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Whoever will, let him read history.
—Menno Simons, “Reply to Gellius Faber,” 1554

The analyst of California is like a navigator who is trying to chart
a course in a storm: the instruments will not work; the landmarks are lost;
and the maps make little sense.
—Carey McWilliams, California: The Great Exception, 1949

This page intentionally left blank

Contents

Preface xi
Acknowledgments xxv

chapter 1. Going to California: The Mennonite Migration 1
chapter 2. Alone in the Garden: Boosters, Migrants, and Refugees 23
chapter 3. Urban Dystopia and Divine Nature:
The Early Mennonite Colonies 45
chapter 4. Outsiders from Within: Deﬁning California
Mennonite Identity 65
chapter 5. New Neighbors: Confronting Racial and
Religious Pluralism 91
chapter 6. From Sewing Circles to Missionary Societies: The Public
Roles of Women in the Church 111
chapter 7. Peaceful Patriots: California Mennonites during
World War II 133
chapter 8. Socially Active Mennonitism and Mental Health:
The Origins of Kings View Homes 154
chapter 9. Feeding the Hungry: A Story of Piety
and Professionalization 176
chapter 10. Protect and Assimilate: Evangelical Education
in California 193

x

contents
chapter 11. Labor Tensions: Mennonite Growers, the United Farm Workers,
and the Farm Labor Problem 212
chapter 12. From Digging Gold to Saving Souls: The Transformation
of California Mennonite Identity 230
Epilogue. A New Breed of Mennonites 243
Notes 255
Bibliography 303
Index 323

Preface

I

n 1949 Carey McWilliams, the inﬂuential social commentator on
California society, asked, “Is there really a state called California or is
all this boastful talk?”1 California was, in the mid-twentieth century,
still deﬁned by dreams of gold, movie magic, and endless sunshine. That
the world moved in was testament to the drawing power of California as
both a place and an exportable idea. McWilliams brought his perceptive
eye to bear on the religious environment of Southern California by countering the romantic mythologies surrounding the Spanish Catholic missions and Aimee Semple McPherson, founder of the Foursquare Church.
Though separated in time, that juxtaposition of images—the mission of
the old established church and the new religious movement—has largely
deﬁned California religious historiography. In the ﬁrst half of the twentieth century, thousands of Mennonites moved to California, joining the
millions of people from all over America and the world making the same
trip.2 Of course, there really was, and is, an American state called California. What millions of people found, however, were countless interpretations, understandings, and manifestations of what that state could be.
Historian and former state librarian Kevin Starr once observed, “Unlike New Englanders or the citizens of Oregon and Utah, Californians
could not justify themselves on the basis of founding ideals . . . those who
reﬂected upon experience from the vantage point of an ennobling ideology did not set the tone of society, or, indeed, have much to say about its
direction.”3 California is characterized by a lack of religious hegemony,
which for some has provided freedom, for others, concern. Mennonites
expressed both.

xii

preface
In this book, I examine the Mennonite experience in California through
1975 and in a brief epilogue add an update into the twenty-ﬁrst century.
Although we know of a few Mennonites who dug for gold in the 1850s,
the real story of Mennonite religious experience in California began in the
1890s with westward migrations for fertile soil and healthy sunshine. By
the mid-twentieth century, the Mennonite story in California develops
into an interesting tale of religious conservatives, traditionally agrarian,
ﬁnding their way in an increasingly urban and always religiously pluralistic California. In the geographically and spiritually wide open spaces of
California, Mennonites, like many other ethnic, national, and religious
groups from the world over, by necessity managed the pressures of modernity.
By choosing to migrate to and remain in California, I argue, Mennonites
employed several strategies to bring together religious identity, accommodation, and practice so that their Mennonitism could take root in the
Golden State. The plurality of their responses and strategies demonstrates
the freedoms and concerns the far west frontier provided for a small group
of ethno-religious agrarians well into the twentieth century. Indeed, by
the 1960s, California Mennonites were well on their way to becoming
as racially and ethnically diverse as the state around them. Summarily described as Anabaptist, evangelical, or secular, California Mennonites often
situated themselves among these three categories to denote their religious
identity: historically rooted in the sixteenth-century Reformation ideals
of the early Anabaptists (paciﬁsm, congregationalism, discipleship); in
twentieth-century American evangelicalism (evangelism, missions, Billy
Graham); and in a commitment to social justice that involved practical ties
to government programs and a quiet connection to religion.
Mennonites are a religious group born of primarily Dutch and Swiss
descent—forged in the ﬂurry of sixteenth-century European Protestant
reformations and in the fury of its persecutions—that espoused anticlericalism, adult baptism, bibliocentrism, and eventually paciﬁsm. Mennonites moved throughout Europe seeking safe havens from religiously
motivated persecutions, which largely dissipated during the seventeenth
century. About the time Spain colonized present-day California, Dutch
Mennonites who sought employment and escape from tribulation moved
eastward from the Netherlands to North Germany. These Mennonites,
along with other German and Swiss Mennonites, were eventually recruited to William Penn’s colony, and some migrated to Pennsylvania in
the early eighteenth century.
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Additionally, numerous Dutch Mennonites migrated to the Vistula
Delta, and in the late eighteenth century, at the invitation of Catherine the
Great, settled the steppes of the Russian Ukraine. These Russian Mennonites began migrating to North America in the 1870s. During the nineteenth century, as California went through several political permutations
and a gold rush before becoming an American state in 1850, many Swiss–
South German Mennonites migrated to and settled mostly in the eastern
and midwestern United States. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, Russian Mennonites from the Ukraine migrated largely to the
American Midwest and western states.4
To oversimplify these histories, Dutch and Swiss–South German
Mennonites migrated from Germany to Pennsylvania during America’s
colonial period, Swiss–South German Mennonites migrated from Switzerland to Pennsylvania and to the American Midwest—then to the western frontier—during America’s period of westward expansion, and Russian Mennonites migrated from the Ukraine to America’s Midwest and
western states during America’s Gilded Age and Progressive Era.
Although a few Mennonites were present at the gold rush, their real
story begins in the last decade of the nineteenth century and accelerates
with many twentieth-century transformations. In California, the Mennonites take us to cities like Los Angeles, but mostly to cities and towns in the
Great Central Valley, where the vast majority of California Mennonites
chose to live. California history has largely been the history of gold mines
in the Sierra, the Los Angeles basin, the San Francisco Bay area, and the
capitol building in Sacramento. In the Mennonite story, those three great
city centers pulse in the background as the main events unfold largely on
a stage from Bakersﬁeld to Fresno in the fertile San Joaquin Valley, revealing in the process of assimilation a demonstration of the powerful inﬂuences of religious freedom, tolerance, and secularism.
To tell the story, I focus on Mennonites who migrated to California and
integrated into its social, political, and cultural environment. During the
middle decades of the twentieth century, Mennonites in California went
through a modernizing transformation that included signiﬁcant changes
in the religious symbols and images they used to identify themselves and
their new home. These changes came through experiences in which various historical themes and pressures—gender, migration, and war—came
together.
Mennonites do not number large enough to merit attention from most
historians of California, and they share a similar fate as that of other
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religious groups whose national denominational histories have only recently discovered the Paciﬁc Coast.5 To be fair, California is not the only
state with a concentration of Mennonites largely overlooked by historians;
Texas and Florida also warrant close study but have not received it. As
historian Rod Janzen observes, “The California experience has been given
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short shrift in most works of Mennonite history.”6 This book addresses
that shortcoming.
As a group, Mennonites generally play the role of ethno-religious paciﬁst agrarians for American religious historians, but in California that role
quickly collapses.7 Here Mennonites embraced modernity, marked by
urbanization and professionalization, often sooner than elsewhere. However, in that embrace they made signiﬁcant symbolic actions of resistance.
Providing continuity through this transition were religious symbols that
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shifted from images of California’s natural environment to those of American Civil Religion and Protestant evangelicalism.8 As Royden Loewen’s
study of Mennonites in mid-twentieth-century Kansas suggests for that
state, the Mennonites in California may have taken the role of “barometer,” making visible seemingly invisible pressures there.9 How Mennonites evolved in California speaks to the assimilative power of religious
freedom and the moderating inﬂuences of material and institutional success.
Mennonites arrived in California with wonder in their eyes, desirous
of freedom, a healing climate, and fertile agricultural land. They experienced some disappointment but reiﬁed their desires through a continuous,
even ritualistic, construction of institutions. Institutions such as sanitariums, mental health hospitals, schools, social relief organizations, women’s
societies, and others embraced the promise and problems of Californian
society. By the end of World War II, Mennonites rationalized the devils
lurking in the wilderness of early twentieth-century California into social
problems with a patient hope of transforming society.10
From 1850 to 1975, American Mennonites migrated to and blended
into California’s social and cultural landscape. By the 1960s, when religious distinctives seemed to be mostly words on a page, a Mennonite
heritage movement developed. By then Mennonites were Americanized,
assimilated, and absorbed into California’s environment. Countering the
pressures of cultural drift, Mennonites took symbolic action and named
college buildings and quads after sixteenth-century heroes; they also took
concrete action and built an archive to house their records and memories.
The Protestant mainstream actively embraced, if not pursued, modernity for most of the twentieth century. Many of the values of “modernized
Protestantism” can be found in the California Mennonites, especially the
“ecumenism, actionism, and pluralism” so important to mainline American
Protestantism in deﬁning their religion and even their national identity.11
For Mennonites in California the choice to become modern ﬁt with their
evangelical Anabaptist Mennonite religious faith, especially as they embraced change—lauded by both evangelical religion and modernity.12
In California, Mennonites were active. Upon arriving they almost immediately developed a variety of social and religious institutions. First
came churches and church networks, followed quickly by parachurch
institutions: hospitals, schools, and social relief organizations. Sometimes
Mennonites intended these institutions solely to serve co-religionists, but
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they expanded their concern to the larger world in the case of hospitals
and social relief endeavors. This socio-religious activism challenges any
perception that agrarian sectarians resisted social change.
This study comprises the three major Mennonite denominations, which
represent different approaches to American culture. In order from largest to smallest nationwide, they are the Mennonite Church, the General
Conference Mennonites, and the Mennonite Brethren.13 In California,
however, the size order is reversed, with the Mennonite Brethren becoming the largest in the course of the twentieth century, as shown in table 1.
(Small Mennonite groups in California outside the scope of this project include an attempted Amish settlement,14 the Krimmer Mennonite
Brethren, the Brethren In Christ, and the Holdeman, or Church of God In
Christ Mennonites.)
The Mennonite Church, at the turn of the twentieth century, was
largely an ethnically homogenized group descended from the Swiss and
South German Mennonite migrations of the seventeenth to early nineteenth centuries.15 These Mennonites were more sectarian, kept stricter
boundaries with the larger culture, and had a stronger regional conference
governance structure than other Mennonite groups.
The General Conference Mennonites formed in 1860 in an effort to
unite several smaller Mennonite groups while remaining ﬂexible on questions of polity, ethnic identity, and theology. They represented an “open
door,” or “open tent,” commitment to that ﬂexibility. Despite providing a
denominational canopy to cover congregations across the theological spectrum, or maybe because of such accommodation, many Mennonites have
considered the General Conference to be the most “liberal” Mennonite
denomination and, initially, the least deﬁned by ethnic origins. Beginning
in the 1870s, a signiﬁcant percentage of Mennonites who came from Russia later joined the General Conference.16
The Mennonite Brethren were the most evangelical, pietistic, and individualistic of all Mennonite groups. They originated in Russia in an
1860 split from the larger Mennonite community along lines of piety, land
ownership, and social standing. They migrated to the United States and
Canada in several waves in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries to avoid economic dislocation and a changing attitude on behalf of the
Russian government toward Mennonite nonparticipation in the military.
Of all Mennonite groups, the Mennonite Brethren have the largest percentage of members in California. By the end of the 1950s, two signiﬁcant
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Mennonite churches and members in California, 1905–2012
1905

