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ABSTRACT

When the German Reich was created in 1871, it was an artificial construct born of

Hohenzollern power projection and not of nationalism.  Otto von Bismarck’s Realpolitik

used the power of nationalism to unite Germans behind the Kaiser, but also divisively to

keep liberals and potential opponents of the Kaiser firmly divided.  The Kulturkampf was

one such set of policies that attempted to suppress Catholic political authority while

dividing Germany’s religious groups against one another.  The Kulturkampf was also

used against other religious minorities in Germany, including the Mennonites.  Though

strongly German in their identity, Mennonites did not quite fit in with the rest of the

Reich because of their traditional opposition to military service, which was an important

rite of citizenship.  Although the Kulturkampf enforced the end to their military

exemption and effectively put a stop to those objections, it was only one of a series of

struggles Mennonites faced during the Kaiserreich to reinvent their religious identity in

terms more compatible with their new German identity.

Although this study refers to German Mennonites, its primary focus is on the

Prussian Mennonites in the Kaiserreich.  By German unification in 1871, Prussia covered

a significantly greater amount of territory than it had even a decade before, encompassing

all of Germany except of the southern states of Bavaria, Baden, and Würtemburg.  While

this study does not specifically deal with the Mennonites of Baden and Würtemburg, the

expanding territories of Prussia seemed to render the referent of “Prussian Mennonite”

insufficiently descriptive.
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Introduction

When the German Reich formed in 1871, it was not the result of nationalism, but

instead amounted to projection of Hohenzollern power.  Although nationalism was

certainly a powerful force in nineteenth century Germany, it was only one of many.

There were many significant differences amongst Germans in terms of class, cultural

background, religion, and other areas that divided Germans sufficiently to prevent the

new Reich from being a true nation state.  Many Germans, although certainly interested

in belonging to a larger Germany, had not necessarily sorted out what being German

meant, and how their divergent identities might come into play with their new German

identity.

One area where the differences played out especially strongly among Germans

was in religion.  Protestants, Catholics, and Jews living in Germany certainly thought of

themselves as Germans, but they did not necessarily see each other’s “Germanness”

because of their religious and confessional differences.  In the case of the Jews, religious

differences were redefined in terms of race and nationality.  Catholics, in part because of

their status as a large, powerful minority in Germany, but also because of confessional

differences with Protestants, were targeted for suspected disloyalty to Germany during
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the Kulturkampf.  Mennonites, who were neither Catholic nor Protestant, were a

sufficiently small religious minority to have been ignored, were it not for their stance on

military service.  Although the Prussian Mennonite military service exemption was

revoked in 1867 and the protests against their new military service status died out in the

mid-1870s, the Prussian Mennonite’s historic stance against military service provoked

accusations of disloyalty from their neighbors.  As a result, they, too, were targeted in the

Kulturkampf.

Mennonites felt very much a part of German culture and thoroughly supported the

idea of a united Germany, even if they were somewhat ambivalent toward the

implications of belonging to a nation-state.  Whereas urban congregations tended to favor

greater integration into the surrounding German community, rural congregations tended

to take a more cautious approach.  While they were not against German national unity,

they were not necessarily nationalist, either.  Some Mennonites responded by emigrating

to the United States, forming communities in Kansas and Nebraska.  Others, meanwhile,

chose to remain in Prussia and face the legal changes.

Whereas much Mennonite historiography tends to focus on the pressures and

persecution leading to migration, this thesis delves into the adaptations and sacrifices of a

group of Mennonites that chose to remain in Germany.  They managed to cope with the

issues that led to their coreligionist’s departure and adapted their confession of faith to fit

into Wilhelmine German society as Germans while still maintaining their identity as

Mennonites.  Because their stance of wehrlosigkeit, or defenselessness, had formed a

major part of the Mennonite confession of faith, it became necessary for Mennonites to

substantially redefine their religious history once their military exemption ended in 1867.
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Ironically, the Kaiserreich’s greater religious freedom, in the form of corporation rights

and church tax exemptions, allowed Mennonites to expand their clergy and their

community to better meet their spiritual needs.

These changes facilitated the formation of a wider, more encompassing definition

of Mennonite.  On the one hand, this new religious definition shed some significant

distinguishing characteristics of traditional Mennonite identity.  They no longer held their

stance against bearing arms in defense of the fatherland, and their traditional

“anationalist” stance was all but erased.  On the other hand, Mennonites continued to be a

visible church of believers.  They maintained their stance on adult baptism and eschewed

the oath as superfluous and even blasphemous as they felt a call to God was unnecessary

for telling the truth.  By the First World War, the metamorphosis of the Mennonite

confession of faith, combined with historiographical changes and the formation of the

Conference of Mennonite Congregations in the German Empire, left Mennonites with a

unique identity that was more compatible with their German national identity.
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—Chapter 1—

Introduction to Building a Nation:
Conflicts between National and Religious Identity

in
Wilhelmine Germany

When Germany unified in 1871, the Reich was an artificial construct.  Despite its

defined borders, the business of becoming a nation-state remained a rather tricky

proposition.  Important questions about who ought to be counted as a German remained

unresolved.  Many groups found themselves in a struggle to balance their new identity as

German citizens with their past.  For Prussian Mennonites the era brought an end to their

long-standing exemption from military service, along with a great deal of confessional

and historiographical alterations to bring their national and religious identity into

alignment.

The Reich emerged not out of nationalism, but out of a desire to expand

Hohenzollern authority.  Nevertheless, Chancellor Otto von Bismarck’s Realpolitik used

any means necessary, including nationalistic sentiment, to foster a loyal population.  The

artificial German nationalism Bismarck promoted distracted people from their regional

differences enough to unite them behind the Kaiser, but at the same time kept them

divided over the definition of “Germanness” sufficiently that Liberals and other potential

opponents to absolute royal authority could not gain strength.  To form such a divisive
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nationalism, Bismarck sought out differences among the population that he could exploit

and denounced anything on the wrong side of his shifting vision for the Reich as un-

German.  Bismarck launched the Kulturkampf, for example, to break potential Catholic

opposition to the Reich and declared the Catholics un-German until it became apparent

that the rest of Germany would no longer put up with such religious intolerance.

Although Bismarck’s definition of German was an arbitrary and contradictory matter of

convenience, nationalist sentiments were strong enough that those he labeled as “un-

German” found it difficult to regain the trust of their neighbors.1

Finding points of division to exploit was not difficult.  The Germans formed a

heterogeneous group with numerous identity hurdles to overcome, not the least of which

was religion.  Religion remained an important factor in many people’s lives during the

latter part of the 19th century.  Were one to attempt to explain otherwise to a Catholic

struggling through the Kulturkampf, a Protestant wary of Catholic influences, a Jew

struggling through the era’s various anti-Semitic movements, or a Prussian Mennonite

struggling to balance his Mennoniteness with his Germanness, he would have undertaken

a difficult task.  Catholics, Protestants, and Jews, despite an arguable increase in

tolerance, continued to grapple with how best to honor their religion in the framework of

their German identity.  Meanwhile, each religious group in Germany held deeply

entrenched and longstanding suspicions of the others that could easily be exploited.

While this thesis focuses primarily on the identity of the Prussian Mennonites from

German unification in 1871 until the end of the First World War, the Mennonites were

but a tiny minority in the much broader German spectrum.  It is therefore important to

1 Michael Hughes, Nationalism and Society:  Germany 1800-1945, (Baltimore: Edward Arnold, 1988) 133.
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look at the broader issues that affected religious development in Germany during the

Kaiserreich in order to provide better context to the Mennonites’ struggle for balance

between religious and national identity.

One of the first major identity conflicts in the new Reich came with the

Kulturkampf, which German Protestants waged against Catholics to crush what they saw

as a dangerous foreign influence and a threat to national unity and stability. Throughout

much of the German Reich, Catholics were in the minority.  Their minority, however,

was much better organized than the Protestant majority, and therefore remained a

powerful force.  Part of this was due to a phenomenon known as the Catholic Milieu:

Catholics largely socialized, did business, and received their education in their own

circles.  As a result, the Catholics tended to be a much more homogeneous group than

Protestants.  Catholics’ homogeneity, combined with their religion’s top-down authority

structure made them a fairly easily organized and activated minority.2

In general, Protestants tended to find an easier synthesis between nationalism and

religion than did Catholics.  The Kaiser was Protestant and the Reich’s official stance

favored Protestantism.  There was common consensus amongst Protestants that their

German Kultur and religion were inextricably linked.  Daniel Schenkel, who belonged to

the Protestantenverein (Protestant Association) wrote in 1862:

We say with the deepest conviction: the entire cultural progress of
peoples in our century is based upon the foundation of religious, moral
and intellectual freedom, and for that reason upon Protestantism.3

2 Thomas Nipperdey, Religion im Umbruch:  Deutschland 1870-1918, (Munich, Verlag C.H. Beck 1988)
24.

3 Helmut Walser Smith, German Nationalism and Religious Conflict:  Culture, Ideology, Politics 1870-
1914, (Princeton University Press, 1995), 22.
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Protestants formed a fairly heterogeneous majority in Germany.  Whereas

Catholicism had one confession of faith, there were several different confessions of

Protestantism.  Although one might argue that the Lutherans formed a majority by

themselves, even they had sufficient internal differences to prevent homogeneity.  While

Catholics tended to be concentrated in rural areas or in the urban working classes,

Protestants were distributed throughout all areas and levels of German society.  Thus,

strictly from a point of political interest, they were more difficult to organize.  While

Catholics had their hierarchy, Protestants only really developed an authority structure

toward the end of the nineteenth century, at which point they developed one to resemble

that of the German state.  They tended to define their nationalism in terms of good vs.

evil, and the Franco-Prussian War, for example, was defined in such terms instead of

German vs. French.4

The Kulturkampf brought old confessional differences between Catholics and

Protestants back to the surface in the fear that Catholic religious convictions would

influence their national identity and ultimately compromise their loyalty to the Kaiser.

Many questioned what kind of loyalty the Catholics could offer to the German Kaiser if

they were, at the same time, supposed to obey the Pope.  These concerns were amplified

by Pope Leo XIII’s repeated references to Protestantism as a “plague.”5

In many ways, the Kulturkampf was a new twist on an old theme.  Its origins

could be traced back to the conflicts of the Thirty Years’ War during the sixteenth

century.  The distrust resultant of those conflicts remained strongly on the minds of

4 Nipperdey, Religion, 67.

5 Smith, Religious Conflict, 121.
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Germans.  Both sides, Catholic and Protestant, blamed each other for the conflict.

Protestants felt that Germany had been peacefully converted to Protestantism, but French

Jesuits and other foreign influences who could not tolerate Germany’s new confession

refused to let well enough alone and instigated the Thirty Years’ War.  Thus, Protestants

viewed Catholicism with suspicion as a foreign entity and used the Kulturkampf to

combat its influences.6

The Kulturkampf was organized along both legal and popular lines.  In its May

Laws of 1869, the Prussian government mandated German university education for all

church leadership candidates, which was to include a strong background in classes of

German culture.  In addition, future and existing clergy were required to offer oaths of

loyalty to the Kaiser.  Churches were banned from preaching dogma contrary to Prussian

law and interest, and were also forbidden from disciplining any church members if they

had acted in accordance with Prussian law.  Clergy found to be in violation of these laws

or otherwise displaying greater loyalty to their Bishops, Cardinals, or Pope than to the

Kaiser faced fines or incarceration.  As a result of such legal persecution, nearly a third of

Catholic clergy was forced out of service.7

Ironically, Catholicism actually seemed to thrive under the pressure of the

Kulturkampf.  Because Catholics were persecuted as a group, they were also forced to

work more closely together.  Thus, the clergy grew closer to the congregations it served

and became increasingly lay as Priests participated in community activities with the

members of their parish.  Because Catholic Church services came under increased

6 Ibid., 19-20.

7 Margaret L. Anderson, “The Limits of Secularization:  The problem of the Catholic Revival in
Nineteenth-Century Germany,” Historical Journal, 38 (September 1995) 653.
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scrutiny, greater emphasis was placed upon confessions.  The confessions, in turn,

became a form of therapy, and people would return more often than usual to confess.

Also because of the legal pressure and the greater numbers of confessions, sins were

granted greater indulgence.  Thus, ironically, the state and popular efforts to crush the

church had the opposite effect of strengthening its bonds of community.8

Another aspect of the Catholic response to the Kulturkampf was an increase in the

appearances of Marian Apparitions.  In the period from 1840-1914, there were at least

three major apparitions:  one in the Rhineland at Marpingen, another in the Alsace, and

the third to Polish Catholics in East Prussia.  In each case, the Virgin would appear to a

small group of people, often children, prophesying in their native languages that peace,

prosperity, and freedom would soon be at hand.  The German government thoroughly

disliked such apparitions because they saw them as challenges to Prussian authority.  The

thousands of pilgrims that would gather at the apparition sights, meanwhile, represented a

severe threat to order and stability.  Thus, while Mary would offer assurances of peace,

prosperity, and freedom, the only thing her apparitions were able to accurately predict

were the appearance of Prussian troops and bloodshed.9

Perhaps even more ironic were the mixed feelings among the Catholics

themselves to the presence of Prussian troops.  While many Catholic pilgrims flocked to

the apparition sights, the Catholic Church had a more ambivalent stance.  On the one

hand, they saw the pilgrimages as being in good faith, but on the other, they could not

quite accept them as being legitimate.  Moreover, Catholic Church leadership abhorred

8 Ibid 656.

9 Smith, Religious Conflict, 45.
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the sin and debauchery that often accompanied such pilgrimages.  As such, the presence

of Prussian troops was seen more as a necessary evil than as a form of oppression.10

The rest of Germany did not know what to make of the Marian apparitions.

While they were all skeptical of them, they were divided in their assessment of the

pilgrimages.  Some of the more moderate German Protestants acknowledged the

apparition sightings and the surrounding pilgrimages were in good faith, even if they

dismissed them as delusional.  Harsher assessments of the events saw them as complete

and total fraud, intended to rally Catholics against the surrounding Protestants and to

swindle money from the faithful in the process.  Neither view was terribly favorable, and,

as illustrated by one instance of a beer hall brawl, referring to anyone as a “Marpinger”

was not only likely to incite violence, but was also punishable by fines and even

imprisonment.11

The legal Kulturkampf did not last long, since many Germans did not support

such outright persecution of religious groups.  The Algemeine Zeitung, for example, took

the stance that Prussian suppression of the Catholics at Marpingen served only to

legitimize those participating, while at the same time making the Prussian government

look bad.12  Even if there was significant popular resistance to the legal Kulturkampf,

there was nevertheless a very real popular front to the movement that continued long after

the legal Kulturkampf ended.  The Los von Rom movement, for example, worked to

convert 70,000 Austrian Catholics to Protestantism by 1913.  In addition, there were

10 Margaret Anderson, “Piety and Politics:  Recent Work on German Catholicism,” Journal of Modern
History 64 (December 1991), 702.

11 David Blackbourn, Marpingen.  Apparitions of the Virgin Mary in 19th Century Germany, (New York:
Alfred A. Knopf, 1993).

12 Ibid.,  266.
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numerous efforts to convert the Polish Catholics to Protestantism.13  Many German

scholars derided Catholics as being overly superstitious and backward in their beliefs.

Although the Kulturkampf was mainly directed against Catholics, Prussian

Mennonites were affected by it, too.  German society did not necessarily place the same

sort of suspicion on Mennonites as a political entity—at a population of 14,000 to 20,000

depending on the estimate, they were too small of a group to represent much of a

threat—they nevertheless saw the Mennonite stance of nonresistance and their resultant

military exemption as contradictory to the goals and well-being of the German Reich.  As

such, Prussian Mennonites were also targeted in the Kulturkampf’s May Laws, even if to

a lesser and more arbitrary extent.  Specifically, the Kulturkampf laws affecting church

discipline and dogma were applied to Mennonites as a crushing blow to their resistance

of military service.  The mandates for German education and loyalty oaths, meanwhile,

were waived for Mennonites.  Aside from their refusal to serve in the military, there was

really no question of divided loyalty amongst Mennonites.

If the Catholics, Lutheran Protestants, and other confessions of Christianity had

difficulty resolving their differences amongst one another, they were fairly united in their

ambivalence toward German Jewry.  Even more than the Catholics, many held Jews to be

a foreign entity within the German state.  There were several differing thoughts in how

Germany ought to deal with its Jewry, none of which were terribly favorable.

The Reich law of 1871 proclaimed that all were citizens regardless of their

religion. As such, Jews were, at least in theory, accorded equal status under the law.  The

reality of the matter proved to be considerably different.  The Reich law did not

13 Smith, Religious Conflict, 188.
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invalidate the constitutions of member states, even of Prussia.  Thus, as per article 14 of

the revised constitution of 31 January 1850, “The Christian religion is taken to be the

basis of those institutions of the state that are connected with the practice of religion,

regardless of the freedom of religion guaranteed in Article 12.”  Although the Prussian

identity as a “Christian state” did not necessarily equate to a legal disadvantage for Jews

in Wilhelmine Germany, it provided a platform for conservatives to sway public opinion

toward limiting Jewish professional opportunities.14

 On the least tolerant end, there were indeed some for whom nationalistic fervor

had amplified the differences between Jews and Germans so that they were no longer

based upon confession, but based upon race.  The German historian and political theorist

Heinrich von Treitschke, for example, opined that Jews were impossible to integrate with

German society, even if they gave up Judaism and converted to Christianity.  As non-

Germans, Treitschke and others reasoned, Jews would always hold an agenda

incompatible with that of the greater German Reich.  While this sentiment was not

necessarily murderous, its purveyors, including Otto Bückel did base political platforms

upon it and worked to rake up latent antisemitism throughout Germany.15

Such disharmony and intolerance, however, was not universal amongst religious

groups.  For example, in the rural areas of Baden, there was a certain agricultural

neighborliness among the farmers, who would help one another out.  Due to medieval

restrictions on land ownership, there were very few Jewish farmers; the few Jewish

14 Chris Clark, “The ‘Christian’ State and the ‘Jewish Citizen’ in Nineteenth-Century Prussia,” edited by
Helmut Walser Smith, Protestants, Catholics, and Jews in Germany, 1800-1914, (Oxford:  Berg,
2001) 83, 84.

15 Keith Pickus, “Native Born Strangers, Jews, Catholics and the German Nation,” edited by Michael Geyer
und Hartmut Lehmann, Religion und Nation:  Nation und Religion:  Beiträge zu einer
unbewältigten Geschichte, (Wallstein Verlag, ) 150-151.
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farmers there were farmed as a secondary occupation, alongside their traditional trade

professions.  The Jewish and Protestant farmers were neighbors.  They tolerated one

another’s religion and would often offer neighborly assistance in farming.  While the

Jewish farmers lacked the practical agricultural experience to reciprocate effectively in

kind, they paid attention to their neighbors’ specific material needs and offered them gifts

in reciprocation.

Nevertheless, their relationship was somewhat uneasy and fluctuated with the

success of farming.  The Jews’ Christian neighbors looked down on them for a perceived

inability to do manual labor, and further felt a certain jealousy for their perceived

superior financial situation.  While these issues did not play a major role when times were

good, they caused serious strain on the relationships when times were tough.16

Relationships between Jews and Mennonites in Prussia were probably fairly

similar to those between Jews and Protestants in Baden.  In 1870, the majority of

Mennonites remained farmers.  As such, they had a long-standing and favorable business

relationship with the Jews of the area, whom they relied on for medical services, legal

services, farm equipment, and crop marketing.  There is even indication that the

Mennonites found the Jews to be more favorable business partners than their Protestant

neighbors.17

Before progressing too far, it becomes important to discuss who the Mennonites

were.  In a speech at the twenty-fifth anniversary celebration of the Federation of

16 Ulrich Baumann, “The Development and Destruction of a Social Institution:  How Jews, Catholics, and
Protestants Lived Together in Rural Baden,”  edited by Helmut Walser Smith, Protestants,
Catholics, and Jews in Germany, 1800-1914, (Oxford:  Berg, 2001).

