis.35 From their point of

view Luther. Calvin and Zwingli were ‘half-way men' who

compromised on essential issues in order to pursue worldly

P)gpals.36

| So far the doctrine of the Dutch Anabaptists ae it
was developed by mainlstream‘Anabaptism and given distinc-
tive form bw\Re%no Simons. To the degree that it is pos-
sible due to limited documentation, it is now necessary to
exanine their history.
In order to distinguish tnemaelyea from the militant

Anabaptists.and to have a name without negative'connotations.

the Dutch Anabaptists called themselves 'Memnists’, and
iater 'Mennonites' (the first recorded ueage/was in 1544)
after their leader. The name gained respectability and ‘
eventually the Swiss Anabaptists adopted it for themselves

as well. There has been a tendency among historians of
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Anabaptism to suppose that what was true of the Swiss Ana-
balitlats was also true of the Dutch, however this should ) -

not be té.ken for granted. Although they shared the same

faith, there were sipgnificant cultural and doctrinal dif-
ferences between the two groups, and those Swiss Anai:aptists

who sought refuge in the Netherlands had great difficulty

in assimilating. “C. Henry Smith writes that they were

"pmctieﬂly an alien people, ;b‘ellonging to the Dutch only

geographically; and having little in common with the Sther

groups [of Dutch Anabaptists]l either organically or cul-

turally...”3’ Eventually the Swiss either left or assi-

milated with the Dutch. . i )
The Netherlands had been prepared for the teachings

_of ‘Anabaptism by the poplular Sacramentarian movement
- (which reduced the traditional sacraments to two:

eucharist, interpreted in a puroly symbolic sense, and tﬁp—
tism, administered only to adult believers) fand alse by !

e Wy

humaniam and mystici. particulerly as expressed by the I
N
1

Brethren of the Common Life, The members of this group, }.

were not bound by a vow but lived together in community
houses and p;-acticed obediénce. poverty and celibacy, es-

pecially emphasizing the need for a spiritual communion
with Christ. - The Anabaptists’ practical application of ‘

theology, their stress on free will, their heroic approach - . ‘ ;
to Christianity, .their vigdz;o;.ls éongregational life. and 1
thelir optimistic asaesment of human nature appealed to the
practical minded Dutch who had wrested their country from
the sea and made such skillful use of all available land




‘ that yit became the vegetable and flowér' garden of Europe.
_ (According to a popular saying, "God created' the world,
“*“but the Dutch created the Netherlands").38 As well, the

Netherlands was Qumler bppressive Spanish rule at this time
and Dutch nationalism=hanifested itself paitly in a re-
bellion against the Catholic state church. |

| Although Anabaptism daflew adherents from all levels
of society,. 1t."1‘ound its greatest following among agricul-
turalists and artisans who were displaced by the shift
from a 1and-bassd to a commerce-based economy in the 16th
century and had both the mobility to act as wandering mis-

. 8 " sloners and the desire for a new form of social 1ife.’

Nonetheless, Anabaptim;x was first and foremost'a‘ religious,’

. and not social, movement ., +0.’ -

. © At this point (the early 16th century) the followers
of Menno Simons were composed of ethnically heterogenous °
(elements hgld together’ by a distinct body of religious be-

 liefs and practices. E.K. Prancis writes that they could

_be considered “a religlous group which‘mainad within 't:ha‘
framework of a societal syste;n."ul -

' while the Mennonites have been described as monastic,
they waz'-é\' not strict ascetics (indeed, they would have con-
sidered the practices of ascetics to be a symptom of worldly

. pride). There were Mennonites who remained celibate and -

' ~ others who ‘left their families in order to missionize, how-

. . ever, as not all bellevers could be celibate, and the Menno-

nites were against the creation of any special class of De-




1ievers. no special Mportance was attached to celihacy.

Men were at the head of the Mennonite coﬁnu.nity. as
the father was at the head of the family, however the Ana-
baptist doctrines of freedom of conscience and the priest-
hood of all believere - men and women - "constituted a
. major breach in patriarchalism and a momentous step in the
Western emancipation of women." ~82 cnildren were held to
. be without sin. Although they were not" yet believers,
and thus not members of the church. they were considered
part of the congregat:lon as witnessed by the rite of in-
fant dedication. Concerning the upbringing of children

v

X Menno wrote: ' : -

Let 'us be mindful and solicitous of our own children.,. !
. be sure that you instruct them from thelr youth in

3 the way of the Lord that they fear and love God, walk
; : in '‘all decency and discipline, are well-manriered, quiet,
4 , . . obedient to their father and mother, reverent where

, ‘ that 4is proper, in their speech honest, not loud, not

3 - stubbérn, nor selt-willgS; for such is not .becoming to

F - ‘ the. children of saints,

. T Although, presumably, a proper upbringing might not
. be eno:xgh to proteet a child from the world and all the ‘
;hildren of saints might not become saints themselves, the ;\l‘
Menhonites felt accountable ‘for their children and natural-
ly did all they co\lld to ensure that. they 'would be of the

same falth., As .’unportant as the family we.s, however. in

the eyes of the early Mennonites a Christian’s relationehip

to Christ came rirst. _ . 7

) ¢ ’
Despite their common disapproval of worldliness, the

Dutch Anabaptists tended to be more culture-oriented thaxvx

the Swiss. This was partly due to the more rural and iso-




. viewed with the same distrust as by the Swiss. Menno had.

ed persecution. At the Diet of Speyer in 1529, Catholics
and Protestants alike agreed to subject Aﬁﬁbaptists to the f '

~ Tiot seem practicable by worldly standards did not coricern

ated nature of the Swiss Anabaptist cpmx;unitiea. but also
to the cultural and economic 'golden age’ of which the
Netherlands was on the verge. The Swt: ;\nabaptist Conrad
Grebel .inéisted that singing was contrary to God's will.l.""5
but the Netherlands was renowned for its choirs and hymn
singing was very popular among fhe Mennonif.esu6 (é.lthough_ -
it did not form part of the church service). Nor was '
higher education and involvement in the affairs of the world

recognized the . value of education when it was properly em-
p1oyad“7 and had involved himself in the affairs of the.

world by calling on rulers to carry out justice "w.';thout

the use of tyrmiy.ua: co . N

]

Since the movement®'s .inception .the Mennonites suffer-

death penalty throughout the Holy Roman Empire. What made ,
them such dangerous radicals in.the eyes of the authorities ‘

was not so much their religious non-conformity as their

- political non-é'onformitj. In an era when the Church allied .

with the State in a Christian commonwealth was the ascepted ~  {
ideal and norm, the Anabaptists®' rejection of infant bap- . }

tism - the rite of entry into the commonwealth, their re- ' oy
fusal to bear arms, serve in government or swear an oath, -
their missionizing, their insistence on social equality .
and‘xggt_gg]#ai:di appeared anarchic. ' That their program did

the Anabaptist-Mennonites however; they had their own stan-

!




dards to.follow and they accepted tneir persecution as’
proof that they were the true.Church which suffers in the
rlesn but rules in the spirit,

All of the known methode of torture and exscution
were used on the Mennonites to force them to recant and
discourage potential adherents to the sect. That 8o many
remained steadfast and went to theid deaths courageously
singing and witnessing is a tribut_o the intensity and'
| depth of their faith. Only a firm faith in spiritual
_ truths and values could make such worldly suffering endur-~
‘able. The Bloody Theater or Martyrs Mirror of the Defense-

less Christians. commonly known as the Martyrs Mirror,

a 17th century collection of cases of Mennonite martyrdom,
was a common 't;ook in Mennonite homes for centuried. Some
of the most posjitive te'stimony of Mennonite life came from
detractors of the movemean in fact, in places one had
only to lead an' exemplary life to be accused of being an
_ Arw.ba.p'tis‘t:."’9 |

~ Ironically, fhe Mennonites' 'very rejection of’ tyranny
made them a difficult people to organize. At the start of
the movement there-were few formal doctrines, however as
theological positions were formulated many divisions aroam
While strict discipline was maintained within each group,
the Anabaptist abhorrence of compulsion in religion meant
that any member who disagreed was free to leave and start -
a new sect, So pronounced was the Anabaptié;t tendency to
_subdivide that it was called the Tssuférkrankheit, the

Anabaptist disease. Some of the disagresments concerned

I
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theology - e.g. the nature o\Christ and of the Trinity, the

role of prophecy in the Church - and s, eth:l:cs é.nd prac-
tice - whether war taxes should be paid,|how strictly the
ban should be applied... Monx;onitiéin was thus marked not
only by tension between, the Church and the world, but also *
by tension between individuality and mirorn'iity.‘

The most imbortant division among the Mennonites arose
between thé Frisian Mennonites of the North and the more
1iberal Flemish Mennonites of the South who took refuge in
the North, The differences were not only doctrinal (center-
‘ed on authority in the church and the use of the ban), but
| also culturals the Frisians disapproved of the fine clothes
g and lové -of g;od food which characterized the Flemish, while
\ these found the Frisians to be given to worldliness in their
housés and household goods.so Soon the terms *Frisian® and
*Flemish' denoted not ethnic\backgr&und but two mutually -
‘exclusive denominations. The résult of endless quarrels

' over details was sometimes a commonly agreed on unifbrmit&.
\\\} According to one Dutch writer: |

The simplicity of the forefathers developed through

.+ their descendants into a Mennonite uniformity because
the question arose which color, material and design
of the clothes, whieh style of architecture of houses
and color of paint, which furniture, etc. could pass
the test of simplicity until a mutual feeling had been

established; then everyone conformed to tgis standard A
to avoid annoyance or excommunication...

This would be truer of the smaller group of more con-

: servative Mennonites, howevér it affected all the Mennonites
$ * -

d to some extent. l
| Pergecution of Mennonites in the Netherlands ended
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with Dutch independence 1n the 1600's (during which period
Calvinism became the national religion), although complete
freedom of worship did not ‘come gntil the 19th century.
In the 17th century the Netﬂoi-lands was the foremost

commercial power :l:n/Euroi:e and also a c;nter of art and
: litera/t\;m»./'rh'e/uennonitas contributed significantly to
this 'golden age', producing outstanding poets, artists;
agriculturalists, engineers, m'archa\nts‘ and particularly
physicians (on? Mennon'ite physician foﬁnded the _first school
o.;t"medicine in Russia), While in one qenae: the 17th century

was the “peak of Mennonite achievement"?_z in the Netherlands, _ i
prosperity and interaction with the world led to a change

in some traditional Mennonite values, particularly among L ‘
the more liberai groups. By the 19th century the ideal of | B ‘

simplicity was 1argely lost, the principle of non-resistance
E. had been 'discarded, and, under the .’mfluence of rationalism.

F - much of the Goapel‘narrativa had come to be regardeg as myth.
- even by ‘the conservatives, Under these conditions the dif-
. k Terences between one and’ another group no longer appeared
so unbreachable and a spirit of mutual toleration set in,53
Due to centuries of intermarriage with non-Mennonite#, hard-
ly any Mennonite family names of the 16th century are found
among the 20th century Dutch Mennonite;.ﬂ N
" This was not the route of all the Mennonites, however.
The persecutioh of- the e-arly 1500%s drove groups of Menno-
nites to seek refuge in the Vistula Delta on the Baltic

‘coast where Dutch settlers were welcomed for the draining

and colonization of marsh lands. There they made some con-
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verts among the settlers already established ,Lnﬂhe region.
It is not known when the first Memonites went to this area.
nor how many migrated in total. however by 1608 a local

/biahop was coiiplaining that the whole delta was overrun with

then, 55 . A
While 1iving together in compact settlements facili-
tated separation from the worlci. the practice of mutual aid,

. and the reinforcement of common beliefs, in the Netherlands
constant persecution had prevented the Mennonites from or-

. ganizing socially up to this time. In Prussia, hov)ever. the
situation was different., There the Mennonites lived in com-
munities separat;‘ from the local population. Thls separa-
tion was both voluntary and imposed: the Mennonites wished
to remain apart from what was for them an alien culture, and

* the Catholic and Lutheran rulers, whn; admiring Mennonii;e
abilities, limited the movement of the 'heretics' among ;
their subjects. E.K. Francis notes that "the pattern of col-

onization in the region fostered group settlement and the ~
w56 - ‘ 3

formation of ethnic communities,
’ The next two centuries in Prussia would be an impor-

" tant period of transition for the Mennonites, however, little
h'as bee;i wvritten on the subject by No_rth American scholars,

g

As had happened in the Netherlands, honesty, industry and

ST B

thrift brought prosperity to the Mennonites of the Vistula
Delta. They were prohibited from living in the cities, how-

- AR et

~ever important congregations of Mennonites were eéstablished

"in the vicinities of Elbing, Koenigaimrg and especially
Danzig. Their éeparation from the largér soclety and strong
, oy \




group cohesion enablevd'\“ﬂmese transplanted Mennonites to main-
tain’ their sense of identity. (One major ehange which did
take place wis the replacement of Dutgch with Low German, the
language of the region, as the princ&l language of the
Prussian Mennonites in the 18t/h century,)

Thus the liberalization which took place among the "
Mennonites of the Netherlands did not occur to the same .ex-
tent emong, the Mennonites centered in the Vietula Delta re-
glon of Prussia. (In 1692 a Mennonite portrait painter from
a Danzig congregation was banned for violating the second
‘eomm"andment until he agreed to confine himself to land-
c scapes.57)' The various Mennonite congregations in the
rie'oherlands and Prussia were independent but kept in contact
,¥ith each other and, despite their differences, maintained
a strong system of mutual aid which supported congregations
in need,>8 - ’ '

Separation from the world, originally a religious doc-

trine, had become in Prussia a cultural policy. This had

several important effects on the Prussian Mennonites, name-
lys. identification with a rural lifestyle; an emphasis on -
self reliance, a ’general feeling of superiority, cultural .
"and ethnic @geneity. and an escapi‘st tendency.

As regards ethnic homogeneity, it's interesting “to note
‘that a 1912 study of typical names among the Prussian Menno- .
nites found that they descended almost exclusively from the
original Duich settlers. This shows how little conversion
of and Intermarriage with the outside community took .place.59.

3




‘The escepist tendency aforementioned combined with a
pioneering qpirit to create a pattern of migration and re-
eettlement among the Prussian Mennonites which they would
return to whenever what appeared to be ineurmounteble dir=
ficulties arose in their adopted homeland. |
The reign or'rrederiogﬁghe Great (1740-1786) began

with relative tolerance for the Prussian Mennonites and

»

they, in turn, now the Stille im Lande, the quiet in the
land, responded with gifts for their monarch - on one occa~-
sion two oxen, 400 pounds of butter, twenty cakes of cheese,

60 The increasing

ahd an assortment of chickens and ducks.
militarization of the regime soon created problems for the
Mennonites, however, who were forced to contribute financial

support to the military effort_and forbidden to acquire any

further pfoperty. These measures endangered the Mennonite
. way of life in Prussia and the Prussian Mennonites began to
conside® the possibility of emigrating.
At the pame time Catherine the Great, Empress of
Russia, was looking for skilled, preferably German, settlers
. for her just conquered territories to the south of Russia,
a region'whicﬁ was christened °*New Russia’ (present—day ' i -
Ukraine). In 1786 the Mennonites Qere told by an officer ’ ]

of the Russian government that special privileges and con-

ceasions would be offered to them if they chose to settle

- 4_4 N
in New_Russia. : , A

The same year two Prussian Mennonite delegates, Jakob 'i

Hoeppner and Johann Bartsch, set out for Russia where they

L




exa_mine;l a suitable site £ /e‘a’{%iempnt. met ,with Empress
Catherine, and negotisfed the terms of the move. These in-
cluded 1{5 acres éer homestead, government subsidies, com-
plete religious freedom, self autonomy and exemptio"n'rrem
military servic; for aii eternity. One of the conditions
was that proselytigm among the Russian Orthodox Catholics

' was stri,ctl% prohibited, ’but this did not dissuade the
Mennonites who were accustomed to a similéx_j prohibition

in Prussia.

