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The relocation of a substantial portion of a community by group emigra-
tion allows one to see a cross-section of church life that ‘““normal’’ times do
not readily afford. The eighteenth century Mennonite move to New Russia
provides a good opportunity to observe where the Mennonite church of
Poland/Prussia was with respect to language, Flemish-Frisian relations, con-
gregational practices and their implicit basis, and communal life patterns.
The availability of the diaries of two prominent Prussian Mennonite elders
covering this period provides such a study with details and first-hand fresh-
ness. Heinrich Donner (1735-1805) was minister (1766) and elder (1772) of
the Frisian Orlofferfelde congregation, and Gerhard Wiebe (1725-1796)
minister (1751) and elder (1778) of the Ebling-Ellerwalde Flemish congre-
gation.!

During the course of this research it became obvious that the secondary
sources of this crucial earliest period of Mennonite settlement in Russia are
frequently factually inaccurate and misleading in interpretation. Primary
sources are accordingly given preference in re-telling the story here. Alterna-
tive interpretations are indicated in endnotes.

The paper attempts to reconstruct church life and organization during
this seven-year period in narrative form and then reflects on some of the is-
sues in a more analytical section.

1. Attitudes to the Migration

Heinrich Donner’s ‘‘Chronik’’ does not reflect any great enthusiasm for
the emigration. The earliest entry in 1787 simply reports: ‘‘Some Mennonists
have taken land in Russia and made a contract with the Empress. They are
Mennonists from the Danzig region.’”?

The 1788 entry is considerably longer. On the positive side it notes that
Deputy Bartsch was a Frisian, that the land accepted from the Czarina
amounted to 1080 Hufen,? and that he has filed a copy of the contract made
with Prince Potemkin. On the other side it notes that in West Prussia only
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those ‘“Mennists who had no property [Besitz] were permitted to emigrate,”’
that they had to pay a tenth of their assets (Vermdgen) in order to receive
permission to leave, that the assessors charged large fees, that the West Prus-
sian cabinet categorically forbade the emigration of Mennonites, and that
some seventy-seven households in the Elbing and Tiegenhagen were now in
dire straits, having sold their goods and given up their housing. It ends with
the note that ““‘Only one family from our congregation, Absalon Engbrecht
of Neustddschenwalde with wife and child is joining the emigration.”’* A lit-
tle later it reports:

On the 13th and 14th Sundays after Trinity Sunday we had to publicize an offi-
cial notice that no Mennist should undertake to move to Russia without the
knowledge of the government. Nevertheless, many did leave, heedless of the danger
caused by Russia’s current war with the Turks and Sweden. . . . Because of the
Turkish war they were unable to move to the location for which they had con-
tracted. Hence they did not know where to set up their home. May the merciful
God be their protector and keep them in his care!’

Whether Donner’s apparent coolness to the migration resulted from this limit-
ed interest among West Prussian Frisians, or vice versa, is not clear. He was
preoccupied with other matters during this time. His church frequently asked
him to negotiate with the government regarding the status of Mennonites,
and he seems to have a strong sense of loyalty to the state and invested con-
siderable efforts in reducing Prussian restrictions on Mennonite landhold-
ing.% In his own area he was involved in a long-drawn, sometimes bitter
conflict with a number of other Frisian congregations led by Elder Jacob Sie-
bert (d. 1784) and his successor Hans Siebert of Thiensdorf, leading to an
eventual split in 1791.7

Among the Flemish leadership stronger support for the emigration is evi-
dent. On August 7, 1786, Russia’s invitation to immigrants was read in both
the Frisian and Flemish congregations in Danzig. Objection from the city
authorities, however, kept the leaders from formally endorsing the Septem-
ber 14 offer of Jakob Hoeppner and Jakob von Kampen to be official delegates
to explore settlement in Russia. The Flemish elder, Peter Epp (1725-1789;
minister 1758; elder 1780), sufficiently heeded the warning of the Danzig
authorities that he refused in December to read the more direct invitation
of Georg Trappe, but he did not prevent Trappe’s men from distributing his
pamphlets at the church exit in January or keep him from attending a com-
munion service in February.? Although Epp was careful to pass on to his
congregation the warnings of the city authorities, he was considered an ac-
tive promoter of the emigration.®

The diary of Elder Gerhard Wiebe of Elbing nowhere reflects anything
except support for the emigration. Nor can one detect any objection from
either Dirk Tiessen (17??-1806; minister 1755; elder 1767) of the Grosswerder
Congregation or Cornelius Regier (1743-1794; minister 1765; elder 1771) of
Heubuden.
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2. Provision of Ministerial Leadership: the Flemish Church