17 Diether Götz Lichdi, Mennoniten im Dritten Reich, Dokumentation und  Deutung mit Beiträgen von Theo
Glück und Horst Gerlach Vorwort von Horst Quiring, (Weierhof:  Mennonitischer
Geschichtsverein, 1977) 149-150.
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Mennonite Congregations in the German Reich in 1911, Pastor Binnerts of Harlem,

Netherlands, defined Mennonites first and foremost as Christians, secondarily as non-

Catholic, and thirdly as non-Protestant.  Mennonites embraced neither Roman

Catholicism, which they believed was more concerned about the preservation of tradition

and authority than with adherence to the Gospel or the wellbeing of its members, nor

Lutheran Protestantism, which they believed was too intertwined with the state to be able

to adhere to the highest teachings of Christ.  As such, Mennonite congregations operated

independently of one another and divided leadership duties amongst their members.

Mennonite worship services did not use liturgy or contain confessions of faith.18

Here, it is also important to note that the Mennonite congregations of Germany

semantically referred to themselves as Gemeinden, which can be translated as

“congregations” or “fellowships,” rather than as Kirchen or “churches.”   Mennonites saw

Kirche to be a moniker that emphasized the church institution too strongly over the

congregation.  On the other hand, Gemeinde placed greater emphasis on the community

of believers itself.

Mennonites emerged from the Anabaptist movement of sixteenth-century

Switzerland.  In turn, the Anabaptist movement had its roots with Zwingli, a Catholic

military chaplain who had grown weary of observing Swiss soldiers hired by the Pope

and the French king to kill each other in Tuscany in the name of God.  He declared his

home church of Zurich independent of the Catholic Church and the city government

supported him.

18 A. Binnerts Sr., “Was ist uns ‘doopsgesind?’” in Zur Erinnerung an das Krefelder Maifest 1911, die 25
jährige Jubelfeier der Vereinigung der Mennonitengemeinden im Deutschen Reich, (Krefeld,
1911), 11-13.
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Two of Zwingli’s followers, Conrad Grebel and Felix Mantz tried to persuade

Zwingli that the old Catholic Church was too flawed for reform and that it was time to

start anew.  They believed that the church ought to do away with graven images, view the

communion as symbolic rather than sacrament, and embrace a priesthood and fellowship

of all believers.  Beyond that, Grebel and Mantz sought to abolish infant baptism, instead

wanting to reserve baptism for adults who were old enough to give their own confession

of their own free will.  Finally, because of the many Swiss soldiers who had been killed

on both sides of the Papal wars, they declared that violence and war lay outside the

perfection of Christ.  Because they could not persuade Zwingli or Luther to take on their

proposed reforms, Grebel and Mantz, along with their circle, which had grown to include

Wilhelm Reublin and Johannes Brötli held a conference in 1527 at Schleitheim.

Together, the four wrote out the Schleitheim Confession of Faith and consolidated the

Anabaptist Reformation.19

Although the four leaders who met at Schleitheim were martyred, their

martyrdom served to fuel the greater Anabaptist reformation.  Other leaders soon

followed, including Melchior Hoffman of Strasbourg.  In 1530, he traveled north to

Emden, spreading an apocalyptic message along the way.  His converts carried the

message into the surrounding parts of Germany and the Netherlands.  While Hoffman’s

apocalyptic message did not particularly encourage the use of violence, there were some

violent radicals among his followers.  Many were sympathetic to his Anabaptist ideals in

general, but their sympathies soured as the faction of violent Anabaptist radicals grew

increasingly vocal and menacing after Hoffman returned to Strasbourg.

19 Cornelius J. Dyck, An Introduction to Mennonite History:  A Popular History of the Anabaptists and the
Mennonites, Third Edition, (Scottdale, PA:  Herald Press, 1993) 38-39.
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In 1534, a radical group of Anabaptists overthrew the government in the city of

Münster to form a theocracy.  They initiated adult baptism within the city and made plans

to conquer the surrounding world.  Jan Matthys, under the delusion of divine

intervention, led a group of thirty men against the large military force gathered to retake

Münster.  Matthys and his men were slaughtered.  Münster itself fell in 1535, but the

debacle continues to live on in infamy.20

Menno Simons, a Catholic priest in the Netherlands, watched the events at

Münster in disgust.  He was disillusioned by the

hypocrisy that he saw within the Catholic Church and

had struggled for years over whether to abandon

Catholicism and join the Anabaptist movement.  He

thought many of the Anabaptist ideals were positive, but

the debacle at Münster thoroughly outraged him.

Ironically, although he condemned the events at Münster

and all involved, it was Münster that finally pulled

Simons into the Anabaptist movement.  Münster

illustrated a disturbing void of positive Anabaptist

leadership that Simons, as a priest, felt called to fill.  He joined the movement in 1536

and regrouped the Anabaptists not involved in the Münster debacle.  He denounced the

Münster Anabaptists’ attempts to create a theocracy, and further condemned the use of

violence for any reason.  Simons’ proclamations were only partially in response to

Münster.  More importantly to his reasoning, both lay outside the perfection of Christ and

20 H.G. Mannhardt, Die Danziger Mennonitengemeinde:  Ihre Entstehung und Ihre Geschichte von 1569-
1919, (Danzig:  1919), 18.

Figure 1.  Menno Simons
(1496-1561) Engraving by
Christoffel van Sichem, ca.
1605 (Mennonite Library and
Archives)
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therefore were to be forbidden for Christians. Simon’s stance, as written in the Dordrect

Confession, became the Anabaptists’ new confession of faith.  Because the term

Anabaptist was inextricably linked with the infamous events of Münster, it was no longer

used.  Instead, Simons’ followers referred to themselves as Mennonites. 21

Earlier, on 8 May, 1521, Emperor Karl V Schon of Holland issued his first anti-

heretical edict to fight the influences of the Protestant reformation.  By 1530, the

persecution was strong enough to warrant immigration.  The substantial commerce

between Holland and the Hansa cities facilitated the emigration, and large numbers of

Mennonites migrated to Danzig, settling in the Vistula Delta between the Nugat and

Vistula Rivers.  The local Polish nobility welcomed the Dutch Mennonites for their

agricultural and engineering abilities, setting them to work farming, building levees, and

digging canals.  As an added benefit, the Mennonites were granted military exemption.22

The first partition of Poland in 1772 brought the Mennonites of the Vistula Delta

under Prussian control.  Immediately the Mennonite stance of nonresistance was at odds

with the Prussian call for universal service.  The Mennonites immediately petitioned

King Frederick II to continue the policy of military exemption they had enjoyed under

Polish rule.   In the Toleration Edict of 1780, he granted the Mennonites military service

exemption in exchange for a substitution tax.  His son, Frederick William II, changed the

terms in 1789 with the Edict Concerning the Future of Mennonites.  Under the edict

Mennonites continued to pay the substitution tax for military exemption, but their land

acquisition rights were restricted as well.  Since Mennonites were an agricultural

21 Dyck, An Introduction, 47.

22 H.G. Mannhardt, Danziger, 36-37.
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community, the land purchase restrictions put a severe limit on their livelihood and future

growth.23

In 1787, Katherine the Great invited Mennonites to settle in the newly conquered

Crimea as a buffer between the Russians and the Turks.  She viewed the Mennonites to

be skillful farmers and saw their pacifism as beneficial in limiting the potential for any

future insurrections.  Thus, the surplus populations of Prussian Mennonites emigrated to

Mennonite colonies along the Dnieper River in the Ukraine.  Over the next century, there

was a more or less regular flow of Mennonite migration from Prussia to the Russian

colonies.  The Mennonite population in Prussia, meanwhile, remained constant until 1945

at somewhere between 14,000 to 20,000 people, depending on which set of figures one

refers to.

Because of their small denominational size and their history, the Prussian

Mennonites were somewhat uncertain of their position in Prussia, or, later on,

Wilhelmine Germany.  Although Prussian Mennonites were quite German culturally and

linguistically, they traditionally viewed themselves in “anationalistic” terms.  They did

not object to the idea of a German nation-state per se.  In fact, they even favored it as

evidenced by the several Mennonite delegates at the Frankfurt National Assembly.  Their

core sense of identity, however, was not so much national as Germans, as it was religious

as Mennonites.  The key area of clash between these two identities came in military

service.  Whereas one could not be a good German without serving in the Fatherland’s

defense, one could not be a good Mennonite and serve in the military.  The resolution of

23 Steven Mark Schroeder, Prussian Mennonites in the Third Reich and Beyond:  The Uneasy Synthesis of
N ational and Religious Myths, (Master’s Thesis:  University of British Columbia, 2001) 10.
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this conflict, as described in the next chapter, spurred fissures among Mennonites that left

them in a  identity crisis throughout the Kaiserreich until the First World War.
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—Chapter 2—

Of Good Soldiers, Good Mennonites, and Good Germans

More than any other issue, the clash between Mennonite views on nonresistance

and Prussian military service obligation prompted many Mennonites to emigrate from

Prussia in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.  Mennonites respected the authority of

the state and saw themselves as Germans, but their ultimate loyalty was to God.  Thus,

they could not fulfill state obligations that they believed contradictory to the teachings of

Christ.  On the other hand, Mennonites were not isolated from the powerful movements

of nationalism and liberalism at play during the nineteenth century.  While Prussian

Mennonites saw themselves as Germans, their neighbors and their government did not

largely because of their stance on military service.  In 1867, the Landestag passed

legislation that obligated all males to serve in the military without exception.  The issue

of Mennonite military service was at an end from a legal standpoint, even if Mennonite

legal challenges and debates over the issue were not.

Traditionally, Mennonites had been against military service due to the potential

necessity for killing, which they believed to be an inexcusable sin.  In embracing their

German nationality, many Mennonites began to look at military service as necessary to
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fulfill their obligations as Germans, even as others continued to hold more traditional

views.  Debates over Wehrlosigkeit, or defenselessness, had been going on amongst

Mennonites in one capacity or another ever since the Napoleonic Wars.  During the

1860s and 1870s, the changing legal status of Mennonite military exemption brought the

debate to a level of national policy.  With the Kulturkampf and its legal restrictions on

sermons incompatible with national interests, the debate was ended altogether.

The issue of Mennonite military exemption remained relatively undisturbed on

the national level since the Frankfurt Parliament of 1848, when two Mennonites, Heinrich

Willhelm Martens from Danzig and Hermann von Beckerath from Krefeld, debated the

issue on the floor of the National Assembly.  Martens argued that the issue was a matter

of principle.  Mennonites viewed killing, for whatever reason, as sin and as falling

outside the perfection of Christ.  As such, he argued, it would be unethical for the state to

violate Mennonite conscience by forcing them into the military.  Von Beckerath,

meanwhile, argued that as German citizens, Mennonites were liable to the same duties as

other Germans.  While Mennonites could perhaps serve in noncombatant capacities to

assuage their consciences, military service was, nevertheless, obligatory.  In the end, von

Beckerath won his case, but the decisions of the Frankfurt Assembly fell asunder during

the counterrevolutions of 1849.24  Although the Frankfurt Assembly yielded no

immediate results, it nevertheless marked a turning point in German society.  Gradually,

the kingdoms of the German confederation began to incorporate some of its ideals.  As

such, the issue of citizenship and national duty was bound to resurface.

24 Mark Jantzen, At Home in Germany?  The Mennonites of the Vistula Delta and the Construction of a
German National Identity, 1772-1880, (Doctoral Dissertation:  Notre Dame University, 2002),
229.
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On 28 January 1861, a Landestag delegate named Leitz from Marienau, Kreis

Marienburg, introduced a bill that proposed draft eligibility for all Mennonites reaching

20 on or after 1 January 1862.  While Leitz’ proposal would have ended Mennonite draft

exemption, it would have also lifted limitations on Mennonite landownership, as well as

eliminated the fees Mennonites had to pay to Protestant churches for events such as

funerals, weddings, and baptisms.  In short, in exchange for an end to military exemption,

Mennonites were to be offered a status as more or less equal citizens in Prussia.  There

were numerous Mennonite protests and petitions against the Lietz proposal.  It was

ultimately unsuccessful, although likely due more to its low priority in the Landestag than

the Mennonite protests.25

The issue of military exemption did not resurface until 1867, after the Prussian

wars with Denmark and Austria, with the foundation of the North German Confederation.

By that time, the resounding opinion of the Landestag viewed military service to be a

necessary rite of citizenship.  Although Chancellor Bismarck presented the new

Reichstag with a universal service law that included military exemption for Mennonites,

Bismarck’s provision was soundly defeated.  The final bill of November 9, 1867, made

every North German male eligible for the draft without exception.26

The Mennonite response was immediate.  A group under the leadership of

Gerhard Penner, an elder in the Heubuden Fellowship, sent two petitions to the King and

the administration that month to reestablish Mennonite military exemption.  Both

25 John Thiesen, “First Duty of the Citizen:  Mennonite Identity and Military Exemption in Prussia, 1848-
1867,” Mennonite Quarterly Review 72 (April, 1998), 167.

26 Horst Penner, Die ost- und westpreußischen Mennoniten, Band II, (Kirchheimbolanden:  Selbstverlag
1987), 70.
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petitions went unanswered, but the Mennonites were not ready to give up.  Another set of

petitions in December called for Mennonite military exemption on the grounds of

conscience, but offered that Mennonites would serve in medical capacities, so long that

they were not in a military setting.

Mennonite support for the petition, however, was not universal.  Pastor Jakob

Mannhardt of Danzig refused to sign and instead condemned the petition.  He felt the

Prussian government had been quite clear in its stance on Mennonite military exemption.

If Mennonites wanted to avoid combatant service, it was up to them to volunteer to serve

in noncombatant roles within the military before the draft called them up.27

Despite division among Mennonites, the discussions and protests persisted.  In

February, five Mennonite elders, including Penner, Johann Toews of Ladekopp, and

Johann Wiebe of Fürstenwerder went to Berlin and lobbied the king and his

administration.  They vowed to emigrate if they could not live in Prussia and maintain

their religious principles.  They made it clear to King Wilhelm I that while Mennonites

were proud to be Prussians, they could remain so only so long that their religious

principles were not compromised.  They left with a hint of success, although not the total

exemption they desired.28

The law was not repealed, but King Wilhelm I, acting on his authority as

commander-in-chief of the Prussian military, issued the Cabinet’s Order of March 3,

1868, which reduced Mennonite military obligations to noncombatant status.  This meant

that although Mennonites were still liable to military service, those who could not bring

27 Thiesen, “First Duty,” 169.

28 Ibid., 170.
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themselves to bear arms were given the option of serving as medical assistants,

correspondents, or wagon drivers.  In addition, the Cabinet’s Order allowed Mennonites

to declare their loyalty to Prussia with a handshake instead of through swearing an oath

during their military induction.29  This second portion marked a significant victory for

Mennonites as it allowed them to follow their conviction that their yes should always be

yes without involving an oath, as outlined in the Bible.  Additional Cabinet’s Orders

came from the Minister of the Interior on 5 May and 9 July 1868, to end the military

exemption tax for Mennonites, other church fees, and the restrictions on Mennonite land

ownership.  A further edict on 28 November of that year offered a two-year draft

exemption for all Mennonites trying to emigrate.30

In March 1869, two copies of the Mennonite Confession of Faith were sent to the

King and the Landesrat, along with another petition signed by 1828 people asking for

reinstatement of Mennonite military exemption.31  However, the Mennonites were a

house divided.  Another 450 Mennonites sent a petition thanking the King for the

opportunity for alternative service.  In all, more than 3500 Mennonites signed petitions in

1869, which marked another turning point in the discussion of Mennonites in military

service.  Instead of acting as an alliance of congregations, or even as individual

congregations, Mennonites were acting as individuals.  The authority of elders within the

individual Mennonite churches was shattered.32

29 Penner, Mennoniten, 71.

30 Thiesen, “First Duty,” 171.

31 Louis Edward Zimmerman, Personal Papers, ( Unpublished, in possession of Mennonite Library and
Archives, North Newton, KS) Diary Entry 17 March 1869.

32 Jantzen, At Home, 341-342.
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Figure 2.  Jacob Mannhardt:
Pastor of Danzig Mennonite
Fellowship, 1836-1885
(Penner, Mennoniten, 306.)

The differences in petitions underscored a growing debate among the Mennonites

about military service.  Dr. Wilhelm Mannhardt, son of Danzig Mennonite pastor Jakob

Mannhardt, wrote a series of articles in Mennonitische Blätter, entitled “To the Defense

Issue,” that carefully analyzed the reasoning behind Mennonite military exemptions.  He

began by noting that the Reichstag’s decisions were a “painful surprise that caused great

dismay for our congregations…a considerable component of our confession and our

closely knit characteristics was brought to question.”  Painful surprise or not, Mannhardt

asserted that service in Prussia’s military constituted a

vital duty of citizenship.  As Mennonites reaped the

benefits of the state, they should also serve to defend it,

not merely in the capacities of paying extra taxes, but by

serving in its military.33  In other articles within the

series, Mannhardt argued that Mennonites’ insistence on

military exemption had not been beneficial.  They had

become a closed hereditary society with strict boundaries

imposed by both Mennonites and the state.  Military

exemption was no longer a matter of conscience,

Mannhardt asserted, but had become little more than a hereditary privilege for

Mennonites.34

When the Franco-Prussian War came in 1870, Jakob Mannhardt published articles

in the Mennonitische Blätter that explored how Mennonites might respond to the war.

33 Wilhelm Mannhardt, “Zur Wehrfrage,” Mennonitische Blätter 17 (October, 1870), 60.

34 Thiesen, “First Duty,” 175.
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He noted how the well-intended government had considered Mennonite needs, even

while ending the long-standing policy of military exemption.  He noted that Prussia was

in a war that it had not created, and that people were heeding the call to arms with a

patriotic spirit throughout the German Confederation.  Mennonites were not isolated from

the patriotic feelings.  More importantly, Mennonites were greatly indebted to the state

for protecting their homes and possessions.35  Mannhardt argued that as such, Mennonites

ought not satisfy themselves anymore merely with their traditional wartime collections

and draft exemption taxes.  He called young Mennonite

men to take action in defending their Fatherland, at least

in noncombatant roles.  For that matter, Mannhardt

encouraged young women, as well, to volunteer for

nursing positions to care for the sick and wounded in the

war.36

Penner and his followers, meanwhile, began

calling themselves the wehrlos (defenseless) Mennonites,

continued to protest the end to draft exemption, using any

means necessary to avoid military service. They found a

loophole in the Prussian law from 28 November 1868 that allowed for two-year military

exemption passes for those wishing to emigrate.  Although this law precluded the would-

be emigrants’ rights as Prussian citizens, for the wehrlos Mennonites, matters of

conscience were more important than citizenship.  Penner encouraged them to apply for

35 Jakob Mannhardt, “Unsre Stellung zu dem gegenwärtigen Kriege,” Mennonitische Blätter 17,
(September 1870), 41.

36 Ibid., 42.

Figure 3. Elder Gerhardt
Penner, Heubuden Mennonite
Fellowship (Mennonite
Library and Archives)
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the emigration passes.  Officially the pass was good for two years, but the law also made

provisions to allow pass holders to remain in Prussia as long as necessary to dispose of

property, a process that could take considerably longer.  This loophole was closed by a

new law on June 1, 1870, which put a hard limit on the emigration passes of six months.

