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Since the arrival of the first wave of Mennonites from the Russian 
Empire to Canada in 1874, the southern portion of Manitoba, where 
many of the immigrants settled to form close-knit rural communities, 

has become known for its substantial Mennonite population.1  
With this large concentration of Mennonites also came a specific 
Mennonite culture that the immigrants transplanted from their old 
homeland to their new communities in North America.  This identity 
was characterized by aspects of German culture such as language, 
literature, and music, and combined with Mennonite theology to 
create a distinct ethnicity for the Dutch-Russian Mennonites in 
North America.2  While the Mennonite community in Manitoba 
has undergone tremendous change since their arrival in the late 
nineteenth century, unique religious values and cultural traits still 
exist that are specific to this ethno-religious group. 

Juxtaposed against this mainstream Mennonite identity in 
Manitoba, however, are congregations with Asian, African, and 
South American roots that are remarkably different from those that 
characterize the majority of Mennonite churches in the province.3  
This paper focuses on the associations and links forged between 
two of these ethnic Mennonite congregations, the Vietnamese 
Mennonite Church and the Winnipeg Chinese Mennonite Brethren 
(MB) Church, and the wider Mennonite community in Winnipeg, 
Manitoba. These particular religious communities offer a unique 
perspective on religion and ethnicity due to their distinctive histories 
of affiliation with, and eventual belonging to, two different Mennonite 
conferences.  

Specifically, insights into the connection between ethnic 
congregations and their parent denominations may be gleaned 
through a study of the Vietnamese and Chinese Church.  Studying 
the relationships between Southeast Asian Christian congregations 
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and the Canadian denominations to which they belong, Judith Nagata 
suggests that the presence of ethnic congregations within an Anglo-
Canadian religious denomination “does not significantly encourage 
sustained social interaction among different [cultural] segments of 
the same denomination…but tends to reflect the subtle ethnic ranking 
of the wider society.”4  While Nagata contends that the relationships 
between ethnic congregations and their parent denominations 
are often based on discrimination and inequality, the case of the 
Vietnamese and Chinese Church demonstrates that this association 
can be characterized by mutual respect and cooperation.  

This paper focuses on the first ten years of this ethnic congregation 
using the minutes of the Vietnamese and Chinese Church’s Advisory 
Council meetings, the files of the MB Conference of Manitoba and 
those from the office of MB Missions and Church Extension, as well 
as conference reports, personal letters, and field research conducted 
in 2002.  Official documents like minutes are rich historical resources 
for they appear at regular monthly intervals over a long period of 
time and have a standardized format within which their information 
is presented.5  Attempting to determine the nature of the relationship 
between an ethnic congregation and its parent denomination using 
official documentation, however, proves to be a challenging endeavour, 
as there are limitations to their use.  Such sources, for example, most 
often present the voice of the Euro-Canadian conference leadership 
and therefore do not focus on the level of individuals belonging to 
either mainstream Mennonite churches or the ethnic congregation 
itself.  Additionally, as the Advisory Council consisted mostly of 
European-descendant Mennonites, the minutes of the Council’s 
meetings reflect the attitudes of the Canadian majority rather than 
the Asian minority.  Consequently, the perspective of the Vietnamese 
and Chinese church’s leadership and members, as well as other 
peripheral voices, and dissenting opinions may not be given adequate 
attention in such narratives.6

Despite these limitations, however, these sources nonetheless 
present valuable historical evidence. Historian Adrian Wilson argues 
that, despite inherent limitations in any historical documents, they 
are useful “as effects, that is, as reflecting some set of past processes,” 
rather than as transparent “windows on the past” or as impartial 
“witnesses” to historical events.7  Thus, scholars must move “beyond 
the naïve assumption of transparency [in the historical record],” 
thereby widening the scope of enquiry beyond the immediate 
question at hand to take into consideration the processes by which 
sources are created.8  When the provenance as well as the content 
of historical evidence are analysed, their inherent limitations are 
largely overcome.  For, according to Wilson, this practice leads to 
the realisation that “society ‘records itself ’ in the processes which 
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generate documents,” which then allows every document to act 
as a “‘record’ of the society” that produced it.9  Thus, omissions 
in structure or content speak as loudly as the information that is 
included in historical sources.10

Official documents, therefore, provide an important perspective 
when examining an ethnic congregation within the context of 
an Anglo-Canadian denomination.  They demonstrate that the 
relationship between the Vietnamese and Chinese congregation and 
the four Manitoba Mennonite conferences with which it was affiliated 
was one of mutual respect.  Though there is evidence of occasional 
unease within the leadership of the Mennonite conferences due to 
the cultural, linguistic, and theological differences between them 
and the Vietnamese and Chinese congregation, these instances 
are overshadowed by evidence supporting the idea that a spirit of 
collaboration characterized the relationship between the leadership 
of these two groups.

