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In 2004 Mennonite Church USA introduced “Firstfruits Direct Giv-
ing,” an electronic funds transfer service whereby church members
could authorize the regular and automatic debit of funds from their
bank accounts to congregational or church agency treasuries. An
upbeat press release touted “transfer tithing” as a new chapter to
Mennonite philanthropy, and quoted satisfied user Brenda Shelby, of
Atlanta, Georgia, who loved the simplicity of it all: “You don’t have to
think about it!”"!

Shelby might well have been describing the writing of Mennonite
history. Giving is ubiquitous in the human experience, but historians
have not thought much about it; at least their thoughts about the
philanthropy of money have not often explicitly shaped their research
questions or resulting narratives.”? Scholars may chart the rise of a
cash economy in place of one dominated by commodities, or even cite
electronic transfer as an illustration of invasive technological innova-
tion. But giving, as it flows through and reconfigures these factors has
elicited little historical analysis.

Recently, however, a few North American historians have begun
turning their attention to giving, and their work has produced a fresh
historiography of philanthropy that focuses on identity and social
relationships. “Giving is power,” social historian Laura Tuenner-
man-Kaplan, one of the leading voices in this emerging field, says,
while reminding us that such power is widely dispersed and cannot be
corralled under the rubric of social control.? Indeed, the new history
reveals more than ever that giving is a grass-roots phenomenon that is
difficult fully to track, let alone direct or manage. Recent scholarship
has debunked the assumption that the wealthy are the only givers
worth discussing, and has focused on giving as dynamically relational.
Linked to notions of obligation and reciprocity, giving “has had the
effect of incorporating individuals into larger social networks.”?
Giving is a way of making social meaning and creating and sustaining
identity—and such meaning-making and identity creation may be quite
independent of established churchly structures that hope to channel
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charity. In other words, giving may be a mechanism for individuals to
endorse ideals articulated by elites, or it may suggest ways in which
ideals are divorced from practice and that grassroots ideals differ from
those put forward by elites.®

This new historiography holds promising prospects for advancing
the state of the art of Mennonite history. First, the new scholarly
approach to giving offers the possibility of illuminating the slim, but
suggestive literature that does exist on Mennonite charity. Second, it
suggests a new lens for reading Mennonite primary sources of the past
sixty years (a distinct epoch in the annals of giving) that Mennonite
history has otherwise overlooked or understood on other terms. And
finally, following leads provided by the new giving scholarship may
highlight historical agents and agency in the Mennonite story that
traditional narratives have overlooked.

Mennenite Identity, Economics, and Giving

At first blush the social historians’ new approach hardly seems
novel when viewed against the well-worn contours of Mennonite
historiography—and scholarship in the social sciences—that has long
concerned itself with the subject of identity, and which had generated,
even if somewhat more tardily, a literature on Mennonites and econom-
ics. Closer inspection, however, reveals little work that has tackled
Mennonite giving directly, and few places were the subject has been
integrated or even acknowledged in the major narratives.

For much of the mid-twentieth century, scholars of Mennonitism
equated identity with distinctive, if not unique, ideological claims.
Giving, then, when it occasionally rose to the level of academic inquiry,
served as one of several measurable expressions of characteristic Men-
nonite beliefs; giving was an illustration of inherent values. Thus, in
1954 historians Cornelius Krahn and Robert Kreider, along with social
ethicist J. Winfield Fretz, explained “Altruism in Mennonite Life” as
a collective expression of Christian generosity and mutual aid that
inevitably spills over to serve those outside the church. Formal educa-
tion in such matters was far “less the product of conscious cultivation
than a derivative from a disciplined brotherhood way of life.”®

Similarly, a modest but noteworthy mid-century literature on
mutual aid—largely inspired by Fretz—often alluded to philanthropy
when seeking to give concrete illustration to an otherwise vague value
of community. Such accounts, typically cast in prescriptive theological
form rather than as descriptive case studies, presented giving as a
reflection of timeless values, not as an activity that created community
or that might be contested.” The closest anyone came to acknowledging
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a more instrumental role for giving was historian Melvin Gingerich’s
musing on the possibility that Mennonite generosity served to resolve
the unease givers’ felt in their personal relationships with God as they
measured their wealth against the asceticism found in foundational
Anabaptist writings.?