Anyone who filed for emigration would receive six months to settle his affairs in Prussia,

after which he would again be eligible for the draft.37

For the Mennonites who filed before that date, though, the loophole remained

open.  David van Riesen of Heubuden was drafted as a medic in 1871, even though he

held a valid emigration permit.  Military leaders argued that his permit was over six

months old and therefore invalid.  Penner went to protest on his behalf.  Upon

investigation, his permit was found to be valid after all because he had his permit on file

before June 1870 and thus did not hold Prussian citizenship or the responsibilities that

went with it.  It was a major victory for Penner.  As a result, groups of Mennonites still

hoping to maintain military exemption began to flock to his wehrlos Heubuden

Mennonite Fellowship.38

The division among Mennonites over military service, meanwhile, continued to

deepen.  The Danzig Mennonite Fellowship, after the Battle of Sedan in 1870, held a

congregational meeting to change their constitution to read:

Although we, just as our forefathers, recognize every war as an evil
resultant of sin, and see it as a special calling within our foundation to
display the love and freedom of the gospel of Jesus Christ through all

37 Jantzen, At Home, 344-345.

38 Jantzen, At Home,  346.



28

manifestations of life, it is, at the same time, very difficult to find
scriptural basis for a refusal to do our duty to the state.39

As a result of the constitutional change, Penner no longer recognized the Danzig

Mennonite Fellowship as being Mennonite, a stance he galvanized in his refusal to

perform a wedding ceremony between a woman from the Heubuden Fellowship and a

man from the Danzig Fellowship.  Traditionally, Penner would have performed the

wedding ceremony and the family of the bride wanted him to do so.  He refused,

however, declaring that since the Danzig Fellowship had embraced military service, it

had effectively embraced a different confession of faith, meaning that a marriage between

the two congregations would constitute an intermarriage, which was traditionally

frowned upon and forbidden.40

Mannhardt agreed to perform the ceremony and published the sermon in the

Mennonitische Blätter, along with a lengthy foreword in which Mannhardt chastised

Penner for his refusal to perform his duties as elder of the Heubuden Fellowship.  Penner

had unfairly classified the Danzig Fellowship as un-Mennonite for its move to accept

reality.  Mennonite draft exemption was gone and would not be coming back.  Moreover,

Penner was abusing his position as elder in making his congregants overly uneasy about

how they should respond to the draft.  It was not for Penner to give them a guilty

conscience for doing their duty as citizens.  Finally, Mannhardt accused Penner of luring

people to his congregation under the false hopes of avoiding military service.41

39 H.G. Mannhardt, Die Danziger Mennonitengemeinde: Ihre Entstehung und Ihre Geschichte von 1569-
1919, (Danzig: 1919), 176.

40 Thiesen, “First Duty,” 177.

41 Jakob Mannhardt, “Traurede,” Mennonitische Blätter 19 (May 1872), 30.
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Although successful in the van Riesen case, Penner was running out of luck.

Another Mennonite by the name of Johann Dyck, also of Heubuden, attempted to renew a

six-month emigration pass.  Instead of a pass renewal, however, the officials served him

with a draft notice to report for military duty as a wagon driver on 22 April 1872.  As the

date approached, Johann Dyck, his father, Peter, and the Heubuden Fellowship protested.

They sent a petition to the emperor on April 16, imploring the emperor not to “coerce

their consciences.”  To them, accepting the draft meant abandonment of their Mennonite

stance of nonresistance and thus acceptance of “a new religion and the punishable denial

of our conscience which would rob us of our peace of mind and deliver us into eternal

damnation.”42

Dyck went into hiding, but Prussian authorities found him on April 22, at which

time he was delivered to the military office in Marienburg.  Dyck refused a train ticket to

Berlin, so he was kept overnight under military arrest and a military detachment escorted

him to Berlin the following morning.  He refused to put on his military uniform in Berlin,

and the officers forced it on him.  He refused to swear the oath of induction and the oath

of loyalty to the Kaiser.  He was jailed several days, after which he was again given the

opportunity to swear the oath of loyalty.  Again he refused, and the cycle repeated itself

over and over.  In September, the military acknowledged that no progress had been made,

and in November, Penner and Heubuden elder Wilhelm Ewert went to Berlin to seek

help, but it was to no avail.43

42 Jantzen, At Home, 346.

43 Ibid., 347.
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Noting the turmoil within Mennonite circles over how to respond to the draft,

Jakob Mannhardt wrote two articles in the Mennonitische Blätter to help ease their

consciences.  The series, entitled, “Can and may we Mennonites meet the State’s Military

Draft Expectations?” methodically set about to portray military service as a necessary

duty of citizenship.  It also exegetically argued that performing one’s duty to his nation

ought not to be seen as contradictory to following Christ.  Jesus himself, Mannhardt

noted, said to “Give to Caesar what is his,” and followed it with other New Testament

texts from the books of I Peter and Romans that called Christians to be subservient to the

state.  The extra protection taxes Mennonites paid for draft exemption were no longer

sufficient, especially as their neighbors were putting their lives on the line to serve in the

Prussian military.  Beyond an obligation to the state, Mannhardt argued, military service

ought be seen a personal obligation to one’s neighbors:

We, along with our fellow citizens, are allowed to enjoy the same
benefits, the same protection, and the same defense that is granted to
each citizen through the state’s laws and mechanisms. It is therefore our
duty to obey the laws and orders of the state that has taken us in. We
ought willingly and gladly (not from duty, but from the will of our
conscience) divide the load with all others who have offered themselves
to the causes of justice, safety, order, and the common good.44

Finally, he blasted the “orthodox Mennonites,” a referent he used to address

Penner, Ewert, and others who continued to resist the draft.  He observed that they

supported the Franco-Prussian War, yet at the same time found scriptural reasons to

excuse their refusal to serve in the Prussian military even in noncombatant roles.  Such a

stance against noncombatant service, according to Mannhardt, amounted to hypocrisy

44 Jakob Mannhardt, “Können und dürfen wir Mennoniten der von dem Staate geforderten Wehrpflict
genügen?” Mennonitische Blätter 19 (August 1872), 41.
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and lacked scriptural support.45  Beyond that, these orthodox Mennonites were

duplicitous in their adherence to Christ’s commandment to love one’s enemies only as it

was convenient for them.  In closing, Mannhardt argued that while one’s duty to God

came before his duty to the state, orthodox Mennonites abused that principle in pushing

an agenda they claimed to be God’s, yet lacked scriptural backing.46

For all the allegations of abuse Mannhardt made against the wehrlos Mennonites,

one might counter that Mannhardt, with a denominational newspaper at his disposal, was

in a much greater position to abuse power than Penner, who was a mere pastor at

Heubuden.  However, Mannhardt was mainly arguing from the standpoint of pragmatics.

The Prussian government had ended Mennonite draft exemption, and the new German

Reich was unlikely to reverse it.  As such, it was better for Mennonites to adapt to the

new situation than to fight it in the vain hopes of reversal.

Penner, meanwhile, continued to fight the Prussian government’s efforts to draft

Mennonites, eventually resorting to excommunicating members of the Heubuden

Fellowship who had joined the military as required by the draft.47  This move put Penner

in direct violation of two of the May Laws of the Prussian Kulturkampf, one which

outlawed church discipline for those who had acted in accordance with state legislation,

and another which allowed for appeal of church disciplinary actions through the Prussian

court system.48  Penner had, in effect, set up the workings for his own downfall.

45 Ibid, 42-43.

46 Jakob Mannhardt, “Können und Dürfen wir Mennoniten der von den Staate geforderten Wehrpflicht
genügen? (Fortsetzung),” Mennonitische Blätter 19 (September 1872), 50.

47 Jantzen, At Home, 349.

48 Lech Trzeciakowski, The Kulturkampf in Prussian Poland, Translated by Katarzyna Kretkowska, (New
York:  Columbia University Press, 1990) 58, 59.
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On Sunday, 7 June 1874, Bernard Fieguth, a member of the Heubuden Fellowship

who had joined the Prussian military in 1873 and been excommunicated, went to the

worship service.  It was a communion service, which Mennonite congregations

celebrated twice a year.  His presence was a test to see whether or not Penner would give

him communion, as only members were given communion.  Moreover, a communion

Sunday represented a rare opportunity for Feiguth to prove his excommunication beyond

a reasonable doubt, and thus have sufficient evidence to press charges against Penner.

Predictably, Penner refused to give Fieguth communion, and the county prosecutor filed

charges against him for violation of the 13 May law that banned church disciplinary

action in cases of compliance with state law.  The Marienburg county court sentenced

Penner to pay 35 Reichsthaler or to serve a week in jail.  Penner had been set

up—Fieguth had been talking about making such a move since the previous

February—and Penner fell for it.49

The appeals court in Marienwerder reviewed the case on February 6, 1875.  The

arguments used in Penner’s defense echoed those of the 1818 David van Riesen case, in

which a member of the Elbing-Ellerwald Fellowship had been excommunicated for

joining the Prussian military during the War of Liberation.50  Fieguth was refused

communion as a nonmember and not as a soldier.  The prosecution, meanwhile, argued

that Mennonite teachings on the matter of military service were illegal, invoking the June

10, 1803 regulation, which outlawed excommunication of soldiers as a violation of the

49 Jantzen, At Home, 351.

50 Upon returning, van Riesen had sued the elders of the Elbing-Ellerwald congregation on the grounds that
he was excommunicated solely for serving his country.  The court at that time sided with the
elders on the grounds that van Riesen had voluntarily left the church to join the military, and that
readmission was strictly an internal church matter.  See Jantzen, At Home, 160-162.
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General Civil Code’s prohibition on agitation against existing laws.  In the ruling, it was

found that Fieguth had joined the military in accordance with Prussian law and duty and

could not be excommunicated for that action.  Thus, Penner had refused communion to a

congregational member.51  The High Court of Berlin agreed to the lower courts’ rulings.

They concluded that Mennonites had to obey the May 13 law.

After their losses in Germany’s courts, Penner and the wehrlose Mennonites

prepared to leave for the United States.  The small, yet vocal majority had lost their case

for military service exemption.  There was plenty of bitterness on both sides.  The

wehrlos Mennonites felt betrayed by their coreligionists who they felt had ceased to be

Mennonite.  Meanwhile, the Mennonites who stayed in Prussia derided them as cowards,

hypocrites, and—perhaps most stinging of all, considering Mennonite livelihood—as

lousy farmers who were leaving to avoid bankruptcy.  Later on, in 1919, Pastor H.G.

Mannhardt of Danzig recognized them as being men willing to suffer for their

convictions.  Their decision to leave was not an easy one, but quite necessary from the

standpoint of conscience.52

For the most part, however, Mennonites had come to see military service, at least

in non-combatant capacities as a necessary rite of citizenship.  Members of the Heubuden

congregation, for example, sued for Penner’s expulsion as elder—even as he prepared to

emigrate to the United States—on the charges that he abused his authority as church elder

under the May Laws of the Kulturkampf.

51 Jantzen, At Home, 350.

52 H.G. Mannhardt, Danziger Mennonitengemeinde, 175.
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The Danzig court rejected the case, in part because Penner was leaving for the

United States, but also because the May Laws of the Kulturkampf did not apply to

Mennonites. Evidently, the application of Kulturkampf legislation to Mennonites was a

matter of confusion, even on the legal level. For example, at the same time the

Kulturkampf laws on church discipline were enforced on Mennonites, other laws that

required Christian clergy to have a minimum of three years of university education were

not.  With few exceptions, Mennonite pastors and elders lacked university education.

When lay-pastor G.R. Classen of Tiege/Tuja wrote to the Ministry of Culture in 1874 to

ask about how the law would affect Mennonites, the Ministry of Culture assured him that

the law did not apply to Mennonites.53

Mennonite congregations changed their constitutions to allow military service,

although debate continued over whether or not they ought to limit military service to non-

combatant capacities.  To most Mennonites remaining in Prussia at that time, non-

combatant service was acceptable and even honorable.  Hinrich van der Smissen, a pastor

in the Hamburg-Altona Mennonite Fellowship, for example, volunteered to serve in the

Franco-Prussian War as a stretcher carrier.  When he explained to his father that he

wanted to prove that Mennonite defenselessness was neither a matter of disloyalty nor a

matter of cowardice, but a matter of not wanting to kill, he received his father’s

blessing.54

Even with the acceptance of noncombatant service, the issue of combatant service

still needed resolution.  Elder Peter Bartel of the Montau-Gruppe Fellowship, for

example, called for the excommunication of any members who chose to satisfy their

53 Jantzen, At Home, 349, 352.

54 Heinrich van der Smissen, “Noch einmal der Menonit,” Mennonitische Blätter 35, (November 1888) 74.
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military service obligations in combatant roles.  His stance caused a church split, with the

Montau Fellowship allowing each member to serve according to his conscience and the

Gruppe Fellowship allowing only non-combatant service.  Bartel’s successor, Elder Jacob

Gürtz, continued his stance.  He was brought down in a similar fashion to Penner when a

Gruppe lay member, Peter Görtz, who had been excommunicated for serving in a

combatant capacity, denounced him to Prussian authorities in 1879.  Under Kulturkampf

laws, the Gruppe Fellowship was forced to rewrite its constitution to allow its members

to serve in the military according to their consciences.  Most remaining Mennonite

congregations thereafter wrote their constitutions to allow individual members’

consciences to dictate their fulfillment of military service obligations.55

It was thus that the Prussian Mennonite congregations did away with their

doctrinal stance against military service by 1880.  Despite the loud debates amongst

Mennonites over the issue and their complaints over their lost military exemption, it is

quite amazing that the Prussian Mennonites were able to remain exempt as long as they

did.  Mennonites in Krefeld were already serving regular military duty in 1848.

Mennonites in Holland and France lost their exemption at the beginning of the nineteenth

century.  The other areas of Germany, including South Germany, Rhineland, and the

Palatinate lost military service exemption during the Napoleonic Wars.56

Once Mennonites gave up their resistance to the draft, they stood to benefit a

great deal from the Prussian government, which no longer saw Mennonite stances as

contradictory to its interests.  Mennonites were recognized as full Prussian citizens, with

55 Jantzen, At Home, 352.

56 Heinrich van der Smissen, “Der Grundsatz der Wehrlosigkeit und seine Entwicklung in unserer
Gemeinschaft,” Mennonitische Blätter 54 (November 1910) 82.
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full rights and entitlements, which meant that for the first time since the first partition of

Poland, they could buy land without restriction.  Because 80% of Mennonites were

farmers, such restrictions had been a root cause of emigrations to Russia and the United

States.  As full citizens, though Prussian Mennonites had the right to buy land as need

and finance allowed.57

Additionally, via a law on June 12, 1874, Mennonite churches were offered

corporation rights through the joint consent of the Ministries of Justice, the Interior, and

Spiritual Matters.  Mennonite congregations were recognized as legal entities, which

meant that congregations could own and acquire property, as well as invest or borrow

money. Furthermore, the 1789 law that required Mennonites to pay banality fees to the

local Catholic or Protestant parishes for such events as funerals, weddings, and births was

rescinded.  This was of particular relief because the fees not only tended to be expensive,

but often they received no services in return; the priest or reverend was often not even

present for the events paid for.58

On paper, the 1874 law for Mennonite corporation rights offered them near equal

status with Catholic and Protestant churches in Prussia.  In reality, however, corporation

rights marked only a small step toward equality.  The requirements for incorporation

provided a new set of complications for Mennonite congregations.  For starters, applying

congregations had to edit their constitutions into compliance with Prussian law, although

due to Kulturkampf legislation legal compliance was increasingly becoming a moot issue

by 1874.   Additionally, applicant congregations were required to prove sufficient

57 Penner, Mennoniten, 77.

58 Heinrich Gottlieb Mannhardt, “Die Erwerbung von Korporationsrechten durch die Mennoniten-
Gemeinden in Preußen,” Mennonitische Blätter 34, (January 1887) 4.
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membership and resources to reasonably guarantee their long-term survival, which

tended to put some of the smaller congregations in jeopardy.

Perhaps the third stipulation for corporation rights was the most difficult of all.

To be granted corporation, Mennonite congregations had to be geographically defined.

This was no easy task, especially considering that single areas were often served by

several Mennonite congregations.  As Mennonites arrived in Prussia from Belgium and

the Netherlands in the sixteenth century, they founded separate congregations.  If a

village had a particularly mixed population, up to three equidistant Mennonite

congregations would have served its Dutch, Flemish, and mixed components.  By the

1870s, the differences were in name and tradition only.  Even if worshiping together as

Mennonites was not a problem, the prospect of closing and consolidating congregations

was difficult for many to get used to.59

Despite the law’s complications, it nevertheless proved beneficial for Mennonites.

While the law dictated that only one Mennonite fellowship could serve in a particular

geographic area, it did not dictate how many buildings that fellowship could own or how

many pastors or elders it could have.  For example, although the Dutch Orlofferfelde

Fellowship was required to merge with the Flemish Ladekopp Fellowship, the merger did

not go beyond matters of constitution and finance.  Both congregations continued to hold

separate services in separate meetinghouses, even with separate congregational

leadership, yet under a common treasury.60

59 Ibid., 4-5.

60 Penner, Mennoniten, 78.
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Until 1915, Mennonites had to belong to an incorporated Mennonite congregation

in order to benefit from its church tax elimination.  In 1913, two Mennonites in Berlin

were audited and found liable for paying the church tax, as well as back taxes from 1910

and 1911.  They appealed on the grounds that they were Mennonites.  Their case, known

as A v. B went all the way to the high court, which handed down its ruling on 2 February

1915.  All Mennonites were henceforth exempted from church taxes regardless of

membership in incorporated Mennonite congregations.61

In addition to easing state limitations on their activities, the end to draft

exemption and the acceptance of military service also eased internal limitations that the

Prussian Mennonites had set between themselves and other denominations.  Because

there were no longer differences in confession on the issue of military service between

Mennonites and others, Mennonites were in a better position to accept members from

other confessions and even allow intermarriage.  The Danzig Mennonite Fellowship, for

example, altered its constitution to allow for both in October of 1870.  The amendment

read:

If we believe that for a proper marriage—the most delicate and intimate
of human relationships—it is important for both candidates to have the
same belief and confession and belong to one church, we cannot see it as
dismissible or forbidden by the word of God if members of different
Christian confessions should choose to get married.  For this reason,
after repeal of legal hindrances, we will not excommunicate those
members of the congregation who marry members of other Christian
churches. 62

61 L.S. “Mennoniten in Preußen von Persönlichen Kirchensteuern an die Landeskirche frei,” Mennonitische
Blätter 62 (July 1915) 53.

62 Penner, Mennoniten, 74-75.
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This was not to say that all differences between Mennonites and other protestant

groups were gone.  As illustrated by debates within the Mennonite congregations of

Baden in 1884, for example, intermarriage remained a matter for debate, particularly

regarding other areas of the Mennonite confession of faith, such as infant baptism.  In

Baden, the policy had been to ban the parties marrying into other confessions, but to take

them back later on at their request.  According to the new arguments, those former

members ought not be taken back if they had children in the meantime and allowed them

to be baptized.  Again, the argument was similar to the old arguments on military service.

Because Mennonite teachings allowed baptism only after a person’s educated confession

of faith, those parties who had chosen to break with that teaching by allowing infants to

be baptized had illustrated a fundamental departure from Mennonite faith.  Thus, they

had voluntarily left the church, and the church would not take them back.63  Although this

was a case from Baden and not Prussia, it is nevertheless illustrative of some of the new

ways Mennonites sought to assert a unique identity in the absence of the military service

issue.

Confessional differences between Mennonites and Protestants continued to plague

Mennonite job prospects, particularly for those interested in teaching in Prussian schools.