Historiography
Much historical and sociological work has been done on immigrants 

in North America and the organizations these communities establish in 
order to maintain their cultural traditions and way of life.  In his study 
on refugee adaptation and the structure of immigrant communities 
in Quebec City, sociologist Louis-Jacques Dorais draws attention 
to the “strong set of ethnic religious organizations...that contribute 
greatly to the social life of the refugees.”11  Janet McLellan concurs, 
arguing that religion has an important function in “the negotiation of 
cultural and social identity” for many immigrants by promoting social 
cohesion within the ethnic group.12  McClellan’s study on Cambodian 
refugees in Ontario highlights the role of religious institutions that, 
alongside social organizations and kinship networks, form the most 
significant facets of ethnic identity among this immigrant group by 
helping them to preserve their Cambodian culture.13  

When newcomers to Canada and United States seek to join 
religious organizations, however, many choose to become connected 
to churches that are outside of their traditional religious background.  
The involvement of such immigrant groups in Christian churches 
often links these ethnic communities with Canadian or American 
denominations that may attempt to assimilate them into the wider 
North American religious mainstream.  Sociologist Fenggang 
Yang argues that the denominational hierarchy of a Christian 
church typically acts as a mechanism of assimilation by imposing 
“policies either for religious uniformity or for Americanization” 
among its member congregations.14 This possibility is very real, for 
as sociologist Norman Buchignani demonstrates, many Christian 
immigrant congregations, particularly in Vietnamese communities, 
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typically form affiliations with existing churches that are not ethnic-
specific.15  

The emphasis on consistency and standardization among North 
American Christian churches belonging to a specific conference 
may in turn create tension between an ethnic congregation and the 
leadership of a religious organization. Many anthropologists and 
historians studying the interaction between ethnic churches and 
their parent denominations have concluded that these relationships 
are often based on inequality and characterized by a lack of trust 
from the leadership of a church conference toward its ethnic member 
congregations.  Judith Nagata’s study on the role of religion in the lives 
of Southeast Asian immigrants in Toronto addresses the relationship 
between an ethnic congregation and its parent denomination.  
Focusing on four different Southeast Asian churches,16 Nagata 
demonstrates that interaction between these congregations and their 
Anglo counterparts is very limited.  By studying the experiences of 
these churches, Nagata argues that ethnic congregations reproduce 
“ethnic separatism” and do not become fully accepted in the 
English-speaking, Canadian denominations in which they belong.17 
Indeed, many of these relationships are characterized by a strict 
denominational hierarchy in which an ethnic congregation occupies 
a much lower position than its mainstream counterparts and the 
conference’s leadership.  In addition, any connections that are built 
between these two groups are often filled with racial or cultural 
tensions and uncertainties, and thereby lack a considerable degree 
of trust.18

As Daphne Winland’s study demonstrates, the lack of cooperation 
between the ethnic congregations and their Anglo-Canadian parent 
denominations in Nagata’s study is indicative of many other such 
relationships as well.  Winland’s research on the Mennonite-affiliated 
Hmong Christian Church in Ontario sheds light on the complications 
involved in the relationship between the Ontario Mennonite 
Conference and its Hmong congregation.  As in the case of the ethnic 
congregations in Nagata’s study, there is very limited contact between 
the Hmong congregation and mainstream Mennonite churches in the 
province.  This is due not only to the cultural and linguistic barriers 
that exist between them but also to the ambivalence felt by both sides 
toward the other.19  Therefore, rather than enjoying a harmonious 
relationship with mainstream Mennonite churches specifically, and 
with the Ontario Mennonite Conference in general, the Hmong 
congregation occupied a “tenuous place...in the ethnic Mennonite 
church community and society at large.”20  

Winland does, however, also suggest that the ambivalence that 
existed between the Hmong Christian Church and its Mennonite 
parent church was not the result of an explicit policy on the part 
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of the leadership in either of the churches.21 It is clear, therefore, 
that the leadership of the Euro-Canadian and Hmong Mennonite 
congregations did attempt to bridge the gap between these two 
groups.  Indeed, Winland asserts that “the Mennonite community and 
the church with which the Hmong church is affiliated do not seem to 
place a great deal of pressure on [the Hmong] to conform to strict 
doctrinal principles of the Mennonite faith.”22  While the practices 
of the Hmong church were monitored by its parent church and the 
Mennonite conference and while this Southeast Asian congregation 
did occupy an ambivalent place in the Mennonite community, 
Winland demonstrates that a measure of good will did exist between 
the Mennonite leadership and the Hmong Christian Church.

