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CHAPTER I 

A GENERAL INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW OF THE TOPIC 

 

Texas as Gateway 

 Texas has served as an international gateway to immigrants since the late 

18th century, initially, as an important frontier of Spain’s New World. Through the 

centuries this trend has endured, uninterrupted by the former colony’s change in 

status to independent country, and then statehood as part of the United States of 

America. The flow continues in the 21st century; and even the recent recession 

between 2000 and 2003 has not stemmed the influx of individuals seeking a better 

life for themselves and their families in the Lone Star State. (Petersen & Assanie, 

2005)  The United States Office of Immigration Statistics (2005) places the 

number of ‘persons admitted to state of intended residence’ – in this case, Texas, 

at 91,799 for the fiscal year of 2004. The only constant change lies in the culture 

and background of the immigrants, depending on events in the rest of the world 

(Fehrenbach, 1985).   

  

Mennonite Immigrants at O’Donnell 

 Some of the most recent immigrants seeking new beginnings in rural 

northwest Texas have come from northern Mexico. Interestingly, they are neither 
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of Native Mexican origin, nor are they Hispanic. They are Mennonites of northern 

European descent; and their history has taken them from the Netherlands and 

North Sea Coast of Germany, halfway around the globe before landing them in the 

dusty and dry South Plains, near the small town of O’Donnell. They stand out 

most visibly by way of their traditional attire, their large families, and their 

language, a centuries-old variety of German. Though friendly, they keep to 

themselves, separate from those who don’t share their religion and lifestyle. Their 

social isolation is a form of self-preservation of the group; and it has its roots in 

their history, deeply entangled in their religion. It directly impacts every aspect of 

their lives, including the educational opportunities of their children. An unusually 

high dropout rate at a very young age is one of the more unfortunate 

consequences. Mennonite children, as other immigrant children, face a multitude 

of challenges, ranging from uprooting and culture shock, to acquiring a new 

language and struggling to balance new and heritage cultures (Igoa, 1995) Unlike 

the majority of their peers, Mennonite children face the additional issue of having 

to try to function in the world outside their immediate religious community, while 

facing intense pressure from home to not become worldly themselves - a delicate 

balance. The prevailing trend at O’Donnell Elementary is that though the children 

seem to adjust well to the new surroundings, language, and educational system – 

and seem to enjoy school a great deal, they are all too often withdrawn by their 
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parents before they reach middle school, resulting in sadness and some confusion 

in the affected children, as well as frustration and demoralization of teachers and 

administrators who make great efforts to serve this population.  

 Though they are locally recognized as ‘the German people’ and largely 

respected for their farming skills and outstanding work-ethic; due to their 

isolation, the Mennonites have remained remote and vaguely mysterious to their 

neighbours. Mennonite children, falling through the cracks of the educational 

system, disappear from school at a young age; and this may in part be accounted 

for by the fact that even the most well-meaning teachers and administrators are 

unfamiliar with various aspects of Mennonite culture and background. Such 

knowledge is invaluable in gaining a better understanding of this unique 

population; and it may eventually enable the school system to better serve their 

educational needs.  This paper serves as a general overview and literature review 

of past and recent writings on Mennonites, ranging from language to religion and 

migration history, as it may be relevant to future studies of public education issues 

of a Mennonite Diaspora in a small West Texas town.  

  

Plain Dress as a Visible Sign of Faith and Community 

 In his brief, but widely cited 1963 tract Mennonite Life, Hostetler offers a 

general introduction of Mennonite history, culture and beliefs, focusing largely on 
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Mennonites in the northeast of the United States. According to Hostetler, 

Mennonites have often been confused with a range of religious groups, including 

the ultra-conservative Amish branch of their faith. They have been called 

‘peculiar’, which can mean ‘unusual’, ‘odd’, or ‘distinct from all others’, and not 

much is known about them, even in the very communities with whom they come 

into daily contact. Hostetler (1963) cites Mennonite ‘plain-dress’ as one of the 

most obvious factors setting Mennonites apart from their neighbours.   

 Strict adherence to traditional Mennonite costume may vary from 

community to community, as it is largely considered to be a matter of discipline, 

and has been acknowledged as such to be arbitrary, depending solely on the 

standards of the individual congregations (Druesedow, D., personal 

communication, 19 June, 2006). Typically, men are clean cut and wear store-

bought clothing appropriate to their professions. In rural West Texas, where 

farming is common, jeans and t-shirts or western style button down shirts are 

popular with men and young boys, alike. Women’s dress is more distinctive in that 

even young girls wear home-made dresses cut in a characteristic pattern: long 

sleeved, high-cut, and below the knee. The fabric is generally synthetic, and an 

individual touch is allowed in choice of a variety of colourful floral patterns. Girls 

and women wear no make-up and don’t cut their hair. Girls often tie it back in 

braids or a long pony-tail; while women wear it in a bun, covered by a transparent 
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net cap. Based on biblical passage I. Corinthians, Verse 11: “‘Every woman that 

prayeth or prophesieth with her head uncovered dishonoureth her head.’ Head 

coverings symbolize (for them) the functional relationship of God’s order in 

creation – God, Christ, man, woman.” (Hostetler, 1963, p.15).  

 

Gender Roles 

 The above quotation sums up the patriarchal nature of Mennonite society. 

Men are the providers and breadwinners, ranking below God and Christ, but above 

women for whose keep and protection they are, however, responsible. They are 

the heads of home and the contact to the outside world. Through this contact they 

learn enough of the host country’s language to be able to work. As home and 

heritage keepers, Mennonite women work hard. Their duties include having 

children, running the household, helping on the farm, and instilling the traditional 

Plautdietsch language and values in their children (Sawatzky, 1971; Schmidt, 

2001) 

 

 

 

 

 

 5



CHAPTER II 

A GENERAL VIEW OF MENNONITE LANGUAGE 

 

Language and Identity 

 Though Hostetler’s book is a concise little overview of the Mennonite 

background and lifestyle, he does not go into detail about language, an extremely 

important aspect of any culture. Instead, he merely states that ‘Pennsylvania 

Dutch’ as he calls the Mennonite heritage language, was becoming extinct along 

with older generations at the time of writing (Hostetler, 1963).  Language, 

however, is an inextricable part of a group’s cultural identity. Fishman (1997) calls 

language the ‘supreme symbol system of the human species’ (p. 3). He elaborates: 

As such, every vernacular also lends itself readily to becoming symbolic of 
the speech community that has consistently utilized it intergenerationally 
and for which it has become an obvious cultural boundary-maintenance 
mechanism. Finally, a major portion of every culture is necessarily 
linguistic (viz. prayers, laws, folklore, education and the daily rounds of 
constant verbal interaction – i.e., the culturally normative ways of asking, 
thanking complementing scolding, etc., etc. – that makes every society 
“tick”). At home, at work, in government, at prayer, in the shops and at 
play language is part and parcel of the texture of human social life itself 
thereby further fostering both the frequency and the intensity of the 
language and culture link (Fishman, 1997, p. 3). 
 

 The self-imposed isolation, typical to Mennonite communities, has allowed 

them to keep their heritage languages and culture alive. Despite the cultural 
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mainstreaming effects of mass media and globalization, culture continues to exist 

and develop in individuals and communities (Fishman, 1999).  

 

Heritage Languages and Language Use   

 In the local Mennonite community, the heritage language spoken at home is 

Low German, or Plautdietsch, which originated along the North and East Sea 

coastal areas of Germany. High German is used for religious readings and 

services; because it is the language of the Bible as translated by Luther. As this 

particular community has its most recent roots in Mexico, Spanish along with 

English are used as worldly languages, mainly by the men, and in the work 

domain.  

 This seems to be in direct contrast to Hostetler’s (1969) rather bleak 

prediction about language-use of Mennonites based largely in the northeastern part 

of America and a reflection of more recent research conducted by Bixler-Márquez 

in Mexico; according to which, Plautdietsch seems to remain stable in Mennonite 

communities south of the United States. In the mid-80s Bixler-Márquez (1991) 

conducted a survey of German-Spanish bilingualism in two Mennonite 

communities located in Chihuahua, Mexico: Colonía Calpulín and Colonía Swift 

Current. The inhabitants of Colonía Calpulín were more traditional and isolated 

than those of Colonía Swift Current, who were spread out across 17 small 
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settlements called camps and had become acculturated to a greater degree out of 

economic necessity. Bixler-Márquez gathered data ranging from basic 

demographics regarding ethnic background, first language (L1), and place of birth, 

to proficiency ratings in both languages and language use in various domains, such 

as home, church, and business. He found that the more isolated community 

retained a stable bilingual environment, in which German and Spanish remained 

strictly assigned to separate functions and domains. Activities in the home, school, 

and church were conducted in German; activities on the ‘outside’ were conducted 

by designated male representatives of the community. Mass media did not reach, 

and therefore did not influence this isolated community’s language use (Bixler-

Márquez, 1991).  

 Colonía Swift Current, on the other hand was found to harbour a 

bilingualism of a more transitional nature. The home and church domains retained 

a strong use of German. Because Colonía Swift Current was less centralized than 

Colonía Calpulín, the community was not organized to send representatives to deal 

with the outside world. Therefore, due to a greater number of individual 

community members’ more intensive interaction with the government and the 

local Spanish-speaking business community, as well as largely unwanted 

proximity to mass media, Spanish was coming into greater use in those particular 

 8



domains. Moreover, Mennonite children attending public schools were introduced 

to a third language – English (Bixler-Márquez, 1991).  