‘) _ R When the delegates returned to Prussia in 1787 with
‘ ‘ the good news they were greeted v};th enthusiasm by the
. Mennon‘iyes. pﬁz:ticularly those most concerned about the
N  fut of‘Mennonltfiam in Prussia and those without land.
’ . ) ;l"a};em/um;vemment ‘placed restrictions on the emigra-
"o _ l on of land-owning Mennonites and so the first group of
emigrants consisted mostly 61’ poorer Mennonites wg_ogwoi'ked ,

in \L.rious trades around Danzig. On Easter Sunday, 1788, )
the move to Russia 'bega:r‘x.61 : 7\

While the theology of the Prussian Ménnonites’ was
still that of the earlf Dutch Mennonites, the origir/ml
otherworldly emphagi_s had bYecome this worldly. In Prussia |
religious customs became formalized and static; whiie the '

" early sermons were improvised, for instance, 'by the end of
the 18th century‘ they were generally read hn‘qm a book of
sermons. Baptism was preceded by a period of forx;lal re-

ligious instruction and delayed until a candidate was in
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. considerable loss to the inemberahip at large.”

-

his 20's or even 30's. C. Henry Smith reasons that "this
postponement of the age 1limit for entrance into the eh\urc’h.y
together with the insistence that church membership must
square with consistent living v'v\aa the source no doubt of
62 or course,

the ban on proselytism meant that there was next to no influx

‘of new blood into the: church. Those Mennonites who had ‘be-

come wealthy adopted styles of dress (e.g. shoes with buck-
les, wigs, neckscarfs) which once would Rave been considered
unacceptably o‘stex‘mtatious. The miniatar;a-of the church de-
cried as well gambling, dancing and kindred frivolitiee
among the Mennonites. 3 A Mennonite elder of the late 18th
century wrote.that “the beautiml. simple practices of Menno
Simons are disappearing more and more"“ 3
' Despite the assertion of an hnmigrant recruiting
agent for Russia fhat "the Mennonites love nothing 80 much
as to baptize ‘people".65 the possibility ;or 'evgngeli;sm among
the non-Christian peoples of New Russia was far down, if it
figured at all, on the 1list of Mennonite reasons for emigra-
ting. What attracted them was the prospecy of settlement
in a new country where they would not ;>n1y have unprecedented
control over tl:i:lr religious and civil affairs but also -
abundant land of good quality and financial aid,%¢ ’
As the persecution had decreased in Prussia, the crea-

tion of an ideal Christian society in this world appeared

" increasingly more possible. Particularly influential in

* this regard were the writings of the Dutch Mennonite Peter
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Peters (1574-1651), especially his work entitled The Way to
. the City of Peace.( Delbert F, Plett describes this book as
dealing with "a Christlan utoplia in which the citizens are

! ‘all earnest disciples of a ieving king who had redeemed them
from a 1ife of sin and misery outside the boundaries of this
City of Peace (Freidensreich)."s? This "Christian utopia” is

" the kingdom of peace. of Menno Simons. however the use of

parable enables Menno's spiritual kingdom to be copgeived of

in\niaterial ‘terms - the first step to utopianism. -
In the latter half of the 17’ch century 2 Dutch Menno- . |
nite, Pieter Plockhoy, approached the Dutch government with

a plan to establish in the New World *an experimental coop-
' erative conimonwealtp in which there was to be religious -
y toleration, the abolition of all poverty, and perfect equali-
ty of all'clasae;. economic, social and pgliticai.'—' excluding

only "Catholicse, Jews, Stiff-necked Quakers, and foolhardy
68

: believers'in" the Millenium,” Plockhoy was permitted to
set up-a colony in Nfb(w Amsterdam, but the English conguest

of the territory endgd the experiment soon after it began.
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o © An 1nteresting comparison could be made here ‘to the

e
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s - desire of the Puritans, who did not share the Church/world

oy
<

antagonism of Mennonite theoloar to create an earthly Para-

dise in ,New England by restoring the Early Church; or "the

]
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Quaker attempt to found a' *City of Brotherly Love' in

IP'ennsy'lyania. Unlike the Mennonites, hou}ever. the Puritans

had no qualms about the use of force, and‘eveg the Quakers,

, 1
who were non-resistant, had no gbjections to serving, in gov-

ernment.
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Pleter Plockhoy's visionv of a perfect soclety was
vanquished by harsh reality before it had a chance to

—

~ prove itself, In Russia the Prussian Mennonites would have
: both the' opportunity and the time to establish a coopera-
- tive commonwealth in which to implement their ideals.
| The original millenialism of Hofmann's followers had been
sublimated into a Kingdom theoloéy and was rxo':;\c being trans-

formed in‘to a utopfaﬁ philosophy. The Prussian Mennonites
were no longer the suffering, witnessing IKingdom of God,
in the world but not of the v}orld. t};ey were a separate
pecple looking for a land where they could establish n

AT

ideal society, one of the prerequisites for which, but not
the only one, was religious freedom. The search for the
- - - Kingdom of God had become’ a search for utopia.
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III. UTOPIA IN RUSSIA: - |
HISTORY AND INSTITUTIONS OF THE RUSSIAN MENNONITES

' After months of wearisome Jjourneying and long delays,
the rii'st group of 228 Prussian Mennonite families arrived
in New Russia only to be informed by Prince Potemkin that
they w;ul‘d not be allowed to'proceed to Berislav, their
planned destination, ostensiflly due to the proiti;n*ity of
fighting in the ;';gion. 'Insteﬁd fhey were rerouted to what
had formerly been Cossack territory in the province of !

Ekaterinoslav on the Dnieper river. This came as a bitter
, disappo;lntmerit to the Mennonites, however they had no say
\1n' the matter. In June 1789 an advance party led by J acob
| Hoeppner and Johann Bartsch arri\{ed at the ﬁew location.‘

a wide valley where the Chortitza stream flows intc the

Dnieper, It was n;)t"a cheering site. The hilly, roclucy.‘

,.almost treeless land was completely unlike that Mennonites
}-md‘rarmed in ‘Prugsia. and the soil ‘'was sandy and not as
ri‘ch as that of the Berislav region previously scouted by

. Hoeppner and Bartsch., The only bui"ld.’més on the site were

. the unirhabitable remains of a ghost village and the ruins . A
of :b:he makeshift palace where Potemkin had fested the' Czarir_ma\ K,
Cati';erine on her tour through her terrifofies. The Cossacks

whose land it had been had been evicted by‘Cathzrine and now .

s




.

there remained only scattered nomadic tribes. Rather than

- the hoped-for promised land, it appeared a place of exile,
The disheartened settlers spent their first night in their /

new homeland sheltering under an oak.1

Unfortunately for the Mennonites, the change in des-
tinations ‘was not to be their only disappointment. When:*
their baggage az:r;ved they found that much of their pre-
clous belongings had been stolen andvrep’laced with rocks,
or else apoiled by rain. The lumber promised for their
housing had also been reduced en route by pilferage. Theft

was a constant problem for the Mennonites, as was govern-

ment corruption and procrastination.. (Zavtra, tomorrow, was
the first Russian word the Mennonites learned.) The cold
weathér soon‘ set in and even those settiers who were unwil-'
l%ng to unpack and accept their lot were obliged to .seek
shelter, in many cases in hastily erected sod shanties -
disastrously' muddy in the rain - in others, in tents and
wagons., Broth prepared with mouldy rye flour provided by

the government was the mainstay of their diet during the -

harsh winter, Not surprisingly under these conditions, many

of the settlers died of dysentery.

A ost as Qemoralizing as the wretched living condi-
tions, was the épiritual malaise amorig the settlers who
had brought the old Prisian/Flemish division with them from
Pruss.ia and who were without a minister. The home Flemish
church, to which most of the settlers belonged, designated
three emigrangs 'as ministers, but thig long distance method
did not meet with the approval of all. The
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first communion service was held the following spring in an
abandoned building. "Loud were the sobs, it is said, that
swept through the audience as the participants in this first

. communion service were reminded in their present miserable

condition of the happy homes they had left behind in the
Vistula, 10w1ands."3
Under the direction of Hoeppner and Bartsch the Menno-

nites established eight villages. The settlement was named

' Chortitza after the Btream. and the same name was given to

the village which was the center of administration, Thare
were fifteen to tﬁirty families to a village and the land
was divided among them in strips so that each family should
receive an equal portion of good and bad, The original sod
shhntiea were later réplaced by' large'. comfortable houses
of wood or brick which were situated along a wide tree-lined
street. The front yard was a flower garden and at the back
of the house was. a vegetable patch and orchard. The barn
and stable were connected to the house so that in inclement
weather the owner could move :t‘rom one to another without .
going outside.b'

The early years were fraught with difficulties for the
sgftlers, who had few resources. Most of them were not far-
mers, and even those yvho were were unsuré of how t‘f farm
steppebands.’ The severe winters, droughts, locust plagues,
epidemics and raids by nomads (from whom the Mennonites had
‘to be protected by the govermment), added to their probdlems.
This meant that in the first years all the efforts of the
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colonists were directed towards mere survival. The pover-

t; of the Mennonites and the difficult farming conditions
- led the chief officer in charge of the colonists. Samuel
Kontenius, to predict limited progress for the colonies.”’
- Perhaps the most'prosperons of the settlers were the
two men who had led the exneditiona Hoeppner and Bartsch.
They had good homes on choice land and generally fared
" better than the other Mennonites, which made them targets
of the frustration and regentment of those settlers who

felt they had been misused. The bitterness was such that

both men were oxcommunica@ed from the Flemish church to °©

~
RO | add a

which they belonged agd Hoeppner wns even denounced to

'
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£
the Russian authorities who imprisoned him for a short
time. Bartsch made a confession of his sins and was rein-
stated in the church, but Hoeppner refused to admit any

wrongdoing and became a member, instead, of the Frisian

B P L

church., When he died he was buried, not in theiyillage .
cemetery, but on his own land as he had requeste ,6 ) :

The death of Catherine in 1796 prompted the Menno- . S
nites to send a delegation to St Petersburg to ensure <

that the pr&vileges accorded them by Catherine would be

B Dot Sk i e R

honored by her son, Paul, The valuable document guaran-

.

teeing their rights was secured in 1800 and taken back to

Star e

the settlement where it was housed in a small building
especially constructed for 1t.7 '0

An influx of wealthier Prussian Mennonites between o a2 3

1793 and 1797 had somewhat alleviated the situation of
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the colonists; and now, that Mennonite privileges had been
confirmed for all time even more Prussian Mennonites came
to Join their co-religionists-. founding a new settlement,
Mollotechna. one hundred miles southeast of Chortitza. ‘In
1819 the gow}emﬂzent stopped its coloniza&on program, how-
ever two hundred Mennonites were still allowed to enter
the couﬁtry annually "in view of the industriousneés and
the excellent state of farming- prevalent among all the
Mennonites in New Russia."8 Historians differ as to the
total number of Prussian Mennonites who entered Russia,
a reasonable estimate is 15.000.9

The Mennonites usually had large families and the
fast increase in éoPulJation soon created a land shortage. |
They had been invited t6 Russia as model fﬁrmers and thus
their farms had to remain at the size th:e Russian authori-.
ties considered appropriate for a model farm - 175 acres -
which meant land could not be divided by inheritance,

The result was a large landless class of Mennonites called

Anwohner (landless residents) which lived on the edges of

the ,villages.‘ As only landowners could vote in the Menno-
nite settlements, the Anwohner were at a political as well
as economic disadvantage. When the Anwohner petitioned for

land, the wii:!'te; landowners, tried to discredit them as

. revolutionaries, The church leaders, usually landowners
themselves and strong traditionalists, sided with the. Wirte.
" This split generated much misun&erstanding and bitterness

among the Mennonites until the Russian government instructed

)
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the Mennonite villages to resettle the Anwghner on communal

land and ﬁermittéd the halving, and even artering, of

estates, 10

However this was only a stopgap measure .
Recognizing the urgent need for a long te b%lution. the

Chortitza and Molotschna settlements used bomﬂpnal funds

‘to buy large tracts of land on which to resettle the land-
g -

less. In 1836 the first dauéhter colony, |Bergthal (con-

sisting only of members of the Flemish church in order to
.avoid conflict between the Flemish and thd Frisians), was
eétablished.and by 1914 there were forty. M(The different
perspectives of those who wrote of the coﬁxon;balth while

living in it and those who wrote of it aftér i1ts dissolu-

| tioﬁ can be seen in the following example. P.M, Fglesen.
writing in 1911, says that the land divisioﬁ class war ran
, its course in the "most wretched fashion"11 while Gerhard

(

Lohrenz. writing in 1977, holds that it was resolved in
a "splendid way". 12, ) '

The Prussian Mennonites. never having hqd full citi-
zenship and, in any case, prefegs_/g\to remain detached
from civil affairs, had had limited opportunity to exer-
cise self-government on a large scale, 13 In RLssia the
Mennonites were expected to administer themselves. After

. e -
the first years during which both the Russian authorities

and the settlers experimented with different methods of

adminjstration, a workable system of goverment was esta-

blished.iu

Each village was run by a local assembly, at first

.
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consisting of only the landowners in the village,but after
1870 19cluding the landless Mennonites as wellwho had been
enrranchiseii by the Russian government. This asaembiy ruled
b by majority vote, Aﬁt its head was the mayor (Schulze), elec-
ted for three years along with two assistants. The mayor
_ had a wide range of duties. He was responsible for enfor-

. cing reguiations. seeing to the upkeep of community property,

settling local disputes, and even checking that the villagers

were orderly and industrious and attended church on Sunday.

.The mayor and his assistants formed the ‘court of ﬁrst in-
I \ stance' which ruled on minor offenses, '’ . ‘
A group of five to eighteen villages formed a dietrict,
governed by ‘a district assembly made up of village represen-
tatives, The district assembly elected a superintendent =~ - }
(Oberschul'ze) every ﬂthree years. 'l‘he rolé of the eupeririten- . 2
! dent was to oversee the vﬂlage mayors and decide on matters {

of common concern to the villagea in his district. The-

‘ ¥ - superintendent and his assistants formed the 'cour‘l; of ‘se-’ T - U

" cond instance’ with the power to impose fines and corpoxfa]o. .
\ punishment on offenders. (Capital crimes were tried in the - =:= .
ussian courts.) C. Henry S:P:lth'poionts out that the.conti-
- nued reluctance of the Mennonites ‘to use force on fellow-
believers can be seen by the fact that'although all other
‘village offices were filled by Mennonites. that of local con- )

; stable was often given to a Ru sian,16 ' | .

e of the Foreign Colonists

The Guardianship Comm
in South Russia supervised the Mennonites and othe q,:_,colonists.




" The head of tlﬂ.a) committee. usually a German, advised the

colonista on evarything from agriculture and self—govem—
‘meir}t to househpld tasks and social conduct. This advice,
while not always followed, was often of considerable

value to the Mennonites who were unfamiliar with heir
nev.: setting and status. In general, as long as the colo- |
nists were productive and péaceable, the authorities did
not‘interi.‘ere 1q their intemal life.' This Guerdianship
Committee enabled the-colonists to bypass much of the

bureocracy which hampered the native Russians,l’

.Russia at that time was a haven for religious dis- ;
sidents who were persecuted in their own land. ‘Descen-
dents of another group of peaceful Anabaptists, the
Hutte'rit‘eAMoravian Brethren, who had endured indescriba-
bly barbarous treatment at the hands of both Catholic and
'Protestant armies dﬁx;ing the.Thirty Years® War (1618-1648)
and later from the l;anauding Turks, seftled near the Mo-
hammedan t:rontier along the lower Volga in 1764, apparen- '
tly attracte‘d by thé possibility of hissioniziné among the

18 phere were also small settlements of Swiss

Tatars,

Mennonites in New Russia. Information on thé interaction

| of these groups wiii; the Prussian Mennonites is limited,

| howeyen fhey do not appear to have had any significant

effect on the céquonwealth. In the 1870's hearly all the

Huttér}tes and Swiss Ménhoﬁiﬁes left Rﬁssia,lg ‘
Within the Mépﬁonite villages .themselves there were

a few non-Mennonite residents, principally Russians.‘
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Germans and Jews who worked in the community. These,

. Mennonite church in the Netherlands had little formal or-
#d a structured church system which they continued in
‘hablitants of one or more villages. was 1ndependent. The

~ were settled entirely by one faction or the other, was

. tions, but also for their’ financial security which would

bination of religious and economic power made the church

3

although they could not own land and had none of the
rights of‘tho Mennonites, usually maintained good rela-
tions with the Mennonites and in some cases were well in-
tegrated into 'village lire. 4 .