Winnipeg’s Vietnamese and Chinese Mennonite-Affiliated Church 
reinforces Winland’s observation.  It is clear, in the case of this 
congregation, that the Mennonite conferences involved in the life of 
the church provided it with a great deal of support and compassion 
and that this was a deliberate policy of the leadership.  Where this 
case differs from the patterns set out by Winland’s study, however, is 
in the level of cooperation that existed beyond the level of leadership 
to the Euro-Canadian Mennonite churches and their individual 
members.  

One reason for this divergence could be the emphasis Winland’s 
study in particular places on the congregational life of the Hmong 
Christian Church rather than on the leadership of the Mennonite 
conference with which it is affiliated.  By relying largely on oral 
interviews with church members for this portion of her discussion, 
Winland’s study provides for a greater emphasis on dissenting voices 
and offers a wonderful glimpse into the individual experiences 
of parishioners belonging to minority immigrant churches. The 
discrepancies between the analyses by Nagata and Winland and the case 
of this Southeast Asian congregation may, therefore, be accentuated 
by the diverse source bases used in each different circumstance; 
while oral interviews provide a glimpse into congregational life, 
official documents and council minutes illuminate the perspective of 
the conference leadership, upon which this paper focuses.

The case of the Vietnamese and Chinese Church of Winnipeg 
adds to the historiography of religious organizations in immigrant 
communities and ethnic churches by challenging existing 
interpretations of the relationships between Anglo parent churches 
and their ethnic daughter congregations.  While historians and social 
scientists emphasize the fact that the relationship between these 
groups is often based on inequality and distrust, by researching the 
origins and first ten years of the Vietnamese and Chinese Church 
it becomes clear that the relationship between the Mennonite 
conferences and this congregation was not based on suspicion and 
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unease.  That occasional unease existed at the official level of the 
Mennonite conference toward their Asian members is undeniable.  It is 
also apparent, however, that these instances are eclipsed by numerous 
others that demonstrate the open, cooperative, and compassionate 
nature of the relationship between conference leaders, Mennonite 
churches, and individuals from the wider Mennonite community in 
Winnipeg and the Vietnamese and Chinese Church. 

The Vietnamese and Chinese Mennonite-Affiliated Church of 
Winnipeg

In order to study the relationship between the Vietnamese and 
Chinese Church and its four sponsoring Mennonite denominations, 
a brief sketch of Winnipeg’s Southeast Asian population in general, 
and of the church’s origins specifically, is necessary.  Prior to 1975, 
the Southeast Asian community in Winnipeg was very small as it was 
only after 1979 that a sizeable number of these immigrants began 
to settle in Manitoba.  According to Nancy Copeland, approximately 
four thousand Southeast Asians, eighty per cent of which were under 
the age of thirty, arrived in Manitoba from 1979 to 1980.23  By 1986, 
approximately two thousand Vietnamese refugees had arrived in 
Winnipeg.  With high percentages of unemployment,24 a fragmented 
ethnic community,25 and an unwelcoming host society,26 these refugees 
from Vietnam, as well as the city’s wider Southeast Asian population, 
experienced a difficult transition to life in Winnipeg.  

Mennonite involvement in the lives of Southeast Asian immigrants 
to Canada most often came through the avenue of refugee 
sponsorship.27  In the Manitoban context, individual Mennonite 
churches as well as the Mennonite Central Committee (MCC) also 
sponsored a large portion of the Southeast Asian refugee population 
settling in Winnipeg during this period.28  Since their arrival in 
Winnipeg in the late 1970s, concern for the spiritual lives of these 
refugees began to build up within the Mennonite churches in the city.  
This concern eventually “gave rise to the consciousness of a need to 
plant a church for these people.”29  Accordingly, in 1981 Frank Isaac, 
a member of a Mennonite church in Winnipeg and future member 
of the Vietnamese and Chinese Church Advisory Council, began 
discussing the possibility of a Vietnamese church with others in the 
city’s Mennonite community.  