Denomination

Mennonite
Church
General
Conference
Mennonite
Brethren
Total

1960

Churches Membersa Churches

2000

Members

2012

Churches Members

40d

1,954d

Churches

Members

33e

2,367e

0b

<100

5c

291c

2b

ca. 150

9f

1,518g

—

—

—

—

1h
3

ca. 100
<350

24h
38

5,144i
6,953

62j
102

8,612j
10,566

72k
105

10,200k
12,567

Notes: Numbers from 1905 are imprecise because record keeping was not as consistent as later in the century. In the early 2000s the Mennonite Church and the General Conference Mennonites merged to form
Mennonite Church USA (MCUSA).
a
Gary B. Nachtigall, “Mennonite Migration and Settlements of California,” M.A. thesis (California
State University, Fresno, 1972), 71.
b
L. R. Just and Clayton Auernheimer, “California (State),” Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online, 1987, www.gameo.org/encyclopedia/p331.html.
c
Minutes of the Annual Meeting of the South Paciﬁc Conference, Nov. 24–26, 1960, “Conference
Statistics for 1960,” II15-3.6 SWMC Secretary, Theron Weldy, 1960–63, box 2, 1961 Conference
Downey, MCA-G.
d
James E. Horsch, ed., Mennonite Directory 2001, vol. 3 (Scottdale, PA: Faith and Life Resources, 2001).
e
MCUSA online directory, www.mennoniteusa.org/online-directory (accessed Oct. 15, 2013).
f
Handbook of Information of the General Conference of the Mennonite Church of North America, 1959–1960,
69–70. This number is from 1958.
g
Samuel Floyd Pannabecker, Open Doors: The History of the General Conference Mennonite Church (Newton, KS: Faith and Life Press, 1975), 144–45.
h
“Paciﬁc District Conference Congregations,” Center for Mennonite Brethren Studies, Archival Collections: Paciﬁc District Conference of Mennonite Brethren Churches, www.fresno.edu/library/cmbs
/archives/paciﬁc_district_conference.asp (accessed Feb. 20, 2007).
i
Numbers derived from Kevin Enns-Rempel, “Making a Home in the City: Mennonite Brethren Urbanization in California,” in Bridging Troubled Waters: The Mennonite Brethren at Mid-Twentieth Century, ed.
Paul Toews (Winnipeg, MB: Kindred Productions, 1995), 214.
j
2000/2001 Planner Directory (Winnipeg, MB: Board of Resource Ministries General Conference of
Mennonite Brethren Churches, Kindred Productions, 2001), 118–26.
k
2012/2013 Planner Directory (Winnipeg, MB: Board of Resource Ministries General Conference of
Mennonite Brethren Churches, Kindred Productions, 2012), 100.

streams of Mennonitism ran through Mennonite Brethren leadership in
California: a tendency to “secularism” and a desire to reclaim “evangelical
Anabaptism” from an encroaching fundamentalism. Both were attempts to
articulate religious ideals while entering Californian society.17 Moreover,
as the demographics in table 2 indicate, the California Mennonite story
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in the last half of the twentieth century is largely about the Mennonite
Brethren.
In his analysis of twentieth-century American religious history, Martin
Marty uses the images of cocoon, canopy, and carapace to interpret denominational relationships to the wider society.18 The cocoon describes the
process whereby a religious group attempts to protect itself from outside
inﬂuences. It keeps outsiders out and insiders in as the group mediates
change, though it is a permeable boundary permitting some passage both
ways. The canopy describes groups in the process of providing a religious
shade of protection from outsiders, although the winds of modernity
nonetheless blow through its sides. Denominations protect their beliefs
in this model while increasingly tolerating outside inﬂuences in support of their grander ideals. This may occur, for example, when religious
groups drop traditional markers of identity—including ethnic identiﬁcations—to demonstrate the universal applicability of their theological
convictions, especially as a group modernizes.19 The carapace is a hardened
denominational response to the permeable boundaries set by the cocoon
and the virtual absence of distinctives created by the canopy. Marty calls
this “reactive Protestantism” and likens it to a tortoise shell, where “outside inﬂuences are unable to penetrate and people within have made their
aggressive choice to keep only each other’s spiritual company.”20 Marty
includes such “hardened” positions as biblical inerrancy, Pentecostalism,
and premillennialism as examples of this stance. California Mennonites
spanned the entire spectrum of Marty’s typology.
Mennonites in California responded to modernity in complex ways as
they both embraced and resisted their modern world. Mostly, however,
they came to terms with living in a modern society through a religious
network that included churches, schools, and hospitals as integral to their
lives. These Mennonites found strength in evangelical religion, were less
concerned about integrating into society on professional and business
levels, but were more anxious about assimilating some social practices—
weddings, for example—and embracing religious pluralism.
Early Mennonites moving to California at the turn of the last century
did so often for reasons of climate and economic advantage. Signiﬁcantly,
many also came as tourists. Tourism signaled mobility, acceptance of certain aspects of modern culture and consumer practice, and the enjoyment
of an economic position that made such trips possible. More than simple
pleasure, early twentieth-century Mennonite tourists often published
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Mennonite denominational membership in California and the United States, 1970–2012
1970a

Denomination

Mennonite Church
General Conference
Mennonite Brethren
Total

2000

2012

California

U.S.

California

U.S.

California

U.S.

418
1,543
5,747
7,708

85,343
36,337
15,120
136,800

1,954b
—
8,612f
10,566

120,381c
—
22,072f
142,453

2,367d
—
10,200g
12,567

103,245e
—
35,488h
138,733

Note: In the early 2000s the Mennonite Church and the General Conference Mennonites merged to form
Mennonite Church USA (MCUSA).
a
Gary B. Nachtigall, “Mennonite Migration and Settlements of California,” M.A. thesis (California
State University, Fresno, 1972), 69.
b
James E. Horsch, ed., Mennonite Directory 2001, vol. 3 (Scottdale, PA: Faith and Life Resources, 2001),
104–8.
c
Horsch, Mennonite Directory 2001, vol. 3, 391.
d
MCUSA online directory, www.mennoniteusa.org/online-directory/ (accessed Oct. 15, 2013).
e
Mennonite World Conference, World Directory 2012, 31.
f
2000/2001 Planner Directory (Winnipeg, MB: Board of Resource Ministries General Conference of
Mennonite Brethren Churches, Kindred Productions, 2001), 118–26.
g
2012/2013 Planner Directory (Winnipeg, MB: Board of Resource Ministries General Conference of
Mennonite Brethren Churches, Kindred Productions, 2001), 100.
h
Mennonite World Conference, World Directory 2012, 32.