On February 10, 1788, Peter Epp invited his colleagues Gerhard Wiebe

and Cornelius Regier to Danzig to discuss the question of how to provide
ministers (Lehrer) for the would-be emigrants. Since the question of exit per-
mits was still quite unsettled, they decided to wait until the move would actu-
ally take place when it would become obvious who and how many would
g0.!9 By March 15 Regier, having heard that permission to leave was likely
going to be granted, wrote to Epp: ‘‘How will it be if the emigration really
comes to pass? I am concerned that none of the OAms [ministers] will decide
to go along as shepherd for these poor sheep. . . . I am frequently concerned
where we will find the means to provide sufficient Lehrer [teacher-ministers]
for the emigrants to Russia.”’
" The emigrants did not wait for this matter to be decided before leaving.
Some fifty of them were already in Riga when the deputies, Hoeppner and
Bartsch, returned in 1787. A further four families left Danzig on February
23, 1788. Another group left with Deputy Hoeppner on March 22.'? Very
few of these had official exit visas. Some from the Marienburg and Tiegen-
hof regions sold their possessions, slipped into Danzig Territory where the
authorities were less strict, and then quietly left the country without waiting
to be checked out.?

When permission to emigrate finally came from the West Prussian govern-
ment on June 2, a meeting of the whole Flemish Lehrdienst (elders, ministers,
and deacons; hereafter translated as‘‘minsterial council’’) and all those wait-
ing to emigrate was called for Rosenort for June 10. Three letters from Am-
sterdam were read at this gathering, urging Flemish and Frisians to live
harmoniously with each other and not consider intermarriage between the
two groups as mixed marriages(Aussentrau). Since the permission to emigrate
excluded anyone owning land, it was clear that no current ministers would
be in the group leaving. The meeting accordingly decided that an election
of ministers was to be held after exit permits had actually been obtained.*

However, many people did not want to wait until all had received their
exit permits. These gathered in Rosenort on July 28 ready to depart, but ex-
pecting that minsterial elections would take place, Elder Regier explained that
an election was still premature because many on the Prussian side had not
yet been able to obtain permission to leave in spite of all their efforts. An
election was thus inadvisable since it might choose someone who would not
be allowed to leave.!

A letter from Dubrovno, the first stopping place in Russia, prompted fur-
ther meetings. Tiessen and Regier were already discussing the matter with
Wiebe in Ellerwald on September 14, when a note from Peter Epp suggested
that the entire ministerial council be called together. This meeting, at Tieger-
feld on September 23, rejected the Danzig proposal of sending an elder and
other leaders to Russia to hold elections there, and instead suggested to the
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emigrants that the churches in Prussia hold candidate elections and submit
the names to the group in Dubrovno. For now these men could conduct church
services among them and later ministers could be elected and ordained out
of their ranks.!" By this time the number of Flemish emigrants stood at 152
families, the large majority (93) of them from the Grosswerder congrega-
tion.'” The Dubrovno group had already elected Jakob Wiens, Gerhard Neu-
feldt, David Schoett and Bernhard Penner to conduct Sunday services by
reading Kroeker’s sermons.®

In response to five letters received from Russia in early 1789, including
one from Deputy Jacob Hoeppner in which the emigrants offered to pay travel
expenses for an elder to come to organize the church, a further meeting of
the ministerial council was held on January 27. It was unsuccessful in per-
suading Peter Epp to go, (the other two elders present did not want to draw
lots with him) but he submitted the matter to the Danzig congregation on
February 5 and there decided conditionally that he would go in spring."”

By mid-February it was obvious that Epp’s health would not permit a
spring journey. The Flemish leadership then decided that twelve to sixteen
ministerial candidates should be elected in Dubrovno and their names sub-
mitted to Prussia for a final selection of four ministers and two deacons. A
committee to conduct the election was named, with one representative from
each of the four congregations: Jacob Hoeppner for Grosswerder; Jakob
Wiens, Danzig; Peter Albrecht, Elbing; and Martin Claassen, Heubuden.?

The emigrants acted swiftly. By March 27 the candidate list was back in
Prussia and a meeting of the ministerial council was held in Petershagen to
make the final selection. The 168 votes cast had named a total of twenty can-
didates. Jakob Wiens (47 votes) and Gerhard Neufeldt (27 votes), both of
Danzig, and David Giesbrecht (18 votes) of Petershagen, an acquaintance of
Elder Dirk Tiessen, clearly led the list and were declared elected as ministers.
The lot was then cast among the next five Flemish candidates (Peter von Dyck,
Rehwald — 12; Peter von Dyck, Lakenwald — 12; Anton Claassen, Heubuden
— 9; Cornelius von Riesen, Topferdamm — 6; Bernhard Penner, Danzig —
4) resulting in the choice of Penner as minster, and Dyck (Lakenwald) and
Riesen as deacons. The results were sent to Russia together with instructions
to the electoral committee for the ordination.?

