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Introduction 

The demise of the Anabaptist vision in recent decades has prompted many 
scholars to probe the question of Mennonite identity.' While some have 
despaired of defining an Anabaptist or Mennonite identity, others have made 
new proposals. James Juhnke has suggested a bipolar ulldersta~lding of Men- 
nonite reality based on two historical families.' One pole is the Swiss-South 
German, with its own distinctive two-kingdom theology, and the other the 
Dutch-North German with its more positive orientation toward social-cultural 
possibilities and its more ecumenical Rodney Sawatslcy l ~ a s  responded by 
calling for a more thoroughgoing pluralism-' and a return to normativity.' 

Although both Jul~nlte and Sawatsky refer briefly to the significance of the 
Canada-US border and aclcnowledge the necessity of writing national l~istories, 
neither probes deeply into that issue. Both are also preoccupied with the 
question of identity as expressed by (Old) Mennonites, 011 the one hand, and by 
the General Conference Mennonites on the other. The former assumed the 
precedence of the Swiss-South German Anabaptis~n and defined the Anabaptist 
vision accordingly. Some of the latter, however, proposed alternative visions of 
Mennonite reality but on the whole failed to receive much of a hearing. The so- 
called "easy demise" of the normative Anabaptist vision6 has been partially 



explained as resulting from the discomfort of Dutch-Russian Mennonites with 
the Bender school. Juhnke and Sawatsky make occasional references to Men- 
nonite Brethren (MB), but there is no carefill analysis of how MBs fit (or don't 
fit) into the paradigms being proposed. It would appear that the investigation 
needs to be even more multidimensional, and in particular that the significance 
of national boundaries be considered alongside the denominational, ethno- 
cultural and diverse other factors that impinge on Mennonite self-understand- 
ing. Paul Toews has given an insightf~il analysis of Mennonite Brethren identity, 
but also without reference to national bout~daries.' 

The above colnlnents are not intended to suggest that the unique character of 
Canadian Mennonitism has not been noted by a number of scholars familiar with 
the total North American Mennonite scene. Leo Driedger and John Redelcop, for 
example, have analyzed some of the distinctive national ~l~aracter is t ics .~  Some 
of the differences derive from different political contexts, some from different 
migration patterns, some from denominational demographics, and others from 
less visible factors. The experiences during the two world wars and during the 
Vietnam war, the imtnigration of large numbers ofRi~sslnerrrlel- during the 1920s 
and of the refugees after World War I1 to Canada, and the different educational 
environments are some of the obvious events and circumstances which have led 
to different expressions of Mennonite peoplehood. Mennonite institutions, such 
as Mennonite Central Committee and the Bible scl~ools and colleges, have 
developed very differently in Canada than in the United States. While it is 
certainly true that the differences between various Mennonite groups within 
each country are greater than the differences between Mennonites of the same 
denomination in the two respective countries, there are nevertheless sollle issues 
on which the national boundary has been very determinative in shaping 
Mennonite identity. 

The purpose of this paper is to attempt to assess and eval~iate the reception 
and impact of Bender's "Anabaptist vision" among Canadian Mennonites. 
While the title of the paper is very general, the scope will be somewhat narrower. 
The scope will be limited to the two largest Mennonite denominations in 
Canada, the Conference of Mennonites in Canada (CMC) and the Mennonite 
Brethren (MB), both of whom are primarily of Dutch-Russian origin, and will 
focus especially on the period until about 1975. The paper will attempt to 
demonstrate that the Canadian Mennonite Brethren were more captivated by 
Bender's Anabaptist vision than the CMCs, and also more than their United 
States MB counterparts. It should be noted at the outset, however, that the 
Evangelical Mennonite Conference (formerly Kleirze Gerlzeirzde) was also 
profoundly affected by Bender's Vision and that an analysis of that influence 
promises some interesting results." 

In general terms it needs to be noted that the only major settlement of 
Mennonites of Swiss-South German descent in Canada occurred in Ontario, 
beginning in 1786. Most of these groups maintained close connections with 
their coreligionists in the US and some therefore were an integral part of the 



recovery of the Anabaptist vision that was taking place in the (Old) Mennonite 
Church there. A relatively small number of Mennonites of Swiss-South German 
descent in Canada became part of the General Conference Mennonite Church 
and the CMC. The impact of the interllational boundary on the Swiss-South 
German Mennonites was probably less than on other Mennonite groups, at least 
until about 1970. 