Due to confessional differences, Mennonites were not allowed to teach catechism classes,

which were an integral part of Prussian education.  As such, Prussian schools were

hesitant to hire them.  In 1908, Mennonites petitioned the Ministry of Culture for

permission to teach catechism.  Finally, on 6 August 1910, the Ministry handed down its

63 U. Hege, “Stellung zur Mischungsfrage in Baden,” Mennonitische Blätter 32 (January 1885), 7.
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decision to allow Mennonite teachers to instruct Bible history and the first three major

parts of Catechism.64

If Mennonites narrowed differences between themselves and Protestants, they

exaggerated those differences with Catholics, particularly during the height of the popular

Kulturkampf.  In her 1885 book on Mennonite history, for example, Anna Brons wrote

that the Catholics hid the Bible from the people before the Reformation in a foreign

language to purposely keep them in the dark.  Meanwhile, they encouraged all to pray to

the Virgin Mary.65

William Mannhardt, mentioned previously, was a nation builder who spent his

life researching German mythology.   He also wrote anti-Catholic articles, even as some

Mennonites were persecuted under the May Laws of the Kulturkampf for their stance on

military service.  His 1878 article, entitled, “The Practical Consequences of Superstition,”

portrayed Catholics, especially Jesuits, as being among the primary purveyors of

superstition and even witchcraft in provincial Prussia.

Even in November of 1870, a Catholic school teacher by the name of
Gorsti from Lautenburg boiled a black cat and a bat at a crossroads.
He murmured magic spells as he stirred the kettle. With the devil’s
help, bones were to surface that would make him invisible and able to
find buried treasure.66

He denounced the Marian Shrine in the village of Dittrichswalde as an attempt to

cloud educated minds.  Furthermore, he criticized Priests for fostering superstition among

64 HG Mannhardt, “Bescheid des preußischen Kultusministers in Sachen des Religionsunterricht durch
mennonitische Lehrn und Lehrerinnen,” Mennonitische Blätter 57 (September 1910) 66.

65 Anna Brons, Ursprung, Entwicklung, and Schicksale der altevangelischen Taufgesinnten oder
Mennoniten in kurzen Zügen, (Amsterdam, verlag von Johannes Müller, 1912), 1.

66 Wilhelm Mannhardt, “Die Praktischen Folgen des Aberglaubens, mit besonderer Berücksichtigung der
Provinz Preußen, “ edited in Franz von Holtzendorff, Deutsche Zeit- und sStreit-Fragen, Jahrgang
111, (Berlin: Literische Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1878) 7.
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their congregants by engaging in rituals to combat zombies and other demons.67  The

extent and depth of anti-Catholicism among the Prussian Mennonites is not clear, but

such expression, particularly from Wilhelm Mannhardt seems ironic.  Mannhardt had

earlier written numerous books and articles in defense of the Mennonite stance on

military service during the Kulturkampf, yet here he was denigrating Catholics with

outlandish accusations.

How much Mennonites actually participated within the Kulturkampf is unclear.

Their participation in its religious intolerance was almost certainly linked to their desire

to proclaim their Germanness more strongly, even as some Mennonites found themselves

on the wrong side of the same Kulturkampf for their stance against military service.

67 Ibid., 15.
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—Chapter 3—

All in the Past:
Mennonite Efforts to Redefine Their History

in
Terms of National Identity

If the Kulturkampf effectively resolved the issue of military service for

Mennonites from a legal standpoint, it changed a significant portion of the Mennonite

confession permanently and left them in a  religious identity crisis.  If their stance of

Wehrlosigkeit had been deemed un-German, many wondered if their whole religion

might somehow be illegitimate.  Throughout the Kaiserreich, Mennonites asked

themselves repeatedly what it meant to be Mennonite.  Some thought that perhaps

Mennonites were merely a sect of Lutheranism.  This was problematic in terms of

Mennonite legitimacy as a confession since sects and cults were not to be encouraged or

followed but destroyed.  Others, meanwhile, saw their Mennonite heritage and ideology

as a real source of pride.  Far from seeing themselves as a sect, they saw themselves as

the true followers of original Christian tradition.68  In general, the Kaiserreich marked a

time of renewal and redefinition for Mennonite identity to bring it more in line with a

German national identity.

68 “Nachrichten aus unsere Gemeinschaft,” Mennonitische Blätter 33, (December 1886) 98.
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The era saw the emergence of several Mennonite histories, the authors of which

strove to prove Mennonite identity as being more than a mere sect of Protestantism but as

having roots even deeper than the Protestant reformation.  At the same time, though, they

wanted to prove that Mennonites were also good Germans.  This era of Mennonite

historiography was largely dominated by the writings of two men, Ernst von

Wildenbruch and Dr. Ludwig Keller, neither of whom was Mennonite.  Wildenbruch

blasted and embarrassed Mennonites for being unpatriotic and un-German during the

Napoleonic war.  Dr. Keller, meanwhile, enthusiastically

referred to them as the theological heirs to the original 12

apostles.  Together, the two challenged Mennonite

historians of the era to reexamine Mennonite

historiography in a strongly nationalist and religious

context.

Ernst von Wildenbruch was one of Wilhelmine

Germany’s most successful playwrights.  Born in Beirut

to a Prussian diplomat in 1845, Wildenbruch dedicated

his life to the interests of the Prussian State.   He served in

the military during the Franco-Prussian War, worked as an assistant judge in Eberswalde

upon his return, and worked for the Prussian foreign office until 1900. Wildenbruch was

firmly a German Nationalist who had a passion for writing dramas to stir nationalist

feelings among his fellow Germans and to chastise those whose Germanness was not

Figure 4. Ernst von
Wildenbruch (Gutenburg-DE,
Spiegel Online)
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strong enough.  His motto was that “toil on behalf of art is toil on behalf of the

fatherland.”69

Wildenbruch, as a nation builder, sought to create a uniquely German mythology

through focusing on particularly proud moments in German history for his dramas.  One

of his tragedies, published in 1877, was based upon an account of the 1813 Prussian War

of Liberation against Napoleon in Bishop Eylert’s biography of Frederick William III.  In

the account, Eylert noted a Mennonite who had served in the Prussian military, won the

Iron Cross, and returned home only to be excommunicated by his congregation.  Despite

his pleas and appeals, the congregation refused to take him back.  The thought that a

congregation could throw a person out for serving the Prussian Fatherland during such a

“holy time” as the War of Liberation baffled and upset Wildenbruch.  His thoughts

became the inspiration for his next patriotic work. Der Menonit provided a fictionalized

account based on Wildenbruch’s interpretation of the mindset behind such rejection,

specifically focused on the Danzig Mennonite Fellowship in 1809, about the time of

Schill’s famed call to revolt. 70

Ferdinand Baptista von Schill was a Major in the Prussian military during the

Napoleonic Wars.  After Prussia’s defeat, he and his group of hussars rode throughout

northern Germany and urged Germans to revolt against French occupation.  Altogether,

he recruited 600 men to fight a guerilla campaign against the French.  Schill died trying

69 Jantzen, At Home, 386.

70 Ernst von Wildenbruch, “An der Vorstand der Danziger Menoniten Gemeinde,” Mennonitische Blätter
35 (June 1888) 62-64.
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to take a French fortress at Stralsund.71  Schill had become legendary as a martyr for the

German national cause, and as such, his famous call to revolt provided good basis for a

dramatic tragedy.

At the play’s beginning, the hero, Reinhold, the foster son of Waldemar, an elder

in the Danzig Mennonite Fellowship, returns from a year’s journey to ask for his foster

sister Maria’s hand in marriage.  He had pledged his love before leaving.  Unfortunately,

another member of the congregation, Mathias, beat him to the punch.  Waldemar had

already promised Maria to him.  She dutifully agrees, not realizing her folly until

Reinhold returns from his journey later that morning.

Later on, Tiffot and Despréaux, two French officers from the Napoleonic

headquarters in Danzig, approach Mathias and Maria.  They demand grain for their

garrison and warn them against accepting the note bearing Prussian patriot Schill’s call to

revolt.  Despréaux propositions Maria, and Mathias, per his Mennonite pacifism, does

nothing to defend her.  Just in the nick of time, Reinhold happens by and rushes to

Maria’s aid.  He shoves Despreaux aside and warns him to stop harassing her.  Despréaux

is put off by Reinhold’s presumption, but dismisses him, deriding him as a sniveling,

cowardly Mennonite who is unworthy of satisfaction.  Reinhold, though, accepts the

challenge, responding, “You should not think that we do not bear arms out of

cowardice!”72  With that, the duel is set for the following morning.  Because Reinhold has

no weapon, Tiffot loans Reinhold his pistol.

71 Baron de Marbot, The Memoirs of Baron de Marbot, Volume I, Book 2, Chapter 45, Found online:
http://napoleonic-literature.com/Book_2/V1C45.html, accessed by author 11 May 2006.

72 Ernst von Wildenbruch, Der Menonit.  Trauerspiel in vier Akten, (Berlin:  Verlag von Freund und Jeckel,
1892), 25.
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Mathias, meanwhile, realizes that if Reinhold were to follow through with the

duel, his plans with Maria would be sunk, so he sneaks off to inform the Mennonite

elders of the planned duel, spinning the story to make Reinhold the challenger.  On the

morning of the duel, the elders intercept Reinhold, and Waldemar tries to persuade

Reinhold not to follow though with the duel, telling him that bloodshed only begets more

bloodshed.  Reinhold argues that the duel must go on, as his and the Mennonites’ honor is

at stake.  As a last resort, Waldemar offers him Maria’s hand in marriage if he stands

down.  Convinced, Reinhold surrenders his weapon to Waldemar.  Just moments after the

fight had been scheduled to occur, a messenger brings a note from Despréaux deriding

Reinhold as a coward without honor. Seizing the note, Reinhold reads it, and says to the

elders as he collapses, “Here, where Honor died, is your place.  Woe!  My Honor!”73

Honor and dueling were important concepts in nineteenth-century Prussian

society, particularly with the gymnasium movement.  Just about every gymnasium had its

fencing society, and learning to duel and fence was considered an important rite of honor

and manhood.  Although dueling was rarely to the death, it was a rarity for a man of any

societal standing to be without some facial scar or another from dueling.  While

Waldemar’s arguments to dissuade Reinhold from dueling were reasonable, Wildenbruch

was using them to display a lack of honor amongst the Mennonites of his play for their

refusal to fight for honor and Fatherland.

The next night Reinhold runs into Hennecker, Schill’s emissary, who hands him

Schill’s call to arms, and Reinhhold agrees to a rendezvous the following night.  Reinhold

explains the plans to Maria, who begs him to take her along.  Mathias, eavesdropping,

73 Ibid., 58.
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quickly relays Reinhold’s plans to the rest of the congregation.  They intercept Reinhold

and threaten to turn him and Hennecker in to the French authorities the following

evening.  Reinhold pleads with them for the emissary’s life, and reminds them that

turning Hennecker in would amount to betrayal of Prussia, their fatherland.  The concept

of Fatherland, though, is not something the Mennonites of Wildenbruch’s play

understand.  One of the group, Justus, asks, “What fatherland?  The land that feeds me,

the barn that protects my goods, the house that shelters me, that is my fatherland!”74  In

desperation, Reinhold curses the Mennonites and their lack of patriotism, denouncing his

very birth among them.  In response, they lock him up in a room at Waldemar’s house to

be handed over to the French.

The following evening, Maria sneaks Reinhold out of the room while Waldemar

sleeps, and gives him Despréaux’s pistol.  Together, they creep out to meet Hennecker in

the garden, only to find a group of Mennonites already there waiting to intercept Schill’s

envoy.  Reinhold shoots Mathias and helps Hennecker escape just as the French soldiers

arrive on the scene.  Caught, Reinhold admits that he has Schill’s call to arms, but cannot

find them when he searches his pockets.  With his last strength, Mathias points at Maria,

who dies of shock in Reinhold’s arms.  Waldemar, at last recognizing Mathias for the

selfish, cowardly scoundrel he was, is reconciled to Reinhold.  As Tiffot and Despréaux

lead Reinhold to his execution, he instructs Despréaux, his dueling rival from earlier, to

bear witness to his death, “You will recognize that you have erred.  You will not see a

coward kneeling.  You will see how German men die!”75

74 Ibid., 87.

75 Ibid., 111.
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Der Menonit was performed for the first time in Mannheim on 9 September 1882

at the celebration for the Grand Duke of Baden’s birthday. By November, a review of the

play, by Hamburg-Altona Pastor Hinrich van der Smissen, appeared in Mennonitische

Blätter.  Initially, van Der Smissen reflected positively on the play’s artistic merit.  He

felt that the piece had many beautiful scenes and well-defined characters.  He especially

liked Waldemar’s character and the development of his complex relationships with his

daughter, Mary, and foster son, Reinhold. 76

Nevertheless, as a Mennonite, van der Smissen felt obligated to scrutinize

Wildenbruch’s treatment of such a controversial time in Mennonite history.  In his view,

it seemed his “deceased Mennonite ancestors and the theatrical tragedy go together like a

fist and an eye.”  In fact, van der Smissen saw Wildenbruch’s portrayal of Mennonites as

so woefully inaccurate that any explanation was “as good as wasted.”

His hero is the victim of narrow-minded, closed, and cowardly
selfishness, which entrenches itself behind Bible verses and only thinly
veils the inner misery with a few good deeds. There is no place for
true love; honor is thought of as madness; national pride and loyalty to
national governments are empty words for the Mennonites.77

Beyond the spineless portrayal of Mennonites, van der Smissen was concerned

about the association Wildenbruch drew between Catholics and Mennonites.  The

costuming, with the exception of the long, flowing robes worn by Mennonite elders,

tended to be more strongly identified with Catholics than with Mennonites.  The elders

wore round hats that one might expect to see on Catholic priests, high water boots, and

76 Heinrich van der Smissen, “Die Mennoniten auf der Bühne,” Mennonitische Blätter 29, (Nov. 1882), 86.

77 Ibid.,  86-87.
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even yellow leather leggings.78  In the dialogue itself, Wildenbruch  ascribes certain

Catholic attributes to Mennonites.  They greet each other with the phrase, “Grüß Gott,”

which is generally a Bavarian or Austrian greeting that one would associate with

Catholics.79  The Mennonite heroine, meanwhile, was named Maria, a name with definite

Catholic association.80

Although Der Menonit made no direct connection between Catholics and

Mennonites, it was nevertheless implied, and the play’s message was very much

connected to the Kulturkampf.  In defending his portrayal of Mennonites, Wildenbruch

claimed that he named Mennonites as antagonists because of their stance against

individual decision-making. Further, he considered all groups antagonistic who would

“hold a higher law for their constituents than that which is contained in the word

‘Fatherland.’”81

Pastor Hermann Gottlieb Mannhardt of Danzig also saw the play and was

fascinated by its historical inspiration.  He felt that the Mennonite actions during Prussian

War of Liberation were highly appropriate for a drama because of the inherent clash

between national duty and religious conviction, a conflict that few Mennonites did not

experience personally at the time.  Were the Mennonites were not such a small, isolated

group, Mannhardt surmised, a similar play would have been written long before 1882.

78 Ibid.,  87.

79 Wildenbruch, Der Menonit, 9.

80 Jantzen, At Home, 390.

81 HG Mannhardt, “Noch einmal der ‘Menonit.’ Correspondenz zwischen dem Vorstand der Gemeinde zu
Danzig und Ernst von Wildenbruch,” Mennonitische Blätter 35, (June 1888), 61.
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Nevertheless, the overly simplistic and harsh, even inflammatory treatment that his 1809

Mennonite ancestors received in Der Menonit dismayed him.

As I read it for the first time, it was difficult to get away from the
impression of guilt that it made on me. It drew me in and repulsed me.
The undeniable poetic value that it carries, the sharp development of
the characters, the exciting dramatic developments, the captivating
catastrophe, that all demands the attention of readers and audiences.
The way the playwright portrays Mennonites must necessarily make a
disgusting and loathsome image for those who are unfamiliar with
them. For those who are Mennonites, or those who know them, it is
embarrassing and hurtful.82

Wildenbruch claimed his historical source to be Bishop Eylert’s biography of

Frederick William III, which Mannhardt found to be fraught with deficiencies.  It was

written nearly thirty years after the fact, in 1844, when he was old.  His account did not

use names, which made it all the more difficult to trace and verify.  It was likely a

composite of several cases of Mennonite excommunications during the War of Liberation

and not representative of any one case. 83

Mannhardt found a similar case in the Danzig Mennonite Fellowship’s records

from 1809, in which a Heinrich Jantzen, who had served in the Prussian military, was

refused readmission to the Danzig congregation.  He had appealed to Prussian authorities

on many levels, all of whom concluded that the congregation was within its rights in

refusing the readmission of one who had voluntarily renounced membership from the

church through joining the military.  Mannhardt also interviewed a Danzig Mennonite

Fellowship member who was around in 1809 and readily familiar with Jantzen’s case.

82 HG Mannhardt, Jahrbuch der Mennoniten Gemeinden in West- und Ostpreußen, (Danzig: Selbstverlag
Edwin Groening, 1883), 32, 43.

83 Elizabeth Horsch Bender, “Ernst von Wildenbruch’s Drama ‘Der Menonit,’ an Historical and Literary
Critique,” Mennonite Quarterly Review 18 (January 1944), 27.
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She recalled that the Danzig Mennonite Congregation only went so far as to refuse

Janzten readmission as a church member.  Neither did they call the members of the

congregation to dissociate from him, nor did they call his family to disown him as had

been alleged in Eylert’s case.84

In fact, the case Eylert referred to probably did not involve the Danzig Fellowship

at all.  It was more likely David van Riesen’s case of 1818.  Van Riesen was denied

readmission into the Elbing-Ellerwald Mennonite Fellowship.  His wife refused to take

him back as well, although not on the grounds that he had served in the military, but on

the grounds that he was a drunk who had abandoned her.  Unlike in Eylenberg’s account,

the breakup of van Riesen’s marriage had nothing to do with church discipline.

Furthermore, there was no appeal to the king.85

Mannhardt further argued that even if Eylert were a reliable source, Wildenbruch

must have read him rather selectively to conclude that Mennonites were disloyal to

Germany.  Another anecdote in Eylert’s book from the same period described two

Mennonites from near Culm, Abraham Nickel and his wife, who went to visit the king

and deliver gifts of 3000 Friedrichsd’or (45,000 Marks) and a basket of fresh butter.

They told the king that the Mennonites were aware of the great crisis that God had

brought over Prussia and assembled the gifts in an effort to help their king and their

country, and that they would not cease praying for deliverance from the crisis.86

84 HG Mannhardt, “Der Bischof Eylert und die Mennoniten,” Mennonitische Blätter30, (March, 1884), 18.

85 Jantzen, At Home, 389.

86 H. G. Mannhardt, Jahrbuch, 50.
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Der Menonit’s faulty historical basis, combined with Wildenbruch’s artistic

liberties combined to make a play that many Mennonites feared would have a severely

negative impact on their image, especially among people who were not acquainted with

Mennonites.  In a letter to Wildenbruch, van der Smissen blasted him for betraying

religious conviction as cowardice and for fueling prejudices beyond his comprehension.87

In addition to their protests in Mennonitische Blätter, Mannhardt and van der Smissen

wrote a defense against Der Menonit that was to be sent to the newspapers of every city

staging the tragedy.  They claimed the play made it all too easy to dismiss Mennonites as

the “filth that defiles German soil” based on a set of Mennonites that never existed.  They

repeated the story about the gifts the Mennonites offered the King to aid in his war efforts

and blasted Wildenbruch for besmirching their past.88

Der Menonit’s premier in Berlin was no exception.  Mennonites had organized a

petition against its showing in Berlin, but when their petition failed to accomplish its

objective, they sent their defense to every major Berlin newspaper.  Many newspapers,

including the Berliner Tagesblättern, the Kreuzzeitung, the Bürsen-Courier, and National

Zeitung, responded favorably to the Mennonite objections, printing them along with their

own comments, which were reprinted in Mennonitische Blätter.  Typical among the ones

who responded favorably to the protest was the Börsen-Courier, which published the

following introduction on August 17, 1888.