 Comprehensive as his research was, Bixler-Márquez (1991) focused on 

German-Spanish bilingualism in general, without distinguishing between 

Plautdietsch and High German and the domains in which each is used. To clearly 

understand the importance and function of each variety, it is appropriate to take a 

step back into history and see where ancient German culture, a new religion and 

language initially met, to create this unique community known as Mennonites. 

 

An Introduction to Mennonite Plautdietsch 

 As many modern languages, including English; French; German; the Celtic 

and Slavonic languages, as well as Hindi; Urdu; and Farsi; Plautdietsch originally 

derived from, what researchers have called the ‘Proto Indo-European’ dialect 

(Richards, J. & Schmidt, R., 2002). This ancient lingua franca predates all written 

history, and originated more than six millennia ago from dialects used by a variety 

of Asian and European peoples. The Proto Indo-European dialect was common in 

a region between Central Asia and Europe. There are several theories of where, 

when, and how exactly separate languages began developing from this common 

dialect, but there is a consensus that as the ancient Indo-Europeans expanded 

across Europe, they gave rise to new languages and cultures. Thiessen (2003) 
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speculates that around 3000 B.C. parts of southern Scandinavia were inhabited by 

tribes later identified as Germanic. Over time the Germanic language developed 

into three explicit branches: East, North, and West. And it is the West Germanic 

branch which would eventually evolve into modern Dutch, Afrikaans, English, 

Frisian, and High and Low German.  He highlights a specific example of the 

Germanic Sound Shift from the Indo-European, the results of which may still be 

seen in modern European cognates. Through a progression of consonantal 

changes, the Indo-European /p/ shifted to the Proto-Germanic /f/, thus resulting in 

cognate groups such as ‘pater’ in Latin, ‘pere’ in French, and ‘padre’ in Spanish, 

in contrast to ‘Vater’ in High German and ‘Voda’ in Plautdietsch in which /v/ is 

pronounced as /f/ (Thiessen, 2003).  

 A second consonantal sound shift, beginning in the sixth century in 

Switzerland, distinguishes Low German in the very north from High German. For 

example, the Plautdietsch /k/ in ‘moake’ (to make) becomes /ch/ in the High 

German ‘machen’. As the consonant change spread to the north and the east, it 

stopped at the Benrath isogloss, or dialect boundary, named after a small village in 

northern Germany.  Presently, High German also refers to the written standard, as 

it comes largely from dialects south of the so-called ‘Benrath Line’. Due to its 

phonological and syntactical anatomy, linguists classify Mennonite Plautdietsch as 

an eastern, Lower Prussian dialect.  Thiessen (2003) provides a comprehensive 
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general linguistic history of Mennonite Plautdietsch, including orthographic, 

morphological, and syntactical charts to describe the language in the preface to his 

Mennonite Low German Dictionary.  He insinuates that Mennonite Plautdietsch, 

as it is spoken today reflects the odyssey of a people, following the journey that 

would eventually take it from its native Frisia to the Americas, via Scandinavia 

and several Eastern European countries. Today’s Plautdietsch includes 

‘…loanwords from Polish, Russian, Ukrainian, Yiddish, Old Prussian, Swedish, 

and most recently English’ (Thiessen, 2003, p. 10). Though Thiessen does not take 

the Central and South American Mennonite populations into account; it is 

reasonable to infer that loanwords from Spanish and maybe even indigenous 

languages may by now have infiltrated Plautdietsch as it is spoken by Mennonites 

who have been raised in these regions.  

 However, returning to the very beginning of this journey; long before the 

founding of the Mennonites, the Germanic tribes carried out their migrations 

across Europe circa 300 B.C., spreading their language and culture (Thiessen, 

2003).  
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CHAPTER III 

AN OVERVIEW OF ETHNIC ROOTS AND HISTORICAL CONTEXT  

 

West Frisian Origins 

 Rempel (1995) supplies a great deal of additional historical details, 

regarding not only the language, but also the people who spoke it throughout the 

centuries. He begins with an introduction of the Frisians, the direct ancestors of 

the Plautdietsch speaking Mennonites. The Frisians, or ‘Free Ones’ in Gothic, 

inhabited the low and marshy North Sea coastal areas of present day Holland and 

Germany. Constant challenges by the forces of nature and invasion in form of 

rising sea-levels and the ravages of Norman piracy left the Frisians hardened, 

proud, and extremely protective of their freedom. Their reputation for courage 

earned them the respect of the Roman legions, and eventually the title of ‘Gottes 

Ehrenvolk’, which means ‘God’s People of Honour’. Throughout the middle ages 

they consistently declined knighthoods, asserting an innate knighthood not 

bestowed by man. Frisian delegates refused to kneel before Phillip of Spain even 

as they gave their oath of loyalty in 1555, claiming “De Friesen knielje alline foar 

God!” which translates as “The Frisians kneel only before God!” (Rempel,1995). 

Though they tended to feud amongst themselves fiercely, the Frisians united time 

and again against external threats, all the while conserving their political, cultural 
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and linguistic autonomy. This legacy of pride and independence may be seen to 

provide part of the cultural foundation upon which the Mennonite community 

would be founded.   

 

Historical Context of the Reformation 

 The early 16th century, a time of religious and social upheavals in Europe, 

found the Frisians firmly ensconced in the Frisia Triplex, comprised of West 

Friesland, Groningen, and East Friesland (Rempel, 1995). This area included the 

present day Netherlands. Sixteenth century Europe was not organized into nation-

states with precisely delineated boundaries as is common in today’s geo-political 

environment; instead, it consisted of a collection of kingdoms, principalities, and 

trade cities with rather fluid boundaries and borders. Initially, trade and later 

sweeping persecutions promoted free movement from the present day Netherlands 

all the way along the coast to Baltic State cities (Keeney, 1968).  

 Though Rempel cites quite a few historical events, his treatment of the 

Reformation and Mennonite origins are precursory. Keeney’s Dutch Anabaptist 

Thought and Practice 1539-1564 (1968), primarily a theological history, offers 

few glimpses of worldly events and contexts. Even Dyck’s Mennonite History 

gives no historical framework to the founding of the Mennonites. It barely skims 

over the Reformation, without which there may never have been either, 
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Mennonites, nor the German Luther Bible, they hold so dear. Turning to history is 

extremely helpful in contextualizing, and in gaining a deeper understanding of the 

social, political, and spiritual climate, which brought about first the Reformation, 

and later the founding of the Mennonites. 

 International events, affecting the distribution of power and wealth 

throughout Europe, and the spread of Humanism contributed to widespread and 

often turbulent changes in society, thereby setting the stage for the Reformation. 

The Portuguese and Spanish explorers’ expeditions and discoveries of the 15th 

century and the establishment and exploitation of colonies in the New World had 

provided their respective sovereigns with almost limitless wealth and income. This 

contributed to a general shift of political and economic power to the western 

kingdoms of Europe, especially to Spain. Venice and Genoa were replaced by 

Seville, Lisbon and Antwerp (through its connection to Spain) as international 

trade centers. Through the expansion of world trade, capitalism gained in stature, 

resulting in a greater need for currency. Wealth in currency greatly increased the 

status and power of merchant and banking families, such as the Fuggers of 

Augsburg; and it also began to factor more strongly in politics (Bonwetsch, & 

Wilmanns, & Eberle, 1952).  

 The aforementioned events and revitalization of trade were beneficial to the 

economic elite of merchants, states, and trade cities. The majority, however, 
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suffered under a severe inflation, which had been brought about through a 

combination of artificially high prices and the fact that the currency market was 

flooded with newly minted coins as a result of increased precious metal mining on 

the Continent. Workers not able to survive on their current wage went on strike, 

resulting more often than not in lock-outs which only served to compound their 

misery. Labour unrest in the cities lead to the creation of an urban proletariat; and 

though this new social class did not yet have political meaning or aspirations, it 

did become a focus and rallying point for restless thinkers. The value of land sank, 

affecting especially those rural areas dependent on selling their produce to nearby 

cities, which set the prices without regard for inflation. Increasingly, 

representatives of the Catholic Church were forced to seek additional income, as 

the returns of their land-holdings could no longer support them. The nobility felt 

resentful and excluded from the cultural progress any commoner could now make, 

and flocked to the countryside where they might live off their estates.  Their 

actions in turn inflamed the rural population even more, resulting in farmer 

rebellions in the early 1500s (Bonwetsch, & Wilmanns, & Eberle, 1952).  

 

 

 

 

 15



CHAPTER IV 

ORIGINS OF THE MENNONITE RELIGION AND BELIEFS 

 

Early Reformers 

 Under this collection of circumstances it is not surprising that even ordinary 

people began re-evaluating their beliefs and thereby, sometimes inadvertently, 

paving pathways to new belief-systems. External and social instability were 

reflected in spiritual insecurity. The old values and familiar rules of the Middle 

Ages were no longer valid.  

The rise of Humanism, the philosophical representation of the Renaissance, shook 

the ultimate supremacy of the Church, which had long been coming under ever-

increasing scrutiny and criticism for its growing worldliness. As early as the 14th 

century scholars, such as Jon Wycliff (d. 1384) in England, and Jan Hus (d. 1415) 

in Bohemia had urged a return to studying the Scriptures, and had railed against 

church-corruption, especially in form of the sale of indulgences (Dyck, 1993). 

Now, in the early 1600s their calls were echoed by Erasmus of Rotterdam (1466-

1528), a Catholic thinker, and one of the leading Humanists of his time. Erasmus 

went as far as to view the ancient Greek philosophers, such as Plato and Socrates 

as the precursors to Christ. While this was a decidedly unpopular notion, even in 

German intellectual circles; his calls for the purification of the Church found an 
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eager audience, some of whom were members of the regular clergy who had the 

ear of the people (Tenbrock, 1979).  