The first major migration of Mennonites of the Dutch-Russian stream to 
North America occurred in the 1870s, with a large number migrating to the 
American mid-west and another somewhat smaller number migrating to the 
Canadian west, especially to Manitoba. No Mennonite Brethren came to Canada 
during that migration. Those Mennonites who later became part of the General 
Conference of Mennonites migrated to both countries, but significantly more to 
the US. These different patterns of migrations of different groups to the two 
countries has had a significant impact on the later evolution of each of the groups 
and is of significance for our anaIysis of the reception of the Anabaptist vision by 
each group. 

Harold S. Bender and Canadian Mennonites 

Harold S. Bender had many occasions to interact with Canadian Mennonites 
of the Dutch-Russian stream both within Canada and elsewhere at various 
occasions such as the Mennonite World Conferences, peace conferences, and on 
matters pertaining to the Mennonite Central Committee and refi~gee work. 
Shortly before Canada became involved in World War 11, an inter-Mennonite 
conference was held at the Winlcler MB Church in Manitoba to discuss problems 
relating to military service. Bender was invited as guest speaker as well as to 
represent the (Old) Mennonites of Ontario. He expressed his conference's 
strong opposition to involvement in the military in any form. This was in 
contrast to Canadian leaders like Benjamin B. Janz who were prepared to render 
some forms of service such as in the medical corps.'ODespite some differences, 
Bender expressed his strong satisfaction at the result of the meeting. 

Other significant occasions at which Bender addressed Canadian Mennollites 
included peace conferences (e.g., at Bergthaler Church in Altona on March 7, 
1950") and the centennial celebrations of the MB Church at the Winnipeg 
auditoriunl on May 22, 1960. Finally, just prior to Bender's death, Erland 
Waltner read Bender's keynote address at the Mennonite World Conference on 
August 1, 1962, in Kitchener, Ontario. Bender himself appeared to share his 
vision for the Mennonite World Conference later during the conference. 

The address at the MB centennial celebrations is particularly interesting, 
both because of its content and because of the source of the invitation, as will be 
seen below. Bender's address was essentially a review of church history, and it 
suggested that the MB renewal was a renewal of the Anabaptist vision." At the 
same time Bender was careful not to offend those from whom the MBs had 



seceded, and insisted that it was impossible to speculate about whether renewal 
could have happened without secession. 

Bender had close friends among the Dutch-Russian Mennonites in Canada. 
These included Bishop David Toews of Rosthern and Cornelius F. Klassen of 
Winnipeg. IClassen, an MB, spent many years in refugee work in Europe. In his 
1960 address in Winnipeg Bender singled out Klassen as "the dearest friend to 
me in all the Mennonite groups outside of my own."" Klassen himself became 
so fond of Bender that he hoped that at least one of his children might eventually 
study under Bender in Goshen-a hope fulfilled after Klassen's death.lJ Bend- 
er's correspondence with B.B. Janz of Coaldale, Alberta, ranged over a period of 
over twenty years, beginning in 1940.15 

The Mennonite Brethren in Canada 

Although the Mennonite Brethren Church in Canada officially began in , 
1888 as a result of outreach efforts from the US, MB ~nembership remained 
small and was concentrated in Manitoba and Saskatchewan until the large influx 
of Russlne17der- in the 1920s. Church leaders had relatively little theological 
education and the only MB institution established before 1925 was the Herbert 
Bible School (1 913). The most prominent member of the teaching faculty was 
William J. Bestvater, who had absorbed American dispensationalism and had 
disseminated his views widely through preaching, teaching and writing.I6 
Bestvater's dispensationalism, however, probably never took on the more 
combative elements of American fundamentalism. 

When the Rz~sslaerzdel- Mennonites arrived, they quickly established Bible 
schools in every region of the country. From 1925 to 1947 at least eighteen MB 
Bible schools were founded, most in the 1 9 3 0 ~ . ~ ~  Several, particularly Winlcler 
(Pniel) and Bethany, had a supporting constituency which included the earlier 
Kaizndier-as well as theR~tsslaetzclei-, while most were established byR~lsslne17der. 
Where the two groups worked together, disagreements and tension frequently 
developed, at least partly as a result of different visions of the Christian1 
Mennonite faith. 

But the Russlae~ldel- MBs were by no means all of one theological stripe.lX 
There were those who had been deeply influenced by the Plymouth Brethren 
movement, centered at the Blankenburg conferences in Gennany. Jacob W. 
Rei~ner was one of these. He and his associates are often held responsible for 
importing a dispensationalist theology and, more particularly, for diluting the 
teaching of nonresistance arnong Russian Mennonites. He may thus have 
prepared the ground for the Mennonite Selbstsclzutz during the revolution and 
civil war in Russia.I9 When Reimer and others of like mind came to Canada, they 
disseminated their views widely and found a positive reception arnong those 
who had already imbibed the American version of dispensationalist theology 
through Bestvater. 