The Federation of Mennonite Fellowships in Germany sent us a
renewed detailed protest against the Wildenbruch play, Der Menonit
on its opening day. The Fathers of the Mennonite Congregation must

87 Heinrich van der Smissen, “Noch einmal der Menonit,” Mennonitische Blätter 35, (July 1888) 74.

88 Heinrich van der Smissen, “Unsere Bewahrung gegen den ‘Menonit,’” Mennonitische Blätter 35,
(September 1888) 97.
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not spend much time with modern literature. Otherwise they would
know that in Wildenbruch’s entire literary career, from what we know
of his works and creations, he has never been suspected of wanting to
deprecate a religious group as such. That is not the intention or the
effect of the drama, as we saw again yesterday. Even so, we must
concede that we hold the Mennonite’s explanation to be very
convincing and very correct. The playwright himself, who certainly
could not have wanted a misunderstanding, will likely have very little
to say against it. We will gladly print the explanation here in the name
of truth and justice. We do so all the more gladly as it also has many
interesting details about the Mennonite ways and history.89

Not all newspaper responses were positive.  The Deutsche Tageblatt wrote on

August 19, 1888 that Wildenbruch surely did not intend to slight Mennonites as a

denomination.  He was not producing his play as an affront to religion, but on the

grounds of theatrical practicality.  It was necessary, then, that the Mennonites be the

antagonists, even if their objections to such a position were not wholly without merit.

The newspaper’s introduction concluded that perhaps the Mennonites “can find solace

with the Jews or with the Venetian Christians, who might see their mother in Jessica, or

their grandfather in Shylock.”90  In fact, Wildenbruch himself seems to have agreed with

this standpoint, noting that his stance was against Mennonite nonresistance much more

than it was against the Mennonite denomination.  He argued that nonresistance was an

unsustainable mindset; if all of Prussia felt the same way, then Prussia would surely have

crumbled under French rule.91

Although Wildenbruch wanted to make a strong statement against nationalist

apathy, it was not his intent to attack the Mennonites specifically or to soil their

89 Heinrich van der Smissen, “Erfolg unserer Bewahrung gegen den ‘Menonit,’ Mennonitische Blätter,
(Vol. 35, October 1888), 110.

90 Ibid., 111.

91 “Noch einmal,” 61.
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reputation.92  When Der Menonit made it to Hamburg in October 1888, Wildenbruch

changed it from a tragedy to a drama.  He completely rewrote the fourth act so that

Mennonites were no longer portrayed as cowards and traitors to the Fatherland.  In the

new version, Reinhold escapes and Hennecker shoots Mathias in self-defense. Maria

survives and the Mennonites persuade the French to forget about their coreligionist’s

party. With these changes to the fourth act, Wildenbruch satisfied most of van der

Smissen’s grievances, and van der Smissen even gave the play a rave review. 93

However, van der Smissen was the only one who even offered a remotely positive review

of the new version.  The experimental change destroyed the plot and credibility for the

drama so completely that Wildenbruch returned Der Menonit to its initial form in short

order.  The Hamburg version did not even survive long enough for publications.94

In the long term, Mennonite protests did little to affect the popularity of the play.

Between its initial publication in 1879 and 1908, the play went through six printings.  It

enjoyed particular popularity in moments of high nationalistic pride such as on the eve of

the First World War.95  Nevertheless, Der Menonit did mark a rallying point of sorts for

the Mennonite community, as well as for outsiders who thought that the tragedy treated

them unjustly.

One non-Mennonite who was concerned by the potential negative impacts of Der

Menonit was Max Schön. Schön was born and raised among Prussian Mennonites, and

92 Wildenbruch, “An der Vorstand,” 61.

93 Heinrich van der Smissen, “Nachträgliche Wirkung unseres Protestes gegen Wildenbruch’s ‘Menonit,’”
Mennonitische Blätter 35, (October 1888), 119-120.

94 Bender, “Wildenbruch,” 31.

95 Jantzen, At Home, 387.
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was thus familiar with their religious and cultural customs.  He had many friends and

acquaintances among the Mennonites, whom he viewed to be his “quietly industrious

German brothers.”  Schön was appalled at the extensive poetic license Wildenbruch took

in Der Menonit, which he worried could cause soured feelings, attacks, and uprisings

against real Mennonites if taken too seriously.  In order to minimize the play’s effect, he

wrote a history of the Prussian Mennonites, primarily to educate non-Mennonites, but in

a manner that would also hopefully satisfy Mennonites.96

To counter cowardly, unpatriotic, and dishonorable Mennonites in Wildenbruch’s

play, Schön noted that when the King of Prussia sent out his famous call on his Volk,

Mennonites were far from indifferent to the nationalistic enthusiasm of the time.  While

they did not volunteer for the military, Schön argued, they did volunteer to serve as

medical workers and firefighters.  In addition, they pulled together 500 horses and 25,000

Thaler to donate to the Prussian military efforts.  There were also some who pointed out

the numerous Mennonite emigrations as indication of nationalistic apathy.  Schön argued

Mennonite emigration did not come about because of disloyalty, but instead by economic

necessity.  The strict economic restrictions the Prussian Kings placed upon them for their

stance on military service left them without the ability to expand their landholdings for

future growth.97

Van der Smissen found Schön’s interest in Mennonite history as a non-Mennonite

encouraging and highly praised his efforts.  Although he found Schön to be in error on a

96 Max Schön, Das Mennonitenthum in Westpreußen:  Ein Kirchen- und kulturgeschichtlicher Beitrag zur
Belehrung über das Wesen des Mennonitenthums, (Berlin: Drück und Verlag von Friedrich
Luckhardt, 1886), “Vorwort des Verfassers.”

97 Ibid., 55, 58-59.
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few details throughout the book and felt that Schön may have over generalized

Mennonite customs based on his experiences with a small congregation in West Prussia,

van der Smissen praised the book as an honest attempt at accuracy.98

Schön, though, was not the only historian of the era to have drawn influence from

Wildenbruch’s work.  Mennonite historian Anna Brons, whose Beginning, Development,

and Fate of the Old Evangelical Baptist-Minded, or Mennonites was one of Schön’s

major sources, mentioned Der Menonit as well.  In the section concerning the Prussian

War of Liberation, Brons wrote that while Wildenbruch had the artistic right to portray

Mennonites as he chose in his work, he nevertheless ought to have paid closer attention to

the potential impact his play would have on real Mennonites’ reputations.  King

Frederick William II himself did not see Mennonite pacifism as disloyalty.  From a royal

document published in Berlin on June 5, 1815, Brons quotes him as saying:

I do not want to force Mennonites to betray their consciences; they
should remain free from military obligation. However, they must make
up the discrepancy through a special tax so that they do not to appear to
benefit unjustly from their neighbors’ willingness to suffer for their
wellbeing. Therefore, I have recommended a measured increase to the
tax and will wait upon their acceptance.99

According to an open letter to Wildenbruch from van der Smissen, Der Menonit

also brought back the somewhat uncomfortable issues surrounding the early history of

Mennonite pacifism, even though nothing in the play remotely touches upon them.  The

circumstances surrounding that stance were still controversial for German Mennonites, as

98 Heinrich van der Smissen, “Das Mennonitenthum in Westpreußen: von M.Schön, Berlin bei Luckhardt,
1886, 88s. 1M,” Mennonitische Blätter 44, (June 1886) 47.

99 Anna Brons, Usrprung,  304-305.
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they always involved a painful reminder of their association with the infamous

Anabaptists of Münster.100

In a series of articles entitled “Fighting with Stupidity,” van der Smissen outlined

some of the difficulties Mennonites faced in dealing with outsiders regarding their

identity as Anabaptists.  He noted a conversation between a schoolteacher and two

Mennonite students in which the teacher links them with the Anabaptists of Münster.

She told them that the Anabaptists were a dangerous, evil folk until the disaster at

Münster, at which time Menno Simons took over and made them harmless, more to mask

their association with the group than anything else.  The students, meanwhile, were

unable to find a good answer for the charges.  The reason for such misunderstandings,

van der Smissen surmised, was a general lack of understanding for the Anabaptist

Reformation.  He compared those who connected Mennonites to Münster to those who

would acknowledge no difference between Catholicism and Protestantism.101

Mennonites, meanwhile, made matters worse by denying their Anabaptist roots, which

not only served to discredit their argument but, even worse, denied an important part of

their identity as Mennonites.102  In short, Mennonites were in an identity crisis.  They

knew they were not Catholic, and they were sure that they were more than a sect of

Lutheranism, but they were uncomfortable with their identity as Anabaptists as well.

Again, the strongest defense of the Anabaptist history came from an outsider.  Dr.

Ludwig Keller was a specialist on the reformation who wrote about the Anabaptist

100 Heinrich van der Smissen, “Noch einmal der Menonit,” Mennonitische Blätter 35, (November 1888) 74.

101 Heinrich van der Smissen, “Mit der Dummheit Kampfen,” Mennonitische Blätter 55 (January 1908) 5-6.

102 Heinrich van der Smissen, “Mit der Dummheit Kampfen (Fortsetzung),” Mennonitische Blätter 55
(February 1908) 12.
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movement as having accomplished the highest calling of the reformation.  Keller divided

all of Christianity since Constantine into three paths:  Catholic, Protestant and Anabaptist.

He argued that ever since Constantine’s embrace of Christianity, the religion had been

tainted by its relationship with the state.  When the church was in hiding and viewed as

illegal, it was also free of tether to the state and able to put full focus on the needs of

fellowship.  However, with Constantine arose a wealthy and powerful church that became

a captive of tradition and dogma.  The Catholic ideal, according to Keller, was based on

forced confession combined with the combat against

heresy through violent force, for which it relies upon the

states.  Further, the Catholic church relied on an elite

priesthood, which Early Christianity did not recognize,

but was instead a throwback to the Old Testament.  In

short, the Catholic church, according to Keller, was a

“Priest’s Church.”103

Keller’s second path of Christianity was

Protestantism.  It came closer to embracing the ideals of

the New Testament through Luther’s proclamation of a

sainthood of all believers, as well as the doctrine of grace.  On the other hand, the

Protestant Church, too, fell short of the ideal in pandering to the wealthy and powerful.

The Reformed Church had evolved from a “Priest’s Church” to a “State’s Church,” but

the focus was not yet on fellowship.104

103 Keller, Zur Geschichte, 6-7.

104 Ibid., 9.

Figure 5.  Ludwig Keller,
Anabaptist Historian , (1849-
1915), (Mennonite Library
and Archives)
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The third path of Christianity since Constantine took on a foundation that

recaptured the uniqueness of Old Christianity.  Its focus, according to Keller, was not on

a society of right, privilege, and obligation, but was instead a voluntary association of co-

religionists who wanted to follow and obey their Lord and Savior. Baptism was based

upon the believer’s confession of faith, which harked back to Old Christianity, as there

were, according to Keller, no records of child baptism before 150.  Further, the third path

embraced no other cannon than the prophetic books of the Old Testament and the

teachings of Christ as recorded in the gospels.105

Keller asserted that the third path of Christianity had been around long before the

Protestant reformation and had existed in some manifestation or another since the time of

Constantine, starting with the Katharzers of the fifth century, moving to the Bogomile, or

“God’s Friends,” during the seventh and eighth centuries, the Waldensiens of the twelfth

century, and finally the Anabaptists of the sixteenth century.106

Keller further noted that the various groups of the Third Way had several things in

common besides their devotion to fellowship and Old Christianity.  As each group

emerged, the Catholic Church proclaimed them as heretical and persecuted them.  Keller

conjectured that each form of the Third Way somehow had contact with and influenced

its successor, which made for an argument he could not quite back up.  Considering that

the Katharzers and the Bogomile were from Syria, that the Waldensiens lived in the

Piedmont, and the Anabaptists were from Switzerland, contact between the groups would

have been highly improbable at best.  Keller concluded that although there was no proof

105 Ibid., 13-15.

106 Ibid., 24, 26, 31, 39-40.
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for such a connection, it could nevertheless be assumed, since insufficient evidence from

the Middle Ages was available.107

From Keller’s arguments, one might conclude that the Anabaptists, more than just

a sect, were part of a form of super-Protestantism, along with Puritans and Quakers, none

of which had chosen to take the names of the mortal founders of their denominations.  All

of the early Anabaptists had referred to themselves as Old Evangelical Brethren, or as

Täufer until the debacle at Münster.108  Mennonites ought not be cowed into referring to

themselves by the name of their mortal founder, which was a trait that Menno Simons

himself criticized in Lutherans and Calvinists.  Instead, Keller argued, Mennonites ought

to refer to themselves as Altevangelische Taufgesinnte, or Old Evangelical Baptist-

Minded.109

Despite the blatant improbabilities in Keller’s theory, the prospects of having such

a prestigious role in history as pre-Reformation dissenters from Catholicism was a

prospect that many Mennonites found irresistible.  Each of the Mennonite histories that

appeared from the 1880s through the First World War, including Max Schön’s, used

Keller as a source, dating the Anabaptist religious movement back to the Waldensiens or

earlier.  From such a standpoint, it was much easier to isolate the Anabaptists of Münster

as a failed sect under faulty leadership, while continuing to support the Anabaptist

background of Mennonites.110

107 Ibid., 32.

108 Ludwig Keller, Ein Apostel der Wiedertäufer, (Leipzig: Verlag von S. Hirzel, 1882) 3.

109 Ludwig Keller, “Die ‘altevangelischen Taufgesinnten’ und der Ursprung dieses Namens,”
Mennonitische Blätter 32 (February 1885) 10-11.

110 Heinrich van der Smissen, “Mit der Dummheit Kämpfen…” Mennonische Blätter 55, (March 1908) 12.
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Discarding Münster from their history also allowed Mennonites to take another

look at the military service issues.  Although there is overwhelming evidence that the

concept of Wehrlosigkeit and objection to military service was firmly present in the early

Anabaptist movement of Mantz and Grebel, the Mennonites of Wilhelmine Germany

could look at Wehrlosigkeit as a response to Münster.  Thus, while valid in other areas,

the concept held no weight in matters of national defense.111

One of the major Mennonite historians influenced by Keller’s work was Anna

Brons.  Her work, entitled Beginning, Development, and

Fate of the Old Evangelical Anabaptists or Mennonites,

drew from Ludwig Keller’s book on Hans Denck, an

early Anabaptist leader and martyr who, according to

Keller, was a follower of Old Evangelical tradition.

Brons did not discuss the Waldensiens or any of Keller’s

other Old Evangelical groups.  She did assert, though,

that the original German translation of the Bible had

occured long before Martin Luther’s, an assertion with

significantly better historical basis than Keller’s

connections.  The first translation came out in 1466 in Strasbourg, and had already gone

through twelve editions by the time Luther’s Bible came out in 1534, although Luther

was nevertheless was largely responsible for its spread.112  This fact is especially

interesting, though, especially as one considers that Strasbourg was one of the early

centers of Anabaptism.

111 Van der Smissen, “Grundsatz,” 84.
112 Brons, Ursprung, 2.

Figure 6.  Anna Brons,
Mennonite Historian (1810-
1902). (Mennonite Library and
Archives)
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Brons even gives credit to Luther for precipitating the Anabaptist Reformation,

mainly because his Protestant Reformation did not go far enough.  According to Brons,

Luther’s 12 Theses called for three areas of reformation:  religious, political, and social.

Although Luther did much to change religious outlook, his handling of the political and

social aspects left much to be desired.  Religious authority, although in principle

composed of a priesthood of all believers, continued to be held by the powerful elite, with

the ultimate authority resting with the state.  Like Keller, Brons saw the Anabaptist

reformation as a third path from Protestantism and Catholicism in that it truly put

religious authority in the congregations, while discouraging any state involvement in

religious matters at all.113

When Brons’ work was published, it was a cause for celebration among

Mennonites.  Hermann Mannhardt saw the work as a potential rallying point for the

scattered groups of Mennonites everywhere.  Mennonites had been working toward better

unity with one another for nearly forty years, he continued, and such a work would serve

as a reminder of the importance of honoring Mennonite heritage.114  Before Anna Brons’

work, there had been no real scholarly publications about Mennonite history, an absence

that Hermann Mannhardt found to be glaring, especially since history generally regarded

Luther’s contemporary movements as “swarms of rotten spirits.”115

If his uncle, Jakob Mannhardt, focused on bringing better unity between

Mennonites and their surrounding community, Hermann Gottlieb Mannhardt (Fig. 5)

113 Ibid, 3-4.

114 HG Mannhardt, “Endlich haben wir eine ‘Geschichte der Mennoniten (Fortsetzung),’” Mennonitische
Blätter 32 (February 1885) 11.

115 HG Mannhardt, “Endlich haben wir eine ‘Geschichte der Mennoniten,” Mennonitische Blätter 32,
(January 1885) 5.
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focused on bringing better cohesiveness amongst the Mennonites as a group.  Not only

was he one of the principal organizers and promoters of the Federation of Mennonite

Congregations in the German Empire, but he was also a major proponent of Mennonite

history.  He was firmly convinced that finding a common history would unite the

Mennonites and renew their common identity every bit as effectively as the exploration

of common history and folklore had brought Germany together.

Hermann Mannhardt wrote and spoke often about the importance of learning and

honoring Mennonite history, of which he also had a

written version.  In 1919, he published The Danzig

Mennonite Fellowship:  Its Formation and History from

1569-1919.   In the history, he strongly embraced

Keller’s concept of the Anabaptist movement as

stemming out of a long line of dissent to the Catholic

Church that was completely independent of Lutheran

Protestantism.  Mannhardt felt that any association with

the Lutheran Reformation pigeonholed the Anabaptists as

one of the many “swarms of rotted souls.”  Thus, he put

full emphasis on the Kellerean connection between the Anabaptists of the sixteenth

century and the Waldensian movement of the twelfth as the earlier movement spread

from the Piedmont through Switzerland and the Netherlands.116

As its title would suggest, much of the focus of Mannhardt’s book concentrated

on the history of the Danzig Mennonite fellowship.  As such, the book gave particular

116 H.G. Mannhardt, Die Danziger Mennonitengemeinde:  Ihre Entstehung und Ihre Geschichte von 1569-
1919, (Danzig: 1919), 10.

Figure 7. Hermann Gottlieb
Mannhardt,  Pastor of Danzig
Mennonite Fellowship (1880-
1927) (Penner, Mennoniten,
310)
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analysis to the sixteenth century migration of Mennonites from the Netherlands to East

and West Prussia and their experiences there as the land changed hands from Polish to

Prussian control.  Interestingly, Mannhardt made no mention of Wildenbruch, although

the issue of patriotism in Mennonite history must nevertheless have been on his mind.

He noted, for example, the gifts the Mennonites offered the King during the Prussian War

of Liberation, as well as the many Mennonites who served Prussian efforts in non-

combatant, non-military roles.  Mannhardt defended the Mennonite emigrants too,

arguing that although they left the Fatherland over the issue of military service, they did

so as a matter of conscience, not as a matter of disloyalty to Prussia.117

The numerous Mennonite histories that appeared between 1870 and the end of the

First World War had significant impact on the way German Mennonites, and indeed

Mennonites in general, thought about themselves, continuing on into the 1960s.  Such

American Mennonite historians as Harold Bender, for example, used Keller’s references

to Anabaptist piety to portray them as the pillars of the Christian faith in his pamphlet

The Anabaptist Vision.  Also as per Keller, numerous attempts have been made to link

Mennonites to Waldensians, Catharzers and other dissenters of Catholicism, albeit

unsuccessfully.  It is quite ironic that such a movement of self-identification would be so

linked to  Keller and Wildenbruch, two non-Mennonites whose opinions of Mennonites

were so vastly different from one another.