The candidate election in Dubrovno had been conducted by the entire
group of emigrants, and their letter drew attention to the promise of the Fris-
ians to work in unity with the Flemish. Nevertheless, the Prussian Flemish
ministerial council decided to disregard the two Frisian candidates, Cornelius
Froese and David Schoett, in making the final selection, ‘‘because they are
not familiar to us and in so short a time we could not find adequate infor-
mation about their manner of life.’?* Since Schoett was already serving the
united Dubrovno group, along with Wiens, Neufeldt and Penner, in leading
Sunday worship services, his rejection in the choosing of ministers represent-
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ed a serious rebuff to the Frisians. If, as Smissen reports, the six candidates
were asked at their ordination ‘‘whether they were united in faith with the
Flemish Church of Prussia,”’ this would have been further cause for the Fris-
ian group to separate.? According to Elder G. Wiebe, who sent the authori-
zation to ordain, the question to be asked was rather ‘“Whether you are one
in faith with the church of God as you confessed and accepted in your bap-
tism?’’?* In any case, the Frisian group gave up the attempt to form a unit-
ed church and henceforth met separately.

In May new letters arrived from Dubrovno, urgently asking that the church
in Russia be provided with an elder. A large brotherhood meeting in Danzig
on May 24 finally convinced Peter Epp to go. However, Epp fell seriously
ill immediately after his farewell sermon on August 2 and died on November
12.% Meanwhile, the immigrants left their temporary stopping place at
Dubrovno and completed the journey to Chortitza. Responding to word of
Epp’s sickness, the new ministerial council urgently pleaded for help in fully
organizing their congregation by the provision of an elder. In a December
letter they drew attention to problems arising from the fact that the Frisian
group now seemed to be much better organized than they.?® By March 1790
the Prussian Flemish ministerial council had agreed on an alternative to send-
ing one of their elders to Russia. Citing as precedent the way in which the
Palatine Mennonites had organized their congregation at Einsiedel near Lem-
berg in Poland, they gave the Russian group full authority to elect and or-
dain an elder from among its ministers.?”’

The congregation at Chortitza received this authorization on June 1, 1790.
David Giesbrecht had by then been relieved of his office because of strife
caused by him in the congregation. The election for elder among the three
remaining ministers chose Bernhard Penner (1756-1791). Jakob Wiens, the
oldest of the ministers, then ordained Penner.?® With Giesbrecht no longer
functioning, and the number of immigrants increasing, elections for new
ministers were held shortly after New Year in 1791. Johann Wiebe, a nephew
of Elder Gerhard Wiebe, and David Epp, Danzig, were selected. A further
election on June I chose Gerhard Willms and deacon Peter Dyck as ministers,
and Jakob Klassen and Johann Wiebe (Heubuden) as deacons.?

By now Elder Penner was quite ill and requested an assistant. The newly
chosen minister, Johann Wiebe (1766-1823), was elected but felt that he was
too young and incapable to accept the office. Penner died on July 29 before
the matter could be resolved, leaving the congregation without an elder once
more.3¢

When Johann Wiebe was again urged to accept the office after Penner’s
death, he agreed to do so on condition that a co-elder be elected and that
both go to Prussia to be ordained. David Epp (1750-1802) was elected but
the trip to Prussia for ordination did not materialize for various reasons.3!
Wiebe then once more withdrew his candidacy, while Epp finally allowed him-
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self to be ordained by Minister Jakob Wiens on February 2, 1792. Not all
in the congregation agreed with this move but were prepared to accept Epp
as their leader if the ministerial council was united on the matter. With
minister-elect Peter Dyck and deacons Cornelius Friesen and Johann Wiebe
opposed, the congregation faced division and disunity.*?

The Prussian Flemish ministerial council met at Tiegerfeld on May 14
to discuss the plight of the Chortitza congregation. The meeting affirmed
Epp’s ordination and the election of both elders. It urged Wiebe also to ac-
cept ordination, assuring him that he need have no reservations about the
efficacy of the Befestigung (ordination).*