In the 1930s and 1940s dispensationalist theology was quite prevalent in the 
Canadian MB Bible schools. A number of leaders, particularly from the 
Kaizcrdiel- MBs, also attended such schools as Biola and Moody in the United 
States during the 1930s. 

There was, however, another stream of MB theology which flowed from 
R~issia to Canada in the 1920s. In time many of the most prominent leadership 
positions were held by individuals in this stream. Abraham H. Unruh is the best 
example. Unruh and two of his colleagues, who had been teachers at the 
Tschongrau Bible School in Russia, helped to establish Winlcler (Pniel) Bible 
School in 1925. Although Unruh never systematically repudiated dispensationalism, 
he did express serious concerns about aspects of it and clearly had a different 
theological agenda and a more distinctive vision of Mennonite peopleh~od.?~ He 
never mastered the English language and never fully accomplished the transi- 
tion to the North American environment. Nevertheless, it was Unruh who helped 
set a direction for the Canadian Mennonite Brethrcn which was different from 
the American Mennonite Brethren. Other leaders, notably Benjamin B. Janz, 
were also cautious about adopting the theology and techniques of North 
A~nerican fundamentalism and revival i~m.~ '  

The Mennonite Brethren Bible College and its Faculty 

The founding of the Mennonite Brethren Bible College (MBBC) in 1944 
marked a new stage in the evolution of Canadian MBs in particular and of 
Canadian Mennonites as a whole. MBBC was the first advanced theological 
training school established by Mennonites in Canada and it also marked a clear 
assertion of a Canadian MB identity distinct from the US MBs. Although 
Canadian MBs had cooperated with US MBs in the sponsorship of Tabor 
College and in the missions program, there were frequent tensions.?? 

But MBBC was also unique in other respects. A.H. Unruh was the founding 
father of the school and its first president. He soon stamped his own character on 
the institution. He and most of the faculty of MBBC were not in tune with 
American fiindamentalism. Some, to be sure, preached dispensationalism, 
including Henry H. Janzen, the third pre~ident. '~ But within little more than a 
decade MBBC became known in the MB constituency as a distinctively 
Anabaptist institution, often in contrast to the prevailing theologies in the Bible 
institutes. The result was that during the period that most of the MB pastors and 
leaders were being educated at MBBC they usually emerged with a commit~nent 
to Anabaptism. This is undoubtedly one of the reasons why Canadian MBs 
measured higher on the Anabaptist scale than their American counterparts in the 
several studies that were done." The man most responsible for articulating and 
promoting this Anabaptist vision, both in the college and in the MB constitu- 
ency, was John A. Toews (1912-1979). 

Toews was born in Russia prior to the revolution." He was a young lad when 



he moved to Canada with his parents in 1926, thus receiving most of his 
education in North America. Toews's father was Aaron A. Toews, an educator 
and writer who had conlpiled a list of Mennonite martyrs, eventually published 
in two volu~nes as Merzrzorzitische Maer-tyr-er- (1 949- 1954). 

John Toews received part of his theological educatioll at the Prophetic Bible 
Institute in Calgary, a school that was founded by the fundamentalist preacher 
and premier of the province of Alberta, William Aberhart.'6 During World War 
I1 Toews was active in ministry to the young inen in alternative service camps 
and this, no doubt, co~npelled him to reflect deeply on issues of Mennonite 
identity and brought him into contact with many other Mennonigtes. But his 
ministry in the 1940s was primarily in the area of evangelism. 

Toews was first invited to join the faculty at MBBC in 1945, but he did nct 
accept ~ultil a second invitation came in 1947. Before long Mennonite history 
became his main teaching area. In 1950 he received his Bachelor of Divinity 
degree from United College in Winnipeg. His thesis topic was "The Anabaptist 
Concept of the Church."" It became most evident that he had drunk deeply at the 
wells of the new Anabaptist scholarship and that Render's Vision had become 
central in his thinking. 

The remainder of Toews's career was focusedon disseminating the Anabaptist 
vision among his own people. Toews became active in inter-Mennonite organi- 
zations such as peace conferences, Mennonite World Conference and Mennon- 
ite Central Committee. In 195 1 he was present at a peace conference in Alberta 
where Bender was the main speaker. Later Toews was the speaker at a peace 
conference in St. Jacobs, Ontario, impressing a largely (Old) Mennonite 
a ~ d i e n c e . ' ~  In 1955 his booklet True No~z-r-esistance tl7r-oztglz Clzr-ist was pub- 
lished, which was long regarded as the definitive statement on no~lresistallce for 
Mennonite Brethren. When Toews left MBBC in 1967 it was partly because of a 
concern that the new leadership was moving in a direction that would take the 
college away from its singular commitment to Anabaptism.'%fter several 
years, first as pastor, and then as a faculty Inember at the Mennonite Brethren 
Biblical Seminary in Fresno and at Trinity Western College in Langley, British 
Columbia, Toews returned to Winnipeg to teach and to become illvolved with 
the newly established Centre for Mennonite Brethren Studies. His final assign- 
ment was therefore at the heart of his concern-to disseminate the Anabaptist 
vision among Mennonite Brethren. 