By 1970 when historian James C. Juhnke penned a provocative
essay on giving, scholars of the Mennonite experience were developing
more complex understandings of Mennonite identity that included
external, contextual factors and assumed that identity might change
over time. Juhnke argued that Mennonite philanthropy emerged less
from in-group theological conviction and practice than from a mix of
desire for civic respectability and a sense of social guilt for not having
sacrificed as soldiers or suffered as war victims. “Mennonites have
drawn upon the spiritual resources of militant American nationalism
for [the] very benevolent programs which are held to be uniquely and
distinctive Mennonite contributions,” Juhnke noted in highlighting
what he saw as “the essentially irony of our position.” Mennonite relief
and development work, “long understood as a chapter in the recovery
of the Anabaptist Vision, is also a footnote to American nationalism,” he
concluded.’ Inlinking giving and nationalism Juhnke became one of the
first to present charity as a means of strategically situating Mennonites
in relation to their neighbours and not as a passive reflection of innate
values. Yet Juhnke’s argument raised more questions than it answered.
His description was limited to United States, but his unit of analysis
was giving to the bi-nationally-supported Mennonite Central Commit-
tee. If American-style nationalism prompted Mennonite giving, what
fueled Canadian financial generosity? No doubt the relatively recent
immigration of many Canadian Mennonites, facilitated by Mennonite
Central Committee (MCC), engendered loyalty to that agency, but the
obviousness of such claims only obscured the possible presence of
other factors external to the Mennonite community.

Juhnke’s focus on MCC foreshadowed a turn in Mennonite scholars’
interpretation of identity. Since the 1970s, sociologists and historians
increasingly presented Mennonite identity as revolving around formal
institutions. Sociologists Howard Kauffman, Leland Harder, and Leo
Driedger employed such assumptions in their Church Member Profile
studies of 1972 and 1989; Donald B. Kraybill declared denominational
institutions the new ethnicity; and Driedger organized his several
studies of the implications of Mennonite urbanization around these
themes.!? By 1996 historian Paul Toews was arguing that the emergence
of an extensive post-World War II system of institutions had allowed
Mennonites successfully to translate traditional convictions into new
social locations and intellectual plausibility structures.!! But despite
the attention to the ideological significance of church institutions,
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their most basic origin and practical perpetuation remained strangely
shrouded in scholarly tales. Obviously, these structures required
money to operate, but where did that cash come from? How was it
generated, and what kept it coming in? Such questions were only
obliquely—if ever—addressed in the Mennonite identity literature that
focussed on institutions. The analysis rested on what the institutions
provided or did not provide, not on what Mennonites gave—or refused
to give—in relation to them.

Perhaps questions of financial reciprocity would have best been
addressed in the arena of economics, but even here, giving was not
prominent. By the 1980s Mennonite historiography had come to
recognize the role of economics in Mennonite life—from employment
patterns to the accumulation of wealth—yet what happens to dispos-
able wealth remained in the scholarly shadows, a curious situation
given the earlier energy that Mennonite academics put into analyzing
the practice of mutual aid. Even Ted Regher, the historian perhaps
most attuned to the importance of economics, has connected money
and identity through lucid discussions of occupational change and
urbanization rather than by uncovering patterns of giving.'*> Occasional
allusions to giving as a means of social control, such as the suggestion
that “special donations to the foreign missions budget protected even
the greediest and most unscrupulous employers from any form of
Mennonite Brethren church discipline,” are undocumented and fail to
recognize giving in complex terms.?