117 Ibid., 175.
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—Chapter 4—

Mennonites of Germany, Unite!
The creation of the

Conference of Mennonite Congregations in the German Reich

With the changes in their historiographical views during the Kaiserreich, Prussian

Mennonites sought balance in their national and religious identity.  Nevertheless, they

also faced significant challenges such as increasing urbanization and their perception that

religion had diminished in importance.  In addition, the denomination was disorganized,

dysfunctional, and diminished.  Each church operated under its own set of policies and its

own treasury.  Although the Mennonitische Blätter had kept Mennonites in contact with

one another since Pastor Jakob Mannhardt of Danzig founded it in 1854, there was no

conference to bring Mennonite congregations together and to organize their efforts

toward common goals.  In part, this was because prior to the Mennonite corporation

rights law of 1874, Mennonites had no legal means of organizing their congregations or

of forming a common treasury.  The greater challenge was that rural and urban

congregations still had difficulty recognizing one another’s “Mennoniteness” because of

lingering bitterness over the military service issue, as well as individual confessional

differences.  Whereas urban Mennonites tended to favor greater assimilation with the

broader German society, rural Mennonites remained sufficiently isolated to sustain a
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more traditional Mennonite identity.  As such, rural congregations tended to resist all

efforts at integration and modernization.  Nevertheless, the years of emigration, mixed

marriages, and attrition had significantly reduced the Mennonite minority.  Accounting

for these difficulties was a task greater than any individual congregation, and it was clear

to many that if Mennonites were to survive as a religion in the recently established

German Reich, they needed to organize themselves more effectively.

In part, the initiative for organization came from the broader Vereinswesen in

German society, in which associated groups representing common interests developed

throughout the Reich. Among Prussian Mennonites, talks about forming a conference

began as early as 1879, but it was really an 1883 visit from Pastor Cramer of Enschede,

Holland, that set plans into motion for the Vereinigung der Mennonitengemeinden im

Deutschen Reich (The Conference of Mennonite Fellowships in the German Reich—or

VMDR.118  The new VMDR, established in 1886, was an attempt to provide better intra-

Mennonite communication, cooperation, and an attempt to establish a common treasury

to ensure the continued existence of smaller, less self-sufficient congregations.  Within

the conference, there were major quarrels between Prussia’s urban and rural Mennonite

congregations.  The former saw the latter as hindrance to progress and the latter saw the

former as power hungry.  Despite the setbacks and the hesitant nature of the rural

congregations, most of whom did not join until the First World War, the VMDR was

perhaps the era’s greatest achievement in promoting German Mennonite unity and

identity.

118 Horst Penner, Mennoniten, 78.
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By the 1880s, Mennonite leaders, particularly Pastor Mannhardt of Danzig, felt

their confession was in a demographic crisis.  Between 1860 and 1880, the Prussian

Mennonite population decreased by more than 1000 people, from 14,954 to 13,849 total

Mennonites.119  Birth, death, and marriage rates among Mennonites were fairly consistent

with the Prussian norm, so one might have expected the Mennonites to grow along with

the general population.  Mannhardt projected the increase would have been about 2845

people in the same time period for East and West Prussia, so that combined with the

population decreases, he figured a total population shortfall of more than 3500

Mennonites.  Although there was significant Mennonite emigration in the 1870s because

of the universal service law of 1867, they totaled considerably less than 3500.120

The major factor for the Mennonite population decrease, Mannhardt contended,

lay in the general disunity among Mennonites themselves.  Mennonites made up a diverse

religious minority in Germany.  Their congregations were scattered throughout the

empire, and they were usually quite small.  Each congregation operated independently of

the others with its own charter and bylaws, so that consistency between congregations

was problematic.  Youth retention was poor and many congregations exacerbated the

problem by banning their members who chose to marry people belonging to other

denominations.  Mannhardt, van der Smissen, and others feared that if something were

not done to bring greater unity, the fragmentation would worsen, and eventually threaten

the demise of the Mennonites as a denomination in Prussia.  Mannhardt, nevertheless

119 Max Schön, Mennonitenthum, 81.  (Figures taken from the Prussian Census Bureau)

120 Mannhardt, Jahrbuch, 20-21.
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expressed hope that if the Mennonites could come together and better organize

themselves, and be more less close minded, the process could reverse itself.

The fact remains: If the emigration of Mennonites from our area would
stop, and if members would no longer be banned because of
intermarrying, we ought to be able to see a noticeable growth in our
congregations. I am of the opinion that we all have the duty to work for
the future preservation of our communities; not to scatter, but to gather
together.121

In 1884, Pastor Dr. Samuel Cramer of Enschede, Holland, visited Germany’s

widely scattered Mennonite congregations.  The Dutch Mennonites, or Doopsgesinde as

they referred to themselves, had united their congregations in a confederation to better

address their needs.  Cramer’s trip to Germany was an effort to establish better relations

with the German congregations in hope of establishing an international Mennonite

Conference.  His discussions with the pastors Mannhardt of Danzig, Wendman of

Krefeld, and van der Smissen of Hamburg-Altona inspired the three to discuss the

formation of a conference of German Mennonites based upon the Dutch model.122

Although the direct organizational motive among Mennonites came from their

Dutch coreligionists, there were also significant movements throughout Wilhelmine

German society to organize into voluntarily associated groups of interest.  The

Vereinswesen, or associational movement, began as an organizational effort for

proponents of German nationalism with the Alldeutsche Verband (Pan-German League).

As the century progressed, other interest groups saw the benefits of organizing to

promote their agendas as well.  Other groups such as the Bund der Landwirte (League of

121 Ibid.

122 HG Mannhardt, Danziger Mennonitengemeinde, 191.
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Farmers) and many smaller organizational groups soon joined the Alldeutsche

Verband.123

Danzig, Hamburg-Altona, and Krefeld had worked closely with one another for

quite some time through the publication of Mennonitische Blätter, but sought even

greater cooperation.  By 1885, nine other congregations joined the discussions, including

Elbing, Emden, Friedrichsstadt, Königsberg, Leer, Litthauen, Montau, Neuwied, and

Norden. These discussions led to the establishment of the Vereinigung der

Mennonitengemeinden im Deutschen Reich (VMDR). 124

Because of its central location between the big three founding congregations of

Danzig, Hamburg-Altona, and Krefeld, and doubtless because of its status as the capital

of the German Reich, Berlin was chosen to hold the seat of the confederation.  As

illustrated in the first chapter, Mennonites had a history of activity for lobbying the

government in Berlin, so the city seemed a natural choice for the VMDR’s new

operational headquarters.  Furthermore, the city’s association with the Reich allowed

Mennonites to provide further proof of their Germanness.

As a location, however, Berlin had a minor problem that the Mennonites needed

to overcome.  It was not a traditional Mennonite area and lacked even so much as a

congregation, although there was a handful of Mennonites in the city who lacked a

congregation.  To rectify this difficulty, the Big Three established the Vereinigung der

Berlinlebenden Mennoniten (Conference of Mennonites Living in Berlin), which held its

123 Keith Pickus, Constructing Modern Identities:  Jewish University Students in Germany:  1815-1914,
(Wayne State University Press, 1999) 56.

124 Heinrich van der Smissen, “Wie Steht es gegenwärtig mit unserer Seminar-Angelegenheit?”
Mennonitische Blätter 32, (March 1885) 14.
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first worship service in January 1886, three months before the scheduled first meeting of

the VMDR.  The congregation agreed to pay the 50M entry fee to the Federation and

pledged an additional 400M annually for the Berlin Mennonite Seminary.  Pastors

Mannhardt, van der Smissen, and Wendman provided leadership for the congregation and

took turns traveling to Berlin to hold worship services.  Although the Berlin congregation

began small, as indicated by its very name—Vereinigung instead of the normal referent

of Gemeinde—the three had great plans for it to be the embodiment of the VMDR, with

the professor of the future Mennonite Theological Seminary to serve as its pastor.125

The VMDR held its first official meeting on 24-25 April 1886 in Berlin, where

the original twelve congregations were joined in representation by members from the

congregations of Berlin, Eppstein-Friesenheim, Friedelsheim, Ibersheim, Kaiserslautern,

Monsheim, and Weyerhof-Uffhofen, for a total of 18 VMDR charter members.126   There

was even unofficial representation from the Mennonite Fellowship of Baden, although

Baden belonged to the South German Confederation of Mennonites, which was a

separate organization from the VMDR.  Thus, although its name implied membership

throughout Germany, the VMDR remained largely an organization among the

Mennonites of former Prussian provinces.127

The major goal of the VMDR’s first General Assembly was to compose and

establish a charter.  The outer framework had been established, but much work remained

125 Heinrich van der Smissen, “Zur Bildung der Berliner Gemeinde,” Mennonitische Blätter 33 (February
1886), 14-15.

126 “Constituirende Generalversammlung der Vereingung der Mennoniten Gemeinden im Deutschen
Reich,” Mennonitische Blätter33 (1886 Extra Edition) 1, 4.

127 J.J.T.  “Bericht über die Konferenz der Süddeutschen Mennoniten in Ludwigshafen am 20. November,
1907,” Mennonitische Blätter 54 (December 1907) 95.
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in bringing the large and small congregations together. Issues such as a common financial

foundation, annual dues, and representation at General Assemblies were on the table for

discussion, as well as what projects and services the new conference could provide to its

member congregations.128  Its charter called for the VMDR to provide for a professional,

educated ministry and to fund a traveling ministry to address the needs of congregations

too small to warrant a full-time pastor.  To foster scholarly work toward a stronger

Mennonite identity, the charter also provided for the establishment of a common library

and a Mennonite seminary in Berlin.  In addition, the VMDR established research

scholarships, awards, and incentives to encourage research of Mennonite history and

theology.   Finally, the charter named Mennonitische Blätter and Gemeindeblatt as the

VMDR’s official periodicals.129

Joining the VMDR cost congregations a one-time lump sum of 1000 Marks (M)

or annual dues of 50M.  Because there were many congregations that could not afford the

50M annual sum, they could apply in groups of up to three congregations for VMDR

membership, but would receive only a single membership in the General Assembly.130  A

congregation’s inability to pay membership dues did not necessarily mean exclusion from

VMDR membership, so long that the congregation remained in good standing.  Such

congregations, however, were considered non-voting members and could face censure or

128 Heinrich van der Smissen, “Unsere Aufgaben für das Jahr 1886,” Mennonitische Blätter 33 (January
1886), 1-2.

129 Statut für die Vereinigung der Mennoniten-Gemeinden im Deutschen Reich, (Altona:  Druck von
Heinrich Dirks, 1886, 1.

130 Ibid., 2.
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expulsion if the lack of payment stemmed from a decision not to do so rather than an

inability to pay.131

The VMDR General Assembly was to meet in Berlin every three years during the

second week following Easter.  It was charged with electing members to the board of

trustees, discussing important conference decisions, twelve-year charter reviews, and the

hiring and retention of VMDR employees.  A congregation’s delegation to the General

Assembly was determined by its annual contributions to the VMDR, a factor that tended

to favor large urban congregations with deep coffers.  Congregations donating from the

50 M minimum up to 150M could expect one vote at the assembly; those donating up to

300 M could expect 2; up to 500M, 3; up to 750, 4; up to 1000M, 5; above 1000M, 6.132

No congregation could hold more than six votes, but the 1000M annual donation

requirement made it an elite status.  Only the wealthy congregations of Hamburg-Altona

and Krefeld raised enough for six votes.  Danzig had five votes, Norden three, Emden

and Leer two, and the remaining twelve congregations had one delegate each.133

Altogether, the contributions of member congregations provided the new VMDR with a

capital foundation of 22,515M, with a projected yearly contribution of 4300M from its

members.134

A seven-member board of trustees carried out the day-to-day business of the

VMDR.  The board was composed of seven members, a minimum of three and a

131 Satzung des Vereins: Vereinigung der Mennoniten-Gemeinden im Deutschen Reich:  Nach den
Beschlüssen der Generalversammlung zu Altona am 30. April 1914, (Altona:  Heinrich Dirks,
1914), 4.

132 Statut, (1886), 9.

133 “Constituirende Generalversammlung,” 3.

134 “Nachrichten aus unsere Gemeinschaft,” Mennonitsche Blätter 33 (July 1886), 54.
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maximum of four of which had to be pastors.  Every three years, the General Assembly

elected three or respectively four members to the board, both to ensure its accountability

to the larger VMDR and to ensure at least half its members at any given time would have

leadership experience.  From amongst themselves, the board chose a chair, a vice-chair, a

secretary, and a treasurer.  The board of trustees was charged with managing the budget

and projects of the VMDR, which included organizing Mennonite theological education,

administration of salary and benefits to pastors of member congregations, funding a

traveling ministry, planting congregations, and assisting smaller congregations to meet

their budgets.135

Much of the VMDR’s charter caused friction between urban and rural

congregations.  The smaller, rural congregations were ambivalent about the prospects of

the VMDR, which they saw as another example of urban congregations attempting to

interfere in their affairs.  The wounds from the recently ended Mennonite military

exemption were undoubtedly still fresh.  Many felt betrayed by the urban congregations,

which had given up their resistance to military service earlier and put pressure on them to

do the same.  Furthermore, there were many that felt that the VMDR’s chosen periodical,

Mennonitische Blätter, edited and published by the Danzig and Hamburg-Altona

congregations, mainly served urban interests.136

The financial structure in particular seemed to confirm many of the suspicions

rural congregations held that the VMDR was an urban attempt at hegemony over them.

While the 1000M lump sum was fairly manageable for the large, well-financed

135 Statut (1886), 3.

136 D, “Aus Westpreußen,” Mennonitische Blätter 33 (February 1886), 10.
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congregations of Danzig, Hamburg-Altona, and Krefeld, even the 50M annual fee was a

large sum for some of the smaller rural congregations.  Further, it seemed that the

VMDR’s budgetary planning tended to favor urban congregations as well.  A seminary in

Berlin, a paid traveling ministry, and the assistance the VMDR would provide to

professional Mennonite pastors all seemed more beneficial to urban congregations than to

rural congregations.  Rural congregations still largely used lay ministry.137

On the other hand, the measures were designed largely to ensure availability of

professional ministry to all member congregations, regardless of financial standing.

Appendix II, for example, established in 1905, limited VMDR funding to be used only to

compensate pastors whose congregations could not otherwise afford to do so.  While the

VMDR did offer an optional retirement and death benefit program for pastors of member

congregations and their widows, participation in the program cost congregations an

additional 50M annually.138

Furthermore, the voting structure seemed to ensure that rural congregations would

never achieve General Assembly representation on par with urban congregations, as they

simply could not hope to compete with urban congregations in capital outlay.  On the

other hand, B.C. Roosen of Hamburg argued that the donation-based voting was a good

way to grant congregations votes in the VMDR that were more consistent with their

numbers.  Urban congregations tended to be much larger, and thus an equal vote from

each congregation would not provide equal representation for all Mennonites.  Because

there were so many rural congregations in the VMDR, Roosen argued, their support

137 Ibid.

138 Satzung (1914), 15, 14.
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would always be necessary in deciding all of the VMDR’s policy decisions.  In the end,

he concluded, the intent of the VMDR was not to disenfranchise the rural Mennonite

population.139

In many ways, the leadership structure established by the VMDR simply mirrored

that of the greater Prussian state, in which tax brackets determined vote and

representation.  Roosen’s argument, for example, that determining representation in the

VMDR’s General Assembly would offer the greatest

voice to those with the greatest investment, certainly

seemed to mirror Bismarck’s arguments for a tiered voting

system based on taxes.140  Moreover, the

institutionalization brought about by the VMDR of

Mennonites in the German Reich also mirrored the

general institutionalization efforts among German

Protestants of the period.141

Hamburg-Altona Pastor Hinrich van der Smissen

(Fig. 6) was perhaps the greatest proponent for the

VMDR’s establishment, and served as its chair almost

uninterrupted for its first forty years.  He saw the

conference and its programs as vital to maintaining Mennonite unity in Germany.  As

such, he saw the bickering between the urban and rural factions as not only

139 BC Roosen, “Ein offenes Wort über ein Bedenken in Bezug auf den Entwurf zu einem Statut, usw.”
Mennonitische Blätter 33 (April 1886) 27.

140 Ibid.

141 For greater analysis of those efforts, please refer to Thomas Nipperdey, Religion im Umbruch:
Deutschland 1870-1918, (Munich, Verlag C.H. Beck 1988).

Figure 8.  Hinrich van der
Smissen, Pastor of the
Mennonite Fellowship of
Hamburg-Altona 1882-1928,
Chair of the VMDR
(Mennonitische Blätter 54:
December 1907)
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counterproductive, but a betrayal of their common Mennonite history.  The VMDR,

according to van der Smissen, was not intended to intervene in the internal affairs of

individual congregations, but to extend resources and opportunities to all.  In an editorial,

he wrote:

I would advise not to lay too much weight on differences of opinion.
Why?  Because the history of our community in the past century has
shown that finding and exploiting differences is the easiest, and at the
same time the most dangerous thing in the world.142

Perhaps the most controversial issue discussed at the VMDR’s first meeting was

Article I of the charter, which called for a Mennonite seminary in Berlin and financial

support for Mennonite students wanting to pursue ministry.  This implied need for an

educated, professional ministry for Mennonite congregations sparked many heated

discussions between urban and rural Mennonites, in particular because it touched upon

two very different philosophies of ministry.143  Urban congregations such as Danzig,

Hamburg-Altona, Krefeld, and twelve others had used professional ministry for quite

some time.  The professional pastors could dedicate themselves to the needs of their

congregation, while at the same time using their theological training to further Mennonite

ideology.  Many Mennonite congregations, meanwhile, particularly in rural areas,

continued the traditional method of Mennonite church leadership, which used lay elders

and pastors chosen from amongst the congregation.  Lay elders and pastors were not

professionals; they continued to serve in their former professions, often agricultural, in

142 Heinrich van der Smissen, “Unsere Aufgaben für das Jahr 1886, Fortsetzung,” Mennonitische Blätter 33
(February 1886), 9.

143 Ibid, 1.
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addition to their ministerial duties.  While they lacked training, their congregations chose

them because of a perceived call from God.

A member of a rural Prussian congregation known only as “D” wrote an angry

letter to the Mennonitische Blätter.  He claimed he felt attacked by the VMDR’s call for

an educated, professional ministry, and further by claims the periodical published that

portrayed rural church leadership as unqualified and dissatisfactory.  Such claims,

according to D, could only have come from a dissatisfied minority who had vendettas to

serve against their home congregations.  D’s opinions were largely representative of the

rural congregational mindset at the time.  They felt that an educated, professional church

leadership would merely serve to make the ministry an elite institution that would

preempt the ideal of a priesthood of all believers.  Moreover, they were concerned that

such a method of choosing congregational leadership would effectively take the call of

God out of the question.  Church leadership would no longer come from individuals of

special calling from within the congregations, they feared, but from individuals who had

the right documentation from a university to constitute such a calling.   Such an idea was

unacceptable to D because he felt an individual’s qualification for ministry was God’s to

determine, and no amount of education could compensate for a lack of calling.144

J. Andres, another rural congregant, argued that although the VMDR did not

specifically require congregations to install professional pastors, the emphasis the

VMDR’s charter placed upon making professional church leadership available to all

congregations already represented encroachment upon the internal affairs of individual

congregations.  Because the VMDR would determine credential qualification for the

144 D, “Aus Westpreußen,” 11.
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professional pastors, Andres argued, it equated an official VMDR statement about the

qualifications for ministry in general.145

The suspicions that D, Andres and other rural Mennonites held for the VMDR

were likely rooted in their memories of the Kulturkampf.  A significant portion of the

Kulturkampf’s May laws called for the German university education of church leaders.

Many Mennonites felt uneasy about such requirements and wrote to the Ministry of

Culture to request clarification.  Although the Ministry of Culture specifically assured

Mennonites that that the Kulturkampf’s educational requirements did not apply to them,

the Prussian government showed no hesitation to interfere with internal church affairs,

particularly where church leaders such as Gerhard Penner (Chapter 1) were concerned.