During his career at MBBC as well as elsewhere Toews was a very popular 
speaker at conferences and other special occasions. Usually Anabaptism was 
woven into his presentations in very substantial ways, even when the topic was 
not specifically related to Anabaptism. He was more in agreement with Bender 
and the Swiss Mennonites than with some of his own denomination's leaders on 
such issues as enlistment in the medical corps. His two-kingdom theology was 
much more pronounced than that of many other MB leaders. He spoke out 
strongly against patriotism and participation in politics at the federal level.lOThe 
most frequent themes in his addresses and writings related to discipleship, 



peace, missions, and the  lal lure 01 the church. All of these were related to his 
understanding of Anabaptism. 

Toews was also the author of the definitive history of the MB Church in the 
English language. It was here that his understanding of the MB church as areturn 
to the vision of the early Anabaptists was articulated most clearly. The first 
chapter of the boolc is entitled "Spiritual Heirs of the Early Anabaptists." 
Although Toews aclcnowledged organizational fragmentation among Anabaptists 
in the sixteenth century, he still clearly identified certain groups as "~nainline" 
Anabaptists." Bender's defiilition of the Anabaptist vision (as derived from 
Menno rather than Schleitheim) is explicitly affirmed by Toews." The second 
chapter then documents the "fall of the church" in subsequent Mennonite 
history, and is entitled, "Frorn Believers' Church to Parish Churcl~." '~ 

In a later chapter Toews returns to defining the distinctives of the Mennonite 
Brethren m ~ v e m e n t . ' ~  Although Toews identifies Pietist and Baptist influences 
as significant in the founding of the MB Church. the main emphasis is on the 
influence of the early Anabaptists, part ic~~larly that of Menno Simons. His 
understandlng of that Anabaptist ~nf-luences is basically in agreement with 
Bender's view. 

Another Mennonite Brethren leader who was captivated by the Anabaptist 
vision, especially during the 1950s and 1960s, was Frank C. Peters (1920-1987). 
Peters was a close associate of J.A. Toews for many years, although he was 
somewhat younger. He also migrated to Canada in the 1920s and received all his 
education in North America. During World War I1 he was a conscie~lt io~~s 
objector and served in the forestry camps. After the war he spent several years at 
Tabor College where he earned his B.A. and B.Th. degrees. Eventually he 
earned a T11.D. degree from Central Baptist Seminary (1957) and a Ph.D. degree 
in Psychology from the University of Kansas (1959). In the meantime he had 
also completed a M.Th. degree at the Toronto Graduate School of Theological 
Studies and Emmanuel College (1953). 

Peter's M.Th. thesis gives clearest evidence of his early exposure to 
Anabaptism. The topic was, "The Ban in the Writings and Life of Menno 
Simons."" The "Acknowledgment" singles out two individuals who had been 
particularly helpful: Cornelius Krahn and Harold S. Bender. About Bender, 
Peters states, " ... the writer is indebted [to Bender] for his sympathetic interest 
and c o u ~ ~ s e l .  His experience a ~ l d  friendship have been invaluable assets."'The 
first footnote in the text itself is a reference to Bender's biography of Conrad 
Grebel." Peters' accollnt of the origins and character of Swiss A~labaptisn~ relies 
heavily on Bender's work. Much of this was repeated in the introductory section 
of his Th. D. d i s s e r t a t i ~ n . ~ ~  

In essence Peters probably always remained conlmitted to the Anabaptist 
vision and regarded Mennonite Brethren as anchored in that vision, although he 
was so~ne t i~nes  ambivalent, even critical, about the interpretations and expres- 
sions of that vision in segments of the Mennonite comn~unity.~HHis strongest 
affirmations of the Anabaptist vision came in the period prior to 1975. In a 1959 



article in l l fei~i~oil i te Llf'e, leters stated uneq~iivocally that ihe Me~lnonite 
Bretliren Cl~urcli was a return to Anabaptism: 

It seems rather clear that the Mennonite Brethren revival was meant to be a return to 
the Anabaptist vision rather than a deviation from it. The desire to build a 
commun~ty of believers who had personally committed tllernselves to follow Jesus 
Christ, and who were willing to live a separated life of holiness, was certainly in 
keeping with what the Anabaptist rosefathers felt was the New Testament pattern 
for a believers' church.'"' 