Sociologist Calvin Redekop, a leading voice in the literature on
Mennonites in business, has stressed the tension that exists between
churchly community ideals and the exigencies of individualistically-
oriented entrepreneurship. Yet, Redekop’s work does not explore the
dynamic of giving. To his credit, Redekop avoids the philanthropy-as-
social-control trope, but neither does he detail the way in which giving
might create or dissolve, strengthen or dilute relationships between
Mennonite business givers and a wider Mennonite world.™

Mennonite economists have similarly focused on the assumed
problem of accumulating wealth or the role of capital in a complex
economic system, rather than on the power inherent in philanthropy
and the relationships such philanthropy creates, sustains, and ends.!®
Indeed, James M. Harder is all but alone in his exploration of the
dynamics of Mennonite giving—giving that he describes as a function
of Mennonites’ socio-economic position and relationship to larger
market forces. Lower and lower-middle income household give
proporticnately more money to local congregations and specific mis-
sion projects and programs, Harder explained in 1997, whereas upper
and upper-middle income households give disproportionately to large
self-standing institutions, such as colleges, museums, and hospitals. As
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North American income disparity increases (somewhat faster in the
U.S. than Canada), and disposable incomes of lower and lower-middle
income households fall while that of their wealthier compatriots
increase, Harder says Mennonite giving to local, congregational, and
area conference projects will decline, even as some other entities
continue to command dollars. Thus, Harder concludes, Mennonite
giving is a by-product of larger economic realities.'®* Harder’s thesis
suggests more complexity than Mennonite historiography has yet
assigned to charity, but the somewhat deterministic favour of his
conclusion differs from the dynamic and adaptive understandings that
characterize the recent relational analyses put forward by non-Men-
nonite social historians.

Indeed, the new historiography of giving would challenge all of the
thoughtful contributors to the Mennonite discussion of this subject to
move beyond a focus on relationships that motivate giving—whether
internal churchly ones, civic national ones, and broader economic
ones—and consider instead the kinds of relationships that giving
creates. Mennonite historiography would do well to consider giving
and the formation of relationships more broadly, exploring the ways
giving (and not just the institutions receiving money) form patterns of
Mennonite identity.

Relational Giving and Mennonite History

The Global Mennonite History Project’s orienting question, What is
North American about the North American Mennonite experience? is
apropos when considering Mennonite giving. Distinctive (not unique)
factors include a cash economy and law of agency that allows wealth
to be converted and transferred easily in the form of money, and legal
structures—tax codes and foundations—that provide incentives to give
to causes the state defines as legitimate charities.!” Tax deductions or
credits for individuals’ giving have been part of income tax law since
1917 in the United States and 1930 in Canada, put in place with official
hope that such structures would, in the words of one Royal Commis-
sion, “promote munificence or at least to protect charities against the
indirect consequence of high rates of income tax on those who sustain
them.”1®

Meanwhile, governments provide the possibility of minimizing
capital gains taxes and corporate taxes if donors give to chartered
charitable foundations. These legal structures, then, not only reward
giving, but also direct it in particular ways; not only sustain charitable
entities through giving, but engender new ones, such as Mennonite
Foundation (1952), Brethren in Christ Foundation (1972),"Y Mennonite
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Foundation of Canada (1973), and Mennonite Brethren Foundation
(1991). These foundations illustrate the complex ways Mennonites
respond to contexts that in turn act back on those who created them.

The past sixty years present a particular philanthropic context, and
attention to Mennonite giving as a dynamic, relational activity provides
perspectives on Mennonite identity in this recent period. Attempts to
manage and facilitate the new giving of these decades were matched
by givers’ determination to make meaning through philanthropy apart
from established channels.

Managing and Facilitating the “New Giving”

The years after World War II marked the advent of a new style of
giving that was cash-oriented, more frequent, highly donor directed,
and able to be channelled to increasingly specific causes—Mennonite
and otherwise. The postwar revolution in rural life whereby yeoman
farms consolidated into large agribusiness and turned rurally-reared
populations into urban and suburban salaried and hourly employees,
meant that Mennonite givers increasing swam in an economy where
wealth was highly liquid and giving could more easily involve many
small transactions rather than large, occasional transfers than might
accompany generational succession.?

Second, the 1940s had produced, on both sides of the border, a
far-reaching scheme of mass income taxation.?! In Washington, D.C.,
the Revenue Act of 1942 transformed a tax that had touched only a few
into a broad-based system involving withholding weekly earnings.?? In
Ottawa, the lingering 1917 War Income Tax Act (which, as critics had
predicted, had not expired with the Great War) was transformed into
the permanent Income Tax Act of 1948.2% Both structures had already
included incentives for charitable giving, but the 1940s income tax
expansion to cover classes that included most Mennonites made them
suddenly significant.