Thus, while the Vietnamese and Chinese Mennonite-Affiliated 
Church was formally established in October 1983, its roots date back 
at least a year prior to this date when James and Rebecca Duong 
arrived in Winnipeg from Prince George, British Columbia and began 
work with Vietnamese individuals in the River East MB Church.  
Initially, the group functioned on a very small scale, focusing mainly 
on holding Bible studies and providing social services for the group’s 
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participants.30  While the focus had always been on the Vietnamese 
refugees, many Christians from other Indochinese backgrounds were 
quickly drawn into the group as well.  From its inception, therefore, 
the Vietnamese and Chinese Church was multi-ethnic and multi-
lingual.  By October 1983, when the Southeast Asian group held its 
first baptism at their official chartering service, the church became 
independent, though still maintaining its ties with the Mennonite 
conferences that had sponsored it.31  

Soon after its inception, however, the multicultural nature of 
the church began to create a division between the Vietnamese and 
Chinese populations in the church.  Already by late March 1984 the 
on-going disconnect between these two groups gave rise to the idea 
of a congregational split.32  The linguistic33 and cultural34 differences 
between the Vietnamese and Chinese congregants both proved to 
be insurmountable obstacles for the church.  Thus, owing to these 
persisting tensions, the congregation eventually voted to divide on 
January 27, 1986.  While the Mennonite Church, the MB Conference, 
the Evangelical Mennonite Conference (EMC), and the Evangelical 
Mennonite Missions Conference (EMMC), along with the MCC, had 
supported the church financially and spiritually since its inception 
in 1981, the Vietnamese and Chinese congregation had not been a 
formal member of any Mennonite conference.  With the division of 
the church, however, each half came under the auspices of one of 
the two largest Mennonite denominations in Canada; the Vietnamese 
in the church chose to become members of the Mennonite Church 
of Canada, while their Chinese counterparts elected to join the MB 
Conference.

The Vietnamese and Chinese Church in the Mennonite Context
The first ten years in the life of the Vietnamese and Chinese 

Church was characterized by extensive cooperation between the 
Asian congregation and its sponsoring Mennonite conferences.  The 
collaborative relationship between these two groups is primarily 
demonstrated at the official level of the Mennonite conferences 
in their work with the congregation through the church’s inter-
Mennonite Advisory Council.  As Winland’s study on the Hmong 
Christian Church also suggests, the Mennonite leadership was 
supportive of the new Asian church and remarkably sensitive to 
cultural differences that existed between the two groups.  This 
cooperation did not end, however, at the conference level; rather, it 
is also evidenced in the close relationships that were built between 
Euro-Canadian Mennonite churches and their individual members 
with the Vietnamese and Chinese Church.  

The most readily apparent avenue of cooperation between the 
Vietnamese and Chinese Church and the Mennonite conferences in 
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Manitoba can be found in the church’s inter-Mennonite Advisory 
Council.  The Advisory Council consisted of representatives of four 
Mennonite denominations, namely the Mennonite Church, the MB 
Conference, and the EMC and EMMC Conferences, a representative 
from the MCC, one member at large, and the pastor of the Vietnamese 
and Chinese Church, James Duong.35  Established as a joint effort 
between these four Mennonite conferences together with the MCC 
and the Vietnamese and Chinese Church, the Advisory Council 
was designed to guide the congregation through its first stages as a 
Mennonite-affiliated religious organization.  

Thus, the relationship between the Advisory Council and the 
Vietnamese and Chinese Church was characterized by collaboration 
and cooperation.  The Council was meant to assist the church in 
its daily life and decision making, not to govern the actions of the 
congregation.  The joint effort between the church and the Advisory 
Council is demonstrated in the 1984 Summer Report of the Vietnamese 
and Chinese Church:  

Our church would like to express our many appreciations to 
the (our) Advisory Council who has given guidance and raised 
funds for this ministry in the last two years.  I believe that 
from now on, our (my) Advisory Council is able to perform 
activities larger than before.  Thanks to EMC and EMMC who 
joined the MCC, Manitoba Mennonite Brethren and General 
Conference [who] participated in this Council.36

While James Duong, the author of the report, expressed gratitude 
and appreciation for the spiritual and financial direction given to the 
church by the Advisory Council, he also emphasized that his newly 
formed Church Council was prepared to take on greater responsibility 
in the life of the church, thereby alleviating the Advisory Council of 
some of its duties.  This report demonstrates that, from the perspective 
of the Vietnamese and Chinese congregation, the Advisory Council 
was meant to work alongside the ethnic church, providing assistance 
when needed and stepping back when the church was able to function 
on its own.

