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CHAPTER 1

A Separated History

It was thought best to have a separate [mission] work for the colored.
—Merle W. Eshleman, white pastor, Philadelphia, 1936

The Reverend Rondo Horton understood white Mennonites. Since he began working for a Mennonite Brethren evangelist in the Blue Ridge Mountains of North Carolina in 1917, Horton moved in a religious community he would come to call his own. This ordained African-American minister and moderator of the North Carolina Mennonite Brethren Conference did not limit himself to one group of Mennonites. He thought of himself as “just a Mennonite.”1 Demonstrating his commitment to the broader Anabaptist community, Horton traveled to Chicago in 1959 and Atlanta in 1964 to participate in inter-Mennonite race relations conclaves. The official assembly photo shows Horton, dressed in a three-piece suit and a dapper necktie, sitting in the front row with Vincent Harding and Delton Franz, sponsors of the 1959 conference. His prominent position reflected his leadership role. Having observed white Mennonites evangelize African Americans, he knew that many of his coreligionists prided themselves on their racially egalitarian stance.2 He also knew that white evangelism of black people left the underlying problem untouched. So Horton challenged the gathered assembly to switch directions. “In working for better race relations,” he noted, “we begin at the wrong place. We should not begin working with the Negro. Mennonites should start working with the white people in the South.” Referring to the core Anabaptist values of discipleship and nonresistance, Horton concluded, “Teach them the way of love. Teach them that segregation is wrong.”3

Horton’s comments focused on southerners but also applied to Mennonites across the country. Interlacing their egalitarian record, a history of separation kept white Mennonites at a remove from their African-American co-believers. Horton knew this history firsthand. In the late nineteenth century a group of Mennonites known as the Krimmer Mennonite Brethren emigrated from Russia to the Midwest and on to the West Coast. Although they had been in the United States for far shorter a time than the African Americans they would soon work among, the Mennonites who first affirmed their religious faith in Horton’s home community nonetheless labeled their 1886 evangelistic endeavor to North Carolina a foreign mission.4 The local African-American community welcomed the Mennonite Brethren missionaries, who, despite intense opposition from the local white community, founded an orphanage for African-American children in the Blue Ridge Mountains. By 1925 the white evangelists switched from tending orphans to founding churches and developing local African-American leadership. Eleven churches emerged and eventually formed the North Carolina District of the Mennonite Brethren Church.5 Although separated by distance—most members of the Mennonite Brethren community remained west of the Mississippi—and by designation—the community was a foreign mission within the United States—the separation itself appears to have made the contact possible. Mennonite Brethren failed to start missions to African Americans in their home communities during this era. What was possible to do at a distance remained too controversial at home.

Separation also defined the interaction between African-American and white Mennonites in the early 1970s, long after Horton’s appeal had been forgotten. The Minority Ministries Council, a group of African-American and Latino Mennonites, met without white oversight and challenged racial subordination in the church. Although relatively short lived, lasting in official form from 1969 through 1974, the council nonetheless pushed African-American and white Mennonites into close contact through separation. Because council members had been able to separate, they stayed in the church. Members of the Minority Ministries Council talked frankly with their white co-believers in part because they could withdraw to their own organization after venturing into the white-dominated world. Here again, separation, although of a different kind than that employed by the Krimmer Mennonite Brethren, allowed for a measure of interracial exchange. In this case, African-American and Latino Mennonite caucuses fostered scarce contact with white people amid the racial splintering of the late 1960s and early 1970s. If not for the Minority Ministries Council, many Mennonites of color would have left the church.

Mennonites, like most of their Christian cousins in the United States, thus embodied racial contradictions through much of the twentieth century. As Horton knew, white and African-American Mennonites first connected, ironically, through separation. Decades later, the practice continued. Only a religious group that was also a racialized community could engender such paradox. This chapter highlights the religiously motivated and racially conflicted history of separation and contact between African-American and white Mennonites between 1918 and 1971. Although this book focuses on the period from 1935 through 1971, the following overview of post–World War I Mennonite history provides important background to the study as a whole.6 As Horton’s ministry as “just a Mennonite” spanned more than half a century, so too does this historical overview. Through this summary, the paradox of separated contact serves to explain the complexity of motives and methods that made daily demonstrations possible.

Unlike the other tightly focused chapters of Daily Demonstrators, this chapter covers a broad swath of time to trace a theme of racialized separation. Although the history told here focuses on African-American and white Mennonites, it is not the only racial history of this quietist community. White Mennonites also came into contact with Latinos/as, Native Americans, and Asians. The work of historian Felipe Hinojosa on the Latino Mennonite community in South Texas and of sociologist Jeff Gingerich on Asian and other ethnic communities in Philadelphia tell important stories that fill out the history chronicled in this text.7 The ironies, contradictions, and continuities of exchanges between African-American and white Mennonites nonetheless offer critical insight. After a brief introduction to the Anabaptist roots of the Mennonite community, this chapter describes six periods in Mennonite race relations between African Americans and whites. The daily demonstrators described herein came from a religious community that found ways to connect across many racial lines despite and because of a desire to separate from the world.

Anabaptist Roots

The Mennonites Horton would grow to know so well arose out of the Radical Reformation in sixteenth-century Europe. Early Anabaptists argued that Martin Luther had not pushed his reforms far enough and challenged other reformers, like Ulrich Zwingli, to separate the church from state oversight. By 1525 a small group of believers in Zurich, Switzerland, had, in defiance of the local city council, met and rebaptized one another to demonstrate their belief. This emergent community of Anabaptists—literally, rebaptizers—put the authority of the scriptures before the authority of the state. Despite persecution, imprisonment, and execution by European state authorities, the movement continued to grow throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. This free-church tradition eventually gave rise to the Hutterites, who followed their own path of communal living beginning in 1528; the Amish, who broke away from Mennonite groups in 1693 over matters of church discipline; and the Brethren, who merged Anabaptist and Pietist strands from 1708 forward. In the midst of this early diversity of religious practice among Anabaptists, the impulse to separate from one another and from the world remained strong.

The early Anabaptists articulated a set of core beliefs that shaped Mennonite doctrine. Menno Simons, an influential early church leader, left the Roman Catholic priesthood in 1536 to join the upstart movement that eventually bore his name. Simons and other early church leaders first articulated their belief in the primacy of the scriptures before all other authority. This belief, in turn, fostered a conviction against bearing arms that became known as the doctrine of nonresistance. In the area of church life, Mennonites promoted mutual accountability, known as discipleship, to encourage all community members to daily replicate the ethic of love modeled by Christ. Perhaps most important for this study, Swiss–South German Mennonites felt that they should separate themselves from society’s sinful influences, a belief that eventually became codified as the doctrine of nonconformity. As governmental officials persecuted those Mennonites who refused to bear arms or recognize the state’s authority, church leaders sought lands where they could practice their beliefs without interference from the world around them.