If larger economic forces and legal structures made certain kinds
of giving more likely and more financially rewarding, the birth of a
remarkable array of permanently budgeted Mennonite institutions,
which were eager for funds and ready with specific solicitations, was
a third piece of the new giving picture.® There was an explosion of
such structures in the 1950s-1970s; several dozen spun off Mennonite
Central Committee (MCC), alone, and the various church conferences
created dozens more, from secondary schools and mental health
care facilities, to camps and expanded mission programs.” In fact,
economist Harder has argued, there was a direct connection between
the remarkable growth of middleclass income in the post-war years
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and, in his example, the burgeoning number of offices, programs,
and staffed activities of the General Conference Mennonite Church
programs in the U.S. and Canada.

But the new giving not only made possible a network of institutions
that offered itself as a fresh definition of symbolic ethnicity, it also
engendered institutions that facilitated the new giving. While some
Mennonite groups had employed endowment funds since the 1920s
and economist Carl Kreider had encouraged fellow church members
to invest in denominational charitable annuities as a means of helping
others while helping themselves, the increasingly complex environment
of taxes and charitable choices soon rendered the traditional approach
of occasional alms fund giving obsolete.?> Manson, Iowa, businessman
Edwin E. Swartzentruber may have been the first to raise the possibil-
ity of establishing a churchly charitable foundation to service gifts and
minimizing the impact of capital gains taxes. At least Swartzentruber
was one of a growing number of business people who suggested the
idea to Chris L. Graber, the Goshen, Indiana, based entrepreneur and
churchman who also served as manager of the fledgling Mennonite
Mutual Aid. Givers like Swartzentruber were eager to connect with
the expanding array of Mennonite institutions, and helped create a new
institution to do so, as denominational leaders approved incorporation
of the Mennonite Foundation (MF) in late 1952.%

Similar programs emerged in Ontario and Manitoba in the 1960s
(the lag perhaps due in part to the less stringent Canadian capital gains
penalties at the time) and combined in 1973 to form Mennonite Founda-
tion of Canada.”® Three years later, John R. Dyck, who had helped
create MFC, helped organized a Mennonite commodities receptacle
(in the U.S. such giving flowed through the MF), which in 1983 added
other churches and the cooperation of the Canadian International
Development Agency to become the Canadian Foodgrains Bank.?

Meanwhile, older institutions for facilitating giving were displaced
in the churchly shift toward laicization that typically also resulted in
professionalization. In (Old) Mennonite circles the office of deacon,
once a center for coordinating congregational giving, disappeared
as congregations sought to flatten ecclesial hierarchies and replace
ordained figures with experts who now chaired the variously-named
congregational finance committees, budget committees, or steward-
ship committees.?®* By 1959 the denomination was touting the need
for estate planning, and the next year hired John H. Rudy, a former
chemical engineer, corporate manger, and pastor from Gettysburg,
Pennsylvania, as traveling consultant. Rudy’s work quickly expanded,
and by 1965 he was employed fulltime. As care for widows gave way
to more complicated estate planning that promised to make destitute
widows a thing of the past, Mennonites turned to financial planners and
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giving was bound up with investment advice and navigating around
probate.?* (Where Mennonites who fell below the middle class fit in this
new pattern was not entirely clear; sometimes they became the focus
of new or continued direct charity or so-called sharing fund projects,
efforts that increasingly seemed old fashioned in a professional, post-
deacon world.)

A sustained attempt to manage and facilitate philanthropy emerged
in the form of what came to be called “stewardship education,” which
cast a high profile from the early 1950s to the mid-1960s as Mennonite
leaders and institutional administrators sought both to increase dona-
tions and to explain the new giving in theological terms. The North
American (0ld) Mennonite story illustrates these developments. In the
early 1950s the denomination commissioned former Hesston College
president Milo Kauffman for an extensive speaking mission to make a
new case for giving. Kauffman argued that contemporary trends had
rendered the traditional system of ad hoc collections managed by lay
deacons obsolete. Congregations needed planned giving programs and
unified budgets.?? A 1955 statement urged “all our members to practice
‘graduated giving,’ that is, increased the percentage returned to the
Lord as the income becomes greater.” (This, in light of researcher
Melvin Gingerich’s conclusion, that Mennonites gave only 3.8% of their
income.) Symbol of these sentiments was the 1965 booklet “Our Mis-
sion is One,” which was distributed to each (Old) Mennonite household
and sought to explain “the many expressions of the changes in the life
of our brotherhood,” the need for money to make it all happen, and
the “planned distribution program of the Mennonite Church [as] an
attempt to put our understanding of ‘one-ness’ of the church’s mission
into practice.”*