reports of their adventures in denominational newspapers, illustrating the
multivariate nature of these excursions as an amalgam of prosperity, consumerism, piety, and communalism.
This book explores the transformation of Mennonite culture in the
middle decades of the twentieth century. Historians almost uniformly
consider these decades to be a watershed in North American history.21
Mennonites in California lived through the tensions and transformations
wrought by a constellation of economic prosperity and social optimism
following World War II. They employed a variety of strategies to navigate
these changes, all the while trying to balance the goals of trying to be both
good Mennonites and good Americans.
Some Mennonites found a way through the transitions via conservative evangelicalism; others found it by reclaiming the examples of sixteenth-century Anabaptists. Still other Mennonites found meaningful
religious experience by entering deeper into society through social service
and action to the extent that they even appeared “secularized.” Yet lived
experience is not always this simple, and many found their way through
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a mixture of these categories. Evangelical, Anabaptist, and secular—the
responses cover a broad spectrum, yet represent a selective retaining and
discarding of Mennonite religious practices and expressions. All these
creative responses to modern society, changing economies, and shifting
mores came with forms of accommodation and resistance.
Regional histories tell us about people living in particular places, but
it is misleading to consider experiences, however geographically deﬁned,
as peculiar only to a singular place. Thus, some of the topics examined in
this book speak to the California experience, which at times is particular
and at times partners with national trends. On this point I follow Eldon
Ernst’s caution against writing something approaching “Californiology.”22
For example, Civilian Public Service (CPS) had units in regions of the
United States other than just California. In the religious history of California Mennonites, however, CPS connects with themes that reach deep
into the Mennonite psyche, especially that of paciﬁsm. Thus, while CPS
was administered nationally, it had California units ﬁlled with men from
across the country. The California context ﬂavored their experience in a
particular way, as it also did with other Mennonite institutional developments such as women’s societies and mental health hospitals.
Without claiming that what happens in California only happens in
California, this book explores the complex world of mid-twentiethcentury California Mennonites through several selected themes. These
topics, while appearing arbitrary or episodic in nature, emerge from two
major considerations: the nature of the source material and the questions
asked of cultural history.
The use of denominational print media and archival records placed constraints on this project in several important ways. It privileged materials
collected and archived in an institutional world often governed by male
leaders and administrators. However, the source materials also document
the lives of people with signiﬁcant involvement in their local church communities. The people whose voices are heard in this book worked on committees, wrote to denominational newspapers, and engaged their religious
culture through traditional churchly practices. This has its strengths for
a book about religious transformations, but its weaknesses are here acknowledged, for religious culture is also about religion lived beyond the
church’s institutional shadow. Although there are hints at such lived practices, they are not a primary focus here. Such histories remain to be written
of California Mennonite agriculture, business, family, and politics, and I
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hope they will be someday. Second, while archival sources move the historian in particular directions, the questions the historian asks are signiﬁcant
and are posed here in the context of cultural history. Therefore, this book
explores themes of gender, race, conﬂict, religious practice, and religious
imagination, though shaped by the archival record.
This book—in twelve chapters and an epilogue—provides a contextualized study of Mennonite religious and cultural transformations in midtwentieth century California. The context is set in the opening chapters,
where Mennonite life in California is explored through the establishment
of a physical institutional presence in which churches, conferences, schools,
health care facilities, and relief agencies provide the contours of a life lived
in society through religious motivation. In addition to institutions, Mennonites also articulated a sense of place and identity as they encountered
and responded to California’s urban and natural environments as migrants
and tourists from the Canadian prairies, American Midwest, and Russia. Yet changing concepts of place and identity went further than West
Coast urbanism and agriculture; it also included religious pluralism and
even changing concepts of insider and outsider status among themselves.
Through such religious and cultural conﬂicts concerning Pentecostalism,
liberalism, and evangelicalism—at times refracted through lenses crafted
by different generations and shaped by formal education—Mennonites in
California worked toward an integrated identity with the world in which
they lived. The story opens with a chapter that sketches the setting of
Mennonite life in California, providing a religious and cultural context
where Mennonites established a physical institutional presence primarily
through the construction of churches and regional conferences. Chapters
2 and 3 examine Mennonite understandings of California’s urban and
natural environments as migrants and tourists from the Canadian prairies,
American Midwest, and Russia. The changing concepts of insider and
outsider status for the Mennonites are explored in chapter 4 through such
issues as Pentecostalism and heresy.
As religious pluralism raised important questions for Mennonites,
so too did race. Chapter 5 explores the question of racial and religious
identity as it developed for Mennonites in Los Angeles and the San Joaquin Valley. In relating to racial and religious “others,” Mennonites found
themselves making decisions common to other Anglo-European–based
denominations, decisions that often included moving to new neighborhoods and engaging others primarily through mission work.
The next three chapters investigate the California experience in con-
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junction with the larger American Mennonite experience. Alongside the
question of racial identity and relationship, in chapter 6, gendered experiences are explored in the context of women’s missionary societies, where,
in the quest for religious experience and lived faith commitments, questions of expanding roles for women in church were confronted. Paciﬁsm
is considered in chapter 7 through Mennonite experiences with CPS, an
alternative to military service, and a highly publicized case of naturalization. In both these situations, Mennonites debated what it meant to be
good Mennonites and good Americans at a time when such soul searching
came with real-world consequences. Chapter 8 examines the creation and
early years of the mental health institute Kings View Homes (KVH), born
out of the CPS experience and the presence of “secular” Mennonitism.
In chapter 9, I describe the development of the West Coast Regional
Ofﬁce of the social relief agency Mennonite Central Committee (MCC)
and its clothing center—where we ﬁnd the evolution of a bureaucracy
as a strategy for realizing objectives of religious faith and modernization.
The Mennonite Brethren attempted to establish a distinct presence with
a subtle embrace of California’s religious culture through the creation of
two postsecondary schools: Paciﬁc Bible Institute (PBI) and Mennonite
Brethren Biblical Seminary (MBBS); this experience is covered in chapter
10 and updated in the epilogue. The question of higher education is important because church-related schools are part of a deliberate engagement
with society. In the schools, we ﬁnd Mennonites clarifying deﬁnitions of
what type of education is desirable for Mennonite young people and how
to achieve it. These are “ﬁnishing schools,” not to cultivate manners, but
to prepare Mennonite young people for living in a professional world deﬁned much less, if at all, by religious norms, let alone Mennonite ones.
Chapter 11 presents a case study of how different generations of Mennonites in eastern states imaginatively constructed California. It follows
the experience of eastern visitors to California in the early 1970s as they
discover a different form of Mennonitism than they expected in migrant
labor disputes. In the ﬁnal chapter, the threads of this project are pulled
together to reveal something of the fabric of California Mennonite life, a
culture and people continually transformed. The epilogue brieﬂy updates
the story into the twenty-ﬁrst century.
Throughout this story, we will ﬁnd a dynamic people who did not simply become modern but who actively shaped their experience to do so on
their own terms.
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chapter 1

Going to California
The Mennonite Migration
Souls are starving for . . . the bread of life.
—Mennonite immigrant, 1909

A New Start

C

alifornia for much of its history was a powerfully attractive force
for people around the world, where Russian, Spanish, and Native
American societies at one time existed in relative proximity. After
Mexican independence from Spain in 1821, California was a Mexican
province for a quarter century, before becoming an independent republic for about a month in summer 1846, when the United States annexed
it. The discovery of gold in 1848 at Sutter’s Mill in Coloma sparked a
global rush of people to extract the precious metal. As a result, California bypassed territory status to become, in 1850, the thirty-ﬁrst state of
the United States. Since statehood, California has profoundly inﬂuenced
American society through its predominance in a wide range of sectors,
including mass entertainment, technology, industry, politics both liberal
and conservative, youth culture, and viniculture.
The Central Valley, to which many Mennonites migrated, is large.
About 450 miles long and ranging anywhere between 40 and 120 miles
in width, it contains some 15 million acres of tremendously fertile land if
heavily irrigated, making it one of the most signiﬁcant agricultural regions
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in the country.1 Mennonites, like countless others, moved to California
for reasons of economics, health, and climate. They mostly came from the
Great Plains. In the years 1887 to 1939, for instance, Oklahoma, Kansas,
and Nebraska represented 43.5 percent of the total Mennonite migration to California.2 That Mennonites, a traditionally rural people, were
attracted to California is not surprising. Nor were the early settlements
exceptional in what is now the Los Angeles basin, an agricultural region
in the early twentieth century.3 The migratory experience for the Mennonites was not new either. Moving to California was part of a long history
of uprooting and seeking new homes from Europe to North America and
now beyond the American Midwest. Those rural experiences, however,
quickly became urban ones. In the twentieth century, massive immigration and rapid urbanization shaped California. Although California represented less than 2 percent of the national population in 1900, by the
early twenty-ﬁrst century that proportion increased sixfold, as seen in
table 3. Mennonites responded to these developments through strategies
that embraced modernity. Their strategies ultimately reshaped traditional
identities and made Mennonites active participants in larger society.4

Mennonite Forty-Niners
Before Mennonites settled permanently in California, some came searching for gold.5 Johannes Dietrich Dyck was most likely the ﬁrst Mennonite
in California. Our only source of his experience is the narration given by
his great-grandson, Cornelius J. Dyck, based on his elder’s diary. Johannes
Dyck, born in West Prussia in 1826, arrived in New York on November 2,
1848. Soon, news of golden riches in California drifted his way, and he
dreamed of returning to his ﬁancée in Prussia with a fortune in hand. By
February 1850 he had earned enough money to travel to California. Dyck
actually struck gold and three years later planned the long return trip to
Prussia. Shortly thereafter, he lost all his gold in a Native American attack.
Returning to the mines, he worked on and off for several years but never
struck it rich. Finally he generated enough income to return to Prussia in
1858, when he married his ﬁancée of ten years.6
Joseph Summers was another Mennonite forty-niner. According to his
obituary, he was born on October 11, 1823, in Lancaster County, Pennsylvania. After he married on December 8, 1846, he and his wife moved
to Holmes County, Ohio, where they settled on a farm for seventeen years.
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Population of California and the United States, 1900–2010
Year

1900
1910
1920
1930
1940
1950
1960
1970
1980
1990
2000
2010

U.S. population
(in millions)

California population
(in millions)

California as %
of U.S. population

76.2
92.2
106.0
123.2
132.2
151.3
179.3
203.2
226.5
248.7
281.4
308.7

1.5
2.4
3.4
5.7
6.9
10.6
15.7
20.0
23.7
29.8
33.9
37.3

1.97
2.60
3.21
4.63
5.22
7.01
8.76
9.84
10.46
11.98
12.05
12.08

Source: California Population of Counties by Decennial Census: 1900 to 1990, compiled and
edited by Richard L. Forstall, Population Division, US Bureau of the Census, March 27,
1995, www.census.gov/population/cencounts/ca190090.txt; 2000 and 2010, www.cen
sus.gov/prod/cen2010/briefs/c2010br-01.pdf, p. 2.