  

Martin Luther: Father of the European Reformation

 Martin Luther, responsible for the Reformation in Germany, idolized 

Erasmus.  Born 1483 in the small central German town of Eisleben, Luther came 

from an upwardly mobile background. His father, a peasant who had profited from 

mining in the area, was able to send his sons to university, where they in turn were 

expected to better their lot socially, as well as financially. Luther’s law studies at 

the University of Erfurt from 1501 ended abruptly, when a religious experience 

lead him to join the local Augustinian monastery against his family’s wishes. The 

Augustinians were well-known and highly respected for both their scholarly 

achievements and their strict moral code. Luther did not immediately find peace. 

For years he suffered a serious spiritual crisis during which he was utterly 

convinced of his own worthlessness in the sight of God. He sought solace in 

reading the Scriptures as his hero Erasmus was encouraging clerics to do. At some 

point between the years 1513 and 1518 he had an experience which left him 

feeling reborn. Through this event Tenbrock (1979) states, Luther became certain 

“…that man is utterly damnable in God’s eyes, and that salvation is only possible 

through Jesus Christ by the grace of faith in Him and His act of redemption” 
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(p.92).  His experience convinced him, that very contrary to Church dogma, man 

cannot gain salvation through his own actions or good works, but is entirely 

dependent upon the grace of God, and that the experience of this grace through 

faith in Christ is a uniquely individual one, independent of any priestly 

intercession. He saw the role of the priest not as that of a middleman, but as that of 

an individual who has arrived at a deeper understanding of the Gospel and has the 

ability to share it with his community, be it by preaching or by counseling 

(Bonwetsch, & Wilmanns, & Eberle, 1952).  

 Much like Erasmus, Luther was deeply disturbed by the corruption he 

witnessed in the Church, especially by the sale of indulgences, through which 

sinners could essentially purchase divine forgiveness with cold, hard currency. 

This practice had become extremely widespread as the Church was trying to raise 

the funds necessary to build St. Peter’s Cathedral in Rome. To make matters 

worse, a nobleman, Albrecht von Hohenzollern had borrowed money to pay Rome 

to allow him to maintain his three high-ranking positions as Archbishop of Mainz, 

Magdeburg and Chief Administrator of the Diocese Halberstadt. The powerful 

banking house Fugger, having lent the sum to the Archbishop, sent their 

representatives to travel with the indulgence-preachers, whose sole mission it was 

to extract as much money as possible from the sinning masses (Bonwetsch, & 

Wilmanns, & Eberle, 1952). The Dominican monk Tetzel was an especially 
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notorious indulgence preacher; and a rhyme he is said to have quoted much, was 

still taught in German schools centuries later: “Wenn das Geld im Kasten klingt, 

die Seele in den Himmel springt”, which translates roughly as “When the coin 

rings in the box, the soul jumps to heaven” (Angulo, C. personal communication, 

7 June, 2006).   

 Luther, whose only aim was to purify and reform, was an idealist rather 

than a politician; and he had no intention of breaking with the church. However, 

things came to a head in 1517 when he heard that Tetzel would be preaching in his 

parish. Infuriated, Luther nailed his now famous 95 Latin Theses to the door of the 

Wittenberg church, condemning the sale of indulgences. No one knows who 

translated the Theses into German; but soon and much to Luther’s surprise, they 

spread like a wildfire among the believers who echoed them as a protest to being 

exploited by the Church. Meant solely to challenge Tetzel to a theological 

discussion, the 95 Theses put Luther on a collision course with his superiors and 

with Pope Leo X. who felt his authority directly challenged (Tenbrock, 1979).   

 Over the next three years, Luther’s stance against the authority of the 

Church and that of the Pope hardened. He continued writing and preaching and 

became the leading voice for church reform among the German masses. In 1520 

the Pope Leo threatened Luther with papal excommunication by issuing a ban 

bull. Luther made his final break with the Church when he burnt the document 
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along with books on church law among crowds of cheering students at Wittenberg 

(Bonwetsch, & Wilmanns, & Eberle, 1952).  

 When Charles V. was elected emperor in 1519 he envisioned himself as the 

guardian of Christendom. A Christian empire implied there would be only one 

Church. In 1521, after being assured safe passage, Luther attended the Reichstag 

at Worms to face his detractors. However, he refused to recant before the emperor, 

the princes and the court.  Within a few days, the emperor proclaimed the Edict of 

Worms, which declared Luther banned and ordered the destruction of his works. 

Anyone who came to Luther’s aid would be similarly shunned. In the meantime, 

Luther had been secreted away to the Wartburg by his overlord the Elector 

Frederick the Wise of Saxony (Fait, 1983). 

 

Martin Luther: Father of the German Bible 

 What followed next would eventually play an extremely important role in 

the history, language use, and therefore in the very culture of the Mennonites from 

the time of their inception as a religious community to the present. Though he had 

begun as early as 1517 with a few psalms, it was during his asylum-years at the 

Wartburg that Luther translated first the New and later also the Old Testament into 

German from the early Hebrew and Greek texts made available by Erasmus. This 

was a monumental task, as Luther had to create the language for his Bible, 
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painstakingly combining religious spirit, preciseness in detail, and authentic use of 

the spoken word to make it accessible to the common folk (Martini, 1968).  As 

speakers of northern and southern dialects were exposed to and learned this new 

written form of German created in the center of the German speech-community, 

Luther’s translations allowed the Scriptures to become the spiritual and intellectual 

property of the German-speaking people. Hence, it is the Luther Bible toward 

which the Mennonites still turn centuries later and continents away.  

  

Ulrich Zwingli and his Protestant Front 

 Though Menno Simons, after whom the Mennonites would be named, was 

heavily influenced by Luther; his thinking was also shaped by events in 

Switzerland, where the Reformation had taken place independently from Martin 

Luther, under the leadership of Ulrich Zwingli.   

  At first look Zwingli (1484-1531) and Luther seem to have a great deal in 

common. They were devout Catholics, Luther a monk and Zwingli a priest. 

Fervent admirers of Erasmus, both men were largely disillusioned by the Catholic 

Church and had come to the conclusion that Church teachings had diverged from 

the original meaning of the Scriptures. However, they differed quite a bit in the 

details of their reform ambitions. Much preoccupied with morality issues, Zwingli 

wanted to refurbish the righteousness of the masses according to high-minded 
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principles he had identified in the Scriptures. He believed that this was the main 

responsibility of the State. In the mid 1520s he convinced the Zurich city council 

to abolish not only nearby monasteries, but also mass, and any piece of imagery or 

decoration not explicitly mentioned in the Bible (Dyck, 1993). Not limiting his 

field of activity to the religious realm, he also took political and social action 

against those noble families who recruited soldiers from the Swiss civilian 

population, renting them out as mercenaries, especially to the French. Though this 

practice provided the country with a sound income, Zwingli was convinced that 

the mercenaries returned degenerates, bringing immorality and debauchery to their 

hometowns, and corrupting the local population (Bonwetsch, & Wilmanns, & 

Eberle, 1952). In 1529 Zwingli and Luther were brought together in the old 

university city of Marburg by Phillip von Hessen, the political leader of Protestant 

nobles, who strongly agreed with Zwingli that the Reformation should go beyond 

the religious to encompass political change, as well. He was trying to build a solid 

and unified Protestant front, reaching from Switzerland to counter the powerful 

Catholic Hapsburg. Phillip’s political ambitions were thwarted almost 

immediately when Luther and Zwingli disagreed fundamentally on the Sacrament 

of the Holy Communion, which to Luther meant the visible grace of God, but to 

Zwingli represented a community memorial gathering (Bonwetsch, & Wilmanns, 

& Eberle, 1952).  
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Divisions and Persecution Among the Reformers 

 The Reformation did not occur in a consistent manner across Europe; and 

in no way was it a unified effort with uniform goals. Instead, there were varying 

levels of change which reformers tried to achieve, some more radical than others. 

Zwingli and Luther, both leaders in the movement, were surrounded by supporters, 

urging them on to go even further in their reforms. More extreme reforms included 

adult baptism, non-payment of taxes to the regional and state authorities and a 

greater degree of freedom in selecting their own religious leaders at the local level 

(Dyck, 1993). It is interesting to note that a great many key figures in this spiritual 

upheaval, such as Martin Luther, Ulrich Zwingli, and Menno Simons were 

originally devout Catholic monks or priests with no intention of starting new 

religions; but just calling for relatively simple changes in certain Church or social 

practices. However, once the Reformation had gained momentum, more and more 

topics came up for discussion and dissent: The Lord’s Supper, infant baptism, and 

oath-taking became serious issues that would be vital in further divisions of the 

faith.   

 These divisions did not always happen peacefully; and neither did they 

necessarily involve the Catholic Church. According to Redekop (1969), in 
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Switzerland a group of Zwingli’s former supporters were relentlessly persecuted 

and brutally martyred for disagreeing with him on issues including,  

(1) separation of church and state in order that the church could be pure and 
autonomous; (2) church membership based on adult confession of faith and 
adult baptism; (3) the disciplined life in the church; and (4) obedience to 
Christ, which required such activities such as nonresistance, simplicity, 
mutual aid, honesty, love, and ultimately suffering (Redekop, 1969, p. 4). 
 

 The beliefs of these early Anabaptists, or re-baptizers, had been formally 

summarized as early as 1527 in a confession of faith under the title of the 

‘Brotherly Union of a Number of Children of God Concerning Seven Articles’. 