Making Meaning Through Giving

But if the new stewardship education (which in various forms con-
tinued through the 1990s, e.g., Mennonite Mutual Aid’s [MMA] “Giving
Project”) consistently cast giving in terms of giving back to God what
is in fact God’s to begin with, Mennonites doing the giving continued
to consider the act a means of creating or severing relationships
with other humans.® To the degree that leaders were successful in
encouraging increased giving, they were unable to manage the results
or convince givers to act without agency. In fact, giving now provided
a new way for Mennonites to express their dissent. Holding back a
cheque was perhaps now more significant symbol than refraining from
participation in communion as a means of signalling dissatisfaction
with fellow church members.
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Even when no such animosity was present, and despite the bold
mid-1960s claims of “Our Witness is One,” (01d) Mennonites in the U.S.
and Canada increasingly directed their dollars to local causes. While
51% of offering plate receipts stayed in local church budgets in 1964, by
1995 78% did.* During the same years General Conference Mennonite
giving displayed a similar shift, from congregations keeping about 55%
of monies received to about 70%.%” For its part, Mennonite Brethren per
capita giving in 1996 was impressively higher than that of many other
denominations, but 77% of that money stayed in local budgets where
givers had the most control over how it was used.?®

Some of the new local expenses came from a marked increase in
salaried pastoral and support staff, and newly remodelled church
buildings. But whatever the designation or one’s evaluation of
the trend, it was clear that in the midst of a society dominated by
homogenizing commercialization and transnational commerce, the
relationships Mennonites demonstrated they valued, through giving,
were increasingly those close to home. In 2000, as stories emerged
of budget slashing and staff layoffs at national and area conference
levels, members of U.S. General Conference and Mennonite Church
congregations told Hartford Seminary Foundation surveyors that their
congregational budgets were in better shape in 2000 than they had been
in 1995.%° Entities seeking Mennonite dollars adapted themselves to
the new environment, employing ever more specific special project
solicitations, or asking missionaries to raise their own support from
individuals who know them personally.

None of this would be surprising to historians of giving. Despite
the efforts, noted above, to manage giving and direct donations, giving
is a remarkably free enterprise. While it is impossible to determine
with any precision, it is clear that Mennonites give to a wide range of
non-Mennonite causes, religious and non-religious. Such giving is a
critical part of Mennonites’ participation in their local communities
through United Way campaigns, arts underwriting, conservation
causes, or political campaigns. In other cases Mennonites give in
support of family or friends who serve with other-than-Mennonite
religious ministries. In 2003, 31% of the US$31 million distributed to
charity by the Mennonite Foundation, and 35% of the Can$3 million
distributed by the Mennonite Foundation of Canada went to non-Men-
nonite entities.?® So even among a self-selected group of individuals
who were predisposed to work with a Mennonite trust fund and were
doing long-term estate planning (rather than responding to immediate
charitable requests) a third of giving was directed to non-Mennonite
causes. It seems safe to assume that in a larger, more encompassing
pool of Mennonite giving an even greater percentage would be going
toward other-than-Mennonite institutions. If giving is critical to
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creating and sustaining giver identity, then such charitable patterns
underscore the fact that Mennonites’ identity cannot be equated with
Mennonite identity. Through charitable giving, Mennonites create and
affirm significant ecumenical and community civic relationships that
tie them to their North American neighbours in critical ways. We need
to know more about this giving, though admittedly it is challenging to
locate accurate data.