During this time, Summers made two trips to California, one to start a
mining company and the other simply to “live there.” In fall 1850, he and
twelve other men from Zanesville, Ohio, arrived in Dry Town, California,
to start the Zanesville Mining Company. The obituary gives no details as
to his success or failure but simply recounts, “His anecdotes of this journey
and the valuable lessons he drew from his observations afforded many an
hour’s proﬁtable entertainment.”7 His second trip was a six-year move,
and there his story falls silent.
These two documents, the diary and the obituary, offer virtually no
detail of California life but are effective symbols for the place of California
in Mennonite historiography.8 In sketching out the setting of early Mennonite settlement in California, this chapter explores their beginnings in
Southern California and the San Joaquin Valley. Though I follow these
experiences along lines of speciﬁc denominational development—General
Conference (GC), Mennonite Brethren (MB), and Mennonite Church
(MC)—a strict chronology becomes ﬂuid for clarity.
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Beginnings in Southern California
By the late 1880s and 1890s, a trickle of Mennonites were moving to
Southern California in search of what many other Americans and migrants
from around the world also sought: improved health, improved economic
status—primarily through agriculture for the Mennonites—and to start
life over.9 Perhaps in response to falling commodity prices in the Midwest and the economic contractions of the 1890s, migration to California
became more attractive. Mennonites moving to Los Angeles in the ﬁnal
dozen years of the nineteenth century found themselves in the midst of
a phenomenal population explosion. From 1880 to 1890 Los Angeles’s
population grew by 351 percent, and in the next decade another 103 percent; by 1910 the number of residents increased by another 212 percent.
Outside of New York and Pennsylvania, four of the top six states exporting people to Southern California were in the Midwest, and all had signiﬁcant Mennonite populations. The call to California was not only loud
but also well received. By the time Mennonites began to move and settle
in, the religious and racial diversity of the Los Angeles area was staggering for its time, as was the speed of its development. Furthermore, various
denominations perceived that new, some would call looser, methods of
religious ministry and practice were necessary to account for the relative
isolation, climate, and frontier qualities of Southern California.10
Large-scale Protestant migration to Southern California did not begin
until the 1860s, and it took until the late 1880s for it to displace Roman
Catholicism in terms of political inﬂuence. When the Southern Paciﬁc
Railroad and Santa Fe line reached Los Angeles in 1876 and 1885, the
movement of peoples from other states intensiﬁed. Many of these stateside migrants were religious, likely Protestant, and in 1890, 36 percent
of Los Angeles’s 50,395 inhabitants were churchgoers. Los Angeles was
in a state of dissonance at the start of the twentieth century. By the measure of church attendance, it was among the most religious cities of the
American West, with an ever-growing religious diversity, and yet it was a
frontier town replete with much gambling, prostitution, alcohol, and political graft. Through it all, Protestants struggled to have an inﬂuence on
the City of Angels.11
Jacob Hege was an early GC leader of a congregation near Paso Robles,
the ﬁrst recognized Mennonite congregation in California. He was a pastor
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from Wisner, Nebraska, who became interested in California through his
brother-in-law, Dr. Jacob Horsch. Hege visited Horsch, already living in
California, who introduced him to a man selling land in San Luis Obispo
County. Afterwards, Hege decided to move and invited other Mennonites
to join him, describing the land he saw as ideal for farming and the mild
coastal climate as perfect for the sick and elderly.12 The sale deadline was
July 1, 1896. He hoped to hear of people willing to move by at least May 15.
Not until June, however, did he receive a letter from Jacob Claassen
of Beatrice, Nebraska, who wanted to join him. That October, they, with
their families, apparently purchased land and boarded a train headed
west. They arrived in San Miguel on November 1, 1896. Other Men-
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nonite families followed, and within a year, they formed a congregation
east of Paso Robles. Hege, who arrived in 1897, became their minister
and helped fulﬁll an assumed Mennonite practice: “Wherever Mennonites settled, they always held Sunday services.”13 This pattern of combining the pursuit of new opportunities with traditional religious practices
repeated itself well into the twentieth century.
Also that year, 1897, another group of Mennonites—comprising six
families from Beatrice, Nebraska, led by Aron J. Wiebe—settled ten miles
northwest of Paso Robles. The two groups agreed to start a church together.14 Though two different settlements, they saw themselves as the
same congregation—the San Marcos Mennonite Church. Because of the
geographic distance between them, they maintained separate meetings
and meeting places, holding a co-operative monthly “union meeting.” In
1903, they called a joint council meeting to discuss their relationship. Despite some discussion to merge, they formalized their separate identities,
as the geographic distance between proved too signiﬁcant. Thus, the San
Marcos Mennonite Church dissolved. The more eastern group, which
then moved into Paso Robles, reorganized as the First Mennonite Church
of Paso Robles, with twenty-ﬁve charter members and Jacob Hege as their
minister, until 1906, when he left for Idaho.15 The northwestern group
reorganized and in 1904 reclaimed the name San Marcos Mennonite
Church, then moved to Willow Creek. They became, in 1943, the Second Mennonite Church of Paso Robles and in 1954 renamed themselves
Willow Creek Mennonite Church.16
At about the same time as the early developments in the Paso Robles
area, in the late 1880s and 1890s, approximately 240 miles south, Mennonites seeking improved health were coming to Southern California. In
1887, Henry Rees, from Ashland, Ohio, moved to Pomona, California,
and over the next six years found company with other Mennonite families, who came mostly from Illinois. These families, independent of each
other, moved throughout Southern California to places like Pomona, Cucamonga, and Pasadena. Finally, in 1897, a large enough group settled in
Upland that a church was created a few years later. In an early 1898 report
to the Board of Home Missions of the General Conference, J. B. Baer, home
mission and ﬁeld secretary for the General Conference, noted there was a
congregation in “St. Louis, Obispo County” (sic) with ﬁfty members who
were conﬁdent more families would come and settle there. They became
the Upland First Mennonite Church in 1903.17 The General Conference
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was optimistic about their future in California, and they established a
number of churches by the mid-1930s. These churches were located in
cities and towns such as Los Angeles (1918), Winton (1921), and Shafter
(1935). By 1955, however, their numbers totaled only sixteen hundred.18
A series of similar events occurred in Los Angeles, leading eventually
to the creation of a new church. Though some Mennonites in Los Angeles
were meeting informally in 1902, General Conference work began there
in the years 1909 to 1914, “seeing the need for aggressive work among the
Mennonites coming to Los Angeles.”19 In early 1909, the Home Missions
Board sent Rev. and Mrs. E. F. Grubb to Los Angeles at the request of the
denomination to assist local Mennonites by providing a Mennonite place
of worship and spiritual leadership. A year later, a location was found for
their mission in a former pool hall, and they called it the River Station
Mission. Due to “industrial expansion in the vicinity,” in 1914 the mission
moved and renamed itself Whosoever Will Mission.20
The mission held its ﬁrst public service on May 8, 1910, which it
adopted as its ofﬁcial date of origin, despite meeting informally as early as
1902. In 1924, the mission expanded and the group built a new church
building at Seventy-Ninth and Stanford, naming it Immanuel Mennonite
Church, thus closing the Whosoever Will Mission chapter of its history.
This group, which received ﬁnancial support for nearly twenty years from
the General Conference, became self-supporting in 1931.21 In the early
decades of the twentieth century, Mennonite mission work in California
was not an enterprise among non-Christians, or the “unchurched”; rather,
it serviced a critical mass of Mennonites living in a region without a Mennonite church.22
Immanuel Mennonite Church made an intentional connection between historical identity and twentieth-century evangelical openness
in their ﬁftieth-anniversary publication, which included “The Purpose,
Plan and History of this Church.” It was a reprint of a 1924 announcement by Reverend Claassen, who explained to the local community, “The
members of this church lived scattered throughout this and adjoining cities. A large number of them live here in the southern part of Los Angeles
and for this reason we decided on this location, . . . [to] humbly serve the
Lord Jesus.” Moreover, they welcomed everyone to worship at the church.
The publication explained the name “Mennonite” as given by the persecutors of “our ancestors,” while noting, “Our denominational existence antedates the Reformation period. We ﬁnd our forefathers in the faith in those
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old evangelical bodies which blazed the way to the Reformation.”23 Immanuel was a rare case in California, where a Mennonite church situated
and marked itself both historically Mennonite and open with an active
evangelical sense of mission.
As Mennonites settled permanently and established churches, by the
late 1890s, the General Conference national body responded to these developments in the Paso Robles area and Southern California by creating
the Paciﬁc District Conference. This was an organizing body, deﬁned regionally, to help coordinate Mennonite religious activity. Unlike the large
administrative bureaucratic structure that it is today, at the turn of the last
century it existed somewhat informally, providing largely ﬁnancial and
spiritual assistance to new congregations. It went about its work with a
threefold rationale: “promote fellowship” among Mennonites in the Paciﬁc region, coordinate missionary efforts in the far west, and integrate
the Paciﬁc Coast Mennonites into the structure of the national denominational body.24 It was the smallest of the six General Conference Mennonite regional conferences by population, but largest in area. The increasing
stream of General Conference Mennonites to Southern California from
the 1880s to the early 1900s led to quick denominational response to address their religious needs and extend denominational oversight.25