Additionally, though the majority of the Advisory Council consisted 
of representatives and members of the four Mennonite conferences,37 
they frequently sought the contribution of senior members of the 
Vietnamese and Chinese Church.  Thus, it is important to note 
that the contribution of the congregation extended beyond James 
Duong’s presence on the Council.  When matters crucial to the life of 
the church were being discussed in Advisory Council meetings, the 
minutes reveal the presence and contribution of various members of 
the Vietnamese and Chinese congregation.  On a day when they were 
discussing the need for separate services, for example, Hinh Tran 
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was present at the meeting to give the perspective of the Chinese 
people.38  Similarly, when the tensions between the Vietnamese 
and the Chinese were being discussed at a meeting in May 1985, a 
senior member of the congregation by the name of Ha was present 
to describe the difficulties the two groups had understanding one 
another due to their cultural and political differences.39  

The presence of Hinh Tran and Ha demonstrates that although 
the Council was dominated by men from the Mennonite conferences 
and the MCC, the advice and input of members from the Vietnamese 
and Chinese congregation was actively sought out when it came to 
important matters such as the tense relations between the different 
cultural groups in the church or a possible congregational split.  At 
the very first meeting where the possibility of holding two separate 
services was introduced, the Council concluded that three of its 
members would consult with outside individuals to seek their 
insight before the issue would be further discussed.  Of the three 
consultations that are specifically listed in the minutes of the meeting, 
all involved discussing the matter with members of the Vietnamese 
and Chinese Church itself.40  Again at the November 30, 1985 
meeting of the Advisory Council, it was suggested that the “decision 
to go to two services should have strong consultation between the 
Conferences and the church.”41 It is clear, therefore, that the Council 
considered it necessary to involve the Asian congregation in any of 
their deliberations about the future of the church.

While the existence of the inter-Mennonite and inter-ethnic 
Advisory Council demonstrates the cooperative relationship that 
existed between the Mennonite conferences and the Southeast Asian 
church, the minutes do reveal certain instances of unease within 
both conferences, but in particular among the MB leaders, toward 
the Vietnamese and Chinese Church.42 After the 1986 congregational 
split, for example, the MB Conference repeatedly expressed concerns 
that the leadership of the Chinese MB Church did not have enough 
knowledge about MB doctrine and theology.  These concerns were 
expressed most often after the Chinese congregation hired Job Ng as 
their new pastor in 1989, at which point the conference repeatedly 
suggested that they “orientate”43 both Ng and his wife Jenny to 
the MB Conference.44 These examples of unease correspond to 
Winland’s observations on the Hmong Christian Church. She found 
that the Mennonite parent church, though not directly pressuring the 
Asian church to conform to their Mennonite doctrine, monitored the 
congregation in an attempt to “bring the Hmong church leadership 
in line with ethnic and Mennonite religious practices and beliefs.”45  
Such instances of tension and distrust between the Mennonite 
conferences and the Vietnamese and Chinese Church, however, appear 
infrequently.  When they do surface in the Advisory Council minutes 
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or in official conference proceedings, they are overshadowed by 
more numerous instances that demonstrate that, at the official level, 
the Southeast Asian congregation had a reasonably collaborative 
relationship with its sponsoring Mennonite denominations.  

Though minutes from the Advisory Council and from the MB 
Missions and Church Extension meetings illuminate brief moments 
of unease at the official level, these documents provide no such 
evidence when examining the relationship between the Southeast 
Asian congregation and other Mennonite churches in Winnipeg. 
Throughout the three years prior to its division in 1986, the Vietnamese 
and Chinese Church enjoyed close relationships not only with the 
representatives of the Mennonite denominations on the Advisory 
Council, but also with several individual churches in the Mennonite 
Church and the MB Conference.  Home Street Mennonite Church, 
Central MB Church, as well as another Mennonite congregation 
located in Steinbach, fifty kilometres southeast of Winnipeg, 
in particular were significant sources of support for the newly 
established Southeast Asian church.  Along with one or two other 
churches, these three congregations partnered with the Vietnamese 
and Chinese Church in its first years to provide facilities, to hold 
special joint services, or to cover special expenses that their Asian 
counterparts could not afford on their own.

Home Street Mennonite Church was the most involved of these 
three congregations in the life of the Vietnamese and Chinese 
Church.  Their most important contribution was to invite the Asian 
congregation to use its facilities.  From soon after the Asian church’s 
official chartering service in 198346  until September 1986, Home Street 
Church rented their building to the Vietnamese and Chinese Church 
for twenty-five dollars a month, allowing it to hold weekly worship 
services Sunday afternoons, and make use of the kitchen and other 
specified areas of the church during allotted times.47  The amiable 
relationship between these two congregations is demonstrated in 
the preamble to the guidelines they drew up to govern their rental 
agreement:

In the honour of Christ the Head of the Church we wish to 
set in words the following guidelines that can help us as two 
congregations do the work of faithful believers in and out of 
the same building.  The Vietnamese and Chinese are very 
welcome brothers and sisters in the sanctuary at 318 Home 
Street and trust the following will strengthen our bonds of 
love and goodwill.48

When the issue of renting the Home Street facilities was discussed 
in Advisory Council meetings, the relationship between the churches 
was said to be “good,”49 and later a note suggested that the agreement 
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was “working pretty smoothly.”50 Despite occasional logistical 
concerns regarding use of the kitchen51 and finding adequate time 
for the caretaker to clean the church,52 the official minutes suggest 
that the relationship between the two churches was good-natured 
throughout the duration of the rental period.  