Yet even if one looks only at explicitly Mennonite causes or
institutionalized recipients, it is clear that giving has been dynamic,
and that it is in giving itself—as much as or more than in the supported
institutions per se—that Mennonites donors have made meaning.
Beginning in 1957, for example, an avenue for giving quite different
from the charitable foundation or the consolidated congregational
budget emerged in the form of local “relief sales”—popularly organ-
ized auctions that raised money for Mennonite Central Committee,
but which were independent of MCC and accountable to their own
local, self-perpetuating boards.* As Ervin Beck has explained, the
relief sale phenomenon allowed those who were less well connected
to the new post-war giving structures—women whose contributions
in sewing or cooking, and modest and lower-income folks who bought
food—to be active players, in the company of just enough big-spending
contributors to produce dramatic bids that created an excitement
and festival-like atmosphere.*> That Mennonite intellectuals have for
years criticized relief sales as hypocritical exercises in indulgence that
contradict MCC’s goals, only underscores the sales’ independence. So,
too, does many of the sales’ continued use of the language of “feeding
the hungry” long after MCC itself abandoned such terminology and
philosophy in favour of economic development and ministries of
accompaniment. MCC gladly receives relief sale proceeds, but has
not tried to co-opt the sales, nor could it likely do so, since the sales are
more about local Mennonite efforts to engage in a collective project
than about the international agency itself.*

Moreover, the relief sale model has migrated and morphed
into auctions for other local or international causes, construing
participant identity in different ways. Since 1978, for example, many
Amish and some conservative Mennonites in the U.S. have employed
the relief sale format in a series of so-called Haiti Relief Auctions
to raise money for development projects on that island that are not
necessarily Mennonite-linked (even though there would be MCC-
affiliated Haiti work they could support). Yet it would be a mistake
not to consider these sales as part of contemporary Amish-Mennonite
self-understanding, despite the direction the funds are channelled.
The auctions feature Amish and Mennonite donors, auctioneers, and
bidders—in fact, observers agree that participants here are more
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exclusively Amish and Mennonite than are crowds at MCC sales. The
Haiti auctions function in part as annual ethno-religious festivals as
they have spread around the American Midwest, Pennsylvania, and
Florida.*

A more dramatic example of new giving patterns appears in the
rise of Christian Aid Ministries (CAM), a Holmes County, Ohio-based
Beachy Amish and conservative Mennonite international relief
enterprise which by 2003 was garnering US$168.4 million annually,
more than five times MCC’s US$32.9 annual intake.®® On the one
hand, the dollars flowing into CAM highlight the new cash economy
that has accompanied the recent flowering of household entrepreneur-
ship among Amish and traditionalists Mennonites formerly tied to
less-easily convertible land and commodities wealth. On the other
hand, CAM also points to a particular sense of self these supporters
create. In 1999 I hypothesized that it was MCC’s political activism or
advocacy of feminist concerns that had pushed the traditionalist end
of the Anabaptist continuum toward CAM. In interviews since then
with Old Order Amish who enthusiastically support CAM and have
discontinued giving to MCC, however, it became clear to me that they
did not know about these aspects of MCC work. Indeed, they knew
relatively little at all about MCC. They supported CAM because they
knew the regional staff and had personal relationships with those who
collected money and material aid. In addition, they perceived CAM to
be composed of “our people”—plain-dressing Mennonites who did not
use video promotion or other innovative advertising techniques. At
least one local MCC relief sale (Daviess County, Indiana) now splits its
proceeds between MCC and CAM. Old Order Mennonites in eastern
Pennsylvania who used to direct their giving to Mennonite Central
Committee, now intentionally structure their giving so that CAM
received two times the amount that MCC receives.

Giving to CAM, then, has cultivated new relationships in ways that
displace or weaken older ones. There is something of a generational
divide here, as an aging cohort of men who sustain inter-Mennonite
relationships forged through Civilian Public Service by giving to
MCC, is succeeded by younger people who have few connections
to the Mennonite world MCC represents. Moreover, the agency’s
efforts to present itself to these Old Orders has, in some cases, only
added to a sense of alienation, according to one senior deacon who
ruefully conceded that his desire to continue supporting MCC was an
increasingly minority one. In the early 1990s he helped get a group of
younger leaders together to hear the organization’s pitch, but Akron
sent a woman who wore slacks and “dangly” earrings. It was less the
fact that the speaker was a woman, than what she wore. “They’re
very good about understanding people in other parts of the world,” the
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deacon noted, “but they don’t seem to understand us very well.” Yet the
0ld Orders’ understanding of themselves is clear through their giving.
Unlike the imagined community of latter-day Anabaptist descendants
that mainline Mennonite academics have constructed, the Old Order
sense of identity is highly relational and immediate, and their giving is
another act in forming and formalizing those bonds.*