This document, also known as the ‘Schleitheim Articles’, would become part of 

the foundation of the Mennonite belief system, positing not only the tenets as cited 

above by Redekop (1969), but also more detailed points regarding voluntary 

avoidance of worldly influences, as well as rejection of all weaponry, violence and 

warfare. In addition, it dealt with the role and nature of discipline within the 

religious community, implying that discipline had its place within individual 

congregations, where it would be enforced via ‘Meidung’, or ‘shunning’ – a form 

of social avoidance of the transgressor by the entire congregation (Umble, 1996). 

In the greater scheme of things, the fact that discipline was not emphasized within 

the church hierarchy, but on a local level, would allow the early Anabaptists, and 

in later years the Mennonites a great deal of flexibility in adapting their individual 

communities to the new lands and circumstances they would encounter during 
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their numerous migrations over the centuries. This autonomous view is also 

largely responsible for the wide range of discipline one may still see today 

amongst different Mennonite congregations who, nevertheless, adhere to the same 

basic beliefs. 

 As the early Swiss Anabaptists fled Zwingli’s persecution to Germany, the 

Tyrolean state of present-day Austria, and to Holland, they continued to 

proselytize, spreading their faith as they went. This group is considered to be one 

of the important precursors of the future Mennonite movement, and still is 

represented officially today as the ‘Altkolonier Reinlaender Mennoniten 

Gemeinde’. More commonly and less formally they are known as the ‘Old 

Colony’ and are thought of as one of the more conservative Mennonite 

communities.  
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CHAPTER V 

MENNO SIMONS AND MENNONITE BELIEFS 

 

Menno Simons: Origins and Beginnings 

 Keeney (1968) states that of the four groups, regularly cited in context with 

the Reformation: Roman Catholic, Lutheran, Reformed (Zwinglian or later also 

Calvinist), and Anabaptist; the Anabaptists were actually a group of diverse 

movements which have often been placed in one single category, out of 

convenience. The Mennonite founders, falling under the Anabaptist label, were 

spiritually and intellectually influenced by humanism and the biblical studies it 

encouraged, as well as by their Protestant predecessors and Anabaptist 

contemporaries, who had fled Zwingli’s persecution. Menno Simons was to 

become his faction’s most important leader, guiding his followers wisely and 

energetically during an extremely critical moment in the early history of their 

movement (Dyck, 1993). 

 Menno Simons (1496-1561) was born into a peasant family in the Frisian 

village of Witmarsum, which lies in today’s Netherlands, close to the German 

border. After preparing for priesthood from a young age, Menno was ordained at 

age 28 by the Bishop of Utrecht. In his first posting as second priest, he was 

located just a little under a mile west of Witmarsum. His early years in the 
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priesthood were quite easygoing. Though he was not known to be immoral, he did 

spend his time in what Dyck (1993) calls ‘careless living’ such as, in Menno’s 

own words “…playing cards, drinking, and in diversions, alas, is the fashion and 

usage of such useless people” (Dyck, 1993, p. 103).  

 

Menno Simons: Doubting Priest 

 Rather than focusing on active church practices or moral issues as Luther 

and Zwingli had before him, Menno developed growing doctrinal doubts he 

initially thought were temptations of the devil, and which he could exorcise 

through neither confession nor prayer.  Specifically, he questioned the physical 

presence of Christ’s flesh and blood in Holy Communion, one of the basic tenets 

of the Catholic faith (Wenger, 1956). Despite great trepidation of what he might 

find and of ultimately losing his faith, Menno decided to follow Luther’s example, 

and attempted to find his answer in the Scriptures. Through his studies he came to 

the conclusion that the Church was erroneously teaching of Christ’s physical 

presence in the Eucharist; and eventually went as far as to decry such beliefs 

as“…contrary to nature, reason and Scripture; yea, it is open blasphemy of the Son 

of God, abomination and idolatry” (Wenger, 1956).  

 The more he sought answers in the Scriptures, and the more he was 

exposed to the beliefs of Dutch and émigré Anabaptists, the more Menno’s 
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doctrinal doubts in the Church increased. The execution via beheading of a tailor 

named Sicke Freerks in the nearby town of Leeuwarden as punishment for having 

been re-baptized set Menno even further down the path towards his break with the 

Catholic Church (Keeney, 1968). Once again, he turned to the Scriptures for 

guidance on infant baptism. He compared the Scriptures to the writings of Luther 

and other reformers, but was not satisfied with them. It is on this vital issue of the 

Holy Sacrament of Baptism that Menno splits not only with the Catholic Church, 

but also with Luther. While Luther posited that children might be baptized on the 

strength of the Church’s or their parents’ faith, Menno, through his Scripture 

readings came to believe that faith could only spring up after conscious exposure 

to the Word of God; and that the external act of baptism could only occur in the 

presence of faith (Wenger, 1956) .  

 Despite his findings and ever-increasing inner distance from the Church, 

Menno remained with the priesthood for several more years; and was even 

promoted to a post as priest of his native Witmarsum in the early 1530s. Looking 

back at those years, Menno was extremely critical of himself in later writings:  

Covetousness and a desire to obtain a great name were the inducements 
which led me to that place. There I spoke much concerning the word of the 
Lord, without spirituality or love, as all hypocrites do, and by this means I 
made disciples of my own stamp, such as vain boasters and light minded 
babblers, who, alas! like myself, cared but little about these matters 
(Wenger, 1956, p.2). 
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 During his time in Witmarsum, Menno’s prominence as an evangelical 

preacher grew largely because he took many opportunities to speak publicly 

against a group called Münsterites, whose doctrine was becoming increasingly 

popular in the region.   

 

Menno Simmons and the Tragedy of Münster 

 Münsterites, less peace-loving as many of their Anabaptist brethren, leaned 

towards an apocalyptic world-view, among other things relying on alleged visions 

and unearthly voices to justify the creation of a heavenly kingdom on earth.  In 

1534, first under the leadership of first one Jan Matthijs (Dyck, 1993) and 

continued upon his death by Johann Bockelson of Leyden, this extremely radical 

group of Anabaptists founded the ‘Kingdom of Zion’ in the north German town of 

Münster, after deposing not only the city’s bishop, but also the Lutheran council 

members in a popular insurrection (Bonwetsch, G., & Wilmanns, E., & Eberle, H. 

1952).  

 Private property was abolished; and communal living was established along 

in a way that would be seen only centuries later in Communist societies. Citizens 

not willing to be baptized and participate in this new utopian society were forced 

from their homes and expelled from the city. Delusional with power, Johann 

Bockelson of Leyden, known also in Mennonite history as Jan van Leyden, 

 29



professed himself the ‘new King David; and he immediately began preparing for 

the inevitable battle he knew would come once word spread to the established 

Church and civic leadership in the region what exactly was going on in Münster. 

He was proven correct and retaliation came quickly in form of an army sent by 

several German princes in support of the deposed bishop. As the male population 

was decimated in battle and more women were left without a head of household, 

Van Leyden instituted polygamy, rationalizing the practice via select passages of 

the Old Testament. For a year the citizens of New Zion lived in fear, beleaguered 

by soldiers, famine and illness, until the city fell on the 24th of June in 1535 

through treachery from within (Dyck, 1993).  Survivors were massacred; and the 

unsuccessful social experiment not only gave Anabaptists a largely undeserved 

reputation for violence and immorality, but it also inflamed the beginnings of the 

counter-reformation.   

  Initially, Menno had respected the Münsterite leaders’ devotion and ardor; 

however, he believed from the very start that their claims to divine inspiration 

were only ancillary to the Bible; and he had also vehemently disagreed with their 

calls for violence (Keeney, 1968).  

 According to Dyck (1993), an event related to the calamitous Münster 

insurrection caused Menno to finally officially leave the Catholic Church. It is said 

that Menno’s brother, Peter Simons, was part of a force of about 300 that briefly 
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occupied the Old Cloister monastery near Witmarsum in support of the 

Münsterites before they were surrounded and either died in the fighting or through 

execution.  

  

Menno Simons: Anabaptist and Leader 

 Menno, who had gained a great deal of popularity through his sermons 

against the Münsterites; had also on several occasions met with leaders to try to 

dissuade them from their violent and in his opinion, erroneous doctrine. After the 

tragedies of the Münster uprising, Menno felt very intensely that by not taking a 

stronger stand against the Church, he had failed to silence the violent Münsterite 

leadership and provide a peaceful alternative to their misguided followers. In his 

own words:  

After this had transpired, the blood of the slain, although it was shed in 
error, grieved me so sorely that I could not endure it. I could find no rest in 
my soul. I reflected upon my carnal, sinful life, my hypocritical doctrine 
and idolatry, in which I continued daily under the appearance of godliness. 
I saw that these zealous children willingly gave their lives and their estates, 
though they were in error, for their doctrine and faith. And I was one of 
those who had discovered some of their abominations, and yet I myself 
remained satisfied with my unrestrained life and known defilements. I 
wished only to live comfortably and without the cross of Christ (Wenger, 
1956, Book 1, p. 4). 

  

 In January of 1535, after an eleven-year-old inner battle, Menno Simons 

“…in typical deliberateness of his Frisian people…” (Dyck, 1993, p. 104) 
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officially broke with the Roman Catholic Church, and was baptized at the hands of 

Obbe Philips, a peaceful Anabaptist leader, who along with his brother Dirk was 

one of the original founders of the group that would soon be called Mennonites. In 

early 1536 Menno publicly proclaimed his newfound assurance in Christ. He then 

went underground, hidden by a group of likeminded peaceful Anabaptists. He 

spent the following year studying the Bible and writing, further developing and 

solidifying his theological standpoint (Dyck, 1993).   