In addition to the original rental contract, the Home Street 
congregation also allowed James Duong to use office space in their 
building for no additional increase in rent.  At the February 19, 1985 
meeting of the Advisory Council, the pastor’s informal office in the 
Home Street facilities was the first item on the Council’s agenda.  
While such an arrangement had not been part of their 1984 rental 
agreement and though the Council understood that eventually 
complications might arise for both parties regarding aspects such 
as the accessibility of a telephone for Duong, they concluded that 
from their point of view the new arrangement was working well.  
Evidently Home Street Mennonite Church shared this perspective, 
for the minutes of this Advisory Council meeting also state that 
Duong “is welcome” to use their facilities in this way.53  Moreover, a 
month later the Home Street congregation is said to have broadened 
their invitation for Duong’s continued use of the building for office 
purposes.  The minutes of the March 22, 1985 Advisory Council 
meeting, where this issue was raised once again at the beginning of 
the gathering, read:

James is using a room upstairs for an office but is still not 
needing to use a telephone.  [He] does not expect to use the 
church as much in the near future though the door is wide open 
for continued use and the freedom to install a telephone.54  

Not only was the Vietnamese and Chinese Church invited to keep 
using the Home Street Church for office space, but they were also 
invited to customize the space with which they had been provided to 
their own needs by adding a telephone line.  

The rental arrangement with the Home Street Mennonite Church 
eventually ended in 1986, a few months after the Vietnamese and 
Chinese Church split into two separate congregations.  For ten months 
after the division, however, from November 30, 1985 to September 
1986, the Home Street congregation continued to open their doors to 
their Asian counterparts.  The only alteration in their arrangement 
was an increase in rent from the previous amount of twenty-five 
dollars to sixty dollars.55  Though the rental agreement had worked 
well between the two churches for a period of time, evidently the 
practice of sharing one facility among three different congregations 
was not deemed to be practical, and thus this facet of the relationship 
between the Home Street congregation and the Asian churches was 
concluded in 1986.  
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The Steinbach Mennonite Church, located in rural Manitoba, 
played a smaller and much less direct role in the life of the Asian 
church. Still, they repeatedly partnered with the Vietnamese and 
Chinese congregation as well as with the Vietnamese Mennonite 
Church, after the 1986 division.  In 1985, for example, the Steinbach 
Church, in cooperation with Winnipeg’s Braeside Evangelical 
Mennonite Church and the Asian congregation itself, helped the 
Vietnamese and Chinese Church purchase a van meant to transport 
many of its congregants to and from weekly worship services.56  Once 
the congregation divided into the Vietnamese and Chinese churches, 
Steinbach Mennonite Church maintained its association with the 
Vietnamese Mennonite Church by hosting special worship services in 
Steinbach for the Vietnamese congregation.  At a special service held 
on January 15, 1986 in Steinbach, the church made a $125 donation to 
the Asian congregation.  In turn, the Vietnamese Mennonite Church 
invited their Steinbach counterparts to their year-end banquet in 
Winnipeg.57  

Another Mennonite church, the Central MB Church in Winnipeg, 
developed a similar relationship with the Chinese branch of the 
Southeast Asian church after the 1986 split. Throughout the early 
1990s, the Central MB congregation often partnered with the Chinese 
MB Church in holding joint services on special occasions.  Good Friday 
services were held together in both 1990 and 1991, a joint service 
of baptism was held in 1990, and the two congregations also joined 
together in the summer of 1991 to offer a Vacation Bible School for 
children.58  Therefore, while Home Street Mennonite Church assisted 
the Vietnamese and Chinese Church before its congregational split, 
the Steinbach Mennonite and Central MB churches assumed a 
supportive role in the lives of the fledgling Vietnamese and Chinese 
congregations after the 1986 division.  The partnership among these 
various churches demonstrates a cooperative relationship between 
this ethnic church and Mennonite conferences in Manitoba, not only 
at the official level of the denominational hierarchy but also at the 
grassroots level.  