By 1683, one group of German Mennonites had settled in Germantown, Pennsylvania, where in 1708 they built the first Mennonite meetinghouse. Members of this community spread to the South and West during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries as they sought new land and economic opportunities. Other groups of Mennonites, like the Krimmer Mennonite Brethren who would go on to proselytize Rondo Horton, came to the United States from Russia and settled in the Midwest and on the West Coast during the late nineteenth century. By the end of the twentieth century, nearly forty different groups of Mennonites populated North America, totaling nearly a quarter million members. As noted in the preface, I have focused on the two largest Mennonite denominations in the United States during the middle three decades of the twentieth century, the (Old) Mennonite Church and the General Conference Mennonite Church. In comparison to their religious cousins, both groups have had relatively greater involvement with African Americans. More strictly sectarian Mennonite groups, such as horse-and-buggy-driving Old Order Mennonites, had far fewer interactions across racial lines. As a result of a strong interest in service and evangelism to the poor and oppressed, (Old) and General Conference Mennonites moved outside communities defined by racial and theological homogeneity and encountered African Americans.

Attending to racial dynamics in the (Old) and General Conference communities, this project notes the particularities of each and yet contends that the racial experience of African Americans within both denominations was strikingly similar for the span of time under study here. (Old) Mennonites, especially in the large and wealthy Lancaster (Pennsylvania) Mennonite Conference, led the entire Mennonite community in ministry to African Americans by being the first Anabaptist group to baptize black converts into the church in 1897, when Robert and Mary Elizabeth Carter and their son Cloyd joined the Lauver Mennonite Church in Cocolamus, Pennsylvania.8 Members of that same regional conference body also started an industrial training and outreach mission to an impoverished African-American community in the Welsh Mountain area of New Holland, Pennsylvania, the following year. No similar activity took place among the General Conference Mennonites at this time, but African-American Mennonites testified that their experiences with Mennonites from the two denominations did not feel substantively different. Despite significant differences in how the two groups evangelized African Americans and separated themselves from the world, patterns of paternalism and prejudice proliferated in both communities. The brief historical outline that follows traces the history of both (Old) and General Conference Mennonites as they related to African Americans.

The Segregation Era, 1918–1943

The years 1918 to 1943 involved deliberate segregation, overt participation in the racial order, and initial resistance to change. Even as they sought to separate from the influences of a world they deemed sinful, (Old) and General Conference Mennonites followed the example of secular society by practicing racial segregation. From the end of World War I through 1943, African Americans like Rev. Rondo Horton would not have been welcome at most white Mennonite churches in the United States. Those who did venture into white congregations often found themselves shunted to one of the “colored missions” opened in this period. At Broad Street Mennonite Church in Harrisonburg, Virginia, and Pennsylvania mission churches in Lancaster, Philadelphia, Reading, and Steelton, (Old) Mennonite mission workers made deliberate decisions to segregate their urban mission efforts, usually after failed attempts at racial integration. For example, after holding integrated summer bible school classes “for a number of years,” church workers in Philadelphia reported in 1936 that “it was thought best to have a separate work for the colored.”9 During this time, General Conference Mennonites sponsored no organized missions to African-American communities. Such efforts would not occur until after World War II. As a result, the General Conference congregations remained racially homogenous owing to the restrictive housing covenants, sundown laws forbidding blacks to be out after sunset, discriminatory realty practices, and other overt methods that protected white communities from black infiltration during the segregation era. Throughout both Mennonite denominations, the initial welcome promised by early baptism of African-American believers in Pennsylvania dimmed as the realities of Jim Crow laws in the South and de facto segregation in the North confronted the Mennonite community.

During this period Mennonites drew their evangelistic techniques from external sources and also asserted that racial problems stemmed from the same. In the former instance, missionaries involved in interracial ministry were far more influenced by the methods and theology of evangelicalism than by Anabaptist credos.10 Having come relatively late to both domestic and foreign mission fields, Mennonites followed the example set by their more experienced white Protestant counterparts.11 Early Mennonite missionaries thus followed the lead of other evangelists who had set up separate stations for blacks and whites. Similarly, Mennonites from both denominations described racism as an issue external to the church community, an irony noted by the African-American Mennonites diverted to segregated churches.12 Mennonites, declared writers during the period, had only to avoid racial epithets and hatred to keep racism from entering their faith community.13 Although fewer than 150 African Americans had joined the church by 1943, these members quickly became aware that life on the inside of the church often did not match their leaders’ public claims of separation from the world’s sinful influence.14 In many instances, racially oppressive practices loomed even larger in the eyes of African-American converts because the church claimed to be separate from those practices.

Most white Mennonites in this period accepted the racial norms of their day in both the North and South. Despite articles in the church press cautioning against such action, overtly racist acts were relatively common. In the most dramatic case, the Virginia Conference acted to segregate receipt of sacraments by race in 1940. Three years later, Daniel Kauffman, the white Mennonite editor of the (Old) Mennonite Church national weekly, the Gospel Herald, drew upon eugenic thought when he warned his readers about the danger of “hordes of colored (and renegade white) races” overwhelming white Christians who used birth control.15 Through 1943, leaders of urban missions, bible school programs, and retirement communities maintained segregated mission sites. Although a few integrated groups managed to survive, racial segregation prevailed from Philadelphia to Sarasota. Even as Mennonite missionaries followed evangelistic methods and mores adopted from outside the church, they followed external patterns of racial segregation as well.16

A few Mennonites objected to such ready acquiescence to racial subordination by protesting segregation policies and advocating for the rights of African-American converts. In the early 1940s, white mission workers Ernest and Fannie Swartzentruber vehemently opposed the Virginia Conference’s segregation decision, a stance that eventually led to their dismissal. In 1943 another white mission worker, Sem Eby, advocated on behalf of an elderly African-American woman who had been denied access to a retirement community run by Mennonites in the village of Welsh Mountain, Pennsylvania.17 New African-American converts such as Roberta Webb and Rowena and James Lark carved out a space for themselves within the church through protest and social networking. Long-held Mennonite traditions of hospitality, concern for right relationship, and service to the poor and oppressed could also lead to egalitarian conduct. Values internal to the community did at times call believers to counter racial subordination, but the process was as fragile as it was rare.