As it had been in Prussia, the church was at the
heart of Mennhonite community life in Russia, The early

ganization, however in Prussia the Mennonites had develop-

Russia. Each. congregation. made up-of the Mennonite in- ;

Frisian/Flemish division, so strong at first that villages

largely overcome by the mid 1800's. New diyisions. how-
ever, arose at that time which will be treated in the next

;

chapter. In 1850 a Church Council in which elders from
all the congregations participated was created in order
to deal with matters of;common interest, In charge of .%

each congregation were the elder and the ministers who
agsisted him. These were elected for life by the church T e
members, not only on the basis of their moral qualifica-~

enable them to carry out their ministerial dutles without
imposing too much hardship on their families. This com-

leaders the most influential members of the community.21
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Youths were baptized into the Mennonite faith be-
tween the ages of seventeen and twenty after a period of
- religious instrgction. Baptism of all the eligible youths
in the congregation took place once a year. While the
-prohibition on proselytism meant that Mennonitism in Russia
could virtually be only hereditary, the infegratioﬂ of,,
church and state in the Mennonite commonwealth made it
obligatory, for accordiné to law, to be a member of the

Mennonite commonwealth one had to be a member of the Menno-

nite church.qand'to.be a quber of the Mennonite church
5 .

both one's parents had to be Mennonite.
C. Henry Smith elaborates on this dewvelopment; .

\ As in the state churches of -both pre and post Refor-
, mation days, church membership was likely to become con-
fused with the rights of citizenship, .for according to

their special charter of privileges, the Mennonites

in order to‘eng:y their privileges and exemptions in the
empire had to members of the organization with which
the original contract had been made., Church membership,
therefore, was essential to the enjoyment of highly
desirable civil privileges. Membership thus came to be
regarded as a matter 35 course and was no longer based
on actual conversion. . '

As hapﬁened with the church itself, many Mennonite :

-
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ﬁrdbéices of mutual aid became institutionalized and part

of the political system of the commonwealth. The land ’
fund was used to buy land for young families who were given
ten years to repay their loans, Villaées had Eommunai

sheep flocks and communal grénéries for times of need.

The proceeds from communal enterprises such as distilleries A 3

and ferries were placed in the common treasury and could be

used for social welfare. There was a fire .insurance plan




and a trust fund for orpr%“aned minors.

Self-Sufﬁéient as it was, the Mennonite commonwealth
had been based on the special privilegea granted it by
Russia, and in 1870, agsa res of growing democratization
and nationalism in the country, those privilbges. were abol- o

ished. ' The Mennonite and other colonies were now under

the direct control of St. Petersburg, Russian was to be
taught in their schodls and used as the language of govérn-
ment, and there would be no further military exemption for
" the ‘Mennonites, - ' / | .
The alarmed Mennonites Mediately sent a delegation
to St. Petersburg to petition for their rights. however it
proved to be of no avail; the govemment was decided on a
program ‘of assimilation. The fact that two of the chief-
Mennonite deleéates could not. speak Russian although they ,'
ﬁad lived in Russia all their lives did not help matters. .
Emigration appeared the only solution for those Mennonlites |

who wished to retain their 1dentity.
- The Russian government, disinclined. to lose such pros-

- ‘ ‘ ,. perous citizens, attempted to make the new regulations more
palatable: the Menjonites would still retain a large mea-
sure of self—-gow.re ent, and an alter_nativg to military ser-
vice would be allowed them. The majority of Mennonites re-
mained, however. those who found the new terms of life 1n

. Russia unacceptable chose to'leave. They had a choice of

countries in which to re-establish themselves. The British
consul in New Russla highly pralsed the Russian Mennonites

A Lot %‘&m\w ; —,,u';ﬁ;_ N

ST oS G R X e 1

DR’ AEECE L adks

-




\ a2

”

k]

- cient moderately priced land of good'qua;ity, and the right

as "a valuable acquisition to any country”23 and expressed

the hope that they choose Canada as their future home.

The conditions the Mennonites considered fundamental for

the survival of their community can be seen in the guaran-

tees they wished to secure from the Canadian government, .

primarily religious freedom and ﬁilitary exemption, suffi-

to have thelr own local government, run their own schools,
~ 4

and use the German language.z

Canada~ﬁas so eager to secure these renowned model

farmers for its underpopulated prairies that it met all of

their demands. Eighf thousand Mennonites went to Canada,
another fen thousand choosing the United States. After an
initial period of hardships, those Russian Mennonites who

settled in Canada were able to establish a more conservative
EOpy of the prosperous commonwealtﬁ in Russia whlcﬁ lasted
until an.increase in Canadian nationallsm caused by the
First World war‘bro;ght an end to their autonomy. At that
time the most consefvative of the Mennonites left for
Mexico and Paraguay. o

' The depletlon of the Ménnonite population of Russia
by one<third through eﬁig:ation temporarily eased the pres-
sure for land within the commonwedlth. As thqse'Who left
beloﬂfzguzgjthe m6st conservative and absolutist sector,
their depa;}ure ailowed the commonwealth to develop along
more flexible lines. ; At the same time Mennonite institu-
tions were Btfengthened against the threat of russification,

L]
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N and. the participation of young Menndnites in the fbrgétry
service (the alternative tq&military.service) not only
required céncerted effort on the part of the Mennonites
to provide for their financial support, but helped level
' glass dirgerences.within the commonwealth. Young men from ;
different Mennonite villages and different economic back-
groundﬁ served -together in the forestry service where they
developed a strong sense of camaraderie.zé ,

u The quality of life imbroved notably in the common-
wealth in the latter half of the 19th century. Medical
.service, until then unaQ;ilgble in rural New Russia, begaﬁ
to be provided‘in the commonwealth by Mennonite physicians
trained in Russian universities. Usuully a district
would hire a doctor for a year, provide him with instru-
ments, an office and living quarters, and he would then _
attend to the populace freé‘of charéa. The same system ‘
was used with the pharﬁacigt.26

: ' Mennonite tradition dictated that the orphaned, the .
sick, the elderly and the handicapped be housed and taken
care of by relatives. This often caused significant hard-
ship to th; familles involved. As tye commonwealth grew
more established, however, institutions were created to
" care for such persons. These included hospitals, orpha-
nages, old ;Seople's homes, a mental hospital, a school
for deaf-mutes, and - in 1911 - a sanitarium. The trust
!

fund for orphans was expanded into a successful bank which L

gave interest. og'gaposits and lent money at lov interest. .

! \
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A percentage of this interest was used for social welfare,2’
°At the time of settlement th;re were no schools in .
that area of the Russian empire. The Mennonites, however,
soon developed an extensine hool s;stem. At its height
the commonwealth encompeeeeg four hundred elementary schools,
thirteen high sohoole. four girls' schools, three business
colleges and two teachers’ colleges. All of these institu-

tions were paid for and run by Mennonites. however they
28

3

were also open to non-Mennonites.
These advances in social welfare and education were

made possible by the general prosperity of the commonwealth.

“The Russian Mennonites had more than fulfilled their mandate

to create a model farming community. Instrumental in this
development was the brilliant Mennonite agriculturalist

Johann Cornies (1789-1848) who, as permanent president of

the Mennonite Agricultural Assoclation. was able 1o’ exert
influence on-Mennonlte' farmers-to-adopt sctentiflo"me"tma's*" T

" of agriculture, His own estate of 25,000 acres was con; .

sidered a showplace and was visited by Alexander I and

‘Alexander II. Such was his power that his co-religionists

referred to him as the ‘Mennonite czar’.

The Russian Mennonites, however. were not deoendent
on any one strong leader, and in fact resisted develop-
mentg.vhich would place too much power in the hands of one
person. As Frank H, Epp commente. "Cornies was as much a
child of Mennonite agricultural genius as the father of it,
and the commonwealth would have prospered without him.”?g
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While Cornies' abilities were exceptional} he was
not the only Ménnonite‘to own an estate. During their
st;y in Russia the Mennonites had accumulated so much
wealth that many were Girtually landed nobility with enor-

. mous estates on land bought b& them apart from the Menno-
nite viiiages. The number of estates in the cogmonwealih
totalled 384, the largest one comprising 50,000 acres, O

Industry played a large part in this accumulation
of wealth, The first and most important industries es-
tablished in thé-éommonwealth. mills and farm machinery
factories. were .related to agriculture. Some of the, farm-
machinery factories produced as many as 15,000 moweré\shd
10,000 plows a year. In the two original settlements of

~ Chortitza and Molotschna there were a hundred stores, one
hundred and eighty flour mills, fwenty-six factories and
thirty-elght brick yards. With industry came a need for

-————improved methods of transportationiand despite initial

. T ’ opposition from farmers through whose lands the tracks ran,
a railroad was built connecting the ma jor towns of the
. Chortitza settlement.

All this time the commonwealth was expanding with

Ay [

settlements along the Volga in the province of Samara, ¥
and reaching all the way into Siberia and Turkestan. In
all there were forty-five colqnies with an.average of ten | :
‘villages each in which lived approximately 110,000 Menno-
nités in 1914.32

.During’ the Crimean war in the 1850'9 the Menronites “ g
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had contributed food to the army' and nur wounded soldiers.
During. the Russo-:Jap‘anese war (1904-1905)%#fiey worked dili-
gently in the medical service and gave substantial support
to the famil .0f Russian soldiers. Nonetheless, all of
their efforts to prove themselves loyal Rﬁssian citizens
could not prevail aéainsf the growing tide of anti-Germanism
in Russia caused by increasing Prussian militarism. The
First World War brought the matter to a head. In 191k the
u‘seb of German in the press or in public assembly was va‘O-
"hibited, and in the Mennonite and Germman schools in Russia
all subjects now had to be ta.ught ih Russian, except for
Religion and the German _ianguage." In 1915 a property li-
qui(datio;'t lgw was passed which required all colonists of

. German descent to sell their lands, Before the slow-working

Russian bureocracy could put these laws into effect, how-

ever, the Revolution came.
The democratic government installed after the Revolu-

tion of 1917 gave the Mennonites a brief respite., Although -
they governed themselvgs along démocratic principles, the
Mennonites had not previously been in favour of democracy
which seemed dangerously 1nnovative and apt to take away
their privileges entirely. ¢, Henry Smith notes that,
"é'trang.e as it may seem, the special priviléges of a mino-
rity frequently fare better under an autocracy than in a_
c.lemocra.c:y."33 However‘thb Mennonites realized that they
had to‘ad;)ust themselves to' the new situation and an Alnl

Mennonite Congress was formed to represent Mennonite

"
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interests to the new government. .During the meetings of
this congress held in August of 1917rthe issues of the day
were debatéd with great eﬁrnastness by the Mennonire dele-
gates. The qﬁesfion was brought up as to whether Chris-

’ "~ tlanity was allied to an; particular economic order, and

| 'whether socialism was more Christian than capitalism. In
the erd it was decided to recommend the cma‘éion of a state

land bank to distribute land to the homelesa.ju

While the majority of Meﬂnonitas: therefore, might
have limited their interest to what concerned the common-
\ wealth, their leaders at least were apprised of the current
B " \political and economic situation in the coumtry. '
|  In Novemper of 1917 the Bolsheviks took power and

all hopes for a liberal democratic regime were crushed.

_ed land and liY?8tQQK,IQMhﬂgtranainrrﬁditnupnaéant;lauﬂ

éoﬁmitteeé without aﬁy compensation to the owners. Stunned

by the sudden changes, Russia immediately became embroiled
in a civil war; the White army consisting of those opposed

~ to the niew regime, be they aristocrats, church leaders,
or republicans; and the Red arny, of communists, |
This was the start of a period of terror for the
Mennonites, who had worked hard and long to establish,
‘their own ‘commonwealth’ and achieve a standard of 1iving

well above thatiof the'surrounding communities, and now

E

found that their very affluence made them an attractive

target for all factions. Local soviets (e%unoils) of
. . \ .
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. Russian’ workers were in control of the Mennoni te settleménts
and they ’took advantage 6f4their power t;; rob, imprison,
and even murder Mennonifes. When one Mennonite, David J.
Dick.’ was imprisoned, his friends gathered severn thousand

] signatures from among the neighboring Russians requesting
his release. Nonetheless, as was often the case for Menno-
nites in those years, Dié:‘k escaped from one danger only
to fall prey to another: in 1919 he and his wife were
killed by bandits,’> I
~ Meanwhile. in 1918 the German amy had: occupied the
region and expelled the soviets, Thg occupation lasted

" less than a year imt it made a deep impression on the
N ' Menndnites. Technically, the Germans were their enemies,
and yet they shared their language, frieed them from the
onnWshwiks,-&nd-gave-—thMck many  of
their rights.36

When the Germana left the Mennonites were once again .
on their own., The war betw{en the Reds and the Whites

became centered in the South of the former Russian empire

where nationalism was very strong. ' In some Mennonite areas
the front shifted back and forth as many as twenty-three

t}\
times, The complete breakdown of law and order made the

£ G

commonwealth fair game for roving bands of robbers. The

most notorious band was led;by“ Nestor"Makhno, a former ‘ 1
cowherd for the Mennonites. 'Under a black ﬂa@displaying
] the legend "anarchy is the mother of all order," Makhno

and his followers deyastated the Mennonite villages.:




their adversaries. Those Mennonites who had- belonged . to

‘Now came two years of severe drought and famine, to which

In the Mennonite village of Eichenf&élé eighty-five
people were murdered in one night. Other villages suffered
similar losses. The homes of the Mennonites were plundered
of all théir belongings, from farm animals, to silverware,
to clothes. Frank H. Epp notes that "farmers were fortu-
nate if they had a horse and a manure wagon with which to
take the bodles to the cemetery.”37 'Women and girlé were
attacked en massd by the bandits resulting in an epidemic
of venereal diseases.38 The litany of horrors did not
end there, Epp continues: o

A plague of typhoid fever follwed the terror of the
ds, The men ofj}Makhno frequently occupied.the
ds of the yillagers. Since most of their sheets
had been stolen vAry unsanitary conditions prevailed.
The disease spread like fire. In Village Rgaenthal
“with 1,346 inhabitants, 1,183 were sick...J :

" The Mennonites felt all the mére helpless because,

in accordance with their faith, they could offer no re-

‘sistance to the marauders. Some of the young Mennonites,
who had been iﬁfluenced'by the German forces, found this
"too heavy a crbss to bear. (Th;§ joined forces with men g i
from the German colonies to form a self-def@nge unit called i
the Selbschutz té protect theif homes and families. Des- ]
pite their well-organized efforts and initial victories, -

however, "they were overcome by the superiof numbers of ’ o

the Selbschutz had to go underground to save thefr iives.uo

By the end ofA1920 the Red army was §n~vi§tual_con-

trol of New Russia, which was now known as the Ukraine.