In addition to these signs of cooperation, Winnipeg’s Mennonite 
community also supported the ethnic congregation by providing its 
members with a number of much-needed social programs.  Finding 
work, learning English, and providing general support to the Asian 
newcomers were some of the immigrant church’s more prominent 
needs during this early period.  In the first few years of its existence, 
many in the Vietnamese and Chinese congregation experienced a 
prolonged period of unemployment.59  The pervasive and persistent 
nature of this issue made it “the greatest problem in the church,”60 
and caused great concern for the church’s leadership, as well as for 
the Advisory Council, during the first three years of the church’s 
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existence.  The problem of unemployment was particularly pressing 
in 1984 when approximately fifteen out of twenty-six members of the 
congregation were without a job.61 While this topic received only a 
brief mention at the March 15, 1984 meeting of the Advisory Council, 
it received considerable discussion and was the third item on the 
Council’s agenda the next month.

The April 19, 1984 gathering of the Advisory Council demonstrates 
that it was not only the Vietnamese and Chinese Church that was 
involved in addressing the unemployment question.  The wider 
Mennonite community was also involved in attempting to alleviate the 
situation.  While Ernest Wiebe, a member of the Advisory Council, and 
James Duong visited fifteen unemployed members of the congregation 
in order to encourage them, the Mennonite community in Winnipeg, 
in particular, members from the Home Street Mennonite and River 
East MB Churches, provided much-needed assistance in preparing 
the recent immigrants for employment and finding suitable positions 
for them.  A job skills search class was taught by Lois Edmund from 
the Home Street congregation, two members of the Advisory Council 
placed announcements in the bulletins of Mennonite churches in 
the city, and Len Defehr from River East MB Church acted as an 
employment officer.62  

Likewise, general support, as well as specific assistance in the 
form of English language classes, was also offered to the congregants 
of the Asian church by individuals from the wider Mennonite 
community.  In an article written for the church newsletter at Home 
Street Mennonite, Lois Edmund recounted the difficulties she 
experienced while teaching the job search skills course for members 
of the Vietnamese and Chinese Church.  The class, she concluded, 
“was mostly a failure, because we didn’t get at the real problems 
[the immigrants] face.”63  Among the problems Edmund saw as 
being at the heart of the difficulty for the Vietnamese refugees were 
physical and emotional violence in both Vietnam and Canada, little 
command of the English language, discomfort in an individualistic 
and unsupportive Canadian society, and a lack of knowledge of the 
Canadian labour laws, making the immigrants susceptible to being 
taken advantage of by their employers at the factories in which they 
worked.  She concluded:

What they need is simple things, like a newspaper they 
cannot afford or even read well.  They need more complicated 
things, like someone to accompany them to job applications 
to explain the more difficult words.  They need intangibles, 
like Christian mercy in giving jobs which are not clearly 
deserved.64

Edmund’s article ended with a plea to the Home Street 
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congregation: “Can we help in some way?  Can we make them belong 
in a strange country?  Can we share more from our fullness?”65 
Edmund’s article highlighted many of the needs felt by Vietnamese 
refugees and also encouraged continued assistance from the wider 
Mennonite community.

Social programs for the members of the Vietnamese and Chinese 
Church were not only needed in the first years of its existence.  In 
1991, five years after the congregational division, a lack of basic 
English skills was still noted as prevalent in the Chinese MB Church.  
In response to this need, Erna Janzen from the River East MB Church 
held English language classes for members of the congregation.66  
What these instances demonstrate is the willingness of Mennonite 
congregations and their members in assisting members of the 
Vietnamese and Chinese Church by providing them with general 
support and more specifically focused social services.  

Conclusion
From the point of contact with Mennonites, to affiliation with 

Mennonite religious organizations, to eventual membership in 
various Mennonite denominations, the Vietnamese and Chinese 
Church stands as an example of how an ethnic church can enjoy a 
close and collaborative relationship with its parent denomination.  
Beginning in 1981, two years before the church’s actual inception, 
the involvement of the Mennonite Church, the MB Conference, the 
EMC, and the EMMC assisted the Vietnamese and Chinese Church 
in its first few years as an independent congregation.  This support 
was given at an official level through the body of the Advisory 
Council whose monthly meetings were used to discuss issues that 
were important to the life of the church.  Though the Council was 
undoubtedly dominated by Euro-Canadian members of the sponsoring 
Mennonite denominations and not by members of the Vietnamese 
and Chinese Church itself, a detailed study of the minutes of each 
meeting from 1983 to 1987 reveals that the opinions, advice, and input 
of individuals from the ethnic congregation were actively sought out 
in especially important matters.  Therefore, while Advisory Council 
minutes and conference documents reveal examples of unease and 
distrust between the conferences and their Vietnamese and Chinese 
members, these instances prove to be brief and infrequent, and are 
overshadowed by numerous other instances that depict a genuinely 
cooperative relationship between these two groups. 