Those who resisted and those who cooperated with racial segregation during this era seldom received enthusiastic support from mission boards. Most of the church’s missions had only begun to develop revenue streams before the Great Depression, and they struggled to survive through the 1930s. Responding to the economic instability of that decade, mission boards terminated assignments more often than they extended them.18 Nonetheless, the Eastern Mennonite Board of Missions and Charities of the Lancaster Conference did manage to send four missionaries to eastern Africa in 1934.19 Here, as in the case of the Krimmer Mennonite Brethren who witnessed to a young Rondo Horton in North Carolina, evangelizing dark-skinned peoples at a distance drew significant attention and, in many cases, proved more successful than venturing across racial lines close to home. The same mission boards that managed to raise funds to send personnel across the Atlantic found it more challenging to raise funds in support of missions among African Americans in the United States. At the same time, mission boards seldom interfered with individually initiated efforts to minister to urban populations, migrant communities in the South, or rural communities in the Northeast.

From 1918 through 1943 church members set relational and institutional patterns that would confront African-American and white Mennonites for the next quarter century. White Mennonites from the (Old) and General Conference denominations consistently viewed African Americans during this time as sullied representatives of the world from which they sought to separate. Although a small group of evangelists reached across the color line in the (Old) Mennonite community, they brought with them the same paternalistic attitudes and assumptions of cultural superiority that defined much of white evangelistic contact across racial boundaries through World War II. In stark contrast, the Communist Party generated good will and no few allies within the African-American community because of its demonstrated commitment to ending racial discrimination and illusions of white superiority. Mennonites would take far longer than their communist adversaries to gain similar standing as they carried forward the legacy of segregation.

The Era of Evangelism, 1944–1949

During the next six years, Mennonites read reports about churches planted within African-American communities, listened to debates over the problem of how best to respond to racial diversity in the church, and peered at the spectacle made of new converts. Meanwhile, African Americans like Rondo Horton struggled to build a home for themselves within the Mennonite community. By the end of the 1940s, largely owing to stronger mission agencies and the energetic and visionary leadership of African-American Mennonites James and Rowena Lark, eight new African-American and racially integrated congregations appeared across the country.20 Although two new congregations were begun in Pennsylvania during this period, the center for this new growth and evangelism shifted from the East to the Midwest as the Larks founded Bethel Mennonite in Chicago in 1944; the following year James Lark became the first ordained African-American minister in the Mennonite church. The Larks generated interest across the church community in their mission efforts and by 1949 had brought forty-six new African-American converts to full church membership.21 In Ohio and Illinois, regional conference bodies expressed new interest in planting integrated churches, an effort that bore fruit in the founding of Lee Heights in Cleveland and Rockview in Youngstown in 1947. The Ninth Street Congregation in Saginaw, Michigan, founded two years later, also added to the shift westward.

Although the General Conference denomination did not show the same interest in church planting among African Americans at this time, individual white members ministered to impoverished African-American families in Gulfport, Mississippi, at the Camp Landon mission. After the Civilian Public Service unit in Gulfport closed at the end of World War II, Camp Landon administrators switched from constructing privies to conducting recreation programs, summer bible school sessions, and weekly sewing and woodworking classes for children. Although by the 1950s volunteers would work exclusively with African-American children, during this period the camp held separate programs and open houses for whites and blacks.22 Local Mennonite congregations supported the camp’s segregated mission and practiced a racial separation of their own. Members of Gulfhaven and Wayside did not at that time welcome African Americans into their fellowships.23 General Conference leaders supported the Camp Landon ministry through the Mennonite Central Committee, the inter-Mennonite relief and development agency begun in 1920 to provide famine relief to Mennonites in Russia, and would later confront the legacy of segregation when they took full responsibility for the project in 1957.

Mennonites from across the country joined the Camp Landon volunteers in grappling with segregation. In Pennsylvania, the Lancaster Conference’s Eastern Board continued to segregate mission work in Steelton in 1944 and decided to segregate the Newlinsville mission in 1946.24 In the Virginia Conference, segregated receipt of sacraments remained in force, and in 1947 the conference-run Eastern Mennonite College refused to admit Ada Webb, a daughter of African-American convert and Broad Street member Roberta Webb. In 1944 theologian and professor Guy F. Hershberger, speaking on the topic of race relations at Goshen College, a Mennonite liberal arts school in northern Indiana, chided white Mennonites for expressing attitudes of racial superiority, hesitating to welcome African Americans into their fellowships, and espousing a belief in racial equality that they did not embody.25 Whether enforced through mission policy or enacted through individual choice, racial segregation infused the church during the 1940s.

Nonetheless, some Mennonites opposed segregation in their religious communities. In 1945 students at Bethel College, a school sponsored by the General Conference in Newton, Kansas, raised money for an African Methodist Episcopal choir that included a student who had attended the college four years earlier.26 White Mennonites from both General Conference and (Old) Mennonite communities called for an end to prejudicial behaviors in the church and urged racial unity, noting that “we are all part yellow, part brown.”27 At the same time, leaders from the (Old) Mennonite Church strictly interpreted the doctrine of nonresistance as they cautioned against involvement in “interracial movements and organizations who by political pressure or nonviolent coercion seek to raise the social status of the Negro and other racial minorities.”28 Such a separatist stance, however, allowed for other internal changes. In 1948 the Eastern Board of the Lancaster Conference recommended ending segregation in all of their retirement communities.29 Although not enforced for years to come, the conference’s recommendation paralleled the Virginia Conference’s decision to admit African Americans in 1948, a decision that led to Ada Webb’s enrollment at Eastern Mennonite the following year.30 Debates over segregation in congregations and sacramental practices continued through this period, but tentative signs emerged that African-American converts like Louis Gray, Susie Smith, and Nettie Taylor, from Bethesda in St. Louis, would be welcome at a few more Mennonite institutions. In these initial actions against segregation, Mennonites mirrored similar steps taken by other white Protestant denominations.31

Concurrent with these small changes, church press editors presented African Americans as spectacles for their readers. Staff of regional conference magazines and national journals highlighted photos of mission work with African Americans in Illinois, Michigan, Mississippi, New York, Ohio, Pennsylvania, and Virginia, with captions that pointed to the novelty or exoticism of African Americans’ relating to white Mennonites, a pattern common throughout many white-majority denominations.32 Through this period, the (Old) Mennonite Church’s annual yearbook identified African-American mission stations with the parenthetical label “(Colored).”33 Similarly, a photo of a wedding at Broad Street Mennonite Church in Virginia appeared beneath the caption, “A Mennonite Colored Wedding”; a picture of church planters James and Rowena Lark dressed in distinctive Mennonite plain attire appeared above the terse title “Zealous Larks”; and a 1948 photo caption described “boys and girls with … big black wistful-looking eyes … so polite and orderly” yet not knowing “what it is to play a real live game.”34 As the Reverend Rondo Horton would point out several years later, the novelty of Mennonite missions to African Americans underlined a final message of the period: the solution to the sin of racial discrimination lay in saving the souls and improving the physical condition of the African-American community. Press attention emphasized the spectacle of that ministry rather than racial subordination within the Mennonite church.