In a letter to Jakob Wiens, sending an Attest (letter of transfer) for David
Epp at the latter’s request, Elder Jacob de Veer (1739-1807; minister 1774;
elder 1790) of Danzig hints at what may have been the reasons for reluctance
to accept Epp as their elder. “‘Should some members of our congregation,
now in your congregation, recall unpleasant incidents that took place during
the tenure of the late Elder Peter Epp, and as a result be uneasy in view of
his [David Epp’s] new office, then we want to reassure them that we have
investigated these matters carefully and found that everything has been proper-
ly taken care of”’ The Attest was signed by three witnesses and had also been
approved by the entire Flemish ministerial council on May 14, who agreed
that “‘since his transgressions were not considered punishable, but dealt with
and forgiven...they cannot be a hindrance to him in his office.’’3

In November Johann Wiebe reported his side of the developments. He
noted that after the election of David Epp, ten members did not sign the let-
ter authorizing them to go to Prussia for ordination. When this matter was
discussed in the ministerial council, Gerhard Neufeldt said he was sorry that
he had signed. Unable to resolve the issue internally, the matter was submit-
ted to “‘our government’’ but without resolution. In his turmoil, Wiebe felt
himself obligated to resign from the ministerial office. A petition to elect a
new elder and ordain him as they had done with Penner produced only fifty-
five signatures. Thereupon David Epp accepted ordination but Wiebe could
not find himself ready to do so yet. He did, however, reaccept the office of
minister.*

A brief note of November 27, signed by D. Epp, Johann Wiebe, Jakob
Wiens and Gerhard Willms, informed Elder de Veer that they will report to
him regarding ‘‘changes in the ministerial council’’ as soon as possible.*®
When that information finally arrived in August 1793, it reported that Jo-
hann Wiebe had still not accepted ordination as elder and that Peter Dyck
did not accept the office of minister. In addition to David Epp, the ministeri-
al council thus consisted of Johann Wiebe, Jakob Wiens, and Gerhard Willms
as ministers, and Cornelius Friesen, Johann Wiebe, and Jakob Klassen as
deacons.?” By then it was rumoured in Prussia that Gerhard Neufeldt had
be deposed.?®
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In October 1793 a lengthy letter was received in Danzig and Elbing signed
by nineteen brothers on behalf of a larger group in Chortitza. These accused
David Epp of haaving bought stolen grain in Danzig; of not having paid all
his debts before emigrating; of heavy drinking in Dubrovno; of not properly
delivering to six brothers money received for them in Riga for the purchase
of building lumber; and of deposing Minister Gerhard Neufeldt from office
when he confronted him about this. ““Ohm Epp,”’ they said, ‘‘is a man who
rarely has as much money as he is capable of spending.”” His involvements
in secular business are a hindrance in his office. On occasion, when disputes
arise, “‘he brings brothers before the secular authorities without first presenting
the matter to the congregation.”” In the process Mennonite teaching is some-
times, ‘‘ja die mehrste Zeit,”’ (most of the time) set aside. Ohm Wiebe, on
the other hand, ‘‘is a young man of limited experience and is also not con-
cerned about many things.”” He is in any case not to be persuaded to accept
the office, maintaining that he is not competent for the task and that it is
too difficult to restore order in a congregation which is involved in so many
disputes.?®

The Danzig ministerial council dealt promptly with these charges. The
matter of Epp’s buying stolen grain was fully corroborated as an incident that
involved church discipline in which Epp ‘‘got off by the skin of his teeth,
being spared by the brotherhood more out of love for our venerable elder,
Ohm Peter Epp, than out of conviction.”” It was also true that he did not
pay all of his debts before emigrating, owing money to at least three men.
If it is true that he had a hundred florins cash on his journey, then it did
not all belong to him. The other accusations, the Danzig group suggests,
should be discussed in the entire Flemish ministerial council.*

Before such a meeting could be arranged in view of the virtually impassa-
ble late fall roads, Minister Johann Wiebe and Jakob von Bergen arrived from
Chortitza, urgently requesting that an elder and a minister come with advice
and assistance to restore order in the church in Russia.*! A meeting of the
ministerial council in Rosenort on November 15 agreed in principle to the
request of the Russian visitors. This recommendation was to be ratified by
brotherhood meetings in all four congregations and the delegation selected.®
Elder J. de Veer of Danzig opposed the suggestion of sending two men to
Russia unless they agreed to remain there. Otherwise any order more or less
established might disintegrate shortly after their departure. Instead he sug-
gested that Johann Wiebe be ordained and given instructions on how to deal
with the situation.® Wiebe, however, refused ordination and insisted that the
disagreements with Deputies Hoeppner and Bartsch and with elder David
Epp were so severe that they could not be internally resolved.*

Elder Cornelius Regier of Heubuden agreed to go when both Gerhard
Wiebe and Dirk Thiessen were excused on the basis of age, and J. de Veer
because he was unable to leave church and household for so long a time. Fur-
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ther delays were caused when Regier’s first partner, Abraham Siemens of
Gross-Mausdorf, broke his foot, and when his replacement, Cornelius War-
kentin (1740-1809) of Rosenort, was delayed by a flood.®