Moreover, it is significant to note that the official assistance 
rendered by the two main Mennonite denominations, the Mennonite 
Church and the MB Conference, extended beyond the denominational 
leadership to the level of individual Euro-Canadian Mennonite 
churches and their members.  In addition to the support given to 
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the church by the conferences themselves, Mennonite churches 
frequently partnered with the Asian congregation.  The Home Street 
Mennonite Church provided them with facilities in which to hold 
their worship services, while the Steinbach Mennonite and Braeside 
Evangelical Mennonite Churches assisted with special purchases 
the Vietnamese and Chinese Church could not afford on their 
own.  These associations with individual Mennonite congregations 
extended beyond the division of the Asian church in 1986, at which 
time the Steinbach Mennonite Church and the Central MB Church 
undertook a supportive role in the life of the Vietnamese and Chinese 
Church by holding joint worship services on special occasions with 
the Vietnamese Mennonite Church and the Chinese MB Church 
respectively.

In addition to these relationships with other churches, persons 
from the Vietnamese and Chinese Church enjoyed the friendship of 
various individuals of two mainstream Mennonite congregations.  The 
Advisory Council itself represented a diverse body of Mennonites 
who came together to lend guidance and assistance to the fledgling 
Asian church.  Similarly, members from the Home Street Mennonite 
Church and from the River East MB Church provided important 
social services for members of the Vietnamese and Chinese Church.  
Holding job skills workshops, teaching English language classes, 
and acting as employment officers, the contributions of these various 
individuals demonstrate that the cooperation between the Mennonite 
conferences and the Asian congregation ran deep and extended far 
beyond the denominational hierarchy of each conference.  Where 
tense moments between the official Mennonite conference body and 
the Asian church can be seen in the Advisory Council and the MB 
Missions and Church Extension committee minutes, no such instances 
can be found in these documents when analysing the relationship 
between the Vietnamese and Chinese Church and other Mennonite 
congregations.  The same can be applied to the interpersonal 
connections woven between individuals in the Vietnamese and 
Chinese Church and in the wider Mennonite community, which 
demonstrate the existence of compassion and mutual respect between 
these two parties.  This suggests that the links forged between the 
European Mennonite congregations and the Southeast Asian church 
were even stronger among the laity than they were with the official 
denominational leadership.

The case of the Vietnamese and Chinese Church and its two 
daughter congregations illuminates an aspect of the relationship 
between an ethnic church and its parent conference that has been 
underdeveloped.  The extensive association between these four 
Mennonite denominations and this Asian church demonstrates that, 
unlike the case of the Southeast Asian congregations in Nagata’s 
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study, ethnic churches may indeed enjoy a harmonious and extended 
relationship with their parent churches and conferences.  The fact 
that the Mennonite conferences expressed considerable good will 
toward the Vietnamese and Chinese congregation confirms Winland’s 
suggestion that the denominational leadership did not harbour enmity 
toward its Asian congregants.67 

Postscript
Despite this beginning, however, field research conducted in 2002 

presents a different picture of the relationship between the Vietnamese 
and Chinese congregations and their Mennonite affiliates.  Present 
circumstances would indicate that the level of interaction between 
Canadian Mennonite churches and the Vietnamese Mennonite and 
Chinese MB churches has diminished considerably. 68 While special 
annual events are celebrated together with the wider Mennonite 
community in Winnipeg, the Vietnamese Mennonite and Chinese 
Mennonite Brethren Churches seem to worship at a distance from 
the Euro-Canadian Mennonite churches.  Thus, although not the 
case at its inception, it appears that the Vietnamese and Chinese 
congregations, together with their respective Mennonite conferences, 
have come to mirror Winland’s assertion that there was “a minimal 
degree of social interaction” between the Hmong and the Mennonites 
in her study.69 

While further research is needed to examine how this shift 
between the Vietnamese and Chinese churches and the broader 
Mennonite community took place, it is clear that the leadership as 
well as the laity of Euro-Canadian Mennonite churches in Winnipeg 
were quite involved in the life of the Asian churches during their 
establishment.  The overall response from the Mennonite community 
in Manitoba to the needs of their Vietnamese and Chinese members 
demonstrates that the relationship between an ethnic congregation 
and its Anglo, North American parent denomination can be one based 
on cooperation and mutual respect.70  
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