Alongside the focus on racial spectacle, the doctrine of nonconformity came to play a central role in evangelism across racial lines. Although leaders from both (Old) Mennonite and General Conference denominations had long interpreted nonresistance in similar ways, the two groups codified nonconformity differently. Through this period and beyond, General Conference polity allowed congregations significant autonomy. As a result, congregations interpreted nonconformity standards in their own terms. The (Old) Mennonites, however, took a more uniform approach. In 1943, as Mennonites grew ever more acculturated, one of the denomination’s national working groups, known as the General Problems Committee, proposed that nonresistance and nonconformity be established as tests of church membership. Members of the committee recommended that anyone who bought life insurance, belonged to a union, dressed immodestly, wore jewelry, attended the theater, or went to movies should forfeit his or her member status.35

Delegates eventually tabled the proposal in favor of a more conciliatory approach, but the action revealed (Old) Mennonite Church leaders’ continued concern about the need to curtail worldly behaviors.36 In response to these concerns, a few evangelists argued that such an emphasis on nonconformity complicated efforts to bring African Americans into the church. For example, writing from her work assignment at the Philadelphia Colored Mission, white “sister worker” Emma Rudy wondered in 1945 whether the doctrine of separation had “some bearing on small memberships” at the various African-American missions.37 Although white Mennonites born into the church tested the limits of the nonconformist restrictions, African-American converts discovered quickly that church leaders gave them less leeway to challenge the dictate. A nonconformity conference held in Chicago in 1948 made no mention of the emerging double standard.38 In subsequent years, the racial disparity would become even more pronounced.

During the era of evangelism, white Mennonites approached African Americans with a mixture of hospitality, fascination, and rigidity. Peggy Curry, an African-American member of Broad Street Mennonite Church, would later describe the attitude of her white co-believers as an “iron fist [in a] velvet glove.”39 Although the evangelistic impulse brought Mennonites out of their white enclaves to serve and proselytize, their commitment to maintaining a separated order—especially evident among (Old) Mennonites—combined with assumptions of racial superiority to result in restrictive and controlling behaviors toward African Americans. James and Rowena Lark countered this trend by starting churches in which conservative dress standards mattered less, but even their efforts could not counter in full the “superiority attitude” that theologian Hershberger ascribed to his co-believers.40 The promise of evangelism unfolded amid the hazards of separatist doctrine and segregationist attitudes. Only a few in the church imagined and embodied a more egalitarian community defined by the “way of love” that Horton would come to promote.

Racial Interventions, 1950–1955

The years 1950 to 1955 were a period of focused racial interventions, including organization, conferences, and correction. As the 1950s opened, African-American converts demonstrated their allegiance to the church. Like Rev. Rondo Horton, the new members claimed that they were “just Mennonite[s].” In accord with their assertion of Anabaptist identity, African-American Mennonites joined their white coreligionists to start new organizations, plan racial conferences, and correct racial grievances. White activist and scholar Guy F. Hershberger played an especially prominent role in fostering such initiatives. During this time, Mennonites also began to debate how best to respond to racial inequity. Denominational and congregational leaders in both General Conference and (Old) Mennonite communities no longer concurred that focused evangelism and provision of material resources would suffice. This lack of consensus expressed itself in debates over whether nonviolent campaigns like the 1955 Montgomery bus boycott contradicted the Mennonites doctrine of nonresistance.41 In short, discussions about race in the Mennonite church intensified.

Stronger institutions supported such race-focused conversation. As 1950 opened, the (Old) Mennonite Church counted only 150 adult African-American members, but white Mennonites’ interactions with African Americans increased through eighteen African-American congregations and new home-based mission programs.42 With even greater fervor, Mennonites founded more than thirty-five new international missions through the course of the decade.43 Some Mennonites in rural settings, unable to leave their farms and businesses for overseas mission work, heeded calls to join the burgeoning missions movement by inviting children from the inner city into their homes. Most important, the Lancaster Conference began to send African-American children and youth into congregants’ homes for short summer stays through a Fresh Air rural hosting program enacted by the Colored Workers Committee in 1950. Although white children at first outnumbered African-American and Latino participants, program sponsors prioritized ministry to African-American children, and the program soon reflected that emphasis. The Woodlawn Mennonite congregation in Chicago also founded a General Conference–based Fresh Air program during this period. In addition to home-based ministry, the Lancaster Conference’s Eastern Board expanded their witness “to the colored” in 1950 and soon afterward started a racially integrated home for the elderly in Philadelphia.44 Meanwhile, General Conference leaders began to administer the Gulfport, Mississippi, Camp Landon service program in 1953, thereby lending stability and legitimacy to the longest-running African-American mission effort in the denomination. Such organizational attention brought new resources to previously cash- and resource-strapped mission stations.

National conferences also lent new authority to race relations ministries. In particular, gatherings organized in 1951 and 1955 by the Committee on Economic and Social Relations, under the leadership of Guy F. Hershberger, attracted the church’s attention. The 1951 event, held at Laurelville Retreat Center in western Pennsylvania, concluded with a call to “abolish” racial segregation and discrimination “wherever it may exist within our brotherhood.”45 At the time of the conference, a rumor spread that the church’s mission board had refused to rent a property to an African American for fear that doing so would reduce the property’s value.46 Whether or not Hershberger had this particular instance in mind when he raised his call matters less than the force of his position. He knew of many instances of individual and institutional discrimination in the church body. Hershberger used the authority of his position and the occasion of the conference to excoriate them.

Although segregation at many mission stations continued despite such egalitarian calls, other of his co-believers joined Hershberger in demanding an end to segregation and oppression. Women like white mission worker Leah Risser raised objections to racial divisions at the Steelton, Pennsylvania, station and elsewhere long before local administrators finally put an end to mission segregation.47 Other congregants from the (Old) Mennonite community involved in evangelistic outreach to the African-American community pointed out inconsistencies between church proclamations and members’ actions.48 Appeals based on scripture and on science appeared frequently.49 One writer captured a common sentiment of the era when he asserted, “Science has … confirm[ed] Paul’s view of the human race … [that] race is a biological unity.”50 General Conference writers noted similar inconsistencies and appealed to common humanity, but they had less practical experience to offer.51 With the exception of workers from Camp Landon in Mississippi, General Conference members faced a far more theoretical than practical question when they called for racial reconciliation.