Many remained wary of the VMDR’s advocacy for professional ministry for fear that it

amounted to acquiescence to the state’s religious interference.  Penner’s former

congregation of Heubuden, for example did not join the conference until 1914

On the other hand, Hermann Mannhardt of Danzig argued that the VMDR would

not force a professional pastor upon any congregation that did not want one.  Far from

being a dictatorial force, he argued, the VMDR was intended to offer Mennonite

congregations of all sizes from around Germany the opportunity to weigh in on important

denominational discussions.  He saw professional church leadership as beneficial,

though, in that it would allow pastors to dedicate themselves completely to the ministry

and the needs of their congregation, without having to concern themselves with the

demands of other occupations on the side.  He argued that a theological education would

be beneficial as well in providing a better understanding of Mennonite theology and

145 J. Andres, “Auch ein brüderliches Wort zur Verständigung,” Mennonitische Blätter 33 (April, 1886),
28-29.
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history, although he admitted that education would not necessarily make for a superior

pastor, and certainly would not lead to pastoral infallibility.  Such a claimed superiority,

according to Mannhardt, was strictly reserved for Catholic leadership and was quite

absurd to assume of Mennonite ministry.  While an education would not replace God’s

call, it would surely empower an individual to better fulfill his call.  Mannhardt

concluded that the key to religious education’s effectiveness lay in love and humility.146

Pastor Karl Harder of Elbing largely supported Mannhardt’s sentiments, although

Harder took a much more analytical approach into the role ministerial education would

play and why it was necessary.  In many ways, he affirmed the rural congregations in

their selection of pastors through divine calling, and affirmed the validity of a proper

upbringing with good religious experience as a background for proper ministry.

However, he argued that pastors ought to be experts in Christian and Mennonite theology

in order to prevent apathy amongst their congregants.  Such expertise demanded a

seminary.  A trained pastor, Harder argued, was necessary to help the young maintain a

unique Mennonite ideology in the face of the Lutheran catechism they received in public

schools.  Without a trained pastor, he concluded, each congregation had to delegate such

responsibility to someone within the congregation who would have to be properly trained

anyhow.147

There were no specific legal mandates for theological education for Mennonite

pastors within Kulturkampf legislation, VMDR conference bylaws, or otherwise.

Nevertheless, Harder, Mannhardt, and others feared that Mennonites would be at a

146 HG Mannhardt, “Ein Brüderliches Antwortschreiben an den Verfasser der Zuschrift ‘Aus
Westpreußen,’” Mennonitische Blätter 33, (March 1886), 18-19.

147 Karl Harder, “Die Vorbereitung auf das Predigtamt,” Mennonitische Blätter 33, (September, 1886), 66.
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considerable disadvantage as a denomination if they did not move toward a professional

ministry.  They were likely observing a general trend for increased education and

specialized training within the Kaiserreich.  In 1871, at the Reich’s formation, there were

14,000 students enrolled in German universities annually.  The enrollment number

increased to 28,820 students in 1888-1889 winter semester, and to nearly 60,000 students

enrolled in the summer semester on the eve of the First World War.  As a percentage of

the population, the student count nearly tripled between 1871 and 1914, from 32.4 to 93.7

students per 100,000 in the German population.148  The increasing numbers of educated

people in German society effectively raised the expectations for expertise in all areas of

society, including congregational leadership.  Thus the VMDR’s effort to make

professional leadership available to all congregations was a vital step toward modernity.

The establishment of a traveling ministry was a major priority in the VMDR’s

founding.  Each year, many rural congregations lost significant numbers of young

Mennonites as they went off to satisfy military service requirements or seek employment

opportunities.  Many German cities such as Eichenstock, Frankfurt, Munich, and others

had small groups of resident Mennonites, but no church because of lack of funding or

lack of leadership.149  Beyond that, there were many existing Mennonite congregations

that desired professional church leadership, yet were simply too small to effectively

support it.  Many VMDR leaders felt a funded traveling ministry was the only realistic

148 Pickus, Constructing, 61.

149 J. Momber, Bericht über die Vorgange in der Verieinigung der Mennonitengemeinden im Deutschen
Reich und über die Thätigkeit des Kuratoriums 1899,  (Krefeld, 1900) 5.
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way to both address the spiritual needs of those relocated to areas without Mennonite

congregations and address the needs of congregations too small to support themselves.150

The South German Mennonite Confederation had already funded a traveling

ministry for several years, since its congregations tended to be even smaller and widely

dispersed than in the North, and thus were seen as potential mentors for the VMDR in

their venture.151  In a November, 1886 article, BC Roosen of Hamburg urged the

VMDR’s board of trustees to meet with South German congregations and discuss the

necessary steps for creating a traveling ministry, as well as outline the expenses before

the next scheduled General Assembly meeting.152

For Prussian Mennonites, the traveling ministry represented a novel solution to a

previously unsolvable problem.  Previously, such a solution would not have even been

feasible to them.  Prior to changes in Prussian Mennonite stance toward military service,

Mennonites who joined the military were summarily banned from the Mennonite church,

and thus required no outreach.  Meanwhile, prior to the 1874 law that offered Mennonite

congregations corporation rights, Mennonite congregations lacked the legal means to

raise the substantial capital necessary to support a traveling ministry or to establish new

congregations.153

150 HG Mannhardt, “Die Reisepredigt in unsern Gemeinden,” Mennonitische Blätter33 (September 1886)
70.
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Thus, the Mennonites who relocated to cities seeking work were as good as lost,

too, if there were no Mennonite congregation to serve them there. It is worthwhile to note

that the Mennonite difficulties in cities were not necessarily unique.  The nineteenth-

century had many secularizing factors, and the rapid growth of cities often served as a

catalyst since church infrastructures were often unable to keep up.  Catholic churches, for

example, had to expand the usage of lay clergy to address the increased spiritual needs of

larger populations, as did Protestants.154  For Mennonites, however, the problem was

considerably worse.  Because Mennonite denominational expansion was pretty much

impossible before 1874, in areas that were traditionally non-Mennonite, there were often

no churches whatsoever to serve their new Mennonite populations.  It was not until the

VMDR established a traveling ministry that congregations could effectively take root in

Berlin, Eichstock, Munich, and other locations.  While the traveling ministry was often

only sufficient to offer monthly services for the congregations it served, it nevertheless

helped in retaining Mennonite youth and fostering Mennonite community.155

Accompanying the call for professional church leadership was a call for the

establishment of a Mennonite seminary in Berlin.  An independent Mennonite seminary

was considered a necessity because the German universities’ theology departments were

dominated by theologians such as deWette, Reander, Rothe, Tohuck, Julius Müller, and

others the Mennonites found threatening for their atheism.  Beyond that, though, many of

the universities taught a Lutheran Protestant theology, meaning that Mennonite pastors

studying in German seminaries would likely be unable to address youth effectively in the

154 See Owen Chadwick, The Secularization of the European Mind in the Nineteenth Century, (Cambridge
University Press, 1975).

155 Momber, Bericht, 5.
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differences between Mennonite and Lutheran theology.  According to Harder, the best

Mennonites could expect from a public German university in terms of ministerial

preparation lay in their Greek and Hebrew language departments, their Christian history

departments, and perhaps their philosophy departments.  Their theology departments,

though, were not to be trusted.156

Despite the arguments for the Berlin Mennonite Seminary’s necessity, there were

some very real logistical issues that the VMDR was not completely able to overcome.

Although Berlin was centrally located between the Mennonite congregations on the

Western and Eastern areas of the Reich, and despite its status as the Reich’s capital,

Berlin was not a Mennonite city.  Prior to 1886, Berlin had neither a Mennonite

Fellowship nor the population to effectively support one.  As such, the city was an

artificial Mennonite capital at best.157  Further, many delegates to the 1886 VMDR

General Assembly feared that locating the seminary in Berlin would have negative

implications for the already extant Mennonite school at Weierhof in the Palatinate.  The

capital outlay required for establishing a new seminary, they reasoned, would take away

from the VMDR’s contributions to that school.  Many felt that Weierhof, if expanded,

would make a more logical seminary than Berlin.158  The school at Weierhof was founded

in 1860 as a Mennonite primary school.  Its curriculum included German Language,

French, English, History, Geography, Mathematics, Science, Writing, Art, Music, and

156 Harder, “Vorbereitung,” 67-68.

157 D, “Aus Westpreußen,” 11.

158 “Constituirende Generalversammlung,” 2.
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Sports, in addition to catechism based on Mennonite theology.159  Evidently, there was

some serious consideration given to establishing a seminary there, as well.  The VMDR’s

board of trustees toured the school on 12-14 July 1886 to learn more about its functions

and its budget.160

More importantly, beyond the question of location, Mennonites lacked sufficient

numbers to justify the expenses of a seminary.  The VMDR had eighteen member

congregations, fifteen of which already had professional leadership.  Their duties were

such that they could serve up to seventeen more congregations without much difficulty.161

Even assuming the eventual retirement of those pastors and a very small number of

students, the seminary would still have been turning out a surplus of trained theologians.

Pastor Heinrich Neufeldt of Friedrichstadt, Schleswig-Holstein, calculated that if the

seminary opened on schedule in 1887 with two students and took on two more students in

1888, three more in 1889, and four more in 1889 for a four-year program, by 1894 there

would be no less than eleven new theologians in Berlin, effectively filling all available

slots.  With a limited number of congregations that actually wanted professional ministry,

and an influx of other Mennonite theologians from other German universities, Neufeldt

predicted, finding placement for graduates from a Mennonite seminary would become a

major issue.162

159 “Neuer Prospekt der Lehr und Erziehungsanstalt auf dem Weierhof,” Mennonitische Blätter 33, (July
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Despite their best efforts, the VMDR’s board of trustees simply found no way to

make a Mennonite seminary feasible.  The idea steadily lost support and, by 1902, was

stricken from the VMDR’s charter.  Although the charter continued to call for the VMDR

to financially support young Mennonites wanting to pursue the ministry, calls for a

separate Mennonite seminary were gone.163  Thus, young Mennonite theology students

were funded to go to German, or even in some cases Swiss, universities, but not to a

Mennonite seminary.164  In so doing, the Mennonites produced an interesting

compromise.  These young theology students would certainly provide some of the

benefits they had hoped for in a professional ministry.  They would have the necessary

knowledge of Greek, Hebrew, and other Biblical languages, and also be well-versed in

the philosophical areas of their religion.  On the other hand, their attendance in German

universities virtually assured that they would espouse a Lutheran theology instead of a

Mennonite one.  Thus, some of the benefits that the Mennonite advocates, such as

Harder, Mannhardt, and others, had predicted of professional ministry, particularly in

terms of their maintaining a unique Mennonite stance, were undoubtedly compromised.

Not only did the plans for a seminary in Berlin fall through, but so did the

VMDR’s plans to establish a denominational headquarters in Germany’s capital.  The

major urban congregations of Danzig, Hamburg-Altona, and Krefeld hosted the General

Assemblies in rotation instead of holding them in Berlin.165  While the Mennonite plans

for Berlin fell to infeasibility, the congregation in Berlin, established in 1886, represented

163 Satzungen der Vereinigung der Mennonitengemeinden im Deutschen Reich:  Nach der Beschlüssen zu
Hamburg am 10. April 1902, (Altona, 1902) 5.

164 Momber, Bericht, 5.

165 Satzung des Vereins, (1914), 5.
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a remarkable success for the VMDR’s traveling ministry.  When it was chartered on 17

January 1887, the Conference of Mennonites living in Berlin counted 100 members, and

the critical mass necessary to elect its own leadership council, although it remained

dependent on traveling ministers to conduct its worship services.166  Growth remained

slow for the Berlin congregation.  As the VMDR’s plans to make its headquarters in

Berlin died, its name changed to Berlin Mennonitengemeinde (Berlin Mennonite

Fellowship) in reflection of its decreased status.

The Berlin congregation remained small and continued to feel isolated from the

rest of Germany’s Mennonites.  To foster a better sense of community, the Conference’s

board of trustees requested the families of the traveling pastors serving Berlin to attend

services there as well on those Sundays.  While the Conference’s goals for Berlin had

changed, maintaining a strong Mennonite presence in Berlin was nevertheless vitally

important.167  By 1906, when the Berlin Mennonite Fellowship reached its twentieth

anniversary, there were 172 at the celebration.  Even though the congregation continued

to depend on the Conference’s traveling ministry for its worship services—and would for

the foreseeable future—its growth and sustenance as a congregation nevertheless marked

a significant success for the VMDR’s church planting efforts.168

When the VMDR reached its twenty-fifth anniversary in 1911, it counted 25

member congregations, fully one third of Germany’s congregations, whose members

166 “Kleinere Mittheilung,” Mennonitische Blätter 34, (February 1887 ) 14.

167  J. Momber, Bericht, 3.

168 Heinrich van der Smissen, “Das Zwanzigjährige Stiftungsfest der Berliner Mennointengemeinde,”
Mennonitische Blätter 54 (February 1907).
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comprised nearly half of all Mennonites in Germany.169  The Mennonite Fellowship of

Krefeld invited all Mennonite congregations of Germany and Switzerland—if members

or not—to the VMDR’s General Assembly in May.  The planned Maifest included three

days of activities for the second through the fourth, including, banquets, sermon and

lecture sessions, and numerous other festivities.170

Among the keynote speakers for the week was Pastor Hermann Gottlieb

Mannhardt of Danzig.  He called for greater efforts at unity amongst German

Mennonites, and even went so far as to call for international unity amongst Mennonites,

noting that while Germany’s Mennonites were proud of their identity as Germans, they

were not so nationalistic that they could not reach out to work with Christians in other

countries to spread the gospel.  He called those in attendance to recognize the common

spiritual and historical bonds that brought them together, and to use them to build greater

unity amongst Germany’s Mennonites.  While Mannhardt acknowledged that the

achievements of the VMDR were substantial, he nevertheless felt that the VMDR’s goals

were far from being met.

Truly, we have it easier today in preaching and representing our
foundations than our forefathers ever had it.  And just now should we
abandon them?
But another danger arises against the prosperity of our Conference.  One
hears far too often that the differences amongst our own members and
amongst the single congregations have become too great to allow any
sort of lasting bond of unity.  I know well that this discussion is amongst
us and that many of our co-religionists refuse to join, even if that refusal
is painful.  They believe that it is exactly the most important things that

169 HG Mannhardt.  “Predict über Epheser 4, 3-6,” in Zur Erinnerung an das Krefelder Maifest 1911, die 25
Jährige Jubelfeier der Vereinigung der Mennoniten-Gemeinden im Deutschen Reeich, übersicht
von Sonstitorium der Gemeinde zu Krefeld,  (Krefeld:  Kramer und Baum, 1911) 3.

170 Kraemer, Zu Erinnerung an das Krefelder Maifest 1911, die 25 Jährige Jubelfeier der Vereinigung der
Mennoniten.Gemeinden im Deutschen Reich, übersict von Curitorium der Gemeinde zu Krefeld,
(Krefeld:  Kraemer und Baum) 21, 22.
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ought to hold us together that are not properly cared for by us and held
in the forefront.171

Although the VMDR had grown to encompass twenty-five member congregations

and nearly half of Germany’s Mennonites by 1911, there was still much work to be done

in bringing the outlying congregations together.  The Conference’s budget, while

sufficient to afford a traveling ministry, provide stipends to help prospective pastors in

their education, and even to help some of the struggling smaller congregations, lacked the

flexibility to tackle additional projects such as church remodeling.  Perhaps most

disturbingly, retention among Mennonite youth remained weak, so that the future

strength of the church itself was in jeopardy.172  While the Mennonites were  not

necessarily interested in converting others to their faith, they saw it necessary to at least

hold on to their own members.

Two years prior to the twenty-fifth anniversary celebration, in 1909, a member of

the South German Confederation, Christian Hege, wrote to Mennonitische Blätter with

suggestions to help the Conference solve its problems.  Above all, Hege called for better

record keeping amongst Mennonite congregations, an issue that had traditionally been a

problem.  Beyond that, though, he urged the Conference to budget greater amounts of

income toward its works instead of using it to increase the size of its capital trust.  The

capital trust was large enough, he argued, especially considering the original plans for its

use in the Berlin Mennonite Seminary had long since been abandoned.173

171 HG Mannhardt, “Predict über Epheser 4, 3-6,” 1,2,5.

172 Ibid.

173 Christian Hege, “Vorschläge,” Mennonitische Blätter 56, (April 1909) 30.
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Perhaps most significantly, he encouraged the congregations of the Conference to

place more emphasis on youth retention.  He urged the Conference to encourage more

youth involvement in its member congregations to make them more familiar with and

engaged in the functions of a Mennonite congregation.  To combat loss of Mennonite

youth to the demands of the job market, he suggested that the members of the Conference

ought to work together to ensure jobs and encourage settlement in cities with existing

Mennonite congregations, rather than attempting to follow them and regroup them with

traveling ministry.  Finally, he proposed that Mennonite congregations bring women into

greater roles within the church through the establishment of deaconess work.  He noted

that it had been a century since the Danzig congregation had its last deaconess.174

Many of Hege’s suggestions were adopted at the tenth meeting of the VMDR’s

General Assembly, which met in Hamburg in 1914 to discuss significant changes to the

Conference’s charter.  They agreed that only 10% of the Conference’s annual income

would go to building the capital trust, freeing 10,234M annually for general expenditures

and other purposes.  Previously, 33% of the income had gone to savings, meaning an

annual availability of 7700M.  The additional money would allow the Conference to

publish a Mennonite Encyclopedia and remodel a church building over three years

without adversely affecting other Conference activities.175

In general, spirits of 1914 were considerably higher than in 1911.  Heubuden had

joined the Conference as a voting member, and Schönsee had opted to do so, bringing the

total number of member congregations to 26 for the assembly, soon to rise to 27.  With

174 Ibid., 31.

175 Heinrich van der Smissen, “Die Generalversammlung der Vereinigung der Mennonitengemeinden im
deutschen Reich zu Altona am 29. und 30. April 1914,” Mennoniitische Blätter 61 (June 1914) 42.
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these new congregations, the VMDR encompassed about 70% of Germany’s Mennonites,

with 14,093 members.  The remaining congregations of North Germany joined shortly

thereafter.  For the first time, the rural congregations in the VMDR outnumbered the

urban ones, with 3900 Mennonites from urban congregations, 5460 from rural

congregations in Prussia.  With another 2733 Mennonites from Hessen and the Palatinate

joining the VMDR, the organization was considerably closer to truly being a Conference

of Mennonites in the German Reich.176  Additionally, the losses in Mennonite population

noted earlier in 1880 had recovered, and Mennonite populations again arrived at the level

they had maintained since the eighteenth century.  While Mennonite populations were not

growing, they were not shrinking, either, and the denomination’s disappearance no longer

seemed to be a threat.

As many groups that came together during the vereinswesen, the Mennonites

found a new strength and vitality in their association with one another.  Although their

numbers did not necessarily improve during the Kaiserreich—Prussian Mennonite

population remained fairly constant from the first partition of Poland until the Second

World War—they no longer felt isolated from one another.  They had finally reached a

point where they could comfortably be both German citizens and Mennonites.

176 Ibid., 42.
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—Chapter 5—

“Like a Bolt from the Clear Sky”
German Mennonites in the First World War

By the Summer of 1914, the VMDR had achieved significant portions of its goal

to unify the Mennonites of Germany.  Having grown to include 27 member

congregations, the conference served nearly three quarters of all Mennonites living in

Germany.  Mennonite numbers had grown sufficiently since the 1870s to offset concerns

about their continued existence as a denomination.  Perhaps most importantly, their

identity as Mennonites had reached a comfortable balance with their identity as Germans.

They had adapted their confession for their military service obligations, brought their

historiography into line with their status as Germans, and organized themselves under a

nation-wide conference to preserve their existence as Mennonites.  In short, by the

summer of 1914 Mennonites were fairly comfortable in both their religious and their

national status.  They had no idea what was about to hit them.