Peters' teaching at MBBC also reflected a deep conlniitlne~lt to Anabaptism. 
One of the texts for a course on ethics was Dietrich Bonhoeffer's The Cost of' 
Discipleship, and tlie content of this and other courses clearly emphasized the 
principles of brotherhood, discipleship and love and nonresistance. Perhaps 
because J.A. Toews taught most Mennonite history and theology courses at 
MBBC, Peters could not liiove into this area to the extent that lie would have 
liked to. 

Peters became well known not only in the Mennonite i3rethren constituency 
but also among other Mennon~tes and in the evangelical cornmunlty. He was 
president of Tabor College froin 1954-56, faculty niember at the Mennonite 
Bretliren Bible College (1957-651, f node rat or of the General Conference of 
Men~ioiiite Brethren Churches (1 966-69) and moderator of the Canadian Con- 
ference of Mennonite Brethren Churches (1975-77). He also served as pastor of 
several Mennonite Brethren congregations and as president of Wilfrid Laurier 
University in Waterloo (1968-78). During the latter part of his life he seemed to 
feel more comfortable arnolig eva~igelicals than among other Mennonites. 

Other M B  Leaders and Institutions 

Among later generations of MB leaders and educators there were a number 
who were influenced by the Anabaptist vision and disse~niliated it, sometimes 
revising aspects of it. Of particular importance has been tlie influence of John H. 
Redekop, who often wrote brief articles for tlie Calladion Me~llzorlite and later 
for the Merznorzite Bretkr-erz Herald and other religious periodicals. The articles 
tliat bear 011 the issue are too numerous to cite and no doubt there was some 
change over tlie period from the 1950s to the PI-esent. The most detailed 
examination of MB identity is presented in his book, Ethilicity arid the Me~lizon- 
ite Bretlzr-en: A People Aport.-" 

Redekop cites Walter Iclaassen when lie lists the eight essentials of Anabaptis~n 
rather than relying on a definition tliat arises out of the earlier gosh el^ school of 
Anabaptis~n.~? Mennonite Brethren, he affirms, are Anabaptist in theology. But 
he soon resorts to the use of the term "evangelical Anabaptism" without 
e x p l a n a t i ~ n . ~ ~  Only toward the end of the book when Redekop makes a proposal 
for naming the Canadian MBs the "Canadian Conference of Eva~igelical 
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Anabaptist Churches" doe5 he explain his use of the tern1 "evangelical."'"' A1 Lhal 
point it becomes clear that Redekop is closer to Bender than to Klaassen, and that 
Anabaptism is really understood as a radicalized form of modern Protestant 
evangelicalism. The point at which the departure from Bender and the Goshen 
school as well as fro111 Toews is most evident is on the issue of political 
participation. In this respect Redeltop reflects both his Russian Mennonite 
heritage as well as the unique Canadian context, which has allowed Canadian 
Mennonites to become involved in and influence the political process. 

Other individuals who have had varying degrees of influence on the 
Canadian MB scene in terms of promoting Anabaptism include Vern Ratzlaff, 
Harry Loewen;' Wally Unger, Henry ICrahn and Abe D ~ ~ e c k , ~ "  all of whorn 
studied and/or taught for periods of time at MBBC. Initially (in the 1960s and 
1970s), the Anabaptist vision was essentially defined in terms of the Goshen 
school-" and only gradually did that change as new scholarship emerged. The 
Mer~nor~ite BI-etlzr-er7 Herald, particularly under the editorship of Harold Jantz 
from 1964 to 1985, was generally very sympathetic to promoting the Anabaptist 
VISIOII. 

Canadian MBs also played a very significant role in what Paul Toews refers 
to as "a reclamation of Mennonite history and identity" for US MBs."' In the 
mid-1960s, when Pacific Bible Institute in Fresno was transformed into a liberal 
arts college, young faculty recruits like Peter Klassen and John H. Redekop 
helped to give the school a more Anabaptist orientation. Beginning about the 
same time the Mennonite Brethren Biblical Seminary, under the leadership of 
individuals like John B. Toews and Abe J. Klassen, was refashioned from a 
fiindamentalist to an Anabaptist institution and in the 1970s became a joint US- 
Canadian ins t i t~~ t ion .~~I ( l a s sen ,  a Canadian, had been a student of Bender, was 
one of the editors of theMer~rlor~ite BiD1iog1-aplzy 1631-1961, and was Academic 
Dean of MBBS from 1968 to 1974. The majority of faculty members in 
subsequent years were Canadians, many of whom were grads of MBBC, who 
identified themselves with evangelical Anabaptism. 