This national and local attention to Mennonite racism opened the door to more extensive discussion during the 1955 Hershberger-initiated conference on the campus of Goshen College. At least 120 participants gathered in northern Indiana to hear an integrated slate of speakers representing the Mennonite church and other Protestant communities.52 Although no woman gave a plenary address, African-American Mennonite church planter Rowena Lark presented a short testimony, and Rosemarie Freeney, an African-American school teacher from Chicago who would later marry historian and activist Vincent Harding and figure prominently in civil rights work in the South, offered a devotional.53 Although clearly responding to the 1954 Brown v. Board of Education Supreme Court decision, conference organizers nonetheless dealt forthrightly with a broad range of racial issues inside the church based on carefully crafted, biblically informed presentations.54 Conference participants drafted a statement on racism that the (Old) Mennonite Church passed later that year. In addition to echoing the biblical and scientific arguments about racial unity that had been prominent in church publications for the previous four years, the statement called for corporate confession to the sin of racism and, perhaps most significant, asserted that there was no scriptural basis for opposing interracial marriage.55 Local and regional leaders acted on the statement’s appeal for confession and right conduct by rescinding the Virginia Conference’s segregation policy later that year.

Despite this organizational upswing, church leaders enforced dress and grooming codes far more strictly among African-American converts than among their white counterparts. The concern for adhering to a strict code of nonconformist behaviors had not abated among many (Old) Mennonite Church leaders, and the pressure built with particular intensity in the Lancaster Conference. In that setting, bishops struggled to maintain their authority in the face of growing acculturation and a burgeoning renewal movement brought to the United States by missionaries on furlough from ministry in Africa. Returning mission workers like Phebe Yoder and John and Catherine Leatherman emphasized grace over works, a message the bishops felt undermined their efforts to enforce nonconformity.56 Rather than follow the mediating influence of the African revivalists, white mission workers from the Lancaster Conference echoed the bishops. Pastors and mission workers used doctrinal statements and Sunday school lessons to instruct African-American women to wear the distinctive Mennonite prayer covering and cape dress, while church leaders also enforced male grooming restrictions. For example, during this period more than one Mennonite bishop required an African-American man to shave his moustache before baptism.57 In one instance, a bishop took an African-American man into a separate room and cut off the man’s moustache with a child’s blunt safety scissors.58

Similarly, during a 1954 Colored Workers Committee meeting, participants were asked, “Do we ask our new mission members to dress much plainer than members of home congregations?”59 The white mission workers in attendance decided in the affirmative. They stated that stricter requirements proffered a “blessing rather than a hindrance” to the African-American converts.60 Owing to the growth of African-American missions—twenty-nine congregations listed African-American members, and Sunday morning attendance reached nearly fifteen hundred—more African Americans came into contact with church strictures.61 By their own account, white Mennonites in the Lancaster and Virginia Conferences as well as other regions of the (Old) Mennonite Church thus sought to control African-American converts through dress and grooming restrictions.62

The period from 1950 through 1955 also saw an intense focus on interracial marriage. At this time, an overwhelming majority of white people in the United States opposed intermarriage, while African Americans proved more tolerant.63 A cadre of white Mennonite writers, debating the issue in the church press, focused on social rather than theological objections to couples’ marrying across racial lines and typically used the example of a black man marrying a white woman.64 The author of a General Conference article articulated the question he heard most often: “Do you want your daughter to marry a Negro?”65 Such examples reveal much. The writers first assumed that men, regardless of their racial identity, found white women more desirable than African-American women.66 The writers also accepted the notion that white men did not desire African-American women, despite centuries of evidence to the contrary.67 The women’s sexual interests did not register on writers who assumed that both African-American and white women passively accepted male advances.68 These assumptions carried a potent message. The writing and discussion of the period implied that a white Mennonite woman could not remain unsullied if she married an African-American man. Thus when committed church workers and life-long Mennonites Gerald and Annabelle Hughes celebrated their interracial marriage in 1954, leaders from the Ohio Conference expressed their displeasure by refusing to extend ministerial credentials to Gerald the following year.69 Few who knew of the Ohio Conferences’ censure against Hughes missed the irony that the national denomination passed a statement the same year removing all biblical censure against interracial unions.

The racial interventions from 1950 through 1955 often contradicted one another. Even as Freeney, Hershberger, Lark, and Risser condemned racially oppressive practices in the church, bishops and evangelists from the (Old) Mennonite denomination strictly enforced nonconformity dictates among African-American converts. While some leaders overturned segregation policies, others sustained objections to interracial marriage. Intensified discussions of race relations included both assertions of human unity and the feared threat of black encroachment. The volunteers who staffed the high-profile ministry to African Americans at Camp Landon often attended local Mennonite congregations that rebuffed African Americans. The many contradictions of this period sprang from a church theologically committed to evangelism and racial equality while culturally immersed in separatist behaviors and prejudiced attitudes. No wonder then that Rev. Rondo Horton enjoined his coreligionists to discontinue evangelizing African Americans in favor of teaching white southerners “the way of love.” He knew that the Mennonite church could often prove unwelcoming, if not hostile, to the African-American community.

Pastoral Era, 1956–1962

More than any other era in the twentieth century, the seven-year stretch from 1956 through 1962 held great promise for the hope of racial integration and the possibility of fresh engagement with racial justice. Pastors like Delton Franz, Vincent Harding, Orlo Kaufman, and Vern Miller played dominant roles during a time when organizational interventions from the previous period bore much fruit. Such domestic activity matched ongoing growth and development of overseas missions by both General Conference and (Old) Mennonites.70 Although leaders from the Lancaster Conference remained concerned that such robust evangelism threatened the separated community, missions and missionaries garnered the attention and finances of the church.

The promise loomed large in the church’s periodicals and public pronouncements. During this time the Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. moved on to the world’s stage fresh from the success of the Montgomery bus boycott, and African-American leaders from across the country leveraged cold-war rhetoric to gain unprecedented access to halls of power, even as they distanced themselves from radical calls to economic reform. White Mennonites ministered in African-American communities with a fervor equal to that shown by King and his contemporaries. Articles touted the large number of African-American children attending vacation bible school programs at mission churches like Diamond Street Mennonite in Philadelphia. In 1959, four years after their (Old) Mennonite counterparts had done so, the General Conference Mennonite Church passed a statement on racism that lacked specificity on issues like interracial marriage but nonetheless represented a significant step forward in a denomination with far fewer opportunities for contact with members of the African-American community. The Lancaster Conference bishops followed suit in 1960 by issuing a race statement of their own. Mennonites made public their opposition to segregation, their support for racial equality, and their belief that, in the words of the Lancaster statement, “no race is inferior or superior to any other.”71