Beginnings in the San Joaquin Valley
In 1903, Daniel Eymann and his family moved to Upland from Kansas.
Having bought a twenty-acre orange grove, they headed west for warmer
winters. A few months later, they decided to move again, this time north
to Reedley, just over a hundred miles away over the Tehachapi Mountains. The rest of the family boarded a train while two sons made the tenday trip from Upland by four-horse wagon to their new home. Arriving in
Reedley was exciting, as one son, Ernest, recalled later in life. Ernest was
particularly impressed by the saloons; he recalled that his ﬁrst memory of
the town was a large brawl near one involving several men and their dogs
in the middle of Main Street.26
The Eymanns had become “dissatisﬁed with orange growing” because of high costs in Southern California.27 The Santa Fe Immigration
Department, which promoted settlement along the San Joaquin Valley
line, prompted their move to Reedley. As Mennonites moved to Reedley
largely for its agricultural promise, they brought with them religious prac-
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tices, and they gathered for worship. Early participants in this congregation came from Kansas, Minnesota, and Ohio.28 By 1906, these settlers
formally organized their congregation with the denomination and in 1908
built their ﬁrst church building. Within ﬁfty years, First Mennonite
Church of Reedley had a membership of 593, made up primarily of South
German and Russian immigrant Mennonites and their descendants, most
of whom were fruit farmers who lived in nearby rural areas.29
The Eymanns may have been at the start of Mennonite migration to the
area, but they were not alone. Shortly after their move to California, their
old pastor, Reverend Schellenberg of Moundridge, came to visit them and
other midwestern migrants from his ﬂock. Mennonites were on the move
west.30 When Mennonites began moving to the Reedley area, there was
already a substantial Finnish settlement formed by Finns escaping a Russian program of russiﬁcation in the late nineteenth century. They were
settling the area along with a Lebanese-Syrian colony, Armenians, Mexicans, Japanese, Danish, Filipinos, and soon Koreans. A direct result of the
railroad, Reedley’s growth was diverse and rapid.31
The Eymanns’ role in Reedley was, as noted by archivist Kevin EnnsRempel, much more involved than agriculture. In those early years, people
moved to Reedley primarily from Ohio, Missouri, Kansas, Montana, the
Dakotas, and Minnesota, with backgrounds in many lines of work that
were of use in the growing town: farming, business, and law. Though the
Eymanns moved to farm in the area, and the Mennonites in and around
Reedley organized into a religious fellowship, the Eymanns’ children, in
what was atypical for American Mennonites at this time, entered professions in politics and law. The Eymann family was noteworthy for their extensive public service: producing Reedley’s ﬁrst and ﬁfth mayor, a district
attorney, and a superior court judge.32
It was not just a single family branching out from the usual Mennonite
work. Later, as Earl Eymann entered real estate in 1930, other Mennonites began automobile dealerships in the early 1930s: Martens Chevrolet
and Oldsmobile in 1930, and Enns Pontiac, Buick and GMC in 1931.
Mennonites were moving to California in the early 1900s and thriving in
agriculture, business, banking, and politics.33 These were thrilling times
for Reedley. It was growing, businesses were expanding, and consumer
goods increasing. As rail transportation improved through new bridge
construction and increased train stops, Reedley saw its star rising.34
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Mennonite Brethren Beginnings
Near the same time as GC families such as the Eymanns arrived, Mennonite Brethren began moving to Reedley, in the early 1900s, leaving, like so
many others, midwestern winter cold to farm and ranch in California. In
the Reedley area they came as farmers, and they built up ranches, working
fourteen-hour days picking almonds and fruit, irrigating vineyards and
orchards, cutting alfalfa, and milking cows. Although some were beef and
dairy farmers, most were grain farmers to the north and east of town, or
orchard and vineyard growers to the south and west. Early church meetings were held in the home of D. T. Enns, a member of one of the early
families to arrive from Kansas, who, before leaving, was “charged by Elder Abraham Schellenberg, founder of Ebenezer MB Church near Buhler
[Kansas], of the spiritual welfare of the pioneer families moving here.”
He took the charge seriously.35 These early settlers organized the Reedley
Mennonite Brethren Church in 1905 and met in the Windsor Grammar
School until they constructed a building in 1908.36
In the early twentieth century, the Reedley Mennonite Brethren
thought it necessary for their children to receive an education to help with
Mennonite cultural retention. By 1910, classes in religion and German
began. From 1912 to 1928, the German school beneﬁted from the serendipitous arrival of three educated Russian migrants, all accomplished educators. By the early 1920s, plans were made to create a system of education
in California that included a college similar to the liberal arts school Tabor
College in Kansas, though that would not take shape until the 1940s, with
the creation of Paciﬁc Bible Institute. In the mid-1920s, when the Reedley Mennonite Brethren Church split over internal divisions regarding
polity and Pentecostal inﬂuences, control of the school shifted between
the two factions. In 1938, the Reedley Mennonite Brethren Church
opened a rival Bible academy, though in 1941, the two schools merged
as Immanuel Bible School.37 Eventually, Immanuel became a local high
school as educational needs changed.38
Reedley Mennonite Brethren Church was the ﬁrst MB congregation in
California and soon the largest Mennonite congregation in North America, with a membership reﬂecting its rural roots in Kansas, Oklahoma, Nebraska, Minnesota, and Russia. With fewer than 20 charter members at its
start, the church grew to 1,436 members by 1957.39 By 1955, the Reed-
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ley MB Church understood itself as a “lighthouse” to the world, drawing
people in from all over with the “light of the gospel.”40 Self-identifying
as a beacon on the West Coast calling the world to Christ was certainly
in keeping with exceptionalist imagery for Mennonite religious missions,
California cultural identity, and American evangelicalism.
Further north, Lodi represents an early instance of denominational diversity in a Mennonite Brethren church. The congregation there formed
in 1907 when three Mennonites—Ludwig Reimche, Jacob Knoll, and
George Bechtold—and their families arrived from Harvey, North Dakota.
Initially they attended the evangelical church in nearby Victor. Striking
out on their own, in 1911 they rented a house for religious services, and
in 1912 organized as a Mennonite Brethren church. The membership
in Lodi was composed mainly of Mennonites, Lutherans, and Baptists
with Germanic background as part of the immigration from Russia to the
United States in the early decades of the twentieth century. Filled to capacity at 350 in the 1920s, inner strife caused the membership to decline
to about 110 in 1954. By the late 1950s, attendance hovered at about 200,
giving some cause for optimism. The Lodi congregation has its roots in the
Woodrow Gospel Chapel in North Dakota. Many Mennonites and other
German-speaking immigrants from South Russia came between 1874 and
1888, and many of those in Woodrow in the early twentieth century from
that migration to North Dakota moved to either Lodi or Saskatchewan.
In the 1920s, North Dakota churches experienced a drain due largely to
“California fever,” though many also moved to Saskatchewan. Eventually
these two streams out of North Dakota—to Saskatchewan and to California—met in Lodi. In the Lodi MB Church records, these two migratory
streams converged with hints of tensions between them.41
Some Mennonite Brethren congregations, such as those in Rosedale
and Bakersﬁeld, trace their beginnings to relocated victims of the debacle
at Martensdale. What has become known as the “Henry J. Martens Land
Scheme” was a case of land speculation gone awry. In 1909, Henry Martens sold land in California to Mennonite families in the Midwest, going
to the effort of bringing some Mennonites by rail to California to inspect
the land. Although he appeared to have arranged to purchase just over
5,000 acres in California, the Mennonites involved settled on someone
else’s property and were forced to move, having lost their land in the Midwest and owning none in California.42
Otto and Lydia Boese, original Martensdale members, reﬂected on
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Reedley Mennonite Brethren Church children on their way to a Sunday school picnic, ca. 1922.
Source: Records of Reedley Mennonite Brethren Church.

their experiences in Bakersﬁeld at the church’s ﬁftieth anniversary. The
Boeses recalled that they moved from Pueblo, Colorado, to California,
because California had “a magic ring to it.” After the collapse of Martensdale, the Boese family moved with other families to Bakersﬁeld, where
the Kern County Land Company donated land for them to build a church.
By 1915, ﬁve years after forming a congregation and six years after forming a house group, the Bakersﬁeld Mennonite Brethren Church formally
organized, began holding street meetings, and started a jail and hospital
visitation program.43
Ten miles west of Bakersﬁeld, Rosedale Mennonite Brethren Church,
also born directly from the Martensdale scheme, held the preliminary sessions in 1911 for the ﬁrst Mennonite Paciﬁc District Conference (PDC)
session held a year later.44 In Shafter, the Mennonite Brethren built their
“tabernacle” in 1919, also on land donated by the Kern County Land
Company; by 1957, it boasted a membership of 522.45
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Members of the Reedley Mennonite Brethren Church posing for a panoramic
photo (undated). Note photographer in foreground on truck. Source: Records of
Reedley Mennonite Brethren Church.

At the ﬁrst gathering of the Mennonite Brethren Paciﬁc District Conference (PDC) in Reedley in 1912, organizers were concerned that delegates would not attend from as far away as Lodi and Escondido. If the
ﬁfteen miles between the San Marcos and Paso Robles General Conference congregations was too far for regular meetings, the 160 miles from
Lodi and the 320 miles from Escondido to Reedley at this time were considerable. Nevertheless, attendance was overﬂowing. Despite concerns of
the scattered and geographically isolated Mennonite Brethren congregations, PDC became the largest Mennonite Brethren district conference
in the United States. Though that was not obvious at the start, due to
the small number of Mennonite Brethren in California during the years
1909 to 1911, congregations could choose which district to join—Middle
or South. Although that option to choose was short-lived, within half a
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century, prodigious population growth, primarily through immigration,
catapulted California into the position of largest Mennonite Brethren district in the nation.46