The Danzig ministerial council now responded to the nineteen dissidents
in Russia, advising them to submit to Regier and Warkentin and to heed their
advice.*® A letter of authorization was prepared and signed by the entire
Flemish ministerial council on March 1 and the two finally departed on March
14.4

After some adventure on the journey, including a holdup just past War-
saw, the two arrived at the village of Neuendorf in Chortitza on Good Fri-
day, April 18, to a highly emotional reception. The next day they moved their
guarters to the home of Johann Wiebe.*8

After the Easter holidays a series of meetings was arranged to bring the
contending factions together. Deputies Hoeppner and Bartsch were most
cooperative. The nineteen who had complained against Elder David Epp were
reprimanded, and after both sides had confessed and forgiven each other,
peace was established.?

Cornelius Regier became sick on May 11 and died after a severe twenty-
day illness on May 30.°° Warkentin spent most of this time at his partner’s
bedside. After the funeral on June 3 he resumed the task of helping the con-
gregation to reorganize. Warkentin officiated at communion and batpism serv-
ices, received members into churches by transfer, and conducted elections for
ministers and deacons. On June 15 in Neuendorf Peter Dyck was unanimously
re-elected to the ministerial position he had earlier declined to accept. On
June 24 in Chortitz David Giesbrecht (probably the one deposed earlier) and
Gerhard Ens were elected.’! Presumably Warkentin ordained all of these as
well as Johann Wiebe, who now finally accepted the office of elder. In addi-
tion, he seems to have re-instated the deposed minister, Gerhard Neufeldt.*?

3. Provisions of Ministerial Leadership: the Frisian Church.

It is not known whether the Frisian emigrants were also exhorted before
departing for Russia to seek to form one church with the Flemish in their
new home. In any case, during the winter of 1789 in Dubrovno the two groups
functioned as one congregation. A Frisian, David Schoett, was included in
the team chosen to lead Sunday worship services and was delegated with Bern-
hard Penner to write to the Danzig church for help.’® This followed the close
co-operation that had characterized the work of Deputies Hoeppner and
Bartsch from the outset.

When ministerial candidates were elected in early 1789, the Dubrovno
group included two Frisians in the list, Schoett and Cornelius Froese. At least
the former, with twelve votes, should have been given serious consideration
by the March 12 meeting of the Flemish ministerial council at Petershagen,
since the cover letter drew specific attention to his presence and to the promise
of the Frisians to be united with them in all things, and since Flemish candi-
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dates down to four votes were entered into the lottery for the fourth minister
and the two deacons.> Frisian disappointment with the Prussian decision to
pass over their candidates is thus quite understandable.

The decision to separate seems to have been made when this response ar-
rived from Prussia. A letter from the Chortitza Flemish ministerial council
in December 1789 reported that with the exception of a few families, the Fris-
ians (ca. 36 families) had not joined with them at all but had organized their
own church. Their ministers included Frantz Pauls, who imposed himself on
them (“‘der sich hierzu aufgeworfen’’) and the two candidates, Froese and
Schoett, whom they accepted without further election. Schoett had already
died. In addition, the Frisians claimed that their elder, Johann Klassen, had
followed them. He was now deceiving them with marvellous tales and fables,
leading them away from simple faith in Jesus Christ (‘‘viel Wunder und Fablen
ihnen einbildet, und die Sinnen verriicket, von der Einfiltigkeit in Jesu
Christo’”). The Flemish leaders were not convinced that he had indeed been
ordained as elder and asked the Prussian church to look into this.’

During this first winter in Chortitza, the Frisians isolated themselves in
the fortress (Festung) at Alexandrowsk. Here Klassen received the first bap-
tismal class of youth into the church.’®* Hoeppner and Bartsch indentified
them as the rebellious people (‘‘die widerspenstigen Leute’’) in a February
1790 report to Elder Gerhard Wiebe. Under the leadership of their ministers,
Klassen and Pauls, they were looking for a place of their own (‘‘eine andere
Gegend”’) to settle. In spring a group of about thirty families founded their
own village of Kronsweide.”?