Tlie strong affirmation of Anabaptism, particularly by Canadian MBs, is 
clearly evident in the first publication of the new Board of Christian Literature, 
The Clz~lrcl~ irz Missiorz (1967), edited by A.J. IClassen. Subsequent publication 
efforts on MB history and theology demonstrate similar commitments by 
Canadians. 

Tlie Conference of Mennonites in Canada 

A study of the prominent leaders and institutions of the Conference of 
Mennonites in Canadadoes not reveal a si~nilarpassion for the Anabaptist vision 
and for evangelical Anabaptis~n as has been the case for MBs. To be sure, 
commitments to Anabaptist11 were stronger than for the GCs in the US, but 
leaders and institutions were usually more ambiguous in their co~llmitment to 



111e Anabapiial vision than Canadian MBs. The alternative to the Anabaptist 
vision, however, was not usually dispensationalist f~uidamentalism or otlier 
forms of North American evangelicalism. Rather the alternative was a different 
u~iderstandi~ig of Mennonite peoplehood. 

The roots of the Dutch-Russian gro~lps that eventually coiistituted the 
Conference of Mennonites in Canada5"were much inore stro~igly anchored in 
the migrations of tlie 1870s than was true for the Canadian MBs. Two major 
educational institutions were established, tlie Mennonite Collegiate Institute in 
Gretna, Manitoba (1889), and the German-English Academy in Rosthern, 
Saskatchewan (1905). Neither school was officially sponsored by the denomi- 
nation, although the Bergthaler and Rose~iorter were the primary fou~lders and 
supporters of the respective schools. They were really teacher training institu- 
tions which, according to Franlc Epp, were inspired by the American educational 
assumptions and fostered a strong German-English biculturalism. They drew 
their strong leaders from Kansas." 

In the 1940s and 1950s the MCI was essentially working with an u~lderstood 
sense of what Mennonite peoplehood was all about, although not articulated as 
clearly and concisely as Bender's Anabaptist vision. The essence of this 
understanding was very sinlilar to that which had been defined at Bethel College 
in Newton, Kansas. This built on the tradition of Me~i~ionite historiography 
begun by Cor~lelius H. Wedel arou~id 1900 andcontinued by C. Henry Srnitli and 
Cor~ielius Kralin. Rodney Sawatsky has argued that this represented an "alterna- 
tive Anabaptis~n."~' It had less emphasis on dogma, was less separatistic and 
more individualistic. Sawatsky even refers to a "pluralist visio~i."~'The details 
of that alternative will not be explored here, but it is essential to recognize that it 
in fact represented a fairly distinct alternative. 

Various Canadian Mennonite leaders have noted the importance of the 
Bethel Mennonite historians in the formation of their own view of Mennonite 
p e ~ p l e l i o o d . ~ ~  One of the teachers at MCI was Paul J. Schaefer, whose interpre- 
tation of Menno Sirnons and early Anabaptism was different from Bender's and 
more in line with the Bethel historians.ji Many of the individuals who were 
initially exposed to this reading of Mennonite history, later were also exposed to 
Bender's vision. Sometimes this led to a "conversion," while at other times it 
resulted in a new foriilulation which went beyond each of the earlier alternatives. 
Walter Klaassen perhaps best represented the latter alnong CMC leaders, and his 
boolc entitledAnnbaptis~i~: Neitlzrr Catholic nor Prote.rtalit, is one of tlie earliest 
post-Bender formulations of a alternative which recognized liiore pluralism in 
early Anabapti~m.~%laassen's influence came primarily after he became a 
faculty member at the newly-founded Conrad Grebe1 College and was greater in 
Ontario than in the rest of Canada. 



Canadiaii Mennonite Bible College 

The Canadian Mennonite Bible College was the CMC institution established 
in Winnipeg in 1947 which paralleled the Mennonite Brethren Bible College. In 
contrast to the MCI in Gretna, this institution soon had prominent Russlaenrler- 
Mennonites on its faculty. Several faculty ~llembers had previously attended 
MBBC (Poettclcer, Schroeder), before proceeding to advanced tlleological 
studies. Among the Mennonite institutions in the US which they attended were 
Bethel College and the Mennonite Biblical Seminary in Chicago, later in 
Elkhart, Indiana, where a joint seminary of the two largest Mennonite groups 
event~~al ly  developed. This move of the GC seminary to Ellchart may have 
symbolized an embrace of the Anabaptist vision.i7 I11 any event, there was a 
considerable mix of influences on the CMBC faculty. 