Suddenly, news of the Austrian ultimatum on Serbia came “like a bolt from the

clear sky.”  On 1 August, Germany mobilized and the First World War had begun.  A

writer by the name of Pohl wrote about the coming of the Great War in the October 1914
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Mennonitische Blätter and compared it to Noah’s Great Flood, as he surmised that

perhaps the war was divine punishment for becoming too comfortable with the world.177

Although almost everyone knew about the assassination of Archduke Ferdinand,

no one seriously considered that it would lead to war.  The time elapsed between the

Austrian ultimatum to Serbia and the war itself was so short that few Europeans grasped

its full significance until it was too late.178  The August 1914 edition of Mennonitische

Blätter, which went to press on 24 July, contained not even the remotest inkling of the

war that came a week later.  By the time the September edition was published, Germany

had mobilized and already won the initial battles of Mulhausen and Metz on the West and

Lüttich in the East.179  The Germans had mobilized as if pulled together with a chord.  A

nationalistic fervor ensued that was unseen since 1870 during the Franco-Prussian War,

and the Mennonites were no exception.  In 1870, there had been significant debate among

Mennonites over what role, if any, they should serve in the Prussian military.  Those

Mennonites who served in the Franco-Prussian War did so as noncombatants.  By

contrast, at the beginning of the First World War in 1914 there was no question among

Mennonites about their obligations to the Fatherland.  Pastor Hinrich van der Smissen,

Chairman of the VMDR, wrote that it was the Mennonites’ solemn duty to share in the

lot of their fellow Germans.

We Mennonites bind ourselves to the fate of the Fatherland. If our
able-bodied sons offer their best to their country, they will be looked
upon the same, whether or not they bear arms. Our wives and

177 Pohl, “Wie der Blitz oben vom Himmel,” Mennonitische Blätter 61, (October 1914) 73.

178 James Joll, “The Mood of 1914,”  Edited by Holger H. Herwig, The Outbreak of World War I, sixth
edition, (New York:  Houghton Mifflin Company, 1997) 17.

179 Heinrich van der Smissen, “Es ist Krieg,” Mennonitische Blätter 61, (September 1914) 66.
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daughters, together with them, stand prepared to offer hospitality for
the troops passing through our towns and later—we will have only too
many opportunities in the coming weeks—to care for the wounded.
As many donations as each can give will be offered to the Red Cross
and the war effort.  All will do their duty.180

The Mennonites were indeed bound to the fate of the Fatherland.  Despite the

initial victories of the Germans under General Hindenburg in the East, there was a

general panic among residents of East Prussia and eastern Austria.  Streams of refugees

came through Danzig, along with large numbers of dead and wounded.181  Even when the

Eastern Front was safely away from East Prussia, those in the Austrian province of

Galicia were not so fortunate.  The towns of Lemberg and Neuhof, both of which had

significant Mennonite populations, were badly damaged.  Russians invaded Neuhof on 1

September 1914, and the Mennonite population fled.  The Neuhof Mennonite Fellowship

did not hold services for the next three years for lack of congregants.  When the refugees

returned in 1917, they found their homes looted of everything, even missing the doors off

their hinges.182  Lemberg was also damaged heavily.  Evidently, not all were able to

escape on time.  On their retreat through the town, the Russians captured seven

Mennonite civilians.  To aid in the recovery efforts of Galicia, the VMDR raised 44400

M.183

Even if the battlefronts were gone from Prussia, the war continued to be firmly in

the mind of its inhabitants.  The Danzig Mennonite Fellowship held a candlelight vigil on

180 van der Smissen, “Es ist Krieg,” 66.

181 HG Mannhardt, “Was predigen wir in der Kriegszeit?” Mennonitische Blätter 63 (January 1916) 2.

182 Heinrich Pauls, “Nach Galazien,” Mennonitische Blätter 64 (August 1917) 61-62.

183 Christian Neff, “Dritten Rechenschaftsbericht über unsere Fürsorge für die kriegsgeschädigten
Glaubensgenossen, “Mennonitische Blätter 64 (June 1917) 43-45.
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1 August 1915 to commemorate the first anniversary since German mobilization.  There

was no end in sight for the war, but the congregation wanted to honor the sacrifices of its

members and other Germans who had already sacrificed so much for Germany.184  The

situation continued to worsen and, by January 1916, there was great concern about

whether food supplies would last until the next harvest.  Wheat bread was forbidden,

replaced by “war” bread.185  The congregation continued to commemorate mobilization

anniversaries throughout the war by sending care packages to their troops stationed on

the front lines, along with notes urging the troops not to give up hope.

The length of the war shows us how futile human calculations are.
Thus we become more quiet and patient in our desires and
expectations, but also more steadfast in our fulfillment of duties and
sacrifices.186

Significant numbers of Mennonites served on all levels of military service, both

noncombatant and combatant.  Although Mennonites had been guaranteed the option of

noncombatant service in the German military, relatively few of them actually took that

option in 1914.  Mennonites’ military service exemption was revoked in 1867.

Kulturkampf legislation had censored Mennonite sermons and church discipline,

effectively eliminating the tools Mennonite congregations had to encourage their

members to exercise their rights to noncombatant service.  As a result, in the nearly fifty

years that had passed since 1867, Mennonite youth had received little indoctrination to

cause them to favor noncombatant service.

184 HG Mannhardt, “Was predigen wir in der Kriegszeit, Fortsetzung,” Mennonitische Blätter 63 (June
1916) 44, 46.

185 HG Mannhardt, “Was predigen wir in der Kriegszeit, Fortsetzung,” Mennonitische Blätter 63 (March
1916)  20.

186 HG Mannhardt, “Sendschreiben der Danziger Gemeinde an ihre Mitglieder im Felde,” Mennonitische
Blätter 63 (Aug. 1916) 58.
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Compounding the lack of indoctrination for noncombatant service was the

popular view among non-Mennonites that noncombatant service and refusal to bear arms

amounted to cowardice and demonstrated a lack of honor.  Furthermore, serving one’s

obligations through combatant service was more convenient.  Noncombatant service

required a two-year commitment on a military base.  Terms of service for combatant

service, meanwhile, were considerably shorter and could be fulfilled by volunteering to

spend a year in the reserve officer corps, which allowed one to serve without having to

leave home for significant amounts of time.  Even the commitments in the regular

military were not as long for combatants as noncombatants.  The popular pressure for

combatant service, combined with its greater convenience, resulted in increasing numbers

of Mennonites serving in combatant roles even long before the First World War.187

At the outset of the First World War, there were 2000 Mennonites in the German

military, less than a third of whom served in noncombatant roles as medics or Red Cross

volunteers.  The Hamburg-Altona Mennonite Fellowship, for example, had 31 members

in service altogether.   Of those, 26 served in combatant roles, including 13 in infantry,

eight in the marines, two in artillery, two in communications and engineering, one in

administrative duty.  Only five members served in noncombatant duty, with three in the

medical corps and two in the Red Cross.188  The Danzig Mennonite Fellowship showed

similar figures for military service among its members.  At the war’s beginning in 1914,

138 Mennonites from Danzig were in the military.  By September 1918, the number had

grown to 248.  Of those, the vast majority served in combatant service.  Nine served in

187 Heinrich van der Smissen, “Unsere Brüder im Felde,” Mennonitische Blätter 61 (September 1914) 67.

188 Ibid., 68.
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the marines, six in the air force, and the rest in the army, with 99 infantry, 46 artillery,

seven cavalry, 15 technical troops, ten in administrative duties, and three field

correspondents.  27 people served in noncombatant roles with 19 train and column

drivers, and eight medics.189

With the many Mennonites involved in military service, they also suffered

significant casualties.  From the beginning of the war, Mennonitische Blätter published a

cumulative memorial list each month of Mennonites who died on the front lines in a

column entitled “Our Team in the Field.”  By November 1915, the last month the list was

published, the list had grown to be nearly four pages long, enough to preempt the normal

segment of news from around the Federation, with 144 Mennonites listed as dead, 111

wounded, 25 as missing or captured, and 91 Iron Cross recipients.190

Proportionally, Mennonites were offering as much to the war effort as their

German neighbors.  Even so, the old German stereotype of Mennonites as shirkers of

national duty persisted.  Among the numerous dramas put on in German theaters to whip

up national fervor for the war effort was a revival of Ernst von Wildenbruch’s infamous

Der Menonit.  From the first time it was performed in 1882, the Mennonites, led by van

der Smissen and Mannhardt, protested it as being historically inaccurate and

inflammatory in its portrayal of Mennonites as anti-national cowards who lacked honor

and decency.  The tragedy’s revival during the First World War, when Mennonites were

189  H.G. Mannhardt, “Die Danziger Gemeinde an ihre Männer im Felde,” Mennonitische Blätter 65
(September 1918) 66.

190 Heinrich van der Smissen, “Unsere Mannschaft im Felde (Aufgestellt im November),” Mennonitische
Blätter 62 (November 1915) 87-90.
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serving and dying for the defense of the Fatherland, was especially bitter for van der

Smissen and others.191

Whereas Mennonite protests against Der Menonit in 1882 met only marginal

success, in 1914 many Germans felt that the time for divisiveness over conflicts between

religious conviction and national duty had passed.  The München-Augsburger

Abendzeitung, the Frankfurter Nachrichten, and other newspapers criticized the play’s

reemergence as bringing about a conflict that no longer existed and proposed that plays

ought better work toward unity than divisiveness, especially in such a time of national

crisis.192  Perhaps the greatest indication of change in public perception of Mennonites

came on 19 October 1914, when van der Smissen, the leader of the Berlin Mennonite

Fellowship, and others successfully petitioned the General Intendant, Count von Hülfen-

Hasseler, to strike der Menonit from the Royal Theater’s schedule.  The General

Intendant’s decision marked a complete reversal from the 1880s, when similar Mennonite

protests failed to keep der Menonit from the prestigious stage.  In 1914, the national

mood saw no political parties or religious minorities, only Germans.193

While the sense of national duty was undeniably strong amongst Mennonites, they

were nevertheless troubled by its implications for their relations with Mennonites outside

of Germany.  Because of the disruptions the war caused in the postal service, it was

unfeasible to send Mennonitische Blätter to subscribers outside of Germany, Switzerland,

and Holland.  Issues would arrive at their destinations after several months delay, at

191 Henricn van der Smissen, “Ob’s dismal Glückt?  Nähmlich für Wildenbruchs Menonit Stimmung zu
Machen,” Mennonitische Blätter 61 (October 1914), 78.

192 Ibid.,  79.

193 Heinrich van der Smissen, “Es ist erreicht,” Mennonitische Blätter 61 (November 1914), 83.
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which time they were no longer relevant.  Although this represented only a temporary

inconvenience for communicating with Mennonites in North America and other neutral

areas, the situation was far more serious with the Mennonites in Russia.  Because the

Russian Mennonites lived in an enemy country and were behind enemy lines, direct

correspondence with them, even under intense scrutiny, was impossible.  The situation

was particularly difficult for the Prussian Mennonites.  They had very close—even

familial—ties with the Russian Mennonites.  Prior to the First World War, there had even

been significant migration back and forth between the two groups.  They were in constant

contact.  For the duration of the war, however, all correspondence could only be made

through third parties in the United States and Canada.  This effectively delayed

correspondence and news between the Prussian Mennonites and their Russian

coreligionists for several months.194

Even worse was the potential for German Mennonites to meet Russian

Mennonites on the battlefield.  Russia ended Mennonite military service exemptions

when Prussia did.  Like Prussia, Russia offered Mennonites the option of noncombatant

service.  Russia even allowed Mennonites to avoid military service altogether through

volunteering for the forestry service.  Even with the alternatives and despite the issue of

military service remaining contentious amongst Russian Mennonites, some nevertheless

chose to fulfill their obligations as combatants.  Thus, the Mennonites of both countries

were forced to face what had been one of their worst fears about military service:  the

very real possibility that they might have to fire upon their coreligionists and relatives.195

194 Heinrich van der Smissen, “Unser Blatt,” Mennonitische Blätter 61 (September 1914), 69-70.

195 “Nachrichten aus Rußland, durch Wechselblätter in America,” Mennonitische Blätter 63 (March 1916)
18.
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Because of the situation, a new definition of “defenselessness” and its relationship

to national duty seems to have emerged.  There was no longer a question about

Mennonite involvement in military service, or even combatant service, so defenselessness

did not mean a refusal to bear arms or to fulfill their duties as a German citizen.  On the

other hand, Mennonites could not allow national duty to outweigh their Christian duty to

love their enemies.  Defenselessness thus meant fulfilling their duties when their nation

was at war, yet at the same time refusing to allow the political differences between

Germany and the countries it was at war with to degenerate into personal ones.  They

were to kill in the line of duty if necessary, but bear no animosity toward the enemy

combatants, who were only doing their jobs.  They were to remain defenseless in their

hearts.196

How unique this attitude would have been to Mennonites at this early stage of the

First World War is unclear.  On the one hand, one might argue that the German

Mennonites’ stance was designed to justify their continued relations with their Russian

faith brethren. On the other hand, the vast majority of the articles in Mennonitische

Blätter written against animosity toward enemy combatants did not mention Russian

Mennonites.   In fact, in the mindset of many Prussian Mennonites, the Russian

Mennonites were so strongly German in their identity—service in the Russian military

notwithstanding—that to call for amnesty in their case seemed redundant.197

196 Heinrich van der Smissen, “Unsere Brüder im Ausland,” Mennonitische Blätter 61 (September 1914)
70-71.

197  Christian Neff, “Die Zukunft unsere deutsch-russischen Glaubensbrüder,” Mennonitische Blätter 61
(January 1916) 6.
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One might also argue that World War I saw numerous instances of camaraderie

between the warring parties, even among enemy combatants on the battlefield.  The

Christmas Truce of 1914 and the enthusiasm with which German soldiers greeted

American soldiers when the ceasefire was called in 1918 come to mind.  In that light, the

Mennonite statements against malice toward enemy combatants echoed many of the

contemporary sentiments about the war and its dehumanizing effect on its combatants.

On the other hand, where the general sentiments against animosity toward enemy

combatants tended to wane as the war became longer and the casualties mounted, the

Mennonite sentiments, as expressed in Mennonitische Blätter, remained fairly consistent

throughout the war.

A series of articles published in the Mennonitische Blätter in 1917, entitled “The

World War and the Kingdom of God,” van der Smissen explored how Mennonites ought

best respond to the war as Christians.  His first article explored the focus and attention

that the war had placed on worldly concerns for the defense and preservation of worldly

kingdoms.  Such a time of national crisis, he continued, paradoxically offered an

important opportunity to remember that ultimate loyalty ought to lie with God, and not

necessarily with the state.198  The second article defined God’s Kingdom as an eternal

kingdom comprised of all Christians, worthy of far more loyalty than one’s nation, which

was limited in time.  The article further defined war as resultant of a distancing from

God.199  From these articles, it becomes clear that while German Mennonites saw nothing

198 Heinrich van der Smissen, “Der Weltkrieg und das Reich Gottes,” Mennonitsiche Blätter 65 (July 1917)
54-55.

199 Heinrich van der Smissen, “Der Weltkrieg und das Reich Gottes, Fortsetzung,” Mennontische Blätter65
(August 1917) 59.
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contradictory in also being good soldiers, the other core portions of their theology of

nonresistance, including the call to love one’s enemies, remained intact, if somewhat

redefined.

The First World War ended just as quickly as it started.  Very few predicted the

First World War before it was upon them on 1 August 1914.  Similarly, even a month

before the armistice on 11 November 1918, prospects for peace seemed impossibly

improbable.  There was little doubt that recovery from the war would be a long process,

but there was, nevertheless considerable optimism among Mennonites.200

Although the First World War was a devastating conflict from any respect, for the

Mennonites, it was also a moment of truth for their newly found balance between

national and religious identity.  In many ways, the test was successful; they had fulfilled

their duties as Germans with honor while holding on to their convictions as Mennonites.

It was with pride that Pastor Hermann Gottlieb Mannhardt wrote in 1919 about the 250

members of his Danzig Mennonite Fellowship who had served in the First World War.201

Thus, in many ways, the First World War and the few years preceding it marked a

golden age for Prussian Mennonites.  For the time being, they had balanced their national

identity with religious conviction.  With the Treaty of Versailles, the process began anew

as the Prussian Mennonites found themselves divided into the Polish Corridor, the Free

City of Danzig, and East Prussia.

200 Heinrich van der Smissen, “Zur neuen Lage der Dinge,” Mennonitische Blätter 65 (December 1918) 90.

201 HG Mannhardt, Die Danziger Mennonitengemeinde:  Ihre Entstehung und Ihre Geschichte von 1569-
1919, (Danzig:  1919)
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Conclusion

At the outbreak of the First World War, Kaiser Wilhelm II proclaimed that he no

longer saw liberals, socialists, conservatives, or anything else other than Germans.  While

the lack of differing political interests may have been exaggerated—one of the reasons

behind going to war, after all, was to distract from political dissatisfaction with the Kaiser

at home—Germans were, as a whole, more unified than they had been at any point

previously.  The early days of feigned nationalism were over for the Kaiserreich, and

Germany had become a nation-state.

A different sort of nationalism had emerged.  Rather than the divisive nationalism

of Bismarck’s Realpolitik, the new nationalism put the good of the Reich ahead of petty

differences.  The many different associations and organizations of Germany had reached

a point where they could look at themselves and one another more or less comfortably as

Germans.  Although their confessional differences remained, the same was largely true

for the various religious groups of Germany.

The Kulturkampf, although it was intended to break apart Catholic political

authority on the policy end and convert Catholics to Protestantism on the popular end,
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succeeded in neither.  Quite the contrary, the Kulturkampf and its pressures brought them

even closer together and made them more devout in their religious resolve.  Catholics’

reliance on the milieu increased as a result, and thus resulted in an even greater

organization of their political authority behind the Center party.202  In short, the

Kulturkampf and its pressures did not weaken Catholicism so much as it brought it into

modernity with a new resolve and determination.

The Kulturkampf’s effect on Mennonites, though a bit more debatable in its

outcomes, nevertheless caused a similar process of modernization.  Mennonites had come

to terms with their role as citizens in the German Reich, as well as the military duties it

entailed.  Military service as an issue of contention became passé.  Those who continued

to object to it had long since emigrated.  The Prussian Mennonites, meanwhile, gradually

took on the views of their neighbors that military service was an unavoidable rite of

modernity; emigration to Russia, Canada, or the United States was useless.203  They

changed their old concept of Wehrlosigkeit accordingly.

The Kulturkampf’s popular front, which included plays such as Der Menonite,

forced Mennonites to carefully reexamine themselves and their position in the Reich.  In

the resulting realignment of Mennonite historiography, they found support for both their

position in the Reich and their confession.  With the help of Ludwig Keller, Anna Brons,

and Max Schön, Mennonites were able to even reestablish a certain amount of pride to

their heritage, even to the extent of emerging from the shadows of the debacle of

Münster.

202 Anderson, “Recent Work,” 683.

203 Van der Smissen, “Grundsatz,” 82.
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Meanwhile, with the influences of the Vereinswesen and the assistance of their

Dutch coreligionists, the Mennonites of Germany were able to join into a conference for

the first time in their history.  While the VMDR did not necessarily do anything to

increase Mennonite numbers, it nevertheless was able to stop the decrease and, more

importantly, bring the Mennonites out of isolation to work together toward common

goals.

In short, on the eve of the First World War, the Mennonites, Catholics, and

Protestants, were more comfortable than ever before with the balance between their

religion and nationality.  They had reinvented themselves to be good Mennonites and

good Germans.  During the war, they fought, suffered, and died as Germans.  At war’s

end, the Treaty of Versailles and its provisions for the creation of Poland effectively

shifted the scales so that the Prussian Mennonite struggle for complimentary religious

and national identity began all over again.
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