Conclusion

If our historiography does not include CAM or the Haiti Relief
Auction phenomenon, we are missing important pieces of the Men-
nonite story that are revealed through the ebb and flow of dollars and
directed giving. And if these entities operate under our scholarly radar,
their institutional nature does make them easier to track. But it is the
less easily quantified and summarized giving that may be even more
significant for revealing interplay among larger national contexts,
economic forces, and particular-local values and practices that are
sites of group identity. Contemporary Old Order Amish giving patterns
iltustrate this point.

The unprecedented rise in health care costs, especially in the
United States, may be a common condition, but it is not singular in its
effect. In Amish communities this factor combines with a principled
commitment to avoid state-sponsored health plans (for which not a
few families would qualify) or commercially available indemnity. In
recent years, Amish giving has increasingly centered on covering
church members’ medical bills. Although Amish in larger settlements
often have negotiated with area hospitals to receive modest discounts
in exchange for cash payment within thirty days, the need to find that
cash remains urgent and nearly constant. Older deacons compare
their work of a couple decades ago, when they received requests
for medical assistance a few times a year, to their work now. They
typically spend several hours each week in correspondence, money
collection, and cheque writing on such matters. Itis commonplace for
the announcement time which concludes biweekly worship services
to include the deacon reading five or six major requests for funds
from outside the local church district. In January 2004, for example,
in the Nappanee, Indiana, settlement, the birth of premature twins
generated an US$800,000 tab, which the parents’ local 60-member
congregation—along with its neighbouring churches and those in other
parts of the Midwest—had a month to cover. If this sort of giving within
the Anabaptist world could be calculated, it might well dwarf, in per
capita or even absolute terms, giving to colleges, mission boards, pastor
salaries, MCC, CAM, and other institutions.?
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This exploration of giving also brings to light an otherwise hidden
diversity of definitions at play in the contemporary North American
Mennonite world, diversity that attention to giving might better
reveal. Undoubtedly, most Mennonites, reliant on national health care
or private insurance, do not think of medical costs when considering
their “giving,” even as such costs (directly and indirectly) comprise
a growing percentage of their personal economies. At the same time,
for other, mostly American, members of the Anabaptist spectrum
the health care category has come to constitute the focus of their
philanthropy. These developments are not insignificant if we consider
giving as fundamentally a form of connectivity and an act of identity
formation. In other words, for most Mennonites, one of the largest
and most contested sectors of contemporary life does not play any par-
ticularly “Mennonite” purpose. Health care may engender everything
from awe to outrage, but it is a difficult if not impossible site for the
shaping of North American mainline Mennonite identity. Meanwhile,
modern medicine has only added to the way Old Orders understand
themselves individually and collectively—from the symbolic act of
having to declare their church membership and name of their bishop
when they are admitted to a hospital, to the way the practical gesture
of giving is integrally tied to a act of separation as much as survival.
Giving, in this case, points us to patterns deeper than the exchange of
money, to the ways in which culture, context, and community do or do
not intersect in significant North American, and Mennonite, ways.

In the end, greater attention to giving, along the dynamic, relational
lines pioneered by the new social history of the philanthropy of money,
has much to contribute to the state of the art of Mennonite history.
It would connect with traditional historiographic and sociological
discussions of identity that have focused on institutions, but greatly
expanding those discussions by recognizing the agency residing
in institutions’ constituents. This orientation to giving might also
push our understanding of Mennonites and economics beyond the
polarization of community control and entrepreneurial independence,
as well as demounstrate how deeply—and voluntarily—Mennonites are
connected to their non-Mennonite neighbours. Moreover, one might
apply this analysis at various levels of Mennonite life, from the role of
million-dollar development offices to creative congregational studies
that explore the meaning of church budgets or the sort of “coerced”
giving leveraged through membership dues or levies.*® The possibili-
ties are extensive.* After all, giving is ubiquitous. We just need to
think about it.
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