Church members matched their pronouncements with public action. Fresh Air programs continued to proliferate as the Lancaster Conference leaders increased their promotional efforts in 1958, and Camp Landon staff started their own program in 1960. Faculty at Goshen College in northern Indiana hosted King that same year. New and continuing African-American leadership also came to prominence as longtime evangelists James and Rowena Lark moved to St. Louis in 1957 to plant yet another African-American congregation, Bethesda Mennonite; Billy Curry, an African-American member of Broad Street Mennonite Church in Virginia, where integrated communion services had been allowed to resume only a half decade before, took ordination vows as a deacon in the Virginia Conference in 1961; and evangelist and church planter James Harris spoke on the doctrine of separation to other members of the Colored Workers Committee in Lancaster in 1962. Congregations ministering to African-American communities began in eleven different states: Alabama, California, Florida, Georgia, Indiana, Kansas, New Jersey, New York, Ohio, Pennsylvania, and South Carolina.72 Groups from the General Conference and the (Old) Mennonite denominations traveled to talk with Mennonites in the South and to learn of African-American struggles for justice.73

This burst of interracial ministry stemmed from evangelistic and political convictions. Those white Mennonites who brought the gospel message to African-American communities held fevered belief in the Great Commission to spread Christianity around the world. At the same time, other Mennonites echoed cold-war anticommunist sentiment as a reason to minister to African Americans and counter racial prejudice. Although most Mennonite leaders did not go so far as more patriotic Protestant evangelists who equated communism with the “kingdom of Satan,” they did express concern that racial segregation at home might undermine overseas missions.74 One writer applauded leaders of the 1957 Montgomery bus boycott for fostering “moral issues” and denying communists “good propaganda.”75 Although most Mennonites avoided political entanglements, the pairing of evangelism and anticommunism attracted many.

This programmatic and theological activity received further support from integrated ministry sites. In particular, Harding and Franz, at Woodlawn Mennonite in Chicago, caught the attention of their General Conference denomination and the entire North American Mennonite community. The two men hosted the race relations conference in 1959 during which Rev. Rondo Horton called on Mennonites to minister to white southerners. The conference also featured the most racially diverse slate of speakers the church had yet presented. Similarly, racially integrated congregations such as Bethesda in St. Louis, Lee Heights in Cleveland, Newtown Chapel near Sarasota, and Good Shepherd in the Bronx received much attention. With the blessing of their congregation, Vincent and Rosemarie Harding left Woodlawn in 1961 to move to Atlanta, where they founded and led the integrated Menno House. This center for support of the civil rights movement increased the Hardings’ already significant profile as Vincent traveled extensively throughout the country and gave a speech at the 1962 Mennonite World Conference. On the local level, a previously all-white congregation in Markham, Illinois, received their first African-American visitors. Integration had come of age.

Church leaders concerned about the integrity of a community known for its peace stance and, increasingly, its racial egalitarianism began to pay more attention to street-based civil rights activity. In 1960, the year Martin Luther King Jr. visited Goshen College, more than twenty-five articles on the civil rights movement and the tactic of nonresistance appeared in the church press. The authors brought mixed perspectives. Guy Hershberger enjoined his readers to “take an open stand against segregation” even as he critiqued civil rights groups like the NAACP and the Congress of Racial Equality for promoting strategic rather than ethical nonviolence.76 Budding theologian Norman Kraus noted the lack of uniform attention to the “Christian motivation for nonviolent action” even as he expressed admiration for students who maintained self-control when hecklers poured “hot soup … into their laps.”77 In his 1962 address to the Mennonite World Conference, Harding invited Mennonites to come to Albany to “share the experience” of being arrested with him.78 Although they never roused the bulk of their community, during this period of promise a few leaders in the church experimented with and exercised nonviolent direct action.

Yet a seam of sobering withdrawal and limitation ran through the period. Ongoing debate over the codified standards of conduct stemming from some interpretations of nonconformity intensified attention to the doctrine and its racial implications. For instance, several leaders noted that the nonconformity doctrine supported racial separation by encouraging Mennonites to remain aloof from social strife. In 1959 Harding stated, “We must confess that we have let a doctrine of separation become an escape from responsibility to our brother men.”79 In the same year, Eugene Stoltzfus, an undergraduate from Eastern Mennonite College in Harrisonburg, Virginia, highlighted the contradiction between bold proclamations about nonresistance and tepid support for a nonconformist “stand on the race problem.”80 Furthermore, Harding noted, white Mennonites had confirmed a tendency to withdraw in the face of racial strife the previous year, when leaders of the General Conference seminary moved the school from a troubled African-American neighborhood in south Chicago to the suburban, small-town environs of Elkhart, Indiana. Harding described this seam in his 1962 World Conference address: “We let our Mennonite culture become our God, and we refuse to accept outsiders in to our fellowship.”81 Harding and a few of his contemporaries called on the church to understand the dangers of separation from the racial struggles of the world around them.

Despite the attempt by Harding, Stoltzfus, and others—including Rondo Horton—to harness church doctrine for egalitarian ends, some Mennonites continued to market a racial ideology that undercut the promise of the period. Although protests against interracial marriage and articles debunking the idea of race diminished, congregants continued to link church doctrine with racial constructs. In 1960 a constituent wrote to Guy Hershberger in support of segregation, explaining that Christ’s “pure love” kept the races separate because God had created “pure” racial groups as defined by “pigment of hair, skin etc.” and “blood content.”82 Even young children encountered racially charged images. In 1962 a vacation bible school speaker at a Mennonite church in Reading, Pennsylvania, told a story about a boy named Tom who “gave his heart to Jesus and the blood washed it white and pure as snow.”83 Embodied color-coding linked to church doctrine thus came to emphasize rather than diminish the racial hierarchy of the day at the very time when new African-American voices had begun to challenge white supremacy in the church.

Through the remainder of the period surveyed in this study, the church would never again experience such high racial promise. The partnership of Delton Franz and Vincent Harding symbolized the hope for an egalitarian and inclusive future. Following Horton’s lead, Mennonites from both the (Old) and General Conference communities employed nonconformity doctrine to counter racial subordination rather than sustain it. Although leaders had not arrived at a unified response to the nonviolent tactics of the burgeoning civil rights movement, individual members engaged in a wide variety of actions to counter the racist attitudes and behaviors yet present in the church. Southern tours, integrated worship services, African-American deacons, new church plants across the country, and a speech by Martin Luther King Jr. at a Mennonite college in a former sundown town marked the breadth of that activity. By 1962, few from the church may have marched with King in the streets, but many pushed against a separatist past by demonstrating in their homes and churches.