In November 1792 Elder Heinrich Donner of the Orlofferfelde Frisian
congregation received a letter from Kronsweide reporting that ‘‘Jan Clas [Jo-
hann Klassen] of Rosenkrantz, who had moved to Russia, was creating
problems in the church there as he had also done here’’ He was trying to
force himself on them as elder (‘‘sich zum Altesten aufwerfen wollte’”).* By
1793, Klassen was causing so much trouble that the church forbade him to
preach.”®

Pauls, also from Rosenkrantz, apparently wrote to the Flemish leader-
ship in Prussia in 1792. Gerhard Wiebe, commenting on Pauls’ letter in a
note to his nephew, Johann Wiebe, is surprised at its spiritual pride, weak
empathy (Mitfiihlungskraft), and wrong application of Scripture passages.®
Pauls, too, was deposed by 1794, leaving only Cornelius Froese when the Flem-
ish leaders arrived in 1794.%

Froese, minister since 1789, was apparently elected elder in 1792 and con-
firmed in that office by Elder Heinrich Donner.®> Under his leadership the
Kronsweide congregation obtained its own church building in 1792, while the
much larger Flemish congregation still met in private homes.® Froese came
from Thiensdorf congregation in West Prussia. Thus, only David Schoett of
the first four ministers was from the dominant Lithuanian congregation.®
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Shortly after Regier and Warkentin arrived in Chortitza, Froese died. At
his funeral on May 8 they were urgently and tearfully begged not to abandon
the Kronsweide community. Apparently no baptism or communion service
had been held among them in five years. Warkentin held services in Kron-
sweide on June 20, 22, and 25. Leadership elections on the latter date chose
Lithuanians Heinrich Arend and Franz Baumann of Kronsweide and the newly
immigrated Cornelius von Riesen of Schoenwiese as ministers, and N. Odse
as deacon.5 All were presumably ordained by Warkentin.®’

It is not clear whether elections for an elder were also held at this time.5®
Normal Mennonite practice, in which elders were chosen only from the ranks
of ministers, would suggest that none was elected during Warkentin’s visit.
The next known Frisian elder after Froese was Heinrich Janzen. Klaas Reim-
er, at whose election as Kleinegemeinde elder Janzen presided, claims that
Janzen was ordained by Cornelius Warkentin.® B. H. Unruh gives the date
of his ordination as 1795 and his place of origin as Rosenkrantz.” Others
date it still later.”

4. Concluding Observations

A brief recapitulation of some significant aspects of the Mennonite com-
munity at this transition period may help to dispel misleading impressions
gained from the secondary literature.

A. Language

By the time West Prussia formally became a part of the Kingdom of Prus-
sia with the first partition of Poland in 1772, Mennonites were already large-
ly acculturated. Dutch as the language of preaching and church singing was
replaced by High German, a bit earlier in rural areas belonging to West Prus-
sia than in the free city of Danzig. In the Heubuden Flemish congregation,
for example, the transition took place during the eldership of Cornelius Re-
gier’s predecessor, Gerhard von Bargen (1741-71).7 In Danzig, Peter Epp’s
predecessor, Hans von Steen, ended his term as elder (1754-79) already teaching
catechism classes in the German language whose introduction he had strongly
opposed. The customary funeral song composed when he died in 1781 was
ironically the first in Danzig written in German.”

Contacts continued occasionally with the Dutch churches. Thus, Hein-
rich Donner sought advice and support in Holland as well as in Hamburg
in his disagreement with fellow Frisian elders over the acceptance of non-
Mennonites into membership.” Trappe could still persuade Amsterdam lead-
ers to write to Prussia regarding the Frisian-Flemish separation, and the Prus-
sian leaders still took advice of their Dutch colleagues seriously.” But the
Mennonite gift of two fat oxen, 400 pounds of butter, 50 ducks, 50 hens,
and 20 cheeses for the ceremonial honoring of the new Prussian king, Freder-
ick II, at Marienburg in 1772, and the presence of Donner and Cornelius
Warkentin as official delegates, symbolized that the Dutch-Polish era was
over.
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That they were much more at home in the Werder Platt (Low German)
than in literary High German is obvious both in their writing and in the ran-
dom spelling of names in the various village lists from the early years of set-
tlement in Russia.

B. Church Unity

The old Flemish-Frisian division was in fact less pronounced than the early
events in Russia suggest. All important contacts with the governments were
made jointly. In 1772, in compliance with the wish of the Prussian govern-
ment, a union of the two groups was sought. The Frisian representatives
promised that their church would adopt the Flemish policy of forbidding mar-
riages with Catholic and Lutheran partners, but strong objections, threaten-
ing to lead to a spilt, restored the former practice. By the late 1770s
inter-marriage between Frisian and Flemish was queitly accepted. Annual con-
ferences of the ministers and elders of both groups took place since 1772,
leading to close personal friendships and cordial relations among the lead-
ers.” In 1779 elders Heinrich Donner and Gerhard Wiebe jointly published
the Waldeck-Elbing Catechism.”