Traveling Evangelists
In the early 1900s, Mennonite Church congregations in California did
not have locally established ministers; they were served by traveling ministers called “evangelists.” The isolation Mennonites experienced along
with their lack of inﬂuence among the local population heightened their
sense of religious mission. To help stabilize new congregations, traveling evangelists were sent at times by denominational conferences to hold
church services and offer pastoral support to congregations. In the Paciﬁc
Coast region, these evangelists traveled along a well-worn circuit through
Oregon, California, Idaho, Washington, and back to Oregon. However,
sometimes these evangelists traveled on their own initiative.
Revival meetings held by the traveling evangelists were used to attract
people to join the local congregations. As Timothy Smith argues, revivalism was “not ‘individualistic’ in the usual sense that term suggests; though
they made faith a profoundly personal experience, their aim and outcome
was to bind individuals to new communities of belief and action.”47 The
individualistic component of revivalism aided the modernization of the
community to which one was “bonded” through the focus on individual
conversion as prescribed by the group’s precepts.48
Appreciation was expressed for any traveling evangelist who came to
California. In Corning, for example, Emanuel Stahly reported that they
warmly welcomed the visit of two preachers from Millersville, Pennsylvania. On two consecutive evenings, sermons were preached on Hebrews
2:1 and Revelations 3:8, with the theme of the “Open Door, and [he] earnestly admonished all to come to Christ before He would shut the door.”
Stahly also made it clear that his congregation believed “it would be well if
more of our eastern ministers would visit the churches west of the Rocky
Mountains. We had some very warm weather, but for some time now the
weather is cool and pleasant.”49 Before Christ shuts the door, the call went
out, please visit us.
One popular Mennonite Church evangelist was John P. Bontrager from
Albany, Oregon. Local congregations naturally used his visits to entice the
churched and unchurched in their communities to attend their church. In
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1908, Mennonites in Dinuba hoped Bontrager would visit their congregation, and the next year he came.50 Bontrager’s 1909 sermons in Dinuba
were well attended: “We as a little band were very much encouraged and
strengthened in the faith. Sinners were under deep conviction but would
not yield.” The Mennonite Church in Dinuba had organized with seventeen members, held Bible meetings every Wednesday, and ran a Sunday
school in addition to a Sunday service.51
Despite this religious activity, the Dinuba congregation reported, “We
are much in need of help . . . being without a minister, and extend a hearty
invitation to all west-bound ministers to make this one of their stopping
points. We will gladly correspond with any one who is interested in this
work, country, etc.” The plea from Dinuba spoke of a need for mission
to a lost humanity in their midst: “Doors are wide open to our church in
California. The doctrines of our church are known to very few in the state.
Souls are starving for want of the bread of life. We as a church claim to
teach a pure and entire Gospel. If we are right, then many, many are living
deceived.” The writer asked, “In view of this fact, can it be right in the
sight of God for three and four ministers to occupy the same pulpit Sunday after Sunday, year in and year out? Is that going into all the world and
preaching the Gospel to every creature?”52
On the same 1909 visit to Dinuba, Bontrager also visited Porterville,
where “twelve souls confessed Christ” and many more wrestled with an
awakened awareness of sin. Moreover, Porterville “extend[ed] a hearty
welcome to all coming to California to give us a visit.”53 Another evangelist, J. C. Springer from Upland, preached in Corning on September 25,
1909, and again on his way back home from Oregon and Washington on
October 23. As a result of his visit, local citizens reminded eastern Mennonites that “it would be well if more of our ministering brethren would
visit the small bands scattered over the Paciﬁc Coast from time to time.”54
Correspondence to the Gospel Herald that described visits such as those
made by Allen Erb of La Junta, Colorado, and Bontrager, often concluded
with requests that readers pray for the California church and its success
in God’s work. While Bontrager was in Pasadena for revival meetings in
1913, he brought a message of encouragement from other churches for
them, as they were “far from our church homes.”55 In 1929 Bontrager and
Erb visited Los Angeles. Erb gave a series of “soul-stirring and convicting”
sermons on topics such as the life of Christ, baptism of the Holy Spirit,
and the Second Coming of Christ, followed by Bontrager’s sermon. The
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Mennonite Church, with its small and scattered population, depended on
the social network provided by the traveling evangelists, who carried messages and news from other places and maintained an apocalyptic urgency
to the church’s aloneness in California. The General Conference and
Mennonite Brethren also used traveling ministers, but their larger numbers facilitated an easier creation of more extensive church networks.56
By the 1930s, the focus of church work in California shifted from the
traveling evangelist to organizing churches. The Mennonite Church in
Winton, organized in 1931, was made up of forty-two original members
who transferred their church memberships to Winton from Sacramento,
Modesto, Terra Bella, Dinuba, Lemon Cove, and Los Angeles. The Winton congregation continued the process of organizing their identity around
typical American Protestant development when they held their ﬁrst Mission Day meeting in 1931. Mission Day was an all-day affair with sermons and a program, which became a quarterly event. The congregation
also held mid-week prayer meetings and biweekly Bible study class.57
As Winton developed institutionally, the Mennonite population became
increasingly racially diverse, however slightly. In 1932, the congregation’s
aggressive mission outreach to the local community resulted in several Filipino attendees. That year they baptized a Filipino man and were excited by
his desire to return to the Philippines to evangelize.58 J. J. Reber, a congregant of Winton, focused on the baptism of the Filipino: “We praise God for
the spiritual blessings received during the revival meetings [in Winton].
Also for a Filipino brother who was received into our beloved church by
water baptism on Jan. 6. We have quite a number of Filipinos who attend
regularly at our services.” Signiﬁcantly, despite Filipinos attending the
church, it was not until one was baptized that the wider church learned of
their presence, though the baptismal candidate was never named.59
With local churches building social networks through traveling evangelists and eventually organizing formally, the development of regional
governing bodies began. The Paciﬁc Coast Conference of the Mennonite
Church was organized on November 1, 1906, with California, Arizona,
and New Mexico joining later. In 1948, New Mexico, Arizona, and
Southern California formed their own conference: the South Paciﬁc Mennonite Conference. The South Paciﬁc Mennonite Conference changed its
name to Southwest Mennonite Conference (SWMC) a few years later,
because of the great distances needed to travel for the Paciﬁc Coast Mennonite Conference meetings.60
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Members of the SWMC came from all parts of the country and included “Navajo Indians, Blacks, and Spanish Americans . . . There are
many families from outside Mennonite backgrounds among us.” This
multiculturalism was a point of pride: “We are cosmopolitan. This is to us
a fulﬁllment of the commandment of Christ.”61 Religious pluralism was at
times threatening for the Mennonite Church, but racial diversity understood as cosmopolitan and deeply Christian was a badge of honor. Despite
an evolving urban sophistication, the Mennonite Church’s presence in
California was always small, and several congregations attempted in Dinuba, Corning, and Terra Bella failed for reasons ranging from expensive
land to malaria to competition from other churches.62

Congregations that Disappeared
Mennonite successes in settling California were only part of the story, for
the simple reality was that some congregations failed to survive. In 1907, a
Mennonite Brethren group that had formed near San Diego in Escondido
began its slow journey to oblivion. Traveling missionaries served them as
they hoped for a permanent leader to move to their vicinity. That year,
Elder Abraham Schellenberg, a prominent Mennonite Brethren leader,
arrived, giving the small group a prominence it otherwise would not have
enjoyed. The Escondido group dispersed in the early 1920s, however, after consecutive years of citrus-destroying frost.63
The General Conference, in 1912, also attempted a congregation in
Escondido under the guidance of Michael M. Horsch of Upland. After
several families moved away, this church closed in 1934.64 Escondido provides an example of how the pressures of numerous religious options in an
area can inﬂuence a small congregation. General Conference Mennonites
were moving to the Escondido region by 1911. Shortly after building a
church, GC membership dissipated throughout Southern California and
parts of the San Joaquin Valley. In 1923, the local German Methodist
church attempted to absorb the Mennonites who remained in the Escondido region. That action encouraged Mennonites from as far away as
Upland to support their co-religionists. With such support, the General
Conference church in Escondido survived until the early 1930s, when
it became too expensive to maintain a congregation of only eleven members. From local historians we learn that after the sale of the Escondido
building, Los Angeles Mennonite ministers visited the Mennonites who
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remained. The Mennonites who stayed were discouraged, even homesick,
and eventually dispersed among other churches.65
Northward, in the San Joaquin Valley, the establishment of a Mennonite institutional presence was tied directly to the availability of water for
agricultural use. In the early decades of the twentieth century, the Central Valley Water Project was planned and constructed to bring enough
water to the Central Valley to support an agricultural economy. By 1930
there had been so much groundwater pumping in the Central Valley that
its agricultural economy was set to collapse. As a six-year drought began
in 1929, agricultural interests and water access began to dominate state
politics. Finally, in 1933, Sacramento passed the massive Central Valley
Project Act. Because of the Depression, the bonds needed to ﬁnance the
Central Valley Project (CVP) did not sell well, and President Franklin
Roosevelt, through the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation, took control of the
project. All this occurred as a historic drought crushed the Great Plains,
and Oakies (migrant farm workers from Oklahoma) hit the road for California. After much political struggle over funding and land reclamation,
and ﬁerce opposition by privately held utilities, CVP construction began
in 1937, and it ﬁnally brought water to the San Joaquin Valley in 1951.66
Economic struggles and a lack of water conspired to make life difﬁcult.
One church established in Dos Palos, Merced County, in 1930, lasted
only until 1933. Despite initial optimism, “it was discontinued because
of failure of promised water for irrigation.”67 As one Mennonite correspondent wrote, “California is not worth 5c[ents] an acre if it has no water. Water is the gold of California.”68 Without the promised water, the
community crumbled.69
The Dos Palos story is part of California’s troubled history with water.
Donald Worster argues that in a society formed around centralized water
control, the power to succeed or fail was often in the impersonal hands
of the few who managed that “coercive, monolithic, and hierarchical system.”70 When it was clear that the water promised Dos Palos was a mirage,
Mennonite farmers out of necessity moved away.
The Mennonite Brethren also attempted to settle Dos Palos and failed.
Water and isolation did to them as to the others. Entreaties to send religious and spiritual assistance made by the Mennonite Brethren in Reedley to the Paciﬁc District Conference resulted in quarterly song festivals,
prayer, and preachers; none of it helped. In 1933, with no irrigation, a depressed economy, and neighbors moving away as land was repossessed, the
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Dos Palos Mennonite Brethren group disbanded. Two denominations attempted simultaneous settlements at Dos Palos and both failed. As Kevin
Enns-Rempel observes, Dos Palos was “a victim of economic hardship and
spiritual isolation,” exacerbated by a land company that failed to provide
water.71

Religious Options
A signiﬁcant part of the California context was the variety of religious
options. Some saw the challenge of these options as especially powerful.
By the late 1930s, Pastor D. D. Eitzen observed that Mennonite identity in Los Angeles was ﬂuid and loyalty to the denomination weak. He
estimated that about half of the Mennonites in the Los Angeles area attended the Church of the Open Door, which was afﬁliated with the fundamentalist Bible Institute of Los Angeles (BIOLA). Other churches that
attracted Mennonites included the Presbyterian Church of Glendale,
Christian Science churches, and Aimee Semple McPherson’s Foursquare
Gospel churches, along with “innumerable cults that thrive in this favorable California climate.” Mennonite churches in the eastern states paid
“little or no attention” to the condition of Mennonites in California, who
were vulnerable to myriad religious alternatives.72
Though Eitzen gave no speciﬁc reasons for the dissatisfaction of Mennonites with their churches, they were nonetheless attracted to evangelical and conservative congregations that were very much part of the larger
history of Southern California’s development. Weakened ties with eastern denominational structures lent itself to a fervent entrepreneurial spirit
that was part of the California religious context. The absence of the General Conference Mennonite establishment, which was centered in the
Midwest, combined with a rich diversity of available religious alternatives permitted Mennonites in Southern California to avail themselves of
the religious options in a pluralistic society—similar to a canopy through
which the winds of society blew freely.73
North in the San Joaquin Valley, economic realities and religious options took a toll on a GC church in Shafter. Henry Krehbiel, an early twentieth-century General Conference leader, came to California in 1908 for
the climate and stayed as a pastor in Reedley. As pastor, he bought and
tended “several California fruit orchards” and lived in the area of Reedley locally known as “Mennonite Row.” He was the pastor of Reedley
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Jacob J. and Lena Reimer family in their home at Escondido.
Source: General Photograph Collection.