 About a year into his asylum, Menno was visited by a small contingent of 

men who urgently petitioned him to take a leadership role in their community. 

Menno hesitated:                  

Trouble and fear were on every side; for on the one hand I was sensible of 
my limited talents, my great ignorance, my weak nature, the timidity of my 
flesh, the unbounded wickedness, perversity and tyranny of the world, the 
powerful sects, the subtlety of different minds, and the heavy cross that 
would oppress me, should I comply with their solicitations, and on the other 
hand, the miserable, starving condition and necessity of these God fearing, 
pious children, for I saw plainly that they erred as innocent sheep which 
have no shepherd (Wenger, 1956, Book 1, p. 5). 
 

 After some grave contemplation and self-doubt, regarding the personal and 

spiritual ramifications of taking on leadership of a helplessly oppressed group, 

Menno agreed to take on this “…high and arduous service…” (Wenger, 1956, 

Book 1, p. 5), and was ordained by the same man who had baptized him (Dyck, 

1993).                                      
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 This was an extremely active time for Menno, on a personal level as well 

on a spiritual one. In 1536 he had married a woman named Gertrude, about whom 

not much is known. They would have three children and Menno would have to 

protect them and provide for them as he was trying to do the same for his fledgling 

church. Beginning in the earliest years of his leadership, the challenges were 

numerous. When Obbe Philips, one of the original founders, left the movement 

around 1540 it was up to Menno to maintain the morale of his followers, as well as 

the integrity of their beliefs. Persecuted as a heretic himself, Menno held the 

responsibility for keeping his congregation on the true path through what may only 

be described as religious chaos of reformation and counter-reformation. It was due 

to his judicious leadership under physically and spiritually challenging 

circumstances that in 1545 an East Frisian noblewoman would be the first to name 

Menno’s group of peaceful Anabaptists after him (Dyck, 1993). 

 Ironically, throughout the 1540s and 50s, the most arduous theological 

pitfalls came neither from the Roman Catholic Church, nor from Protestant 

zealots, but from those groups who were in relative doctrinal agreement with 

Menno in general, but who differed a great deal in the particular. However, the 

more the various factions debated their differences, the more obvious it became 

that an ecumenical solution was not going to be found anytime soon. On the 

contrary, divisions and positions seemed to harden further (Dyck, 1993).   
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 Unlike other groups, such as the Lutherans and also the later Calvinists, 

who in view of the Münster tragedy for which they blamed religious diversity 

were working to establishing themselves as state religions, the Mennonites did not 

believe that a common religion was prerequisite to a safe and successful society. 

In their efforts to effectively counter their reactionary, as well as their more radical 

opponents, Menno and his followers relied entirely on the Scriptures for guidance, 

carefully balancing spiritual interpretation with a more literal view (Keeney, 1968)  
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CHAPTER VI 

MENNONITE BELIEFS AND PERSECUTION 

 

Mennonite Beliefs 

 Many of the Mennonites’ differences in belief from other reformed 

churches were based purely on doctrine and would lead the community to a 

distinct view pertaining to the nature of Christian living and that of the Church, 

which would continue to influence future Mennonite communities’ general world 

view and their lives centuries later and thousands of miles away.  

 Doctrinal differences with rival reformers included issues such as adult 

baptism and the Lord’s Supper, discussed earlier. Another view which caused 

Menno and his followers to be viewed and persecuted as heretics was their belief 

in the godly incarnation of Christ. This implied that Jesus had received his flesh 

directly from God, rather than from his mother, Mary, as a human and therefore 

affected by original sin. This would account for his complete freedom from sin, 

and the creation of an immaculate church as his body on earth (Dyck, 1993).  

 Their beliefs regarding Christian living within the Church and their view of 

the nature of the Church were two elemental factors that would distinguish the 

Mennonites from the state churches, and which continue to define them as a 

distinct religious group in the present. Christian living was made evident by 
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discipleship and humility in everyday life. Membership to the church was limited 

to sincere penitents who had experienced the God’s grace, and were willing to 

make a conscious and deep commitment to living in Christ through being re-

baptized. In a treatise on ‘The True Christian Belief’ Menno preached:  

For it will always be the case where there is a true, Christian faith, there 
also will be a dying to sin, a new creature, true repentance, a sincere, 
regenerated and unblamable Christian. One does no longer live according 
to the lusts of sin, but according to the will of him who purchased us with 
his blood, drew us by his Spirit, and regenerated us by his word, namely, 
Christ Jesus. (Wenger, 1956, Book 1, p.117) 
 

 The nature of the Church was based on the notion of an uncompelled 

assembly of true believers committed to their congregation through their faithful 

devotion to Christ and their amity for each other. Effectively, total dedication to 

this lifestyle included pacifism, swearing oaths, and most forms of governmental 

support or control, and would separate the Mennonite community from the outside 

world (Hostetler, 1963).  

 The idea of separation from the corrupt and sinful worldly kingdom in 

favour of the heavenly one had been a part of Mennonite thought from the 

movement’s earliest days, and according to Kraybill (1977) this duality was 

“…conceptualized and contrasted as good versus evil and righteousness against 

sin” (p. 7).  This is yet divergence from the Lutheran belief that the two kingdoms 

are, indeed, compatible; and that a good Christian may successfully exist and 

function in both.  

 36



  

Persecution and Suffering 

 The origins of today’s Mennonite communities are rooted firmly in drama 

and tragedy. From the group’s inception until 1574, the Mennonites (and other 

Anabaptist groups) were persecuted relentlessly. Menno and his closest circle 

managed to escape slaughter only by staying in almost continuous hiding. 

However, thousands of others were martyred for their faith, arousing either intense 

admiration or derision, but strengthening their cause through their public sacrifice. 

When they were apprehended, they were broken on the rack to force them to 

deliver fellow Mennonites or their leadership to the authorities. Those who would 

not betray their brethren or recant were burned at the stake, sometimes alive; but if 

the judges were more clement, the victims would be strangled beforehand or 

adorned with a small bag of gunpowder to fuel the flames and create more smoke. 

Those who recanted their faith were allowed a quick death by beheading for men 

and drowning for women. There are, however, cases recorded in which women 

were buried alive, or in which men and women were hanged (Dyck, 1993).  

 The sufferings of the Mennonites and of other Anabaptists are chronicled in 

great detail in Van Bracht’s Martyr’s Mirror, a book still often found in 

Mennonite homes where it “serves an important function in perpetuating the 

‘ethnic’ nature of Mennonites” (Redekop, 1969, p. 4). The fact that thousands of 
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Mennonites were hounded, tortured and murdered for their beliefs during decades 

of bloody persecutions only strengthened the theological foundations of 

apprehension and deep wariness towards the outside world. The results are still 

evident today. The belief that simultaneous membership in both kingdoms is 

impossible seems to have contributed in forging a strong ethnic identity in 

Mennonite communities from the beginning, and is still made evident in outward 

ways, such as their distinctive apparel which visually separates believers from 

non-believers in public. It is also apparent in more intangible ways, such as 

Mennonite attitudes towards government and education, and their self-imposed 

segregation which limits interaction between congregation members and worldly 

outsiders of the dominant society in which the congregation is located (Kraybill, 

1977).  

  

Menno Simons: Travels, Death, and Legacy 

 Menno himself had a price on his head and spent years in hiding, 

sometimes on the lands of friendly nobles, sometimes traveling under cover. He 

traveled a great deal despite the danger, preaching, meeting other with other 

Mennonite and Anabaptist leaders and always writing more treatises and spreading 

his truth. He is said to have gone from Amsterdam as far east as Danzig in present 

day Poland and through Germany as far south as the Rhineland. Eventually, he 
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settled on the estate of a sympathetic noble, located between Lübeck and Hamburg 

in the north of Germany, where he spent his final days writing and working in his 

print-shop. After an active and arduous life, Menno Simons died a peaceful death 

in late January of 1561 (Dyck, 1993).  

 Though he was not an original founder of the Anabaptists, Menno Simons 

had guided his followers through the vital early stages of the movement with such 

wisdom and foresight, that his writings, his ideas, as well as his name would be 

inextricably connected with the Mennonites’ destiny; and he left his flock that 

would be persecuted for another decade with an ample legacy of theological and 

practical written guidance.  

 It is ironic that the Mennonites were strengthened as a religious community 

through these difficult times; and it is equally paradoxical that rather than 

decimating them once and for all, the persecutions actually spread Mennonite 

communities and beliefs far and wide.  
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CHAPTER VII 

PERSECUTION, FLIGHT, AND EARLY MIGRATIONS 

 

Sanctuary in the Poland and Prussia 

 As the early Mennonites attempted to escape their persecutors, many 

sought refuge on the holdings of favourably disposed nobles and landowners along 

the marshy shores of the German North Sea. There, due to the expertise they 

brought from their West Frisian home in dike-building and maintenance, and 

marshland reclamation, the Mennonites were welcome guests, soon developing a 

strong reputation for their success in farming (Dyck, 1993).  