There is 1-10 doubt that Bender's Anabaptist vision had a co~lsiderable impact 
oil CMBC and the training that was offered there. At least one faculty member 
took courses by Bender while a student at Flkllart,sn and others were indirectly 
influenced during their attendance in the next decade (e.g., John Friesen, Gerald 
Gerbrandt). But even prior to that there is evidence of Bender's influence on 
CMBC faculty. One of the clearest indications can be found in the Th.D. thesis of 
Henry Poettclcer, which dealt with the hermeneutics of Menno Simons.'" 
Although the personal acknowledgements make no direct reference to Bender, 
the work itself gives abundant evidence of the impact of Bender's work. 
Poettclcer began teaching at CMBC in 1954 and was president for inany years. 

Overall, however, the CMBC faculty had received Inany years of their 
education at Bethel and at Mennonite Biblical Seminary in Chicago prior to its 
move to Elkhart. Those who attended the seminary in Chicago included David 
Schroeder, Henry Poettclcer and Walde~nar Janzen. These were often quite 
conscious of the fact that Bender was offering a vision which was based on a 
distinctive reading of Anabaptist origins and they were, at times, quite sceptical. 
Somewhat revealing is a comment by Waldemar Janzen. At one point during his 
studies Janzen asked S.F. Pannabecker, "Can one be a Mennonite without being 
an Anabaptist?" The clear response was, "Yes."'" Whether or not it was always 
focused as clearly, the general feeling was often very similar and there was much 
Inore ambiguity about the com~llitment to aparticular understanding of Anabaptism 
a111011g CMBC faculty than among most MBBC faculty. To some degree this was 
also reflected in the c~~rriculum. It appears that a specific course on Anabaptist 
theology was never offered at CMBC, whereas at MBBC a course was consist- 
ently offered beginning in the late 1960s. 

Other CMC Leaders and Institutions 

The Sirst person to attempt to write a comprellensive history of Men~lonites 
in Canada was Franlc H. Epp." Epp tried to capture the variety but still discover 
common elements which would allow the various strands to form a single 



iiitcgratcd iiarrative. The result fortiled an interesting colltrasr to [lie slory oP the 
Mennonite Brethren Cliurch written by J.A. Toews and published only a year 
after the publication of Frank Epp's first volume. Altho~igli Epp's narrative 
was inclusive of tlie various Mennonite groups and sought not to alienate 
any, his more ecumenical approach in itself made him much more repre- 
sentative of tlie CMC or GC Mennonites than of the MBs or ally other 
Mennonite group. 

The ititroductory chapter, which deals with Anabaptist origins in Europe 
in the sixteenth century, gives a clear indication of Epp's understatidilig of tlie 
Atiabaptist/Mennonite faith. It reveals a much greater coticern about social, 
economic atid political realities and their impact 011 religious developments. It is 
therefore much less ideologically and theologically focused than Bender's 
Anabaptist vision was. Epp refers to the atoliiization atid fragtnentatioli of the 
early Anabaptist rnovemen~.~'The early Anabaptist ~iioveinetlt is not portrayed 
as a uniform movemelit. "There were even some Anabaptist nudists and 
polygamists," Epp states!" Sorne organizational atid theological unity was 
eventually achieved u~ider the leadership of individuals like Menno Simons, but 
tlie dominant impression is one of variety atid division, eveti it1 later stages. 
Cornmo~i experiences of persecution, migration, settlement, and community 
atid ilistitution building provide the threads to weave a common story. 

Frank Epp's role and influence in Canadian Menno~litism welit far beyond 
his role as historian. His first major taslc came when lie was appointed the 
founding editor of the inter-Mennonite paper Tlze Cal~adia~l  Me17rzorzite, which 
began in 1953. The paper did not have a very focused theological perspective 
atid initially was concerned especially with bridging the cultural atid linguistic 
gap between the Mennotiite community and the North American etivironmelit. It 
tried to address the yout~g people in particular and became a forum in which 
many of tlie aspiring young academics expressed their soinetitiies quite radical 
religious and political views. It is iiiteresting to note, however, that Epp's 
editorials seldom directly addressed the issues raised by the Gosheti scliool of 
Anabaptist historiography. Wliile there was no explicit disavowal of the Aliabaptist 
vision, the overwhelming impression is of a more ecumenical, less separatistic 
and more politically activist orientation. Epp's otherp~~blications and activities, 
such as his role in MCC Canada and his openness to political participation, 
liltewise ~iianifested a very different understanding of Atlabaptist-Me~i~~o~iitism. 