The first membership transfer by letter of transfer between the two
churches took place in 1768, but only gradually became common practice.
In the Heubuden congregation Frisians were not accepted without rebaptism
until 1770.8 In the Orlofferfelde Frisian congregation the acceptance of
Flemish transfer applicants was handled like the re-admission of banned Fris-
ians until 1783.%" As late as 1786 the Flemish leaders in Konigsberg slighted
a visiting Frisian minister and deacon from Lithuania by not inviting them
to sit with the other ministers in a church service, forcing them to sit among
the lay members (‘‘sondern unter die briider sitzen miisten’’).%?

That the separation of the two groups in Russia took place after their
initial close co-operation in Dubrovno was thus likely due not so much to
historic differences as to the unfortunate action of the Prussian Flemish
ministerial council in rejecting the Frisian ministerial candidates. This allowed
minority trouble-makers, like Johann Klassen, to persuade the largely Lithu-
anian Frisians to separate from the largely West Prussian Flemish. Since the
death of their elder Cornelius Froese at the time of the visit of Regier and
Warkentin in 1794 left the Frisian (Kronsweider) congregation entirely bereft
of ministers, that might have been an occasion for re-uniting the two groups.
For various reasons, which Regier and Warkentin promised to explain on
another occasion, they felt that this was not the appropriate time to effect
such a union.® Nevertheless, the Kronsweider group had no reluctance in ac-
cepting the definitive leadership ministry of Cornelius Warkentin in helping
it to reorganize.

C. Church Practice

The four Flemish congregations (Danzig, Elbing-Ellerwald, Tiegenhagen,
and Gross-Werder/Heubuden) clearly had a very close and harmonious work-
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ing relationship. From the outset of emigration talk, they sought to ensure
the establishment of a new partner congregation in Russia. When legal difficul-
ties in receiving exit permits and the impatience of some to leave prevented
an orderly group emigration, that organization could not take place prior
to departure. Unsettled conditions in Russia and unforseen illness and acci-
dents caused further delays. Gerhard Wiebe wrote to the Chortitza ministerial
council as late as 1790 that he had waited all summer and fall for a letter
from them, wondering whether perhaps Russia’s enemies had overrun and
destroyed them. In desperation he had written to the Hutterites at Vishenko
asking them to investigate.?

Throughout the period, communication with the congregation in Russia
was always collegial. The implicit paternalism of the Prussian Flemish lead-
ers in feeling that they needed to organize the congregation in Russia seems
no more than what responsible leadership would owe to its members. The
suggestion of Brons and Epp, that no one among the emigrants was worthy
to be ordained, finds no trace of corroboration in the sources.®® At every
point where the immigrants were reluctant to take responsible decisions or
assume responsible positions, the Prussian leaders offered humble en-
couragement. \

Suggestions that the ordination of the first ministers and elder via letter
by the Prussian elders constituted, as it were, a second-rate ordination, are
quite misleading. The letter sent to Dubrovno by the Flemish ministerial coun-
cil in March 1789 did not ordain the chosen candidates but authorized the
congregation to ordain them.? The church would have given authorization
for the ordination of a minister in one of its Prussian congregations in a quite
similar way, although an elder would then have been present in person to lead
the ordination service. The same is true in the election and ordination of the
first elder. Gerhard Wiebe writes: ‘It is unanimously agreed that the im-
migrants be given full authority to hold elections for an elder and to ordain
the same.”’®” There is no indication in the sources that Bernhard Penner’s
authority was ever questioned because he was ordained ‘“‘only’’ by a minister,
or only by letter and not by an elder.

When Penner died without having succeeded in providing a successor, the
Chortitza congregation proceeded to elect and ordain another, with Minister
Jakob Wiens officiating. If David Epp’s leadership was refused by some mem-
bers for this reason, the Prussian ministerial council rejected their reasoning.
““David Epp has been elected in an orderly manner and been prayerfully or-
dained and thus cannot be released just like that; that would invalidate both
the election and the ordination and cast doubt on the efficacy of the prayer
connected with it.”’® In admonishing Johann Wiebe to accept the position
of elder to which he had been elected, the emphasis is on the call of God
through the voice of the congregation. But Wiebe, too, was assured that he
need have no reservations about the ordination.®
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Most accounts of the work of Elder Cornelius Regier and Cornelius War-
kentin in Russia in 1794 assume that Regier on his deathbed ordained his col-
league as elder ‘‘to ensure that his authority was maintained.”’®® That
Warkentin himself did not report such an ordination is ascribed by Smissen
to his modesty.” The normal concern for handling church matters in an ord-
erly way was no doubt heightened in this mission, since Regier and Warken-
tin were sent specifically to straighten out a disorderly situation. For Warkentin
to complete that mission by himself might well require him to act in certain
functions normally reserved for elders. The letter of authorization
(**Vollmacht’’) prepared for them by the Prussian Flemish congregations on
1 March 1794, explicitly gave full authority to both men, though, of course,
it did not anticipate that Regier might die before the task was completed.”
It would be natural, therefore, for Regier to confirm for the benefit of both
the Chortitza congregations and Warkentin that he had the authority to com-
plete the task assigned to them. Heinrich Donner, a close colleague of War-
kentin on many joint missions to government offices, interpreted Regier’s
action as confirming Warkentin for the completion of the matters (‘‘zu Vollen-
dung der Sachen bestétigt’’).% In any case, Warkentin’s Grosswerder congre-
gation considered him still to be an ordinary minister on his return from
Russia, electing and ordaining him as elder in 1795.%* For Regier to have or-
dained him to that office, without his prior election by a congregation, would
have been ‘‘disorderly.”’ Klass Reimer later cited as a precedent Warkentin’s
having perfomed ordinations as ‘‘a minister.”’®