 Others followed old North Sea trade and merchant shipping routes further 

east along the Baltic Sea to the free city of Danzig which Menno also visited in his 

travels and which offered a greater degree of religious freedom than their 

homeland. Though a few settled close to the city, and worked as artisans in trades 

such as brewing, for example, the majority of the refugees found work as farmers 

on the lands of Polish nobles. Some traveled even further east, eventually settling 

near Königsberg in the northeastern region of the Duchy of Prussia. Sandwiched 

between Poland and Lithuania, Königsberg, now known as Kaliningrad, is located 

in an exclave of present-day Russia. Froese (2003) refers to the Mennonites in 

Poland and Prussia as ‘Die Stillen im Lande’, which translates to ‘The silent ones 
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in the land’, the silent ones who were tolerated and somewhat protected by 

Catholic Church edicts and the nobility, as long as they did not proselytize, stayed 

out of politics, and benefited the local economy. In his article published in the 

‘California Mennonite Historical Society Bulletin’ Froese gives an interesting 

account of the Mennonite experience in Poland and Prussia, focusing largely on 

the varied treatment of rural and urban Mennonite communities. Economic envy 

rather than religious intolerance affected Mennonite communities near the cities 

more than it did those in rural areas. Essentially, the more successful the 

Mennonites became, the more intolerant their neighbours became (Froese, 2003).  

  

Internal Divisions 

 According to Dyck (1993), success brought internal problems to the 

movement, as well. With the end of the great persecutions towards the end of the 

16th century, the Mennonites lost what had been a deadly enemy, but an effective 

unifying factor. As long as they had been united in faith and experience against 

their persecutors, internal divisions and schisms were largely ignored. However, 

during a time of relative freedom of religion, these issues became more evident, 

and numerous divisions occurred, especially in the Swiss and southern German 

communities who, as the traditionally more conservative branches, were making 

strong efforts to maintain their original beliefs and practices. In addition, 
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distractions associated with growing prosperity allowed some congregations to 

drift away from the original ideals of their religion. This trend continued 

throughout the 17th century, when a prominent minister in the Netherlands 

proclaimed “…that the devil had found a clever way to deal with the Mennonites; 

he stopped prosecution and led them to become interested in the material things of 

the world” (Dyck, 1993, p. 131)  

  The divisions within the Mennonite Church and their resulting schisms and 

sects are well beyond the scope of this paper. Hostetler (1956) distinguishes the 

two main branches simply as the Mennonites of Dutch ancestry, and the 

Mennonites of Swiss ancestry. Though until the early 16th century the paths of 

these two Mennonite groups ran parallel, from this point on, this overview will 

focus primarily on the Dutch ancestry Mennonites from whom the Mennonites at 

O’Donnell are descended.  

 

A New Uprooting 

 In a study tracing the migratory patterns of two Mennonite communities in 

Chihuahua, Mexico, Bixler-Márquez (1989) proffers the idea that Mennonite 

migrations have always been influenced by a ‘push’ and ‘pull’ mechanism. 

External forces may push the community to immigrate to new locations to which 

they are pulled by opportunities to settle new lands. Bixler-Márquez includes a 
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brief overview of their European roots; and though he focuses his research on the 

Mexican communities of the late 20  century, the analogy is applicable to the 

earlier Polish and Prussian Mennonite communities, as well.  The first great 

migration of the future Mexico Mennonites from the Vistula and Königsburg 

areas, as it is discussed by both Smith (1927) and Sawatzky (1971), took place 

under the very ‘push-pull’ circumstances described by Bixler-Márquez (1989). 

During the 1600s and 1700s Mennonites had become such an economical asset to 

their host-regions, that over the years they had granted privileges by various kings 

in the form of ‘Gnadenbriefe’, letters of grace to safeguard their religious freedom 

and practices.  

th

 Frederick the Great, who had ascended the Prussian throne in 1740, was 

known as a tolerant ruler; and in 1772 when he claimed western Prussia from 

Poland after the Seven Year War, the Polish Mennonites demonstrated their 

loyalty during an allegiance ceremony, presenting the new monarch with some of 

the fruits of their labour, including livestock, butter and cheese. The following 

year Frederick promised the Mennonites residing in his domains the right to 

worship, to build churches, to keep their own cemeteries, to participate in any 

available industrial line, and the right to establish schools in which they might 

educate their children according to their beliefs. In addition, he freed them from 
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compulsory military service and oath-swearing, allowing them to simply affirm 

promises, instead (Smith, 1927).  

 With the growing militarization of Europe, these privileges were slowly 

eroded as the state looked more and more towards landowners to provide military 

service, and the more landowners were Mennonite, the fewer service members 

could be added to the Prussian forces. The Lutheran state church was also unhappy 

with the Mennonites because it was only able to rely on Lutheran tithe revenues 

collected from Lutheran landholders for its income. After the death of Frederick 

the Great and the ascent of his successor, Frederick Wilhelm the Second to the 

Prussian throne, the former ruler’s generous system of allowances was changed 

once and for all; and Mennonite communities’ privileges were constrained 

severely through a royal edict in 1789. Both church and state held a vested interest 

in stunting the growth of Mennonite economic success. Mennonite land purchase 

was limited by law, taxes were raised, and the Mennonites were forced to support 

the Lutheran church financially through the tithe system. Even the privileges that 

had been granted by Frederick the Great were either revoked or not enforced 

(Smith, 1972).   

 In the face of ever-growing disenfranchisement and the continuous 

encroachment upon their religious freedom and beliefs, the Mennonites were 

eventually faced with a choice to either, stay and acclimatize, or to move their 
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communities elsewhere. They considered their options carefully, and there was 

even some talk of moving to America; but eventually the Mennonites chose to 

accept an invitation from the Czarina Catherine II., also known as the Great, to 

settle in the south of Russia which had been issued through a Russian colonization 

agent in 1786.  
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CHAPTER VIII 

THE MENNONITES IN RUSSIA 

 

The First Mennonite Mass Migration 

 This was the Mennonites’ first immigration en masse. They had carefully 

cultivated their beliefs and traditions, including the doctrine of separateness, and 

they had kept not only their religious, but also their cultural identity alive by 

maintaining Low German language use in the home and High German in Church. 

The shared experiences of their two hundred year long tenure in the Polish and 

Prussian regions, had forged a strong ‘Gemeinshaftssinn’, or ‘sense of community’ 

among the Mennonites. 1, 150 families consisting of approximately 6,000 

individuals took their cultural capital with them to southern Russia, today’s 

Ukraine, where they established the first Mennonite colony in Chortitza, near the 

Black Sea in 1789. This colony would become known as they ‘Old Colony’, and 

was considered to be rather conservative. A second colony was established at 

Molotschna about fifteen years later (Sawatzky, 1971).   
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Promises and Privileges 

 Under the Russian Colonial Law of 1763, established to promote 

immigration and colonization of lands the Czarina had recently won from the 

Turks, the Mennonites were provided for according to the following ten articles:  

1. Freedom of religion and exemption from taking oath. 
2. A homestead of 2.7 acres per family. 
3. Freedom of enterprise. 
4. Special rights to manufacture beer, vinegar, and brandy. 
5. A monopoly of the retail trade in alcoholic beverages within the 

colonies. 
6. Perpetual exemption from military and civil service.  
7. Exemption from the extended quartering of soldiers and from the 

corvée; the duty to keep bridges and roads in repair. 
8. Full rights in property; right to implementation of own inheritance 

regulation and management of the estates of orphaned minors. 
9. Ten to fifteen years free from taxes after settlement. 
10. Orders to all levels of government to respect and honour the above 

privileges. (Friesen, 1911 in Sawatzky, 1971, p.4, 5) 
 

 Sawatzky (1971) further cites Friesen (1911), stating that articles 1, 6, and 

8 of  the aforementioned legal ‘Privilegium’, or legal agreement have been the 

foundation upon which Mennonite communities have modeled future government-

petitions, before agreeing to immigrate to new countries. Additional clauses 

granted the Mennonites exemption from civil service, and guaranteed permission 

to establish and run independent schools and churches. They were also given both 

the right and the obligation to maintain agricultural settlements autonomously, 

reporting only to a special office of the Department of the Interior. The only 

conditioned set by the Colonial Law was that the Mennonites were not allowed to 
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preach their faith to other, non-Mennonite colonists and to Russian-Orthodox 

citizens. This restriction, especially, served to foster the Mennonites’ cultural and 

linguistic isolation, further strengthening their religious and cultural group identity 

(Sawatzky (1971).   

 

Migration from Russia: Causes  

 Upheavals in Russian history, and subsequent political developments were 

responsible for three waves of Mennonite migrations westwards across the 

Atlantic in the 1870s, the 1920s, and the 1940s, respectively (Winfield, 1989). The 

reasons for this staggered exodus ranged from edicts issued by the Czar and the 

Russian Revolution, to the World Wars and the rise of communism. However, it 

was the first wave of immigrations in the 1870s, which brought the conservative 

Old Colony Mennonites to the Americas (Bixler-Márquez, 1989). And as it was 

this group of immigrants who provided the initial settlement of the north Mexican 

Mennonite colonies from whom members of the Mennonites in the O’Donnell 

area would descend, the focus of this paper will be limited largely to this so-called 

first wave.  

 The rush towards immigration in the 1870s was triggered by internal 

changes in Russia’s social structure and world-view, in the second half of the 

nineteenth century. The Russian colonies had continued successfully after the 
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death of Catherine the Great and throughout the reign of Czar Nicolas the First. 

However, the succeeding rule of Czar Alexander the Second brought a turnover to 

the Mennonites’ seemingly ideal situation. After the serfs were liberated in 1861, a 

burgeoning atmosphere of Pan-Slavism began to make it more difficult for the 

privileged colonists to remain disassociated from the mainstream. In an 1870 

edict, the Czar abolished the department hitherto responsible for the administration 

of the crown colonies, and instead, consolidated the holdings into mainstream 

Russian administrative structures. The Mennonites’ isolated existence was no 

longer possible, and some of their most highly valued privileges were revoked, 

including exemption from military service. Though the Czar was willing to 

concede that conscientious objectors might serve in the medical corps rather than 

in combat positions, and even offered to substitute a three year commitment in the 

forestry service for military service, the more conservative Mennonites remained 

dissatisfied. Additional factors such as reluctance to give up their privileged status 

for mainstreamed civil status and an 1880 deadline for emigration visas caused 

them to explore alternative options (Sawatzky, 1971). 
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CHAPTER IX 

THE MENNONITES IN THE NEW WORLD 

 

Settling in Canada 

 During the same time-period, the Canadian government, intimidated by 

United States expansionism westwards, was making concerted efforts to settle its 

western regions. Canadian recruiters were dispatched to Europe, and when they 

received word of the planned Mennonite immigration from southern Russia, a 

representative was sent to recruit the Mennonites as potential settlers in Manitoba. 