-
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the ravages of war had made the Ukraine particularly sus-

ceptible. ' But for aid from Dutch and American Mennonites,

an estimated 10,000 Russian Mennonites would have starved.41

. Peeding kitchens were set up in Ménnonite villages by

American Mennonite Relief workers and at the height of the
famine in August‘df 1922 they issued 40,000 rations of food
daily, not only to Mennonites, but to all the hungry with-
in the area. ) |

- The American Mennonite Rellef also distributed much
needed clothing and sent some fifty Ford tractors to the \> ,

Russian Mennonites to replace the horses which'had been

" taken during the war. In spite of their attempts at re-

covery, however, most of the Russian Mennonites desired to
emigrate. In 1920 a Mennonite Study Commisgion went to
investigate possible mass resettlement_in,another cbuntry.
As a result of the work of this commission, petween 1922
and 1930 thousands of Russian Mennonites.,emigrated to
Canadh and South America; yet ghey represented only #'small

part of those who wished to leave. The Communists, aware

of the adverse publicity they were receiving as a result

of‘these'refugeoanoveménts made up of supposedly content

\_citizens.made emigration increasingly difficult and finally
" almost impossible. Police rounded up the Mennonites who '
\had left their homes and gone to Moscow in the hope of

receiving permission to leave and sent them in freight
cars to Siberia, of%en separating family members in the

process. vwhere they were reaettled.uz K - j




In 1925 those Mennonites who rémained in Russia made

a last concerted attempt to-retain their most esaential .
tights: freedom of worship. religious instruction, ‘and
military exemptiop. However the absolute nature of the
Commdnistwideélogyibould make no allowance for divergent
viewpoints. One Mennonite writes of the'Communista: “We
could have been‘friends with them only if we had surrendered
to their ideology absolutely and unconditionally.” 43 The
Mennonite churches were converted into stables, theaters
and storehouses, atheism waé‘taught in all the ;chd%ls. and
childrgq,were encouraged to dendunce their parents if they
instructed them in religion.** N
The Mennonites no longe£~had any control over their
settlemenfs and many of %hem. branﬁed as 'kulaks' - land-’
owners and counterrevolutionaries - were exiled to Siberia.
& 45
ment. 1,500, mostly men, were exiled from 1929-19#0. )
In 1932 and 33 there was another severq famine and once
again Mennonite ald from other countries savpd the Russian
Menﬁonites from starving. - :

A1l military exemption was abolished in 1936 and
when, the Second World War started eligible Mennonites were
drafted into the Russian army . At the same time the Soviet
government embarked on a plan of mass evacuation and re-
sef%lemént'in Sibaria of all colonists of Gefﬁgn descent in
the Ukraine. The Chortitza settlement, more fortunate than
the others. lost only 1,300 inhabitants 1n this way before

(Out of 12,000 Mennonites remaining in the Chortitza settle-
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" mans agai.nst the Soviets.

the German army took over the region in 1941,

The Germans were welcomed as. 1iberators. not only
by the German speaking population, but by la.rge anti-
Commfunist sectors of the Ukranians, However, the German
armyl's fxa.rsh treatment of all Slavic peoples, whom they
regarded as Untermensch {inferior peOpie\), soon turned

the populace against them. The Mennonites were compara-

tively well-treated by the Germans as Volksdeutsche (eth-

nic Germane), and after their many trials with the Soviets
it was natural that they should feel allied to those whom
they saw as their.regcuers. Most of the young Mennonite
m%n.whq were left in the .settlements were recruited into
the German army, usually not wnwillingly. Those who met
the r‘é‘quiz'emenj:a( were automatiéhlly dasignated for Wwaffen

i

SS service. Some ©of these Mennonites had previously been

drafted into the. Soviet army and now fought with the Ger-

46

In 1943 the German army retreated to German terri-
tory taking the German spe&ing peoples of +he Ukraine

“with them. The Chortitza settlement was' evacuated by

train, however those Mennonites who remained in the Molot-

schna_settlement had to make the long trek by wagon under

fearsome conditions, The refugees were mostly womén, child- ‘

ren and the elderly. °Due to the below freezing temperatures,
the scax‘city of food. and the constant enemy fire from both
the ailr and the ground, many of them died en route. k7

TRe total number of Mennonite evacuees is estimated
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to be 35,000, When the war ended approximately 20,Q00

of ‘these were forcibly repatriated by the victorious
Soviets (with the coAéent of the other Allies forces), not
to the Ukraine, but to Siberia. The fate of most of these
Mennonites is unknown. Those Mennonites,wﬁo were disvovered

~ by the Soviets to have‘fought with the Germans were treated
mercilessly. The remaining fraction of the Mennonite re-
fugees\from Russia were, resettled with aid from Mennonite
oraganizations and, communities, in various countries where
‘they had to start over again fr m the bottom. The Mennonite

commonwealth in Russia had come to an erxd.u9

The Mgnnonites came to Russia to occupy the terri-
tories the Russians had annexed by force, and they left
Russia when their lands and rights were taken away by
force. While theré.they'were granted exceptional freedom
to develop a sBociety of their choosing, yet this society

always depended on, and was to some extent formed by, ex-

ternal conditions, The supervisory committee appointed
‘by the Russian government aided and instructed the Menno-
nite settlers with "benevolent paternalism*>° and directed
them to solve their ﬁrobiems of internal strife and disci-
“;iine. When it was necessary to hi:e constables to guard

14

the prosperous Mennonite villages, the Mennonites, adverse
}

to the occupation, could hire Russians to perform the duty.

Indeed, the very existence of the Mennonite commonwealth

depended on the maintenance of law and order by the Russian

7
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government. When that governmbnt collapsed, the common-
- \

wealth was left utterly helpless.
'ﬁ; The commonwealth's exclusivity was the result of
both external and internal factors. On the one hand

Russia forbade the Mennonites to convert Russians, made

Mennonite privileges contingent on membership in the Menno-

"nite church, and‘expected:ﬂ Mennonites to create a sepa-

rate, model, self-sufficient farming community; and on the
.other hand the Mennonites wishe& to keep to themselves.and
establish their own society. The Russians freated the Men-

s

nonites as a corporate body and the Mennonites responded *
as one, creating institutions to administer themselves and
represent their interests to the government. In thisd situ-
ation 1t wes inevitable that the church would become in-
volved in secular matters. 51 \
‘ E.K. Francis says of this devélopmenf:
It seems that at the moment when the Memnonite utopia,
the community of the saints 'and saved, lay within .
reach of realirzation, it became decularized and void
of its spiritual content, a commonwealth of ordinary
people with the ambitions and motivations of sinners
and the fallen ndture of man,52
However, the ideal of a "community of the eaints
and saved” was none other than that of the spiritual King-
dom of God, displaced in Russia by a utopian ideal depen-
dent on Worldly conditions, The Mennonitg commonwaalth.
by its very secular and temporal nature, could never be

the Kingdom of God of Mennonite theology, and as soon as

the Mennonites entered Russia and dediéat%d themselves to
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o

es't\:ablisl,aing.a Mennonite commonwealth they committed them- ™
selves to worldly ob_jectivee and a- worldly way of life,

The Mennonites had come to Russia with l.i\ttle more
then their own traditions and ability, and using the means
at their disposal had established a remarkably affluent
and well-organized state within a state. Despite the pro-
blems of settlement and internal and external tensions,
and probably partly because of the drive to move forward
these difficulties gave them, the Mennonites in Russia were
\ab;o [to establish a comi:rehénsive. and democratic system.or
'govérnm'ent and outstanding social institutions which made
the commonwealth at its height utoplan for its time and
place, even compared to the lea'ding nations of the world.
Although many of the \tragedies whiéh befell the Mennonites
after the Russian Revolution - war, famine, etc. - had a .
greater -physical effect on the Russian populace, the fact
that the Mennonites had goné go far in oreating an ideal
community to shelter, nourish and motivatel them, made the
total destruction of their commonwealth by forces beyond .
their control all the more devastating'. for them.

, ;
. .
- . :
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IV. UTOPIA IN RUSSIA: .
~ CULTURE AND RELIGION OF THE RUSSIAN MENNONITES

While sharing the same traditions, the Mennonite
settlers in New Russia were not a homogenous group for
they belonged to two different churches, the Frisian and
the Flemish, and tpey~came from different areas of Prussia.
Quarrelling among the emigrants had marked the journey to

. Rusgia: and when the Russian promised land turned out tq

- be a wasteland, this quarrelling grew so vindictive as to

threaten the founding of a Mennonite colony in Russia, ]
The rebelliousness of the colonists, along.with ;he strange-
ness of the environment and the harshness of pionaer life,
seemed to require a strict conaervatism in order Xo main-
taln Mennonite values and cohesion and establish a ‘pure
society' in the Russian wildermess.
An example of this conservatism can be seen in the

‘ vcaﬁe of Johann Bartsch, one of the leaders of the expedi-
tion. He Qnd his family were ordered by church officials
to give up their cherished 1nstrumentg because "musical |
perrbrmancée. even within the family circle, Qore tanta-
mount to.fl;rting with qyil‘fbrcés."l

Thé first concerh.of'tha Mennonites, howevar,’was not.

) . developing an ideal religious or social life, but satisfying
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their most pressing mate&ial needs. While the difficulties

- of 1life in Ruésia brought to the fore some of the negﬁtive
traits of the Mennonites, it also brought out those quali-
ties which had enabled ‘them to prasper in the Netherlands
and Prussia: éelf—reliance. determination, iﬁdustry. thrift,
1ngpnuity and a love of order. The Mennonites had been in-
vited to Russia to establish a model farming community and
they had everyyintentioh of doing so insofar as it was pos-
sible under the circumstances. That they achieved their
goal indsuch‘a'short time, despite the fact that most of

them Were not farmers, speaks of their dedication.

Already in 1821 agenté of the British and Foreign
Bible Society were calling the Mennonite settlementg in
Russia "a 1ight in a dark placg“ and praising the Mennonites

for their industry and the prosperity of their villages.z

-while the Russian government, according to one official,

"convinced of the surprisingly quick success of Mennonite
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- economy took their institutions{ up to a certain degree,
as- a model for the organization of the majority of the other e
colonies of foreigners in the Ukraine."3 ’ ﬁ
? ‘ The same Russian official details the achievemerits of '

the Mennonites: ‘ : 3

. The Mennonites very quickly (notwithstanding the - ,

fear expressed Contenius) rose to a level of pros- E 3

. perity and organization hitherto unknown among us. 3
As though by magic one vill after another arose on

_ the steppes where earlier nelther water nor shrub, not
_to speag of trees, had been common; plenty of wholesome
well-water could be found while groves of frult, shade
and mulberry trees soon grew in abundance; lush, well-
cared-for meadows , h%grégr:erda of sheep; cattlg and
horses, all of the t breeds, were plentiful. ;

-




. otherworldly, non-conforming church of the 16th century.

) . : L \

The Mennonite settlements had become prize exhibits
of the Russian government, extensively studied and cbmment;
ed on by Russian and foreign experts and visitors, and the
Mennonites were aware and proud of the fact. The emphasis
on worldly success led to an increased materialism among
the Mennonites, who were able to give full rein to thei;\
aspirations in this regard withoﬁt any of the restrictioA -

which had hampered ‘them in Prussia. This materialism mani-

fested 1tself primerily in the mcquisition of land and
livestock, as houses and clothes tended to follow a more
or less set pattern imported from Prussia and adapted to
the Russian environment. '

The landless, who found thémsglves not only without
a gaod source of income but without status in the community,
appealed to the Church for social justice. One such peti-
tion re;ds: ' "

. We beg the honorable members of the Kirchen Konvent

CChurch Councill, .as stewards, to provide for our

needs since we are members of one body (I Cor._12:26)
and members of God's household (I Tim 5i8)... 3

The church elders, mostly landowners themselves, felt
this to be impermissible 1nterference'1n‘cod's design for
the commonwealth and upheld the interests of the landowners '
against‘the landless. A definite contrast to the dynamic, \‘

The fact was that, as has been discussed in the pre-

vious chapter, ecclesiastical and civil interests were vir-

" tually inseparable from the start of the commonwealth.

Originally the ﬁennpnite church had assumed that its members '~
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.would be drawn from the society at large, into which- the’yz,,’
would remain politically, culturally and economically in- d
tegrated, and to which they could return if they left the
broi;hezl'hood.6 "In sparsely populated New Russia, the
Mennonites were both church and society, and as exclusion

" from %he,church meant eéxclusion from society,.baptism be-
came routine snd excommunication rare. The mutual inter-
penetration of religious and secular syeteme resulted in
a Mennonite church.that was established and territorial.

" FPrank H. Epp notes that "the development, to_the extent that
it was noticed, was not necessarily considered to be a nega-
.ti\'ré phenomenon. On the contrary, was it not the goal of |
the church to incorporate all of‘humanity into the commupity
of God?"7 The Mennonites in Russia had adopted the rationale
of the state churches they had once opposed to juatify the
establishment of their own church.

Together wiyth prosperity, expansion and the esta_blish—
ment- of the church, came a loosening of moral restrictions.
The ;:hurch. no longer threatened and persecuted, did not
need.to enforce extraordinarily high méral standards to
justify 1is existence and maintain cohesion - nor could it
if it wished to embrace all of soclety - and the Mennonites,
no longer struggling for survival, could afford to ind}xlge
in some worldly pleasures.

Not all of the Mennonltes, some of whom: had‘come. to '
Russia to avoid the growing secularization of Mennonitism

in Prussia, were in accordance with these developments.
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' merging of ecclesiastical and civil intereats. the formali-
'ty of worship services, moral laxity as witnessed by osten-

' effort against Napoleon, and particularly the use of physi-

'adéng the Russian Mennonites who saw it as too reactionary

‘querades and bawdy songs; contributions to the Russian war

one who objected early on was Klaas Reimer, a highly ideal-
istic young_ﬁinistar who, after careful study of the Bible,

the writings of Menno Simons and the Martyrs®' Mirror, came

to" the conclusion that the church had departed from New
Testam&nt ideals. Proof of this, in his view, was the

tation, a§arice. gambling, drinking, smoking, dancing, mas-

cal coercion to enforce regu;ationsLB ;

Not only did Reimers' attempts to reform the church
go unheeded, he and his followers were threatened with exile
by the church leaders who were outraged at this questioning
of their authority. In 1814 Reimer founded his own chhrch.
which, despite objections from the old church, achieved
recognitiﬁn fgbm the Russian government as a Mennonite

church. Reimer's church never attracted a large following

and isolationist, and it was known as the Kleine Gemeinde, '
small chgrch} which disturbed its members not at all as
they believed that the true Church must always be small.
Thus the Mennonite church in Russia, ln the process
of overcoming the Frisian/Flemish rift, was split in
another direction. Nor did the Kleine Gemeinde escape -
the‘rawages of the 'Anabaptist di;ease'n after 'years of
internal division it ev?ntually split into two groups.
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Along with his other objegtions, Klaas Reimer had
denounced the leaning towards Pietism of“éome Mennonite
ministers. Pietism, particularly the writings of Jung-
Stilling, had been very*infiuential among the Prussian
Mennonites in the late 18th and early 19th centuries.
‘Heimweh or “Homesickness", Jung-Stilling's beét known

//- . work, recounts the profagonist's pilgrimage through Europe,
a pilgrimage which Victor G. Doerkseﬁ has described as
followgs Q

!
En route he [the protagonist]l is subjected to many
. tests and trials, but these are mainly intellectual
y and spiritual, reflected in endless conversations

- which can be as trying for the reader as for the
hero. Not much attention is paid to his physical or
emotional needs; it is assumed that they are "looked
after" by the providence which leads him to his goal.
At Solyma, finally, a small state is established which,
despite its heavenly inspiration, resembles nothing

- _ so much _as one of the petty German dukedoms of the

& periOd . 9 ’

. This work was very popular among the Russian Menno-

nites who could identify with the hero's search for, and

eventual attainment of, a'divinely sanctioned homeland,-

AR

and} their own physical troubles behind them, with his

R

spiritual and intellectual trials. As well, it encouraged
them to think of their situation in Russia as predestined
and based on God's will, and therefore not only justified,
but immutable. )
Mi}lgnialism*was an-im?ortant ?ngredient in Jung-

Stilling's writings, and hid proclamation that the King-

k]

dom' of God would be inaugurated in the East in the 1830's

prombted thousands of Germans, aﬁong them some Mennonites,
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to ;migrate to Russia where they hdped ‘to escape the comin
tribulations and partake of the thousand-year earthly Kl@
dom. (Ironically, the tribulations and kingdom which await-
' ed the descendents of these (m:ll,leﬁial\ists wore the Revolu-
tion and—Commuriism.~) Some of the Russian Mennonites adopt-
ed this teaching enthusiastically and the whole community .:
was affected 'by it to some‘ exteiﬁ:.lq
How had millenialism, so firmly reu;]ected by 'Me;mo

! ] * Simons, come to achieve popularity among the Mennoni tes?

b

The fact was that the Muenster episode, so traumatic in
its day, was too distant to Bar\ret as a deterrent to mil-
leniéliszi:. Now that the world was no longei_‘ hostile to
) ~t}xe Mennonites, .the theology of two opposing kingdoms,
that of the church and that of the world, seemed to lack
validity; and now that the Memnonites were no longer suf-
fering and perseécuted, discipleship, ’following Christ in
his Passion, lacked appeal. o
., In many ways Pietism was more suited to the situation
of the Mennonites in Russia ,than traditional Mannc_mitism
which, after a;l'. had deveioped in re8pons; to a pe’culia'r
historical situation. Where Mgnnonitism émphé'éized suffer-
ing and the ‘bitter' Christ, Pletism emphasized joy and:
the *sweet' Christ; the Pietist stress on the importance .
of the individual allowed for the:seeking of one's per-
sonal fortme in a way community-oriented Mennonitism did
- ~ not; and Kingdom ethics - to be practiced here and now
o acéording to Mennonite theology - wés comfortably post-
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poned by the Pietists until the advent of the Kingdom of

" Goa. 1!