Another aspect of church practice is raised by the assertion that Johann
Wiebe was chosen as elder while he was still an ordinary lay person. D. H.
Epp asserts this, apparently on the basis of the claim of the villagers of Rosen-
thal that Wiebe had given this as the reason for not wanting to travel to Prus-
sia for ordination.” Since the sequence of events indicated above shows that
Wiebe was already a minister before being elected as elder, and since he had
already agreed to accept the further ordination as elder if another were elect-
ed to serve alongside of him, Epp’s conclusion is not warranted. Choosing
an elder out of lay ranks would have been an innovation, hardly to be con-
templated by the immigrant group, and even less so in view of the specific
instructions from Prussia on the occasion of choosing their first elder that
they ‘‘prayerfully elect an elder from among your ministers’’”

While it was a formal requirement that an elder be chosen from the ranks
of the ministers, it seemed to have been informally a distinct advantage to
have proper family connections.® Among the elders involved during this era,
the following may be noted. Heinrich Donner was grandson of Johann Don-
ner, preacher of the Frisian congregation of Danzig, and was succeeded as
elder of Orlofferfelde by his son Johann.®” Cornelius Regier succeeded his
father-in-law Gerhard von Bargen as elder in the Heubuden Flemish congre-
gation.!® When Peter Epp became elder in Danzig, his older brother Hein-
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rich was a minister in the Gross-Werder congregation and a younger brother,
Cornelius, was his ministerial colleague in Danzig. The latter’s son David
became the second elder of the Flemish congregation in Russia.'® David’s
colleague, Johann Wiebe, was a nephew of Elder Gerhard Wiebe of Elbing-
Ellerwalde. This tendency probably resulted on more that one occasion in
the passing over of a more suitable candidate in preference to one ‘properly’
connected when choosing congregational leaders.

D. Relations with the state

The long tradition of living under a Privilegium in Poland and Prussia
and the existence of a state church in Russia naturally suggested that the reli-
gious status of Mennonites be negotiated prior to an immigration. That such
an important negotiation was allowed to be handled by two laymen, not even
officially appointed by the church community, is surprising. The resulting
status of the Mennonite colonies gave rise to considerable ambiguity and con-
fusion as to where the ‘‘state’’ ended and Mennonite community began. Thus,
already in the brief period under consideration matters were rather quickly
taken to the ‘‘Obrigkeit’’ when strife in community and church broke out.

Matters in Prussia were similar. The disagreement in the Frisian church
was taken into the courts by the Thiensdorf congregation, no matter how
much scorn Donner heaped on his opponents for doing s0.!2 The Prussian
Flemish leadership at one point suggested that the Chortitza leaders petition
the Russian government for a plot of land for the support of an elder.'® The
Potemkin-Hoeppner-Bartsch agreement of 1787 apparently included provi-
sions for an annual subvention of 400 rubles for a Mennonite ‘‘pastor.’!%
Neither of these appears to have materialized.

The migration to Russia was not by an organized church group, as was
largely the case in the move from Russia to Canada in the 1870s, but by groups
of families. Difficulties in community organization arose more from the ill-
defined role of Deputies Heoppner and Bartsch, whose powers derived from
the Russian government and whom the congregations had not authorized,
than from lack of order in the church. After some initial hesitation, the lead-
ers in Prussia were more eager to confer authority on the congregation in
Russia than the immigrants were to receive it. With the exception of some
signs of reluctance on the part of Jacob de Veer of Danzig, this willingness
was based more on a recognition that the Chortitza group, as a congrega-
tion, in fact had this authority, than on a wish to rid itself of an unpleasant
situation.
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