The Canadian government invited a delegation of Mennonites to visit the proposed 

area, eight townships some twenty miles from the city of Winnipeg, reserved 

especially for the expected immigrants. A Privilegium was negotiated, along the 

lines of the Russian one, regarding release from military service, freedom of 

religion, and language use. Some of the poorest and most conservative 

Mennonites, many from the ‘Old Colony’ at Chortitza and its daughter 

communities, left the southern Russian colonies, seeking better opportunities and a 

greater degree of autonomy in Canada. A small number decided to split off and go 

to Kansas once they reached American shores; however the majority made their 

way to the promised townships in Manitoba (Sawatzky, 1971). A study of 

Mennonite immigration to and influence on Winnipeg, the capital of Manitoba, by 
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Driedger (1990) puts the number of Mennonite immigrants to the area between 

1873 and 1878 at 15,000 individuals, roughly 30% of the entire Ukrainian 

Mennonite population.  

 

Government Influences and Internal Rifts 

 The Manitoba Mennonites worked hard at establishing colony settlements 

and realizing their ideal communities; and all seemed to be going well, until in the 

1880s, only a decade after their arrival, the provincial legislature of Manitoba 

began inroads to organize municipal government in the Winnipeg area. The ultra-

conservative Old Colony Mennonites, fearing government encroachment on their 

carefully protected lifestyle, refused to acknowledge municipal issues and 

generally denied the local authorities any degree of cooperation. Less conservative 

Mennonites chose to participate in government affairs, believing that through their 

active participation they would be able to maintain a modicum of control. The 

conservative Mennonites tried to excommunicate the more progressive, without 

much success, because due to the autonomy of church discipline in individual 

congregations, the ‘excommunicated’ would simply join up with more likeminded 

communities, splintering the group further.  These divisions were only sharpened 

over the matter of education (Sawatzky, 1971).  
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The Education Issue: Public Schools 

 Throughout their history to this point, the greatest issue the Mennonites had 

faced regarding education had been whether or not they would be granted the right 

to establish and run their own schools. Their Privilegium granted by the Canadian 

government also promised the Mennonite the right to educate their children the 

way they saw fit, in a German curriculum of their choice, without governmental 

interference. Sawatzky (1971) citing an article by Francis (1953), explains how the 

education issue became a matter of contention within the Mennonite Community. 

The Manitoba School Act of 1871 stipulated that schools which registered with the 

newly created board of education would be subsidized by government grants. By 

accepting government funding, the schools would technically become public 

schools. As early as 1878, some of the less conservative communities had 

welcomed this type of aid. The Old Colony Mennonites, however, wary of 

government influence and possible consequences which might curtail their control 

over what and in which language their children might learn, rejected government 

monies and kept themselves separate.  

 As Manitoba became more populated with English speakers, some of the 

less isolated Mennonite settlers called for public schools, and even went as far as 

to support English instruction to prepare their children for future success in this 

quickly developing society. With the support of the provincial government, and 
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again, to ensure control of their affairs through active participation, a small group 

of progressive Mennonites from a colony called the West Reserve Bergthaler 

opened a teacher-training college in the developing town of Gretna. This move 

was virulently opposed by the Old Colony, as well as by the more conservative 

element within the Bergthaler colony, both groups fearing that English instruction 

would erode the use of Low German, representative of their religion, their values 

and ultimately, their group identity. The majority of the Bergthaler, who were also 

the most conservative, eventually formed a separate congregation called the 

Sommerfelder (Sawatzky, 1971) 

 

The Education Issue: Bilingualism and Curriculum 

 The Manitoba Schools Act, passed in 1890, provided that public schools 

would be nonsectarian, and specified that instruction would take place in English, 

though public outcry from the French Catholic community resulted in a 

compromise passed in 1897, allowing bilingual education where instruction in the 

heritage language was desired by ethnic populations (Redekop, 1969). The fact 

that compulsory attendance of public schools was not specified provided an escape 

clause for the conservative Mennonite factions who reacted by sending their 

children to private schools not under state control. Due primarily to overcrowding, 
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many also moved further west to the more remote Saskatchewan province, thereby 

also avoiding outside influences (Sawatzky, 1971). 

 Despite the skepticism of the most traditional Mennonites, the turn of the 

century, did see a rise in Mennonite education; and even some of the Old Colony 

and Sommerfelder parishioners decided to send their children to German-English 

schools. This trend was interrupted by growing nationalism and the advent of the 

First World War, during which the German-speaking, reclusive, and pacifist 

Mennonites were viewed with increasing suspicion by their Canadian neighbours. 

Eventually, as xenophobic feelings reached a head, the provincial government 

moved to abolish all bilingual education, positioning English as the only language 

of instruction. The Manitoba legislature passed the School Attendance Act in 1916 

to enforce the new policy, making public school attendance mandatory for all 

children between seven and fourteen who were not receiving private education at a 

standard acceptable to the local government. According to Sawatzky (1971), the 

abolition of German as a language of instruction and “…the imposition of a 

curriculum which included ‘worldly’ subjects such as history and geography, was 

perhaps too great a single step” (p.21) for even the more progressive Mennonite 

Communities.   
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World War I and Education: Old Colony Resistance 

 Redekop (1969) describes the Old Colony Mennonite resistance towards 

these developments, stating that when the government opened a number of public 

schools in Old Colony areas, not a single Old Colony family allowed their children 

to attend. Instead, they continued to send their children to private German schools 

which were eventually closed down because, according to the local authorities, 

they did not meet the standards set by the law. Parents who continued to refuse to 

send their children to public school were fined and even imprisoned (Sawatzky, 

1971). This trend was occurring not only in Manitoba, but also in the Mennonite 

settlements further west, in Saskatchewan. Most of the conservative and some of 

the more progressive Mennonite colonies were beginning to feel more and more 

cheated out of the provisions of their original Privilegium with the Canadian 

granted in 1873.  

 In 1916, in an effort to assess the country’s manpower, the Canadian 

government ordered all adult males, ages 16-65 to register with local authorities. 

This triggered draft-fears in the Mennonites; and though they were reassured of 

their exempt status, this event raised the inclination toward immigration. With the 

actual beginning of the First World War, this feeling intensified even more when 

young Mennonites were conscripted along with other Canadian males and had to 
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go to court to remain exempt. The well-publicized trials only furthered average 

Canadians’ growing distrust of the pacifist Mennonites and raised public 

displeasure over their special privileges.  

  Another contention arose when alternative contributions toward the war-

effort were asked from the entire Canadian citizenry, including the pacifist 

Mennonites, taking the form of war bond purchases or donations to the Red Cross. 

Though some of the less conservative Mennonites contributed to the Red Cross 

which was technically not part of the war-effort, the Old Colony Mennonites 

refused (Redekop, 1969).  

 A last ditch petition on side of the Old Colony and Sommerfeld Mennonites 

to maintain private schools for their children under the condition that they bring 

them up to government standards failed. This was the final straw for both groups; 

and in 1919 Mennonite conferences in Manitoba and Saskatchewan resulted in 

charging delegations with exploring the possibility of Privilegium from several 

South American governments (Sawatzky, 1971). 

 

Settling in Mexico 

 After what Sawatzky (1971) calls “an agonized search for new lands” (p. 

28), the Old Colony Mennonites secured a Privilegium from the newly established 
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Mexican government, while the Sommerfelder migration was split between 

Mexico and Paraguay.  

The Mexican government, freshly established after years of revolution, actively 

lobbied for enterprising and hard-working immigrants to help them rebuild their 

war-torn country; though Sawatzky (1971) speculates that the land-sales to the 

Mennonites may have benefited one of the President’s relatives, personally.  

 Nevertheless, the Mennonites were more than welcome in Mexico; and the 

migration occurred over five years, beginning in 1922. During this time-period 

about 10,000 immigrants made their way to the north Mexican highlands, settling 

near Cuauhtémoc in the state of Chihuahua, and in Patos in the neighbouring state 

of Durango. In search of land, they would spread out to other areas of Mexico, 

such as Zacatecas, in later years. Over the next sixty years their number would 

grow to 50,000 due to high birthrates, and would be further bolstered by additional 

immigration from Russia, as well as by small-group migrations from Canada 

(Bixler-Márquez, 1989). The Mennonites at O’Donnell come either directly from 

Chihuahua or are descendents of settlers who emigrated from the Mexican state to 

Bolivia in the mid-1960s and early 70s.  
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Facing New and Old Challenges 

 Over the years, the Mennonites adjusted their farming techniques to their 

new environment, surviving droughts, floods, and epidemics to build successful 

colonies as their ancestors had in previous migrations. In addition to farming, and 

cattle ranching, they became well known for their cheese production (Sawatzky, 

1971). As throughout Mennonite history, internal schisms and the splintering into 

new congregations continued to divide the Mennonite community, as some groups 

decided to acculturate to a greater degree than other groups were comfortable 

with.  