-

“The millenialism preached by the radical Pietists
no longer seemed 8o fantastical to many Mennonites now‘
that.they had their. ogm ‘earthly kingdom®'. Rather, it could
very well seem that through’ tl;eir own veiy successful ef-
forts. they were working towards its inauguratitfn. The
ract was that the Mennonites had never fully established
in their theology how one could live 'in the world' and
not be ‘of the world', nor had they allo;ned for the neces-
sity of civil as well as religious functiong within the

i communijty.of'believers. of cc“oe'the early Mennenites.

/Y offices, with their ensuing threat of mor.

P

. -

outlawed and intensely persecuted as they were, never con-
ceived of the possibility of que day virtually controlling
their own state. According to their theology political

corruption,

were *to be held by unbelievers - of which there would alwaye*

‘'be plenty. ' The Russian Mennonites as group did not be-

come millenialist. but they used mil enialism to reinforce "
the worldliness wh};.kch was increasingly-important to then{
but whibh.their own religion did not provide for.

The influence of milleniaiiem on Russian Mennonitism
must also be seen a?‘*the result of a certain naivet® on
the part of t’h/e/rdennonites who had forgotten the lessons

of the past and were’ eager for a different and exciting reli-

*“glous vision. Over the centuries Mennonitism had become

. static and formalized; Pietism was a dynamic, popular
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new movement with enough poiﬁts in common with Mennoni%ism'
to make it accessible to the Mennonites.
Those Russian Mennonites whbﬂaere most influenced by
Pletism broke away from the main church and founded the
Mennonite Brethren Church which advocated a return to the
' ) \iteachings of Menno Simons as 1nterpreted in the light of
_ Pietism, particularly stressing the importance of a per-
sonal conversion experience and the emotional expressiqn
of religioﬁ. While never aitracting a major segment of
the Russian Mennionites, the Mennonite Brethren Church pro-
ﬁuced several influential leaders and was the second most
important church in the eommonwealth.12
Other. less important, breakaway movements included
the Jerusalem Friends who planned to build a new temple
in Jerusalem, and the Peters Brethren who were strict New
Testament literalists.
All of these new movements were vigorously opposed , !
by the Mennonite establishment which subjected the seceders
t 0o . harassment ranging from threats of banishment to im-
prisonment. This although none of the ‘dissenting groups
disavowed the basi¢ principles of Mennonitism. It was

-despite the objections of Mennonite leaders that the.break-

away movements were .recognized by St, Retersburg as lawful
. ! <
‘Mennonite churches and allowed full rights in the common-

« 4 wealth'

' E From this it would appear that the early Mennonlte
. ' ldeal of religlous toleration and voluntary réliéious
s | . ‘ | e o
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association had been‘discardédr 0f course, dissension with-
" in the church had never been well tolerated by the Menno-
nites, and the freedom of worship granted them by the
Y/Russian government pertained to them as a corporate body,

not as individuals§3 What the Mennonite church in Russia

denied was not the right of dissenters to form their own
- sects, but their right to call themselves Mennonites and

thus partake of the privilegéa granted to such.

However, the Mennonite church in Russia was virtually
an enclave within a foreign country and '‘Mennonite' was a
political as well as re;igipuéldesignation.‘ Therefbfg.
the ‘attempt of the Mennonite establishment to ban the dis-

~ senters from the commonwealth because of their unorthodoxy
and disruptive influence, was not unlike the response.of
"Church énd State to the Anabaptisfs in the 16th century.

The m&ltiplication of internal divisions within the
commonwealth was in 1arge part due to the lack of external
threats. In 1870, however, the withdrawal of,the Privile-
gium forced the Mennonites to turn their attention to the
outside world. wﬂﬁt most’ concerned the Mennonites was the
less of their military exemption. The Russian government,
which knew that the Mennonites in Prussia and the Netherlands
had already giyen up their npn-:esistant gstance, could not
understand why Mennonites'in Russia should be so intracta-
ble. A member of the commission responsible for the new
conscfiption law ‘asked one oflthe‘Mennonite delegates how

he would defend himself in the case of an attack. The

'
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delegate responded that he would reach out his hand and

embrace the attacker, which reply greatly amused the of-
.fi%ﬂl who was well acquainted with the inability of the
Mennonites to practice this principlf of brotherly love =

14

with each other. Nonetheless, a non-combative alter-

- native to military service was provided for, which satis-
'tied most Mennonites, ‘ v ‘

The other major concern of the Memmonites was the
impact of russification on their community. A census of
1879 shows that less than one percent of the Mennonites in
Russia spoke Russian as a first language}’ _and many scarce-
ly knew any Russian at all. Some of the Me:nnonitas feared
that learning Russian would lead to a loss of Mennoni':;e
identity. One Mennonite leader stated that "those of our
young people ‘who enter Russian highschools are 1081:",16
while another countered that, "'our American brethren con- '\
fess that it is much more difficult te keep their young *
people in the coﬁgregatlons than in Russia.... The nupber
of those who have left the Menngnite faith while studying
at Russlan school8...: i.s very sma11“17 .

The Mennonites who remained in Russian felt' that
those who left were um“ea.listlic absolutists. The Menno-
nite missionary Heinrich Dirks wrote from Sumatra concern-
ing the matter that "those who advise too much to em#.grate ’
positively do pot kmow the world, neither the character of

LY

t’his’present time, otherwise they must know that that from ‘I

which they propose to escape will overtake them wherever
in this wide world they choose to settle"}® Another
L \ - | .
|
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- Russian Mennonite characterized the emigrants as *forever
—___ dissatisfied and forever seeking an Eldorado which would
eternally satisfy all their desires.~1?

‘Most of the departing Mennonites went to North America,
but a small group i:)mse to migrate east to Turkestan in-
stead. Some of theée were influenced in their move by
millenialism, for Claaz Epp, a Mennonite minister, had come
to the conclusion after interpreting biblical prophecies
that the Second Coming would take place in the East in

\
1889. 1In 1880 the group of pilgrims set out singing:

. Our Jjourney is through the wilderness. to the pro-
mised Canaan.

However, their journey would be closer to the reverse of .
that mentioned in the popular hymn. Their new place of

settlement proved to"‘be, an insect infested swamp where the

Mennonites were not only prey to disease but also to raids

by the local natives who entered their houses and took

vhatever they wanted, including, in some cases, some of

the young Mennonite women. The young Mennonite men asked

their leaders -to allow them to agn themsélves against the -
raiders, but these permitted only the use of clﬁbs - no R |
match against the swords and guns of the railders., Finally '

the settlers had to move to another site where they would , = |
‘ ‘ 20 "

be protected by the ioéa,l governement.
. 3n the meantlime, Epp's fanaticism had increased. , *

A felloﬁ minister who had been excommunicated by him was .
called the 'Red Dragon' and his expulsion was commemorated




annually by the congragation. Other unorthodox holidays
came tozsplace‘the tradifional 6né8; When the expectéd
‘date for the Second Coming came and went, a new date was
set, Epp now claimed that he was the son of Christ and
insisted on the use of the fbrmula. Father. Sona and the
Holy Ghost. However, by this time most or his disilusion-
ed followers had left him, as eventually did all. These

gave up)millenialism and settled down into a fairly stable,

congregation. 21

«©

s The withd;awal of the Privilegium and the emigra- o

" tion movement, which at firat'had seemed tq,signa;*thé end

of the commonwealth, had, in fact, had positive conse-
quences for the commonwealtﬁ. Overpopulation was eased,
the éommonwealth was freed from absolutist and‘extgemist .
elements, and the Mennonites were united in a common
cause, The conference of congregations created in 1883

to work together'in agéas of general concern had as its

‘ mq}fgf “In essentials unity, in nonessentials liberty,

in all things love."?% =~ '

=
A
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In 1889 the Russian Mennonites celebrated the cen-
tennial of their arrival in Russia. A monument was |
raiqed to commemorate the occislon. and monuments were -
also erected in honor of Hoeipner\and Bartsch as leaders
of the first expedition. The giant oak under which the
disillusioned first settlers had taken shelter, 'ralled the
Hundred Year Oak, was now 4ﬁ§eloved symbol of egdurance

T somin
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to the Russian Mennonites. The first miserable villages
had been replaced by a flourishing commynwealth which had

come to seem almost a part of the natural\landscape to the

Mennonites, appearing, in the words of one,
been deposited there by the calm Dnieper w. ers."23 The
landscape itself, which had\seemed 80 hopelesély bleak to

| : — .
the first settlers, was now seen by the Mennonites as abun-

"~ dant in natural beautieés, enhanced by their own efforts
at forestation. ' .
The following exgmples, written after the dissolu-
tion of}the commonwp#i@h. are typical of the feeling the
Russian‘Menﬁoqitos hﬁd for ?heir land.

- "It was Sunday and the wide Main Street of Rosental
lay deserted in the summer heat. A festive mood had
spread throughout the countryside and tranquility had
descended on the homes and gardens. The warm air
created a shimmering effect against the bdackdrop of

) “the distant woods; the warm, fragrant smell of the
- soil from the wide, unending steppes drifted down into
P the village like a vitalizing stimulant. The arms of
God, the Almighty, were spread over the landscape la-
den with heavy harvest treasure manifested in the lush
Dnieper hills gﬁd deeép valleys of roses. Blessings
‘surrounded us. : ’

~+  The next excerpt deals with Koloniesgarten. a shel-

= \ tered valley enjoyed by the Mennopitas as a gkrk.

, Léisurely winding paths led the wanderer between
big oaks and stately poplars, dozens of different
varieties of flowers and hosts of birds singing over-

. : head, nightingales singing earli and laté, It was so
L . much fun to hunt for sweet smelling viélets along the
s . small stream “Kantserkala", gather acorns for playing
C all the way down into the valley. The bright red
roofs of ¢ ouses below showed the contrast against
t?e dggp ggiiﬁ follage around creating a magic set-
ting. - .

: .
A
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‘ A century of shared traditions and experiences had
transformed the Russlian Mennonites into a distinct ethnic
group.26 As the Menhonites in Russia were a closed com-
munity.’marrying only amongst themselves, the commonwealth
came to be like an extended rgmily. Certain family names
were so common, just forty names accounting for the majori-

ty of the group, that an individual®'s last name was often

prefaced by his‘occupation, place of residence, or some
other personal characteristic in order to distinguish him
from all the' other Epps or PQnﬁers-or Friesens. 5

’ '~ paradoxically, the very homogeneity of the Mennonites ?

tended to accentuate their differences. When. so much. of
what they did and had was similar, a minor difference, such
as whether the minister stood while he preached, as he did

~F Y it W,.‘g%-{rm 3%

in the Frisian church, or sat, as he did in thé Flemish

church, could appear insurmountable,
From the history of their divisions, one might well

-

come to the conclﬁsion that. the Mennonltes were a dour,‘

T N TN SRV
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self-righteous people whose chief social activity and di-

version was bickering. In fact, however, the Mennonites

“arsm

in Russia had a lively sense of humour about -themselves.

Humorous.nicknamee. for instance, were very common among .
the Mennonites, not only for people (one sixty-two year-old man

who married an eighteen year-old was known as actien twe

en zastig, "1862".27). but. also for villages and objects of
everyday life, There was much rivalry among the villages
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and Molotschna, which often expressed-itself through hu~
mour. A Mennonite from Molotschna, who later settled in
Cl;ortitza. recalls how, tired of the continual jibes of the
Chortitzans, he finally thought of the perfect rejoinder:
on the way to founding the Molotschna settlement, the new
settlers stopped rover‘ in the 0ld colony of Chortitza. v}hile
thers, one of the Chortitzans stole a wheelbarrow from them
and in this way the thief, and eventually all the inhabi-
tants of Chortitza, learned to walk upright.28 |
| Later on humour would also be used to ease the ten-
sion caused by the violation of Mennonite principles. In
a skit written by the Russian Mennonite humorist, Arnold
Dyck, a Russian Mennonite (Bergen) explains té an astonish;
. ed Canadian Mennonite (Bua) how he could have taken up arms
during the Revolution:
Bergen : Well a\rlfle"s a funny sort of thing.' Once

you've f:t it in your hands it goes off suddenly without
you having to think about it much.

Bua: And you actually shot at people?

Bzrg‘em At people? Not on your life, I shot in the
air. .

Bua: In the air? Wwhat good did that do%?

Bergen: Oh, it helped "all right, in an odd sort of way.
It made a nice bang, and of course I didn't shoot very,
high in the air - only about so high (he indicates a
height of about four feet). Now it may have happened that
-gome of that Red riff-raff collided with a bullet once
in a while, or stood in the way of one. But I always
made a point of firing. in the air.29

b Y

. These examples show how fhe Russian Mennonites used
humour to counteract pretentioyéfiess and diffuse tensions,

and also illustrate the playnfulness which, according to

Plattel?o is essentlal to the utopian mood.