General Conference Mennonite Church until 1927, when he suffered
a severe heart attack. He died October 5, 1940.74 Krehbiel also led the
development of the Shafter First Mennonite Church (GC), which served
Mennonites who migrated to the area in 1918–1919. The Shafter church
fell victim to the Depression when low fruit prices and increased irrigation costs devastated the local economy. Some Mennonites moved away,
and the rest joined other denominations as the church was dissolved. The
church’s story did not end there, however; in 1935 Krehbiel returned to
Shafter, restarted the church, and two years later, attracted enough Mennonites to join that they built their own building.75

Mennonites Engage Modernity?
Churches, schools, and regional governing bodies mediated the migrants’
experience with California society through social networks and recog-
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nizable religious structures. Change was not the nemesis of Mennonite
cultural and religious identity, though it was often suspect and anxiety
producing. A mixing of traditional Mennonite “ethnic” concerns with
religious markers of identity propelled Mennonites in California to look
more to the future and less to the past.76 As they became acculturated
Americans, their concerns were often the worldly present and the future,
while attempting to remain faithful to their spiritual inheritance. The
traveling evangelists, the Reedley school, and the general Mennonite emphasis on organizing communities around churches helped set boundaries
with the wider world and provided institutional context to their religious
and cultural identity.
The Mennonite Brethren, the largest Mennonite group in California,
were largely evangelical and congregated mostly in the San Joaquin Valley,
where they constructed institutions that helped to negotiate their boundaries with the larger world. Ironically, after World War II, this strategy
encouraged their assimilation into California’s social and evangelical culture. In the early period of their California experience, their school, which
was constructed to teach German and the Bible, in fact became a community high school.
Timothy Smith argues that such a theologically informed process contradicts a secularization interpretation.77 In some realms of the Mennonite experience, accommodation was made between religious impulses
and secular society to such an extent that little distinction could be made
between them. Secularization marks a realignment of identity, seeking justiﬁcation more from society and less from religion. A Kansas Mennonite in
the early 1950s observed that the distinctive Californian social environment was known well enough in other parts of the country: “It might be
well for the rest of the Mennonites to look to the California churches who
have had to face the trend to urbanization for some time both on the farm
and in the city.”78 Mennonites looking westward in the postwar period
understood that something was happening in California that would soon
happen in the east.
Thus, during the early decades of the twentieth century, California
Mennonites not only explored their new environment through a religious
and spiritual language, which is explored in chapters 2 and 3, but also set
about constructing an institutional culture. By the 1930s, Mennonites had
organized several churches and created regional governing bodies, which
always grouped California with neighboring states. Thus, Mennonites
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made visible their sense of religious and cultural identity. This institutional development also expanded to include other visible manifestations
of Mennonitism, including health care and higher education.
Deep in these congregational and denominational stories, however, was
the siren call of California’s arcadian climate, which at times resulted in
dramatic church growth, and at other times, tremendous loss, even failure.
As I discuss in the next chapter, California was simultaneously Promised
Land, Paradise Lost, healer, feverish swamp, fertile, and parched. California was also a place where religious boundaries within conservative
Protestantism were porous and geographic distances great—exacerbating
existing cultural-religious anxieties. Yet, it provided a natural canvas on
which Mennonites illustrated their cosmology. As they set about the dayto-day tasks of settling in a new home, a rich sense of religious identity was
unintentionally drawn out.

chapter 2

Alone in the Garden
Boosters, Migrants, and Refugees
Finally we entered this land of “Milk and Honey”
with all its oranges and grapes.
—Mennonite immigrant, Thanksgiving Day, 1922

Garden of Eden and Forbidden Fruit

I

n the late 1970s, Daniel Hertzler, editor of the Mennonite weekly Gospel Herald, toured Mennonite congregations throughout the United
States and Canada. When he visited one in Clovis, California, a congregant took him to nearby Reedley. Hertzler described the scene outside
the car window: “It was fruit blossom time and with a little imagination
we could have been led to believe that the Garden of Eden was in the
San Joaquin Valley and the forbidden fruit a plum.”1 Although Hertzler’s
trip to California came approximately 130 years after the ﬁrst Mennonite
arrived, his two images of California—paradise and sin—were not new.
Boosters and Mennonite settlers in the early twentieth century promoted
a mythology of California as both Edenic paradise and forbidden fruit.
Throughout California’s history, people often portrayed it in images
crackling with cosmic signiﬁcance. Turn-of-the century boosters promoted California as a natural arcadia. Many who made the journey to its
utopian promise found their dreams, but others found disappointment or
worse.2 This chapter, sorting through the representations of California in
the promotional literature of boosters commonly known to Mennonites
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and their own immigrant memoirs, shows the development of Mennonite
visions of California and the Mennonites’ place within it. The promises
and failures of booster promotion and the refraction of memory through
memoirs of those who moved to California—from the North American
plains and Russian steppes—illustrates the power California held over
Mennonite imaginations.
Hertzler’s binary impression demonstrates how geography helps construct identity. In fact, the Janus-faced reality of California beguiled evangelicals, who saw promise and threat co-mingling there.3 Philosopher José
Ortega y Gasset argues that land has powerful symbolic meanings because
its signiﬁcance is predicated on the freedom people have (or some have) to
choose where they live. He observes, “It is not simply that the land makes
man, but that man elects his land, that is, his landscape, that portion of the
planet where he ﬁnds his ideal or life-project symbolically preﬁgured.”4
This symbolic relationship extends to religion, where, as historian Laurie
F. Mafﬂy-Kipp observes, “Geographic placement is an important factor
in understanding religious behaviors and beliefs.”5 As Hertzler so clearly
illustrated, environment and religion are intimately connected. The Mennonites who came decades before him experienced this existentially as
loneliness and spiritually as divine mission.
In a popular survey of Mennonite history, C. Henry Smith notes that
the Mennonite Brethren had been largely attracted to California, especially to Fresno, since 1942.6 Although the 1940s was a time of tremendous institutional development, California had been a favored destination
for Mennonite Brethren long before then. The attraction for Mennonites,
as for most everyone else, was prosperity, health, and climate. When these
early Mennonite Brethren wrote to denominational newspapers, however, the dominant themes were social isolation, natural abundance, and
moral depravity. As Willard Smith argues, the entire western migration of
Mennonites in America is about isolation. Scattered Mennonite communities “illustrate[d] the spiritual problems of Mennonites who migrated
west to areas where there were no Mennonite churches and little or no
prospect of organizing them.”7 In the early decades of the twentieth century, Mennonites felt alone in a fecund garden.
Mennonite historians have typically understood Mennonite migrations as a religious response to persecutions or to thwart temptations to
compromise core principles, especially paciﬁsm. Once in North America,
their westward movement and colonizing efforts were often interpreted
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as cultural-religious attempts to maintain traditional communities.8 The
leading American Mennonite historian of the mid-1900s, Harold S.
Bender, summarized Mennonite identity: “Perhaps on the whole, however, the members of no religious or social group have seemed so much [as
Mennonites] to be pilgrims and strangers on the earth rather than partakers of the life and culture of the men and nations among whom they have
lived.”9 Bender’s observation was upended in California.
In the early decades of the twentieth century, Mennonites moved to
California primarily to improve their economic status and physical health;
it was not a religious reaction to government policy, threatened principles,
or persecution—save one important exception from Russia. Those who
came to California often wrote about their experiences and thoughts concerning their new homes in a rhetorical mix of wonder and pain. Before
they came, they listened to boosters who promoted California throughout North America as an arcadian garden. Many enjoyed those soothing
pitches, and later some suffered the consequences of the hype. However,
when Mennonites came, they brought their religion with them and easily
mixed their hope for a Christian society with desires for health, sunshine,
and prosperity.

Boosterism: Selling Sunny California
Water: The New California Gold

Companies attempting to lure Mennonites to California typically stressed
three points: fabulous weather, agricultural productivity, and ethno-religious community. The Kern County Land Company claimed in an 1895
promotional pamphlet published speciﬁcally for Mennonites: “Along the
coast the sea breeze softens the climate, therefore, in summer and winter it
feels warmer than places with similar latitudes further inland.” With idyllic
climate also came health: “The dryness in the summer does not let malaria
and related diseases arise, whereas consumption (tuberculosis), rheumatism, and lung illnesses are soon healed under such climatic conditions.”10
Though California was the second largest state in the Union and the ﬁrst
in produce, and Mennonites were agriculturalists, the ﬁnal point was social stability and community. The need for fellowship, in a place so far
away from the familiar, was not lost on land companies eager to promote
California as an open paradise. Thus they claimed that several Mennonite
families were already living there in absent-minded bliss (zerstreut).11
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In 1896, other Mennonites made an investigative trip to Southern California and responded in prose sacralizing water and irrigation. They interpreted Southern California’s aridity and need for irrigation through the
prophetic writings of Isaiah 41:18 and 43:19. These two biblical passages
describe God’s promise to turn the wilderness into a “pool of water and
the dry land springs of water,” and, “I [God] will even make a way in the
wilderness and rivers in the desert.”12 The ambition of human engineering, called on here to transform arid Southern California, was sacralized
by these words of an ancient Hebrew prophet. The visiting Mennonites
even observed that providentially the land was ﬂat, “as if intended especially for irrigation.”13
Irrigation was not an end but a means, and here it would turn a desert
into a garden, where “large colonies of our people can be located.”14 This
idea of transformation through irrigation was not peculiar to Mennonites.
Universalist minister Thomas Starr King embraced the powerful myth of
“deliverance through irrigation,” earlier in the 1860s, when he described
the transformation of desert into a garden as doing God’s work. Nor were
these rhetorical ﬂourishes of an earlier time. An article in Mennonite Community, a Mennonite church publication of the 1950s, describes a congregation in Los Angeles accompanied by thirteen photos. One photo features
a stream and lush vegetation with the caption, “California is beautiful[;]
with artiﬁcial watering, the desert becomes lush woodland.”15 Mennonites enacted their own desert redemption through the tilling of gardens
and construction of communities anchored by churches, schools, and socially oriented ministries. The Central Valley was truly a garden, albeit
manufactured, and by the 1950s, there was little desert left to see.16
Spiritual Teacher for Tourists