Rodney Sawatsky, whose 1977 dissertation specifically dealt with Mennon- 
ite self-definition through history, is also a good example of a Dutch-Russian 
Mennonite ill the CMC who has contributed much to a more pluralistic 
understallding of Mennonite identity." His intluence, however, has come 
primarily in the last fifteen years. 

Conrad Grebe1 College, where Sawatslcy served both as dean atid president 
for periods of time, arrived on the Canadian Mennonite scene relatively late. It 
was clearly more pluralist in its orientation despite tlie fact that one of its two 
supporting bodies was (Old) Mennonite."' It seems probable that MBs would 



have been more willing to cooperate in sponsoring the ilistitution if the college 
had been perceived as more sing~tlarly committed to "evangelical" Anabaptism. 

The Anabaptist Vision at the Congregational Level 

The above analysis has dealt primarily with the Anabaptist vision at selected 
illstitutional and leadership levels. The role that institutions and leaders play in 
shaping the values, attitudes and behaviour of ordinary members in the congre- 
gations may at times depart considerably from that which is evident at the 
leadership level. It is probably also true that in terms of the MB and the CMC 
denominatio~ls in Canada, the role of leadership has been different. Key personali- 
ties, with somewhat "charismatic" personalities, have been more determinative for 
MBs than for CMCs, at least much of the period under consideration. 

The church membership profiles of 1972 and 1989 provide one measure of 
the embrace of the Anabaptist vision at the congregational level. These profiles 
demonstrate some stark contrasts between the two denominations, MBs and 
GCs (CMCs), in their two national settings in the measurements of their 
performance on Anabaptist scales which were developed." The following table 
gives a summary of the ratings of the four groups 011 the Anabaptist scale, as well 
as for United States and Canadian Mennonites as a whole. 

Ratings on Anabaptist Scale 

(Percent scoring Upper Middle or High) 

The table reveals that, of the four groups, Canadian MBs scored highest on 
the Anabaptist scale and US MBs scored lowest. Both Canadian MBs and 
Canadian GCs scored higher than their US counterparts. It is clear, therefore, 
that the filldings which concluded that MBs in NA were more Anabaptist than 
GCs in North America were heavily dependatlt on the high ratings of Canadian 
MBs on the scale." 111 fact, Canadian MBs may have rated higher on the 
Anabaptist scale than any other Mennonite group, whereas US MBs probably 
had one of the lowest ratings of any of the groups analyzed. 

U.S. MBs 

U.S. GCs 

Can. MBs 

Can. GCs (CMCs) 

U.S. Menns. 

Can. Menns. 

1972 

50.9 

55.8 

80.8 

74.2 

53.6 

78.8 

1989 

43.0 

49.4 

69.1 

64.2 

46.7 

67.0 



Both MBs and CMCs declined sharply in the lneasurements on the Anabaptist 
scale by 1989. The reasons were many. In terms of the MBs, the College 
(MBBC) no longer played the central role in shaping attitudes of the constitu- 
ency by 1989. Often there were sharp reactions against the personalities and 
concepts that were perceived as Anabaptist. Among CMCs other factors were 
probably more important. Some forrns of evangelicalisin no doubt eroded 
Anabaptist values in both constituencies. 

Conclusions 

Although the above analysis is far from comprehensive, it does give some 
indications of the uniquely Canadian responses to the Anabaptist vision and the 
differences between Canadian MBs and Canadian GCs. Canadian MBs appear 
to have been much more receptive to Bender's Anabaptist vision than thcir 
American counterparts and than the CMCs. There are Inally factors that have 
brought about these different responses. Canadian CMCs, while primarily of 
Dutch-Russian descent, were Inore mixed in terms of their background in the 
tnigrations of the 1870s and 1920s and thus had closer connections with the 
Bethel school of historians than MBs had with Tabor College or with alternative 
interpreters of Mennonite origins. Mennonite Brethren on both sides of the 
border probably felt the need to define themselves over against the GCs for 
historical reasons. In the US the choice was Inore often a definition which 
emphasized similarities with fulldatnentalists or evangelicals, whereas in Canada 
the affinity with (Old) Mennonites often became the preferred alternative. After 
all, the (Old) Mennonites were not the "fallen" church from which the MBs had 
separated, whereas the CMCs were regarded that way! MBs, because of their 
Baptist and Pietist connections, could appreciate the concept of "evangelical 
Anabaptism" more than CMC Mennonites could.bx For Canadian MBs, to be 
"evangelical" allowed them to distinguish themselves from fundamentalism, 
and to be "Anabaptist" was a way of being Mennonite which distinguished them 
from the CMCs. It allowed theln to affirm the best oftheir Mennonite heritage 
without denying the validity of their 1860 experience. 
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