Crisis and Debate, 1963–1965

The brevity of the period from 1963 through 1965 belies the far-reaching impact of its intense activity. Urban racial rebellion, summer protests, the Birmingham civil rights campaign, and the Mennonite response to these events captured the attention of the church. The frequency of race-focused articles in the church press reached an all-time high in 1963, as more than eighty-five reports, editorials, profiles, and opinion pieces explored the racial turmoil in the nation. Because of the Hardings’ involvement in the Birmingham campaign, Vincent’s prolific pen, and his ability to use Anabaptist theological terms, every church leader in both the General Conference and (Old) Mennonite denominations had to deal with his critique if they wanted to address race relations in the church. In the remaining two years of the period, Harding continued to frame much of the debate about the manner in which the church should respond to the crisis precipitated by the civil rights movement.

Alongside the internal demonstrations described at length in the following chapters, the church responded to national crisis by calling meetings, sponsoring tours, passing statements, and emphasizing service initiatives. Activists and church leaders hosted six race-focused gatherings in Georgia, Indiana, Kansas, Missouri, Ohio, and Virginia. Harding spoke at the first four, called for the fifth, and was quoted at the sixth. In each setting, participants debated how best to respond to the civil rights movement. In response, some poured their energies into challenging vestiges of segregation inside the church. Peter Ediger, Vincent and Rosemarie Harding, Guy Hershberger, and Vern Preheim—church staff and executives from both the General Conference and the (Old) Mennonite Church— toured the South and invariably discussed congregational segregation, even when their original intention had been to evaluate Camp Landon’s service program. Others responded by passing statements, an action taken up by at least four different Mennonite groups in 1963 alone. Mennonites also publicized white volunteers assigned to African-American communities, often in service to African-American children. For example, editors of the Lancaster Conference’s promotional newsletter, the Volunteer, abruptly began to feature many more photos of white volunteers interacting with African-American service recipients.84 First and foremost, Mennonites responded to the civil rights crisis by intensifying existing service and mission activity among African Americans.

This burst of activity in response to street-based civil rights demonstrations paralleled the church’s response to independence movements in Africa and elsewhere. North American missionaries had to change their strategies and programs in countries like Congo and Somalia, where independence movements and internal warfare undermined their initiatives. Those who had once commanded broad authority and local politicians’ respect found their social status diminished and their mission work threatened.85 Even as white Mennonites scrambled to demonstrate their racial egalitarianism in response to domestic agitation, Mennonite missionaries scrambled to demonstrate their openness to indigenous rule in response to international agitation. From Birmingham to Mogadishu, quietist Mennonites tried to make their way forward in the midst of foment and unrest.

In this volatile environment, a degree of organized political activism found traction in the church. In 1963 denominational peace executive Ed Metzler called all local peace committees to take new legislative action in response to the example set by Vincent and Rosemarie Harding. General Conference editor Maynard Shelly and pastor Lynford Hershey traveled to Mississippi in 1964 and took part in demonstrations there.86 Even participants in a 1964 conference, organized to examine race relations in the church, that included many of the figures encountered in this historical overview—the Hardings, Hershberger, Bethesda Mennonite pastor Hubert Schwartzentruber, Camp Landon staffers Edna and Orlo Kaufman and Harold and Rosella Regier, and North Carolina Mennonite Brethren moderator Rondo Horton—could not keep from debating whether participation in street demonstrations was appropriate.87 That same year, Mississippi jailers severely beat Eli Hochstedler, a young white Goshen College student then studying at Tougaloo College, who had become involved in several civil rights demonstrations.88 Members of both Woodlawn and Community Mennonite congregations in the Chicago area participated in marches led by Martin Luther King Jr. Finally, in 1965, Mennonites from throughout the East and Midwest attended meetings held in Youngstown, Ohio, and St. Louis, Missouri, where participants offered cautious but deliberate support for civil rights involvement. Without a doubt, some members of the church took to the streets.

Yet other Mennonites opposed such overt involvement. Most Mennonite church members neither actively opposed nor engaged street-based activism, although many more participated in demonstrations in their homes and sanctuaries. Others took more oppositional stances. The Lancaster Conference’s bishop board, for example, continued to oppose involvement in civil rights demonstrations throughout the period. In 1965 white Mennonite Sanford Shetler opposed civil rights involvement outright and called for Mennonites to stay away from demonstrations of any kind, even while declaring his opposition to racial segregation.89 Shetler joined a sizable contingent of church leaders who raised theological objections to demonstrations and street marches because such tactics, even when strictly nonviolent, still coerced change. Although Guy Hershberger expressed deep respect for civil rights leaders like King and nonviolence strategist James Lawson, he continued through this period to oppose coercion of any kind.90 Like many of his contemporaries, he professed a belief that love alone should compel people to repent. Less sympathetic voices in the church turned support for a strict interpretation of nonresistance into active opposition to civil rights leaders. Also in 1965, a member of a racially integrated congregation in Harlem declared that “a church of largely white members located in a Negro community in contemporary America offers potentially greater gains for the claims of Christ than … ten civil-rights marches led by Rev. M. L. King, Jr.”91 The debate over the civil rights movement had not resolved.

The intensity of the crises and debates present within the church from 1963 to 1965 moved racial issues to the center of the Mennonite community. Although the promise of the previous period dissipated in the middle of discord and turmoil, white Mennonites discussed racial issues more frequently than at any time in the past. Just as they had often reflected the racial attitudes of those around them, Mennonites now reflected the new attention to race relations. Yet the reflection was particularly Anabaptist. Whereas members of other white Christian groups opposed demonstrations because they disrupted law and order, Mennonites disapproved of marches because they used coercive methods. Unlike Methodists, who lobbied legislators without pause, Mennonites objected to political entanglements. In contrast to Presbyterians, who appealed to patriotic values to condemn segregation, Mennonites opposed Jim Crow laws with biblical injunctions. The new focus on race relations did not displace core values that had both supported and blocked movement toward a more racially egalitarian community during the previous four decades. Like Rondo Horton, Mennonites continued to interweave their racial engagement with clear doctrine.

Reaction to Black Power, 1966–1971

From 1966 through this study’s finish in 1971, the Minority Ministries Council emerged in the (Old) Mennonite Church as a prophetic voice for change both emboldened and debilitated by the rhetoric of black power. During this period, warmly affirmative comments about white Mennonites’ engagement with African Americans gave way to harsher, more accusatory commentary. The shift toward assertiveness and confrontation within the church reflected the rise of black nationalism, the black power movement, and a rejection of tactical nonviolence on the part of groups like the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee and the Congress of Racial Equality. The affinity some white Mennonite leaders felt with nonviolent leaders in the racial justice struggle quickly dissipated in the face of direct and pointed challenge. Leaders of white mainline denominations experienced a similar sense of dislocation and, at times, betrayal.92 Even assurances from long-time African-American members such as Rondo Horton could not quell the turmoil.