WA S e T
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The most important means the Russian Mennonites had
. of overcoming divisions and maintaining cohesion within
' the group, was the practice of mutual aid, not only a
roligiousbprinciple. but an engrained way of life. The im-
portance of this practice to the Russian Mennonites is
. 8et forth by Harold S, Bender and J. Winfred Fretz as fol- -
[. lows: ‘
The ideals and principles of working together for the
common welfare of all became the accepted way of doing
_. things. To carry on activities on a selfish, extreme-
ly individualistic basis without thought of the effect
on others would have been considered a gross sin,
causing one to be avoided by his fellow men. This
would ‘have been the severest punishment for anyone in
a small village where fellowship S?d companionship
were the very basis of happiness. AR
This applied to all members of the Mennonite communi-

ty. Thus the estate owners, who 1lived apart from the vil-

lages and were certainly wealthy enough to be independent,
| were chief contributors to Mennonite charitable and educa-
| " tional projects.>? . ) | .
kvoidance. or shumning, was a very effective means
of soclal control. Delinquency was rare among the Mawcf-
. nitéa,'powever the following example shows how one suck
incident was dealt with s )
l When two Mennonite mén ran off without paying a Russian
¢ geasant for driving them from the train station to
heir village an anonymous letter appeared in the
Botschafter (a Mennonite newspaperl. Their names

would be published, it warnmed, if they refused to make
retribution. :

-Far better to make good the qigynse than suffer social dis-

grace., ‘ e o=
’ ?{L -
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a
LJSocial life in the commonwealth was centered on the
family. Visiting relatives, in fact, took up a large por-
tion of ;he Russian Mennonites' leisure time. Fafoured |
social activities were weddings - often'involgtég a whole
v}llaga -~ picnies and excursiong.tyoung peoplé formed thém-
selves into theater groups, whictil presented German plays.
and gave poetry recitals, and choirs. These last were es-
pecially popular among the Russian Menqpnites‘who had songs
for eveéy occasion and used choir singiﬁg to teach éoopera-
tion. Harmonious singing was symbolié of the.harmony which
should reign in the Church. In the words of\a\Russian Mehho-
nite minister: . f '

4

The Mennonites would sing so suﬁlimely that all
hearts would soften to the bf;ssed Joy in Christ and
even the arigels in heaven would join in praising and

. honoring God... To the extent to which harmonious sing-

. ing in our church was lost, to the same extent our
fathers lostitheir holy way of life.

String and brass bands, as well as choirs, were wide-

spread in thé commonwealth, for to play a musical instru-

~ment was no longer considered tantamount to flirting with

the devil, but admired as a valuable soclial grace.

The easing of moral and cultural restrictions object-
ed to.by Klaas Reimer at the start of the 19th century was |
even more pronounced atfthe close. Men shaved, women re- *.
duced their traditional bonnets to a symbolic ribbon; and
whiie the Mennonites were ﬂﬁt fashion innovators, neither
did\they'stay far behind the trends. Some of the Mennonites
were extremely wealthy ;nd adopted corresponding lifestyles:

mansions, servants (most Mennonite households, in fact, had ~
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at least one sorvant. usually.Russian), trips abroad, etc. -
although Mennonite values of self disciplineJand order
served as a restraint to excessive self indulgence. Per-
hgpénthe most notable evidence of this love affair with
the material signs of prosperity and culture, was the pro-. '
liferation of handsome schools, civic‘buildings. and even
chubches in the oommonweqlth. Compared to these ostenta-
tious new edifices, the old-style Chortitza church, built
of clay and lacking ornamentation.looked decidedly plain
and provoked disparaging remarks from the villagers 35

Like most of turn of the century Europe. the Russian
Mennonites were optimistic about technological proéreas.

an optimism more ingenuous in the case of the Mennonites

who did not ill-treat their factory workers. Conside;ing ’
their isolation, the Russian\Mennonites were remorkably up
to date with many of the latest tqo ical advances,

A sanitorium acquired in 1910 by}%:n Mem&nite was
furnished with the most modern equipment.36 In another

area of the commonwealth the purchase of an x-ray machine

_for a local h08pito1 was announced in the newspaper withg

gr;a‘t satisfaction: "We proceed under the sun of ;;ro'gess nJ7
The Mennonites themselves produced high quality agricul-=
tural machinery. howe ver when it was a questionagf greater
efficiency they did not hesitate to use 1mpor£:d equipment
over their own.38 .

The bicycle was quickly availed of by the Russian

Mennonites soon after its introduction, as were the motor-

/
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cycle and the automobile, The following excerpt, written
by N.J. Kroeker, gives an example of the carefree consu-
merism which prevailed among the w'e;llthier Russian Menno-

nites.

It 1s difficult to say who brought the first auto-
mobile to the villages but by 1911, the author's neigh-
bours the Heinrich Fast family bought their first Ford
auto. It was a black Model T. Peter, the youngest '
son, a young man of about twenty, took complete control
over it.... ,Golng downhill Peter couldn't slow down and
the car hit those animals that were in the way. Nothing
serious- happened to the cows but the front of the auto
looked a mess.... A few weeks-later hsgcame home with
a beautiful red car, a German Opel....”

How did the villagers react to the introduction of the
automoyé? According to{ Kroeker it was "hailed with joy."uo
‘ or were the Russian Mennonites willing to stop at

1, automobiles. 1In 1909 three young Mennonites.built their

+
¢

: own airplane, Ea biplsne, which unfortunately crashed soon
after getting off the ground. N.J. Kroeker was among those P

in the crowd and later wrote of the event.

‘ We were 80 sorry to see this happen because it .
had been such a challenge. We admired everything and -
kept our hopes high that someday everything would come
right."%_ ! .

Of course, life in Russia was not always idyllic.-

‘After recalling how her father's store vas robb‘edvonce, .

Anna Epp Wiebg remarks: "That was 1ife in Russia - thieves,

rabid dogs,/welves, etc.,* but adds, "yet all in-all life 1
was very g 4. . K ‘ y
'Nowhere is this good life better chronicled than in
i ' ~ the photographs of the epoch. While the more’ conservatiye

Ruséia_n Ménnonites A-egarded photograbhy. particularly por-:

/ \ i




.

trait photography, with distrﬁ;t, most were eager to hgve -
.their lives recorded by the'camerA. In these photographs
‘'we see fashionable ladies éipping tea, smart looking young
men playing chess, vine-covered cottages with picket rencea.
a stable on an estate which, by its exterionwat least, would
qualify for-a modern day mansion, industrial comple;es,
. shining cars, picnics with guitars.snd wine, children play-
: ing croquet, boat rides on the Dnieper, neat, orderly hbépi- .
. tals with their staff, a rest home for Mennonite teachers
on the south coast of Crimea, elegant, imposing schools. .. ¥’
‘They show us a world of beauty and order, proud of ite
model homes and‘scﬂopls. self;coﬂsciously posing as modern

and cultured, i&fy}ooking ahead with confidence to the fu-

ture, . g
) This broadening of horizons was largely the result of °

education. From the start of the commonwealth schools were /

> . “
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established in evafy villaga, however the education they pro-

)

vided was elementary. When Johann Cornies was president of

the Agricultural Association in the -1840°'s the schools were
- N .

o
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taken from the control of.the church and placed under his

guSpices. Cornies renovated the school gystem, bu%lding mo-

Y

dern new=schools, ‘introducing a wel -planned curriculum,
by »

TR e

and creating teaéhing standards. Tﬁe quglity of pducation

* improved greatly, and sofre g@ﬁfols enjoyed such high renown
. W -

that neighboring Russian nobles sent their children there.
In 1872 a Canadian immigration officer found the §nssian

Mennonites to be "a people not l1ike the general run of emi- .2 9
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~ grants - they are a reasoning; thiﬂking,feaﬁtfeﬁe;.eng to
;k a 1arge¥extent an educateg peaple. nk5
FT% ’ School was compulsory betwden the ages of seven and
foyirteen., The language of/instruction was High German un-
_ til Russian was intfodueed in the late 19th century. Around

~N

)
the mid century .secondary’ schools wepe established in the{

. commonwealth. and later on Spacialized schools were created,
such as the Teachers’ Seminary. Schools were all coeduca-

-tional until, partly because of pressure from the Russian

in general was divided by sex, the women working in the home
and the men outside, however after the turn of the century

teaching and nursing became increasingly more common occu-

voice in’community affairs. The greatest change in the role.
‘of women in the commonwealth came a?ter the Revolution:when
80 mény‘housenqlds were fatherless that women'were forced to
work outside as well as inside the home.ué

Not all the villages \y;ere'equauy in favour of higher
education and the innqvations that accompanied it. As in
otsir matters, the two oldest settlements of Chortitza and

Molotschna were more progressive regarding education than

-the younger ones. Ironicaily it was the Russian governmert's

7 growing ‘tontrol over the Mennonite schools which finally.

uhited the Mennonites' in defense of their educational system.

> o Mennonite teache&s and other professionals, although

-~ low paid, were highly respected in thelr communities.

-

government gome separate girls's schools were built. Work .

pations for women. At the same time women gained a stronger '

N~
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A sighiffbé;t number of studénits went on to study in German,
S&iss'aﬁd‘Russisn universitisg. brfhging their skills back
with them to the commbnwealth, Surprisingly few Mennonites,
“in fact, were lost to the commonwealth, This was partly be- <
cause life outside was foreign, but mainly bscause life in- |
‘\side waslgoqd} When the Russian Mennonite. photographer
Peter Rempel was asked by his sister to join her in
\  California, he sg: no reason to go, replying, "I can't iia-
gine a better world than thist**? e
The growing class of Mennonite professionals formed
a young Mennonite intelligensia which inculcated a love of
culture and a thirst for knowledge in its students and coﬁ—

temporéries. )Ths'minister P.J. Penner's using a precisely

calibrated sun dial in order to calculate' the torrect time,
and the industrialist Kornelius Hildebrand's creating a
collar with coil springs and a scale in order to measure the
growth of the Hundred Year Oak are typical examples of this

quest for accuracy and knowledge in everyday 1ifb.48

In keeping with épe growing awareness of the natural
* environment, a Society for ths Protection of Nature was
founded in Chortitza in 1910 which, as part of its role in AR S
resear;h and the dissemination of informatioh;'snvisaged ‘ ]
the creation of a museum, library,.laboratory and botanical
" .and zoological gardens.l"9 . Lo f
While somewhat behind the sciences, the arts were also f

coming into their own in the commonwealth. Art was now

taught in the schools and some of the wealthier students
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Particularly

!

fi
planned .careers for themselves as artists.

*influential in this regard was the teacher Heinrich J. Dyck

__who had studied art in Gemany. With art came a new degree

of spontaneity to the commonwealth. Dyck, for example,

'would paint different designs in watercolour on-his house-

hold linen after every wash day.5° x

Poetiry, on the other hand, had a firm footing in
The Mennonites were very fond of com-

Menh’onite tradition.
ﬁFor his fare-

posing and reciting'po.etry on all occasions.
well .speech to his congregation, a minister composed a poem

of fifty stanzas of eight lines eac:h-;51 upset at not receiv- -

ing more mail from home, the head. baker at a forestry camp
sent a plaintive twenty-five verse poem to his family|52

whil‘e a young housekeeper, in order to ;na.ke known tother em-
ployer who was looking for a wife that she was available.
quoted to him an’ appropriate verse from Goethe.53 Most of

the poetry composed by the Russian Mennonites, however, was

verse rather than true poetry.

The commonwealth has been severely criticized in, retro-
\Spect by Russian Mennonites for not producing more in the

wa;v of artistic endeavours, and particularly for not ex-

pressing the concerns of its peopla through literature.su

Yet the closed and highly interrelated nature of the common- /

wealth hampered the development of an indigenous 11terature -

it's difﬁcult to write about one's relatives and remain a

member of the family. The Mennonites, with their tradition

'of honesty and straightforwardness, distrustei fiction and

ke @
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preferred to read hietorice.l ‘works or th%:paper - 4 )

the Russian Mennonites had a thrice weekly press. An added

impediment was that the everyday language of the Russian

Mennonites, Low German, was not considered a suitable li-

' terary 1anguage. Taﬁzng'into account these pointe. and

also the fact that the Mennonites in Russia. totalled only
some 100,000 and 1lived in an agriculturally based and cul-

turally isolated society, the criticism is excessive, re-

- vealing how much the Russian Mennonites expected from their

. commonwealth.

The works that we have, a few collections of short
stories, a couple of’ novels, some historical accounts,

cannot be judged out of context, but should be seen as the

first immature fruite of an incipient cultural 'golden age'.
P M. Friesen. writing in 1911, while acknowledging that the

literary outpqt of the Mennonites in Russia up “to that time
‘had beey limited, adds that "the entire future territory ‘of

unlimited possibilities of growth and self-improvement be-

longiye young Mennonite 1iterature."55
was the children of these cultural pioneers of the

early__ZOth century whp were to inaugurate this *golden age’
of culture, just as the children of the original ‘pioneers
nad inaugurated an age of plenty. Instead, -they grew up

amidst war, poverty and cultural alienation ;o become what . .

Gerhard Ldxene has termed, "the Lost Genera't:ion."s6

e
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While the populationlof the Mennonites increased, so

did_that of the nelghbouring Russians. Alexandrovsk, on

. the other side of the river from Chortitza, little sore than
.a military post when the first Mennonites arrived, was now
a,thriving city whose higher schools many Mennonites attend;'
ed. Although some Russian words and custom® had infiltrated
Mennonite life and a few Mennonite intellectuals-were de-
Qeloping an appreciation of Russian literature, however,

the culture disseminated in the commonwealth was primarily
German. The German language had become so identified with
the Mennonite faith, in fact, that loss of the former seemed
to necessarily entail loss of the latter to many Mennonites.
While iy was true that the Mennonites had éhanged thelr -
language from Dutch to German in Prussia, that had not been
seen as a cultural abasement as the change to Russian would
be. The 1ntroductioh of Russian in Mennonite schools for
all subjects except the German language and Religion streng-

-

thened the conicept of German as a sacred 1anguage.57

Many Mennonites believed Germdns and ‘Russians to be
fundamqntally 1ng§mpatible. the former living more by will
and conscience and the latter by emotion.58 The Mennonites
as a whole viewed themselves as superior to the native |

-Russians, a view enhanced by the Russians' own admiration
of all things German. To feel supported in thié attitude
they had only to compare their own thriving commonwegith

to the poor Qillages of their Russian neighbours. James

Urry notes.that by the latter half of the 19th century

» —
s
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. the Russian Mennonites no longer saw themselves so much as

a religioug community as “an elite group of colonists whose -
" task was to present the world with a model of an enlighten-
ed and perfect;§i éac.’me'l:y.."s9 ‘ , ‘

Religion was still of prime importan;:e to the Russian
Mennonites, however, and the growing attachment to worldly
in@grests in the oommonwealth did not preclude the "existenée
of many sincere believers. Some of the older jMennonites
.wére skeptical about the modern emphas‘is on the value of
education, : 1d m.’;.nistez_' wrc;te thai: "in former ,
years th'e dom‘ih:‘x‘ft idea - heid emotic;n'ally by some, ration-
ally by others - in the work of the school was to offer that

which was éonsider‘ed most necessary in the life of a i:ersom

to live in the V.f,ellowship and grace of God, and to inherit

everlasting salvation,” whereas now "no special explanations
to students were needed:; they were all soon aware that
‘education' had now become the password, and that 'education’

The te\achers. ‘of this period, howe:rfe_z:.wdidinot divorce-

relizgion from their liberal humanism. In the words of a

former student:

The all important legacy these teachers left to the
succeeding generation was not their book learning but
the far reaching influence of their total personality.
They were committed to the. cause and guided our destin
from day to day leading us to see God's all important
-purpose, preparing us for the future, for eternity.
They filled the students with hopg instilling an im-
petus to press forward on and on, i '

#




[ Yet the"bheology of the Russian Men:onites was 81;}1
officially that of the 16th century and had not kept pace
“with the changes brought on by the commonwea.[lth. “This had
},‘; J been made painfully evident when the Mennorlyite Brethren.
influenced by Pietism and Baptism, introduced an interest
in evangelism which had long since been Q‘J/ropped by the
'/ Mennonite chygch. As the Orthodox Russi s could not-legal-
1y be converted, the attention of the ennonlte evangelists
~was turned to the German colonists in the area. This too
created difficulties however. as eve \f a German colonist
' converted to Mennonitism he could n)ét land in a Menno-
nite settlement nor be exempt fro /military service,
In 1843 a young Luthe;‘an_ colonist was baptized into
‘the Mennonite church bringing the dispute to a head. Johann
Cornies, the most influential }(ennoni‘te leader, gave his
.opinion of the matter: “a gréat disorder will derinitely