 Challenges from the outside world were not all natural, environmental or 

internal. The Mexican government’s early optimistic expectations that the 

Mennonites would eventually acculturate and mingle with the Mexican 

population, resulted in occasional attacks on Privilegium by mostly local 

authorities when they realized how determined the Mennonites were to remain 

isolated (Sawatzky, 1971).  

 In the mid 20th century land-conflicts with local, Mexican landless peasants, 

the agraristas felt as dispossessed by the German foreigners as they had formerly 

by the large-land holders. The Mexican government backed the settlers; and for a 

short while thereafter resentment ran high and retaliation ranging from property 
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damage to physical violence, and even kidnapping occurred (Redekop, 1969; 

Sawatzky, 1971).  

 More recently, in the late 1980s, Bixler-Márquez (1989) in a study of 

internal and external migration patterns of two Chihuahua Mennonite 

Communities isolated several issues of concern to local Mennonites, including the 

fear of compulsory registration for military service and of compulsory public and 

worldly education. While these two contentions have not yet become reality, the 

Mennonites’ continuous need for land has caused, both, internal migration and 

immigration from the country, the most recent to Seminole, Texas, a small town at 

the bottom westerly corner of the Texas Panhandle.  

  

Settling in Seminole, Texas 

 Gordon and Elbow (1981), cited in Bixler-Márquez (1989) describe the 

1977 migration of 650 landless Mennonites to Seminole, where large tracts of land 

were said to be available for settlement. The Old Colony group purchased a block 

of nearly 6,500 acres, and the less conservative group bought around 1,000 acres. 

The first colonists arriving in 1977 were under the false impression that the 

purchase of United States land would convey immediate legal immigration status 

upon them. Due to a combination of factors including mismanagement and 

possibly a degree of dishonesty and misrepresentation, quite a few of the settlers 
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were unsuccessful and returned to Mexico by order of the Immigration and 

Naturalization Service (INS). The remaining settlers overcame the difficulties and 

newly arriving groups of Mennonite immigrants boosted their numbers, though 

their immigration status remained uncertain. Their unfortunate situation received a 

great deal of national publicity; and around 600 settlers were eventually given 

permanent United States resident status, via a special law passed in 1980; and 

about a third of those were granted United States citizenship six years later. Over 

the years, the Seminole Mennonites have built a strong and vibrant community, 

even successfully running their own German language parochial primary schools. 

(Elbow, 2001). 

 

The Small O’Donnell Enclave 

 In contrast to the large group who settled in Seminole, the Mennonites who 

have settled near O’Donnell over the last few decades arrived directly from the 

Mennonite communities in Chihuahua as either individual or as small extended 

family groups. They are primarily cotton farmers; and scattered throughout the 

region, they are far more isolated than their Seminole counterparts. In addition, 

they do not seem to be organized into a single local congregation. They are 

conservative in their religion and in their world view; and though they send their 

children to the local public school, their relationship with the school is not stable.  
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CHAPTER X 

MENNONITE EDUCATION IN RURAL WEST TEXAS 

 

Mennonite Education: Autonomy and Identity 

 The right to autonomy from host countries in all things regarding education 

has figured prominently in Mennonite history, and, as discussed earlier; it has also 

played a large role in Mennonite migrations. Mennonite schools at their best 

provide a setting in which academic skills and the High German heritage 

language, religious beliefs and cultural values are passed on to the students, 

strengthening their Mennonite cultural identity.  

 Donald B. Kraybill, himself a Mennonite pastor, has conducted extensive 

anthropological and sociological research in the field of ethnicity and education 

amongst religious groups. In a 1977 study, Kraybill integrated the findings of 

several earlier studies along sociological principles, focusing on effects parochial 

schools may have on students’ religious beliefs and ethnic identity. His general 

findings indicated that rather than fostering orthodoxy in beliefs, religious 

schooling “…exerted stronger influence in the cognitive realm of ethnic belief 

acceptance rather than it did in cultivating affective attraction for ethnic group 

membership and identity” (Kraybill, 1977).  
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 A 1978 study by Kraybill was focused on Mennonite education in the 

context of a changing world. He explored the effects of industrialization and 

urbanization on the Mennonite community in North America. He discussed these 

effects on Mennonite youth, who, according to Kraybill, would at some point in 

their lives have to attend specialized schools to become employable, something 

that in the old days would have gone – or in conservative communities, still goes 

against the doctrine of separateness. Kraybill concluded that Mennonite schooling 

may be successfully able to counter the influences of the modern world by 

instilling a Mennonite vision of the world grounded in a solid foundation of 

biblical theology and Anabaptist history (Kraybill, 1978). Kraybill’s research, 

though fascinating, dealt only with progressive Mennonite communities located in 

urbanizing rather than extremely rural areas. Though his findings might be 

applicable to the Seminole Mennonites, they are not relevant to the small 

Mennonite Diaspora in the O’Donnell area.  

 

O’Donnell: Education and Resistance 

 The children of the O’Donnell Mennonites attend the local schools, but it is 

rare they even reach high school, as they are often withdrawn from school before 

they have completed fifth grade to either help in the fields or in the home. The 

Mennonite children at O’Donnell Elementary School, ranging from kindergartners 
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to fourth graders, are well-behaved, intelligent, and interested in learning. Though 

the teachers and administrators make every effort to help them succeed, these 

efforts are often frustrated by absenteeism, as well as by the parents’ reluctance to 

allow their children to stay in school beyond a certain age or level of knowledge.  

 As a consequence of the 1972 court case Wisconsin v. Yoder, which ruled 

in favour of a conservative Amish father who refused to send his children to 

school (Proffitt-Dupre, 2001), Mennonite parents, too, are well within their legal 

rights in withdrawing their children from school. The parents often cite ‘home-

schooling’ their children in German and Bible reading as their reason; and as 

home schooling is not regulated in the State of Texas (Texas Education Agency, 

2006), there is no legal recourse for the schools to try to hinder them from 

proceeding. The only thing the teachers and administrators can do to counter this 

trend, is to attempt to show the rural, immigrant Mennonite community that school 

is not a threatening place and that education can help rather than corrupt the 

children. 

 

Rural and Immigrant Education Issues: A Limited Scope 

 Numerous studies have been conducted on a variety education issues 

regarding both rural schooling and the education of immigrant children. Research 

studies have ranged in topic from comparative profiling of rural dropouts 
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(Kaminski, 1993) and recommendations for developmental curriculum in rural 

areas (Ediger, 1999), to various analyses of issues faced by first and second 

generation immigrant children (Zhiou, 1997; Portes & McLeod, 1999; Shields & 

Behrman, 2004). However, no studies have been conducted in which rural and 

immigrant education issues have been researched within the context of a 

conservative Mennonite enclave with access only to public schools, taking into 

account the unique historical, linguistic, and cultural background of the group. 

 

Local Mennonite Parents: Educational Background 

 Mennonite parents, as most parents do, have the best interest of their 

children at heart, as they see it. Their attitudes toward schooling are likely to be 

coloured by their own childhood experiences, in the conservative Old Colony and 

Sommerfelder colonies of Mexico, where children attended school from age seven 

to approximately age 12 for girls and age 14 for boys. Though school was 

ostensibly mandatory, it was common for students to be kept home, sometimes for 

longer periods of time, to help out when things got busy on the farm. Boys helped 

with heavier work, even driving tractors, while girls, from an early age on 

assumed responsibilities in the household or took care of younger brothers and 

sisters (Sawatzky, 1971). As their ancestors before them, the O’Donnell 

Mennonite parents, too, have carried their traditional way of doing things to a new 
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environment in which these habits and motives may be misread in an uncharitable 

way, without any consideration regarding their origins.  

 

Local Mennonite Parents: Religious Beliefs 

 The Mennonite parents’ reluctance to allow their children to stay in public 

schools any longer than necessary for them to learn the basics, is also influenced 

by deeply held beliefs instilled in the Mennonite conscience centuries ago, the idea 

of separation between themselves and the outside world, as described by Kraybill 

(1977) and discussed earlier. They want to raise their children in the traditional 

Mennonite way, uncorrupted by worldly influences and by any knowledge that 

might destroy their childhood innocence.  

 How sensitive these parents are in this respect, may be shown in an event 

that occurred in April of 2006, when a seemingly small issue triggered the 

withdrawal from school of one little girl who happens to be one of the most 

academically successful Mennonite third graders. The third grade science class 

had discussed a very basic lesson in life-cycles, which included a picture in the 

textbook of how a chick develops in the egg. Showing the curiosity that might be 

expected from such a bright child, the little girl went home and asked her mother 

some pointed questions, the exact nature of which remains unknown. The mother, 

deeply unhappy about such questions, reacted by promptly withdrawing the child 

 65



from school. Luckily, the principal, in cooperation with the science teacher was 

able to trace the problem back to its roots, and to convince the parents to allow the 

little girl to return to school.  

 

Knowledge for Understanding and Dialogue 

 Though this entire episode might have been easily prevented from arising 

had the teacher known how sensitive conservative Mennonites are about worldly 

knowledge of that sort; on the positive side, this event is also a strong example of 

how personal involvement and dialogue with the parents, were key factors in 

saving the situation.  

 Open and productive dialogue is vital in drawing in the parents, and gaining 

their trust to such a degree that they will allow their children to continue their 

schooling through middle school and high school. A solid foundation of 

background knowledge of the history, language and cultural identity of this group 

is not just interesting, but it is also vital in the process of creating trust and 

dialogue.  The more concrete knowledge practitioners and administrators have 

about the unique Mennonite population attending their school, the greater their 

understanding of and sensitivity towards them may become, and the better they 

may be able to serve them. 
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