Three historical developments gave rise to the Minority Ministries Council. First, white Mennonite magazine editors turned their attention to the black power movement. In 1966 several writers introduced black power themes of racial autonomy and power analysis in largely pejorative terms.93 Their commentary about black power, however, set the stage for African-American Mennonites like Lee Roy Berry, Curtis Burrell, Gerald Hughes, and John Powell to gain new power in the church as they and their white allies noted how few African Americans sat on church boards and committees. The 1968 assassination of Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. and subsequent urban turmoil increased interest in racial issues as numerous writers lamented the loss of a nonviolent leader and revisited themes unaddressed since the previous round of racial rebellions in 1963. Most important, however, in 1969 Powell confronted (Old) Mennonite Church delegates in Turner, Oregon, with a call based on James Forman’s Black Manifesto, asking the church to invest significant financial resources in programs for racial justice. Powell and his colleagues in the Minority Ministries Council then used the promise of substantial funding to challenge the racist practices they encountered within the white Mennonite community. Although no similar body emerged among General Conference Mennonites at this time, executives and grassroots members alike paid close attention to council activity and even appointed representatives to the group’s advisory committee.94

Direct and vociferous critiques of white Mennonites’ racism led to African-American withdrawal from the church and increasing criticism of the council’s efforts by white Mennonite leaders and their constituents. In 1967 Harding returned from partial exile to address the Mennonite World Conference on the topic of the church’s nonviolent peace witness in an age of revolution. His speech both galvanized and divided the delegates as they listened to him criticize the “power of whiteness” within the Mennonite church.95 The positive voices initially raised in response to Harding’s critique began to dissipate in the wake of rising black nationalism and continued appeals for financial support of the Minority Ministries Council. Although the volume of articles on racial themes in the church press spiked to a five-year high in 1968, by 1971 they had fallen back down to levels not seen since the early 1950s. On the heels of this rapid retreat, white church executives ostracized Minority Ministries staff members, and a survey revealed that a majority of Mennonites in the United States did not yet support racial integration.96 By the end of the period, the Minority Ministries Council had received less than a tenth of the $2.5 million originally sought. Without finances to support its prophetic critique, the organization soon collapsed.97

The legacy of the council nonetheless remained. Although churchwide discussions of racism diminished after 1971, African-American Mennonites and their white allies resisted ecclesiastic racism in terms defined by Minority Ministries members like Hershey and Powell. Two decades later, the church again turned its attention to racial issues and drew on the power analysis that council members had originally introduced. At that time, Hershey, Powell, and others rejoined the church and took on new leadership roles. Those who had been pushed aside and separated for challenging the church’s history of separation entered again to renew their critique. The story of Mennonites’ daily demonstrations continued to unfold.

Changes and Continuities

Significant racial changes occurred during the fifty-three years reviewed here. By 1971, fewer Mennonites displayed visible markers of separation from society than in 1918. Fewer women wore head coverings or refrained from cutting their hair. A smaller number of men wore the plain coat. More Mennonites watched television and listened to the radio, and some had begun to attend and appear in plays. As these examples suggest and historians of the Mennonite experience in North America have noted, an increasing acculturation took place over the course of the twentieth century but especially in the post–World War II era. Mennonites looked more like those around them than they had at any time in the previous seventy years.98

When examined through a racial lens, that acculturation looks less distinct. For most of the twentieth century, white Mennonites had, in the main, accepted society’s opinions about, approaches toward, and distance from African Americans. Although a group of leaders consistently pushed against patterns of racial subordination, prejudice, and overt discrimination within the church, even they seldom drew on distinctive Anabaptist doctrine to make their case. Those who, like Rondo Horton, used principles of nonconformity and other core theological professions to oppose racist practice left the church early, as did Rosemarie and Vincent Harding, or grew frustrated over the slow pace of change, as in the case of Harold and Rosella Regier of Camp Landon. The same church that cherished its racially egalitarian image also practiced racial discrimination that, upon closer examination, looked very similar to that practiced by their neighbors outside the church community. In the area of race relations, Mennonites did not become more acculturated during the twentieth century; they already were.

Yet Mennonites came by their racially egalitarian reputation honestly. The (Old) Mennonite Church removed all scriptural objections to interracial marriage in 1955. Theologians like Guy Hershberger became more open to the possibility of at least limited involvement in street-based activism. Hundreds more African Americans appeared on membership roles, and dozens more churches ministered in African-American communities. In the main, church leaders more readily acknowledged that the Mennonite church had “too long overlooked its own racism” than had its grassroots congregants.99 Although yet token in their representation, African-American Mennonites like Gerald Hughes from Lee Heights in Ohio overcame resistance to their leadership abilities and accepted appointments to key national committees. Amid the continuity of acculturation to racial discrimination, some in the church embraced new inclusion and confession.

The changes that kept people like Hughes in the church and the continuities that kept people like Vincent Harding away shared a theme of separation. To be certain, through the course of their history in the Americas white Mennonites had been far less socially separated than their distinct attire would suggest. Attitudes that supported white racial superiority had proliferated since evangelists segregated their mission sites in the first half of the twentieth century. Nonconformity dictates amplified assumptions of superiority by suggesting that racism existed only outside the redeemed community. Harding noted the depth of those attitudes, and when he found them intractable, he left. At the same time, separatist values born of an urge to remain distinct from a sinful world opened doors to Hughes. Leaders like Guy Hershberger called for nonconformity to racial prejudice and segregation. Other Mennonites, like Hughes’s wife Annabelle, ventured beyond homogenous enclaves because a separated church had instilled within them the value of service. Hughes gained opportunities to serve the church because Mennonites also believed that nonconformity to the world could necessitate opposition to discrimination. In these instances and those to follow, the impulse to separate complicated Mennonites’ engagement with the civil rights movement, at times supporting and at other times diminishing active participation.

The chapters that follow trace the demonstrations that Mennonites mounted during this conflicted history of separation. That white Mennonites held many of the same ideas about African Americans as their white neighbors through much of the twentieth century makes their demonstrations in home and sanctuary all the more worthy of examination. That those demonstrations resulted in identifiable change makes their methods historically significant. The drama of civil rights movement street campaigns can no longer receive all our attention. Within the church, where the words spoken, relationships built, and actions taken echoed for years, new drama awaits. The daily demonstrations of Mennonites who, like Rondo Horton, confronted racism inside the church opens a new perspective on how this country began to overturn its own apartheid system. Alongside those who pounded the pavement, another set of marchers strode through sanctuaries and loped through living rooms. Through the history of Mennonites, this book tells the story of that latter kind of marching. The lives of two women, one black, one white, launches that narrative in chapter 2 as prayer coverings, communion, and interracial cooperation come to the fore.
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