< develop from the receiving 04' colonists into the Mennonite

brotherhood."
The Russian Mennonites resolved the dilemna by carry-
ing their missionizing ‘ non-Christian cour;tries. The

first Russian Mennonite¢ missionary went to Sumatra in 1870

and by 1910 the commoAiwealth had sent forty missions abroad.
In this way the Russian Mefmonites were able to satisfy -
their desire for ‘e#a.r‘\gelilsm: which had exi:anded beyond the

Mennonite Brethren Church, without disturm balance B .

of their common alth. and a Russian nationalist who téured‘

 the Mennonite /Bettlements in 1889 could praise the 'Menno-\

™~
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" 19th century) with respect to evangelism,can.likely be

s

.n-ites for “being, unlike the German colonists, "completely )

freg of the propagandizing Spizxit”63
Interestingly, the Baptist movement which influenced

the Russian Mennonites i#ind many Protestant growps of the

traced back to a group of Dutch Anabaptists who fled to

England, Thus, in a sense, the Ruésian Mennonite‘s were in-"

W

spired by their own, $now foreign, ‘ideal of mission work,
presented to them as part of the theoclogy of another relis
‘glous group. |
It has been seen that, despite their apparent isola-
tion, the Russian Mennonites were not immune to fhe prewia-.
lent cultural and religious movements ,.of the da\j. Prompted
) t;y the ini‘luence‘,of Piétism and Baptism, and by the‘de"velop-
xn;ent of new Mennonvite churches, a move began in the late |
19th century to rethink and redefine the religious position
of the Mennonites. "A minister of thestine describes what he
sees as thg Scylla and Charybdis the Russiap Mennonites have
to 'naviga’:t‘:e betwéenx/. B | »

" Two mortal enemies have constantly threatened our
Mennonitism: dull,‘orthodox® (but not truly believing)
obscurantisn, hating education; and superficlial and
pragmatic rationalism .and deism, which ascribes to edu-- .
cation the beiall and end-all. The former enemy is like

& swamp and we have wallowed long enough in this nause-
ating megs...: the latter is like a barren, stale

ydesert.™
In an effort to revitalize'and,achieve a better under--

standing of their faith, Bible conferences to which promi-
nent theologians were invited were sponsored by and held on

the estates .of wealthy Mennonites. As well, permission had
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. /7 .
bden granted the Mennonites by the government to ektablish

a theological seminary. Yet this movement for renewal was

not e;ough to either adapt the theology of.the Mennonites
to their situatibn, or bring their lifestyle more into line
with “their theology. M;ny Protestant denominations (i.é.
the Soclety of Friends in England and the Lutherans in

. Prussia) experienced a similar disparity between their re-

' ligious doctrine and the changing lifestyles of their mem-

- : bers, however none of these demanded the same absolute com- )
mitment to an unchanging‘and all-inclusive ideal as Menno-
nitism did. Unlike the English Quakers or the German Lu-
theran;. who were English or German Qf well as Seing Quakegs

or Lutherans, the sole identity of the Mennonites in Russia

Religion encompassed all aspects of
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was their religion.
their lives; their work, their 1eiéure , thelr style of

dress, even their language. In this they were similar to

the Swiss Mennonites and the Hutterites, however‘these did

1

not have their own state nor were they affected as drasti-

'cally by progress as the Mennonites in Russia were,

E.K. Prancis describes- the position of the Russian _
Mennonites of the latter 19th and early 20th centuries with

regard to their faith:

Religious convictions and interests now were only one
5 aspect of everyday life, perhaps still a central but by
& no means the only aspect. Many concessions had to be
made to other conflicting interests which frequently
dominated and determined action. Religlion, at one time
. .a spiritual power permeating all personal hopes and de-
. . 8ires, was institutionalized, and religious lnstitutions
) were but one factor among many other institutions often
more in the foreground of attention,05
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- ' After the Hevolution the ban on proselytism was tem- -
pora;ily dropped and groups of enthusiastic young Menno- .
nites held tent missions among the Russia.n populace,

These misslons ended(\vith the coming of the Civil War when

many of the missioners were killed.66

The Revolution and the Civil War were devastating
for the Menzonites however they still retained hopes for
rebuilding their commonwealth once the situation s¥abilized.
An entry dated September 15, 1919 from the diary of the
Russian Mennonite teacher Dietrich Neufeld reads:

. As I look along the va.lley below I can see, in addition.
to the fine farmsteads, half-a-dozen steam flourmills,
several farm implement factories, ahd a brickyard topped
by tall chimneys, There are also banks, schools and
hospitals in the community. True, because of the War.
and the Revolution the place has deteriorated somewhat
and many things are in need of repair., But these are
industrious people who are sure to make their agri-
culture, trade, and industry, as well as“their schools
and welfare institutions, flourish again when thase
turbulent times are over.b%.

Then the nightmarish period of anarchy \began. and in

'Neufeld's diary idyllic scenes of former times, “thousands

of villages and towns dreaming under a high blue sky",
"the grandeur of a steppe sunrise," "reciting lyric poems...

with all of us in a.serene, happy mood"”, are contrasted

" with scenes of horror; the barbary of anarchists who burn

down homes, 'who shoot a man through his hands and then

force him to drink a toast with them, who rape pregnant

"women and girls of thirteen, lcilling them if they resipt, :

.who decapitate children and leave their heads on the win-

dow ledge to greet their parents, who steal everything they

find and are as "voraclous as locusts", killing the chickens
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eggs, who spread typhus \wheraver they

and still expecti;g
68

go and expect.thelir victims to nurse them...
' The orderly world of the Mennonites had been turned

upside down.  They found themselves dressed in ragsy cover-
. Py

ed with lice, their prized possessions gone, their fields
bare, their well-cared for animals taken apd savagely used,
the beautiful .trees - some hundreds of years old -.cut

Nor did the world right itself after

down for firewood.
Then they were forced\

the Communists established control.
to deny the existence of God,-to sell their gold wedding
rings in order to buy produce taken from their own farms,
to obey illiterate Russian peasants who had fbrmerly been
their field hands; their churches were turned into theaters
"and dance’ halls, and a medal given for good servi e from
the czar was enough to send its‘’owner to Siberia. ‘The
Communist regime wa® not even consistent within }tself, as
yesterday's heroes soon became today's traitors. ‘
How c;uld the Mennonites cope? They tried prayer,

reason and sheer will power, but these had little effect )

. on the Anarchists and Communists. The Selbshutz, self-

:derense league, later officially denounced by the Menno-

nites, was' a desperate and fuﬁ;le~attedpt to ward off des-
truction by those Mennonites unwilling to stand helplessly
Most of the Mennonites, however, did not turn to vio-

by.
lence as an answer, and many lived and died heroically

. according to their principles.
After the calamities of this time, many Mennonites.

\
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" left Russia, however those who were still not prepared ‘to '
abandon their dream of a Russian homeland remained?? Speak-

ing for these Philip Cornies said: *Think of our mission '

here in Russid, our Mennonite ideals, the beautiful villages,

tfie productive land. What a wonderful future will be ours

4

with help from Germa.ny."69
Yet the struggle for many years to come would be one
of mere survival. 1Isolated from the outside world and
without the support of their church, the Mennonites left in
Russia experlenced a steady loss of their faith and tradi-
tions., The lowing passage written by a Russian Menno-
nite illustrates the atmosphere of the period just before
the Second World War, '
ticall gerous, since they might enable Soviet
citize o listen to foreign broadcasts., Nevertheless,
in 1940 an older cousin of mine managed to put a short-
wave receiver together. I still ‘remembeér the breath-
taking excitement of listening to a variety concert
from Germany that year, hearing my "own" language spo-
ken and sung by people who were, as I .saw it, masters ,

6f their own fate. , We had, of course, long 51ven up
any hope of ever escaping the Soviet Union.7 :

Radios were extremely scarce.. and they were also poli-
Yﬁ

The German occupation of the Ukraine in 1941 was g
likened by the Mennonites to the Second Co;ﬁing. The writer
previously quoted describes the arrival of the German

forces:

-

On 18 August, the steady stream of farm machinery,
cattle, and deportees which had been pouring through
the main street of our village, past our house, sudden-
ly ceased, and a strange calm spread over the country-
side. This calm was soon broken by distant rifle and
machine gun fire, My friend and I c¢limbed a tall tree
to watch the distant horizon, and we saw vehicle columns
pouring down toward our village. They had to be German!

7
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We laughed, shouted and sang. Around noon the advance
guard came rolling down our street -'a few German sol-
diers on motorcycles and in.cars. They looked sun-.
burnéd and friendly, and pretty much like ordinary )
" people. We waved at them and they waved back, One, I
ook a brickﬂgpd smashed the sign over the collective- ‘
farm office, "Red Flag".,. It was without doubt the
happiest day of my life, 71 .

Finding their ethnic purity, if not their religion,
valued by the Germans, and given new.hope of regaining their

land and rights. most of the Mennonites suscribed who¥e- - -

heartedly to the German vision of a pan-Germanic republic.

The four essential components of Russian Mennonite society ’ :' ’
were religion, peoplehood, 1and and culture. The first. how- \ é
ever, had lost its original purpose and meaning and w;s |
open to pther uses, guch as those of the National Sdciaiists.d‘
who made peopleho&d. land and culture intd‘a religion by
§ themé?ives. Being Germén now - took priority over being
Mennonite. It was another form of millenialism - the mili- .
tant inauguration of.ﬁhe,Third Reich, an absolute, ideal
society which would last a thousand years - but it had enough
{n common with the desire of the Russién Mennonites for an

J 'earthly kingdom' to strike a reSponsive chord in their ' ]
72 )

-~

' battered psyche.
. At this point, it must be noted, the Russian Menno-
nites would have welcomed almost any force which put an end

to Communism, They were not in a moral or polifical posi-

+ tion to critically assess the policies of National Social-
ism, nor.did they wish to find fault with their~1iberatgrs.
(Nonetheless, the Rﬁs;ian.Mennonifes' attraction to National
Socialism should not be dismissed on the basis of*their! =




desperate situation., Many of those Russia.n"Menhoniteg who

had left Russia decades ago and Wwere relatively safx and

secure [but not satisfied] in North America were also -

attracted to the movement.73) The principle of non-resis-

L]

tance,\while long upheld by the -Rugéian Menﬁonites. was
now in fact a floating value. rio lon_ge!- 'stressed by the
Mennonites in Russia and not fix'mly rooted in'a compre-

F s

hensive outlook. For that reason little attempt was made

- by the Mennonites to avoid militax:y service' in the German
arrny."fF \
K ‘ ' German victory was taken as a foregone€' conclusion by

e ' . 'the Russian Mennonites. The German forces were invincible,’
ﬁ%‘ | . and any. setbacks they suffered could only be gempora.i'y.
’ not altering the final outcome.. The evacuation of the
Mennonites from Russla and the d?feat of Germany dealt the ¢ .
B 7 last blow to all hopes of a Mennohgbe-cerman ideal homeland.
| ‘ 'From then on there would be no collective vision for the

Bussian Mennonites and each would have to find his own

truth.
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Good-Bye to Khortitsa and Rosental

. It was 4" beautiful morning without a cloud in the

IR ' sky. But there was no happiness in our hearts. We’
were leaving behind the place where our cradle had
stood.... Our: train pulled out in the evening....

. . Going into the setting sun. we sadly sang: "Nun ade d
mein lieb" and %od be with you till we meet again.” 5
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. ~ Despite its tragic end, the Mennonite commonwealth in
. Russla should not be coﬁﬂidered simply. the pfoduct of a de~
. lusion, or a corruption of religious ideals, or an histori-
. cal Anomaly. Td;quo}e Bloch, "the.concﬁgte'utopia stands /.

. at the horizon of all reality”76 and the Russian Mennonites,
while leaving behind their commitment to the ideals of the
Kingdom of God, made significéét strides towards establish-
ing a ggncrete-utOpia. As Christians, secure in their attain-
ment of the Kingdom of God..theylﬁould resign fhemsglves to
the imperggctioﬁs of earthly 1life, but as utopianists, they

' worked towards the erradication of those imperfections.

.The commonwealth at its height had a dynamic terri-
torial and social framework. A communal fund was used to
buy land on which to establish new settlements; when the

o -moﬁéy was repaid it could be used to buy more land, making

the prbcess selfl perpetﬁating. It was not only the land-.

less who benefitted from this possibility of expansion, but
dissenting groups who ‘could thereby found separate villages
or settlen_xents7 Within the commonwealth there were villages_ %
" of different degrees of conservatism and different religious 3
affiliations. This'was a very effective means of accommo - ‘
o i : dating social divergence which might otherwise fracture the

]
commonwealth. . ¢ ;
q

7

. ¢
Dissension in Yhe commonwealth was largely based on

different interpretations “and expressioné of th% same basic
ideals. This agreeéent on a #ore of baeic/issues gave the

-

H

Russian Mennonites a common ground on which to meet.
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Tolerance, when it came, was born not of indifference but

of the realization of the need.to work together in these
areas of mutual interest, As the church was A federation of
self govorning congrégations. sé the :commonwealth waoﬂa fe-
deration of self governing villagas. approximately 400 in
total,grouped into districts. ?hig\ollowed for local auto-

‘nomy and neoessitated cooperation among villages and communi-'

ties, Culturally this ideal of harmony and balance was ex-
pressed through choir singing and poetry. | ‘
Economic freedom flourished in the commonwealth. It
‘had never been a Mennonite precept that all diffbrences be-
tween rich and poor should be levelled, but féther that the
needy should be taken care of. Mutual aid wag a way of lifb‘
for the Russian Mennonites,- practiced on a smdll scale with
their relatives and on a large scale ‘throu Ztﬁeir walfare
insiitutions. Thus, while there were different economic le-

vels in the commonwealth, there were no cases of real want.

-At the other end of the economic scale. when so much of what -

the Mennonites had was similar and prescribed by custom,
the estates of /cne wealthy Mennonites btroke the pattern of
regularity and offered an alternative to the’ norm. 3
The social organization of the commonwealth was based
on the family. The Mennonite practice of homesteading re-
sulted in a household usoally comprising of only two genera-
tions, however ties with the ex%epded family were kept up
through extensive socializing. The fact that'vilioges were

kept_t"o a small, manageable size meant. that everyone in a

9
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community knew one another; one's teachers, co-workers,

church leaders etc. were one's neighbours, providing an in-
tegrated social life. Ne‘ai‘ly all the adult members of the
community through their participation in civil or churéh;
‘organizations‘were/{nvolved at some level in the management

\

:“of community affairs. ‘ o
" Due to the emphasis on brotherhood and social respon-
f sibi}ity. crime was rare among‘the Russian Mennonites and
moral standards were high.77 Apart from the occasional dis-
pute the commonwealth was peaceful as the Mennonites did not
engage in war and social control could uspally be'achieved |
‘without the use of force\ through the practice of avoidance.
| .The Russian Mennonites lived in harmony with their na-l
tural environment. They were able to achieve a certain le- \
vel of industriai development without divorcirg themselves
from the fruitsof their labour, or losing the rural or semi-

\ rural character jt their villageg. The rhythm of lﬁfe in ;

the commonwealth was based on the seasons of the agricultu-
ral year, H9usbs ﬁad large.vagetable and flower gardens,
and picnics and néture excursions were favoured pastimes.
This closeness to the land was eSpécially appreciated by

.the children who spent most of the summer outdoors, hiking,

swimming and playing games, and in the winter ehjoyed skating -

and sleigh rides’78

* School was compulsory up.to therage of fourteen (not
the case anywhere in Europe at the time) in the common-

yeaith. providihé everyone with at least an elementary edu-

e
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cation. While not all villages were in favour of higher
educai:ion. .opportunities existed in the larger villages for
those who wished to pursue their studies, . The general mood
. in the commonwealth was, one of enthusiasm concerning the
possibilities for cultural, religious and technological
- growth. \
. Although there was strong pressure to conform within
the Mennonite community, the individual received a per‘sonal
attention lacking in most modern societies. A case ie point

is that of Abraham Klassen, known azi 'Big Klassen' for his

neig_ht of 216 centimeters. "Size was no problem as.long as
X . . tailors and sheemakers were.mvailable for custom-made clothes. f
Later it became a concern\r\ his first picture in Canada shows ;
“Grandfather with pantlegs that are much too short."’>
--It was this combination of the freedom of unlimited

| possibilities for growth with the security of family and S

community ties and traditions, of open horizons within B
closed community, whichk,gabled &tho commonwealth to retain
.its members, : '

. ~ It was not \'so much the institutions of the Russian
Mennonites which made their commonwealth successful, but
their cultural traits, and these had négative as well as ' i
poaitive aapects. Industriousness could become material-
ism. thrift could become nearness. order could become moho-
tony, exclusiveness. could bacome alitism, etc.. The closed .. - o $—

nature of 'l\:hg commonwealth reinforced both the positive

and negative aspects of Mennonite ethnic culture.
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~\\ép'the same time, certain cultural practices which

contributed to the stability of life in the commonw;hlth
were being tnde:miﬁed‘by new trends., The acquisition of
worldly goods and adherence to worldly fashions undermined
the kradiiiongl practices of simplicity and separation from “
“the worid.~and increasing economic éompetitiéeness«and in-
dividualism undermined the practice of mutual aid. Whether
the commbnwealth would have been able 36 balance these con-
flicting tendencies is an open question. ‘
One of the most serious problems the commonweglth had
to confront was that of internal disunity. While the di-
viseness‘common among_the strong-minded Mennonites provided
a Lively'interaction among groups.and individuals, as well
: as\serving as a release for tensions and allowing for per-
sdnal.assertioﬂ. the hardships and suffering 1t éaused,
should not be underestimated. wﬁen Andrew Hacker imagines
in his essay "In Defense of Utopia” fhat once,the,divisions’
caused by politics, economics and war are overcome, excite-
ment will still be generated in the utobia by harmless’ dis-

. putes over "the merits of sea shell vs. butterfly collect-

-

ing"BO for instance, he overlooks the real bitterness such
o disagreements over_minor matters can cpeate in the absence
 -of larger issues. .

S

Aitﬁgugn the commonwealth was a closed society, it

S * * was dependént on thé outside world. External religious and




\’from.fragmenting. and external military and police protec- e
tion enabled the Mennonites to live in peace. Part of the
attractivenessvof the commonwealth was its sharp contrast
with the .'unattractive', foreign society surrounding it.
In the Netnerlanda and Prussia where there was no such strong
contrast, the Mennoniéeé eventual%y assimilated. The Russian
Mennonites had only to look at life outside their common-
wealth to be reminded of their -blessings. |
How much of the success of tlie Russian Mennonites wae
due to their religion, or the utopianism derived from their
religion, and how much to their ethnic culture, is impossible
to%gecurate;y assess, One of the fundaments of Mehnonitism
.. was that Kingdom theology:should pervade every aspect of a -
believer's life. Nonetheless, certain factors oontributing /
to the succese.of'the commonwealth, such as the Mennonitee' i
industriousness, perserverance and pioneering‘spipit, can /
be traced to the Dutch heritage of the Russian Mennonites.
Invthis regard a comparison of the Mennonite settle-,
ments with the German colonies in New Russia would prove -
fruitful. ?Little information is aveilable on the subject,
however it ¢an be said that although both the Mennonites
and the Germans (yﬁo had all the‘privileges granted the Men-
. nonites except for military exemption) ekhieved a higner
| standard of living than thé native Russians. the Mennonite

° ke e B G A it et AT A e At St g 8 o R b i R e it

commonwealth was more euccessful than the German colonies.
The two most important elements in the success of the

commonwealth were peculiar to the Mennonites. These were
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their exten%ive practice of mutual aid and their sense of
mission’ to create a society which would be a model to
Russia and the world. As well, the Mennonite tradition of
obedience to civil authoyities made their/relationship with
| the Russian government\gene 1y smoother than that of the
German coloniste.81 |
- While the original Kingdom theology of-the Mennonites
made possible the success of their commonwealth in Russia,
it could not integrally survive the establishment of that
commonwealth, for the commonwealth belonged to the Kingdon
of the world to which, according to Mennonite theology. the
otherworldly Kingdom of God was diametrically opposed.
This is not to say that the Russian Mennonites stopped be-
" lieviflg in the spiritual Kingdom of God - it was this belief
, which prevented them from taking their commonwealth as a
literal Kingdom of God and being millenialist or‘absolutist ' i

instead of utopian - but rather that thex adapted the .

. & ' ideals of ‘the spiritual Kingdom to their convenience and . ;

therefore weakened their binding power.

T e RTAE

The Russian Mennonites were not forced to confront
this situation because their violation of the principles of
. their faith was not blatant. In effect they were a self-

- governing state, however they considered that they were main-

\ .taining the doctrine of separation of Chufch and State by

not participating in the Russian government, which was.,
after all, the authority of the country. They carried out

no mission work among the Russians, ostensibly because it\
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was against the law, but they could- see themselves ag
teaching their Russian neighbours by example of the bene-
_fits of a model Christian life.a2

and did not serve in the military.‘pet from their fi@g@sial

They were non-resistant

contributions to Russian war efforts one could say that
they preferred being peaoeful to being strictly pacifist |
and suffering the consequences. Once an absolute ideal\gs;'
compromised in-one way, it becomes subject to further com-
promises as the need ‘aris®s. This lack of coincidence be-
tween %he’religion of the Russian Mennonites - their sup-

. posed raieon d'etre - and their way of 1ife, was the funda-

mental structural flaw in the foundation of the Mennonite
utopia in Russia. ‘ ‘
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V. CONCLUSION

The millenialism prevalent in the Netherlands of the
early 16th century was the ‘préduct not only of the desire
for reform born of soclal unresty but of unfocused reli-
gious en?husiésm. The Bible, widely available for the first

time..offbred a corﬁucopig of eschatological visidhs and
~every-

'social models to the public, which was apt to take
\ /

e LT L

thing it read literally. It was natural that the dramatic

o

prophecy of the millenium, with its promise of an immediate,
absolute earthly Kingdom instituted by God, should capture
_ the allegiance of those who wished to inaugurate a new reli-

R P S R P TR

. glous and gocial order.but were not able to visualize this
change eicept as coming from above. |

Anapaptism. as the most re@olutionafy and most bibli- |
cally oriented of the new reiigious groups, was the movement j,
. .'%hiéh most concerned itself with the meaning of the cenf?al ' ;
,méssage of Jesus' ministry: “Repent, for the kingdom of |
G?d ié“at hand." When the milleniallist vision of the King-

dom as a physical reality proved to have such disastrous re-

L U N L )

‘sults in Muenster, the Anabaptist-Mennonites definitively
interpreted the Kingdom of God as a purely spiritual entity ' i,
corresponding to the Church and forever opposed to and per-

secuted by the kinédom of the world.,

As participation in this spiritual Kingdom transformed

¢t A
\

s
-




one's whole beiné;'it necessarily wrought a change in the
earthly life of the'beiiever who could no loﬁger 1ive“ |
“according to the way& of the world, The Mennonites
'createq‘their own social ideal based on Kingdom ethics; .
primarily community, discipleship. énd separation from the
world. -While optimistic about the ability of the Church
- . to come dloée to this‘ideal. tbg ﬁehnonitesfrecognized
the relativity of earthly life: perfection was towbe
strived.for but it could never be attained in this world.
¢ ’ Tﬁe first Mennonites weré able to identify themselves. '
so closely with thelr model of,the primitive Church largely
bgcause they responded to the rediscévered biblical message
with the fervor of the primitive Church. This fervor, how-
‘evif could not last generation after generation, especial—
ly once that persecution declined. and the result was a
decrease in spiritual vitality and an increase in worldly
interests among the Mennonites. ‘ \
Thoseé Mennonites who migrated to Prussia in the 16th
' .centur& lived apart from the society at large in closed
L\ communities and became a separate people with cultural as
well as religious characteristics. Continued oppression
and réstrictiqns in Prussia led those Mennonites who were
unwilling to assimilate to look for a new home where they
3 ' could establish themselves freely as a people. The move
_ to Russia was one of convenience on bdth sides: -Russia
had empty land to populate and fhe Mennonites wanted a

homeland. Each party in the agreement was interested ex-
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' slssively in its own welfare and the pact between them held
only as long as tﬁeir interests coincided.

Ths'Mennohites had been invited to Russia as model farmers
not as model Christians, and it was as model farmers that
they excelled and won the respect of the government, going
on to create model schools. model welfare institutions, model
1ndustries and a model government. In their quest for a
‘ model society the Mennonites were motivated not by millenial-
ism: as the militent Anabaptists were. nor primarily by
Kingdom theology, as the followers of Menno Simons were, but
by the "receding horizon of'endless progress” of the utopia.

The establishment of the Mennonite commonwealth in
Russia completed the shift of values which had begun in
Prussis. Those values which conflicted with the interests\
‘of the éommshwsalth (i.e, ith costinued.existence. its poli-
tical stability. its ethnic integrity) were put aside or re-
intrepreted the original otherworldly emphasis of the Menno-
nites ‘became this worldly. and the static. immutable model
of the primitive Qhﬁrch»was superceded by a dynamic social
model which the Mennonites themselves created. This shift
in values was objected to early on by those Mennonites who
wished to ret;in the originsl vision. but they made little
impact on the group as a whole because its goalg were now
other. It was not so much the spiritual Kingdom of God the

Russian Mennonites wished to preserve, but their own éarthly

kingdom in Russia. ' .

A

The Russian Mennonites directed themselves towards a

-
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concrete ideal (a cooperative, motivated, culturally,
economically and-pol;fically secure soclety) using real-
:ls.tic: methods of reaching it (i.e. the establishment

of various institutions), but without believing fo have
ever conclusively attained it and thus endiné the\' pro-
cess. |

In their self instituted and controlled common-

wealth tpe Mennonites strived for ci;nstmjxt‘ improvement
accérd.’mg to their utopian ideal; creating social insti-
tutions, developing technologically, maintaining a high
gstandard of living, 'and of ethics, accommodating diver-
sity while attempting to rétain a fundamental unity, es-
ta‘blishing a balanced relatilonship ‘with t‘he Russian gov-
ernment, and expanding into and exploring new territory,
both physical and cultural. “The entire i:‘uture territory
of unlimited possioilities of growth and self-improve-

1

ment"”~ which P.Ms Friesen assigned to the yoimg Mennonite

literature in 1911, also belonged to the young Mennonite
'commonwealth . ' ‘
‘The transition from the millenialism of the first "

Dutch Anabaptists to the Kingdom theology of the early”

' < .
Mennonites to the utopianism of the Russian Mennonites had

been made; This transition, however, did not exclude the
’over;apping of one ideology with another, While utopian-
ism had displaced Kingdom theology among the Russian Menno-
nites it did not; entirely replace it. The Russian Menno-

b
nites had suppressed those characteristics of the Kingdom of

<
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God, such as mission work and voluntary religious associ-

e

ation, whi%h were seen as having negdative consequences for

thelir commonwealth. but they retained others which they saw
‘as positive and applied them to their worldly circumstances.
Thus, as évprything pertaining to the Ki;gdom of God was-
sécred 'evenything pértainingAto the commonwealth - includ-
ing its imported German culture - was endowed with a reli-

glous aura; and as the Kingdom of God was instituted and

-

" upheld by God, the Russian Mennonites saw their own kingdom

as tﬁe result of God's gréce. This, in fact,. was the very -
union of Church and State, 86 widespread and accepted among
Christians at the time, which the 16th century Mennonites

had so vigorously opposed., Pietism, with its similar sénc-

" tification of worldly goals, lent credence to this develop-

ment, and the German Volkish movement encouraged the Menno-

' nites to.think of themselves gs a distinqt and superior

~

ﬁeople.

When war and anarchy came to the commonwealth it was

\bgperienced By the Mennonites as a nightmare, unthinkable

and‘iqsomprehensible. for they had lost the Mennonite_ theol-
ogy of sufrering and they had come to expect, the peace which
pertained only to the Kingdom of God of their commonwealth.

"Seeing their sufferings-.as a temporary aberration enabled

' the Mennonites to cling to their dream of a utopia in Russia .

e
and welcome the Germans when they came as saviours who would

bring order into the world again. When the vision of the

. Third Reich collapsed and the Russian Mennonites left their
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home forever, the dream of a Mennonite utobia in Russia was

1

transformed’ into nostalgia fo:'jnlost paradise.

" If the success of a utopian community can be deter-

|

mined by its longevity, as Kanter does,z»the Mennonite

~ commonwealth in Russia was emminently successful, lasting

'.over a century and showing no signs of decline at the time

of its dissolﬁtiqn by external forces., The Russian Menrio-
nites were committed to their commbnwealth, It provided

* them with a healthy, satisfying, secure life, ‘a peaceful,

esthetically beaufiful environment, community, order and
tradition, self chosen government, challepging and fulfilling
work, material prosperity, and’réligfbus‘j;stificgtion. They
occasionally (or in some cases, constaﬂtly) lamented the -
divisiveness. materialism, moral degeneracy, etc.prevailing
in their commonwealth, but on the whole they were optimistic
about -its future. ‘

The Mehnonite commoﬁwealth has been criticized for re-
maining separate and being exélusive. If it had not been
exclusive, it would have ceased to be utopian, and yet, be-
cause of its exciusivity it was at the mercy of the soclety
at large which did not share its ideals. E.K. Francis

writes in In Search of Utopias

The Russian period of Mennonite history thus brings
cléarly to the fore the dilemna and utopian character of
a sect. It must either suffer pagans and sinners to,
run the world, thereby preserving the purity of Its.
ideals without putting them to the test, or it must,like
Doestoyevski's Grand Inquisitor, accommodate itself to the
stark realities of life in this world, thereby losing
its original character.3 3
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It was inevitable that » Booner or later, the outside world
would encroach on the Mennonite commonwealth. In the mo-
dern world it is impolssible for a ut;pian community, no
matter how 1s;iated or hqw protected\by law, 10 safeguard
itself against damage by the outside. Witness the contami-
nation caused recently .by the nuclear reactor accident in
\ Chernobyl - not far from the f§rmer site of the common-
wealth, . - / |

The commonwealth was a human enterprise, . and subject
to' the same vicissitudes as any human enterprise, but the
Ruséian Mennonites failed to realize this. Delbert F. Plett
says tha'l; "the security oi‘ a provident land enhanced and de-
veloped by the struggles of generations of the forefathers
had created a shimmering mirage which was more fantasy than

n

fact,” " and in the closing. comments of his doctoral disser-

tation on social and religious change among the Russian
Mennonites, James Urry writes: '

The separation of the Mennonites from the world
about them was the result of higtorical processes and
of their own status rather than because of some total
systém of discourse or distinctive institution founded
on clearly defined premises. But the security of their
position, privileged and prosperous for many {n the
Russian .Empire; gave most Mennonites the impression of
separation and encouraged the idea that thelr faith was
upholding their position.” ‘

The lnss of their utoplia was incomprehensible to them be-
cause from their point of view they had done nothing wrong.
They neglected to see that while faith can ensure imember-

ship in the kingdom of God, it cannot- guarantee the right
to a utopia, and wﬁile only sin can expel one from the

s
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former, one does not have to have committed any crime to

be exiled from the latter. ' : ‘
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NOTES:. CHAPTER V
?’M.’ﬂesen. p. 841, i

2Kanter » P 2";5 .

3Francis, In Search of Utopia, p. 27.

4P1ett. p. 235,

' 5James Urry, “The Closed and the Open, Social and
‘Religious Change Amongst the Mennonites in Russia (1789-
1879? Doctoral Dissertation for the University of Oxford,
Londm” 1979, quoted in Plett, p. 235.
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