Travel diaries, letters to newspapers, and serialized accounts of Mennonites who vacationed in California demonstrate further the grip California’s natural environment held on Mennonite imaginations. Agnes Albrecht Gunden, on a trip from Peoria, Illinois, to Los Angeles, listed the
many attractions her and her group visited. Upon reaching Corning, she
described the scenery, “Palm trees, orchards of ﬁgs, peaches, pears, olives,
almonds, and oranges were seen in abundance. Peaches and pears were
ripe,” and juxtaposed this garden image with the observation that no organized Mennonite church existed there.17
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John Peters standing by his pumping plant at Fairmead, 1913.
Source: Papers of Julius Siemens.

In Southern California, Gunden went up Mount Lowe, took a trolley
ride through Los Angeles, visited Long Beach, and went over to Catalina
Island. On the way to Catalina Island, she reﬂected, “It was the nicest
scenery we have seen since on our trip or before.” Before her return home,
she expressed her gratitude: “We have had a nice stay at Los Angeles and
we thank the giver of all good for the privilege of seeing what we have
seen and for getting into a good hotel.” For Gunden, California was the
apex of sacred natural scenery.18
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Though nature captivated the senses, Mennonite visitors still considered California a lonely place without much by way of churchly infrastructure. C. Z. Yoder was part of a traveling party from the Midwest to the
Paciﬁc Coast in 1908. Yoder serialized his account of the trip in the Gospel
Herald that same year. In Corning, he wrote, “Here grow without any winter
protection the orange, lemon, ﬁg, palm and eucalyptus trees, the last-named
shed its bark annually, but not its leaves. The raisin grapes grow here in
abundance and are dried in the sun, as well as other fruit.” As they headed
to Dinuba, Yoder observed the isolation experienced by Mennonites living there: “These brethren are here without a resident minister. These
congregations appreciate visitors from the same faith in a way that large
congregations do not understand.” Along the way, they passed through
San Francisco, saw some damage from the 1906 earthquake and ﬁre, and
visited “Bro[ther]” D. E. Conrad of the Bay Area, who was “deprived of
the privilege of attending services with his brethren in the faith.”19
A common Mennonite practice at the time was to visit churches while
vacationing. In addition to the stop in Dinuba, Yoder and his party visited
Mennonites in Los Angeles and Upland. He observed: “In visiting these
brethren and the small congregations on the Paciﬁc coast, having no resident minister, we are again reminded of the great need of workers.” While
thinking of the denominational response, he writes, “May the Lord hasten
the day when our Churches, conferences and mission Board, will put forth
greater efforts to send out laborers in the great harvest ﬁeld to watch over
the shepherd less ones and to see the lost and dying.” Yet landscape was
the image of California that Yoder held on to as he departed: “On Sept.
24, [1908], we left our friends at Upland, Calif. In a few hours we miss
the beautiful orange groves, the ﬂowers and the evergreen trees, and instead are passing through a barren land for hundreds of miles where water
is shipped on the railroad and sold to the consumers. How thankful we
should be for the abundant supply of good, refreshing water.”20
There was also a tendency by migrants and tourists alike to see in California’s natural environment a moral and spiritual teacher. When, for example, Helen Stoesz and her family moved from Minnesota to California
in approximately 1920, she reﬂected on their arrival: “The roses were in
full bloom and the tall stately palm trees all helped to make the trip enjoyable. Besides that, we had left Minnesota in a snow storm . . . I still
remember how we walked on the sandy beach and watched the ever present sea gulls dashing down when the ocean tide had washed various small
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sea life onto the sandy beach; then the sea gulls would have their feed.”
Yet she concludes on a pious note: “What a wonderful Lord we have! He
takes care of the birds of the air, who do not toil nor need to work for . . .
daily food.”21
Anna Nissley, from Lancaster County, Pennsylvania, took a trip to the
coast and wrote three articles of her experience exploring the landscape
and reﬂecting on its meaning. In the Sierra Madre, at Cucamonga Canyon, a bridge of logs Nissley and her friends tried to build across a stream
washed away. She concluded, “The thought presented to me, that Satan
will take us just as quickly down the current of endless woe if we allow
him to lift our feet from the rock.” Likewise, after she took a drink of water, she was reminded “that God was the Giver of all, and the Creator of
the surroundings which were very picturesque.”22
Nissley made two other trips that year. On one she took the electric
car to the summit of Echo Mountain and “realizing the great depth below
us almost caused us to shudder, yet perfectly safe, knowing no condemnation resting on our souls. We could sing praises to God for the privilege to behold the beauty of His works.”23 The Paciﬁc Ocean offered a
grand view, an afternoon of hunting seashells, and a visit to Catalina Island; it also reminded Nissley of “the benighted heathen on the other side.
And our minds wandered from place to place where our missionaries are
stationed.” California was not only a natural paradise, it was a constant
reminder of God’s creative power and salvation, and that near the continent’s edge were the heathen. The question of California’s abundance
nagged her as she traveled north through the San Joaquin Valley towards
Oregon: “We all gazed with great admiration and wondered why the
Creator put so much beauty at one place.”24 It was a marvelous landscape
evoking for Mennonite travelers the temptations of Satan, the power of
God the creator, and their responsibility for mission.
In some ways, she answered her own question with her pious outpourings of spiritual lessons gleaned from California’s natural world. Nissley
was not the only Mennonite to explore California and make such spiritual
connections. Frank and Mary Smucker on vacation drew similar conclusions: “A person stands by the seashore and views the mighty ocean and
the great mountain peaks [and] it causes us to think more and more of the
One who created both the heavens and the earth.”25 As another tourist
observed, next to the Paciﬁc Ocean, “We feel the littleness of our insigniﬁcant self,” while God was its creator and controller.26

29

30

california mennonites
California was both a marvel to behold and an existential puzzle. After
crossing the Colorado River into Bagdad, California, Oswald Goering described his ﬁrst impressions of California in guarded tones: “Mountains,
no plants—little vegetation—at places nothing but rocks and sand. Even
bare mountains are beautiful as far as forms go but how the few people live
is a question.” Goering, arrested by paradise, wrote, “We stopped to look
at ocean within 15 feet of water (and then I put my hand in the water, I
had my hand in the Paciﬁc Ocean.) . . . trees [were] loaded with oranges.”27
The Paciﬁc Ocean was not only an important destination, but also a mystical experience. Through a fusion of evangelical Mennonite biblicism and
pietistic emphasis on experiential theologizing, these moments were much
more than emotional tourism.
Even when visitors encountered discouraged MC Mennonites, in
places like Dinuba, the fecundity of the environment often took precedence in their reporting. S. B. Zook from Hubbard, Oregon, took a trip to
Los Angeles and returned through Porterville, Dinuba, and San Francisco.
Although the MC Mennonites in Dinuba were “discouraged,” Zook was
particularly impressed with the valley’s ﬂatness, and how “with the aid
of irrigation system it is made quite productive.” In addition to alfalfa,
there were the oranges, peaches, and ﬁgs to admire, grown in rich sandy
soil in a warm climate. According to Zook, the land surrounding Dinuba
was the “greatest . . . in central California for all kinds of fruit growing.”28
Los Angeles, Zook effused, was Edenic: “The climate is invigorating, the
atmosphere pure and balmy, the fruit trees laden with tropical fruit, and
the evergreen shade trees and the ﬂowers of every color are all around
us, it truly makes us feel that it is good to be here.”29 For tourists, as with
migrants, California’s environment was a spiritually transformative force.
Travels to church conferences were also occasions for Mennonites to
wax eloquently on California’s wonders. J. C. Mehl, a Mennonite reporter
at the 1910 General Conference Paciﬁc District Conference in Upland, observed the “rich delights as we rushed along past lemon and orange groves,
through alfalfa ﬁelds and walnut orchards—many of these being bordered
by rows of palms or acacia trees, or by beds of roses, geraniums, dahlias or
other blooming plants.” Mehl’s description of Los Angeles itself focused
on water, speciﬁcally the once controversial Owens River aqueduct, transporting water hundreds of miles to “Angel City,” diminishing “that deceptive mirage of the desert which has lured many a sun-scorched traveler to
a tragic death.” The route through the Tehachapi was “tortuous” and then
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“as though being weary of its awful contortions the train shoots out like
an arrow into the beautiful San Joaquin valley.”30 Similarly, on a trip in
1930 from Colorado to California, Dora Shantz Gehman invoked not only
natural abundance, but also the Native American presence. She reported
on “eating more grapes . . .[seeing] many Indians, goats and cattle—adobe
houses,” and in so doing, captured 1930 California in terms of fruit production and Native architecture.31 These travel narratives covered similar
themes as found in early Mennonite reports: natural abundance, exotic
newness, wonderful irrigation, and lessons from heaven.
New Ethno-Religious Colonies

In the early twentieth century, companies such as the Rawlings Land
Company and Kern County Land Company as well as individuals such as
Karl Pohl, of Kerman, California, continued to use such booster tropes of
nature, prosperity, and ethno-religious community. The Rawlings Land
Company advertised in the Steinbach Post, a weekly German-language
newspaper serving a primarily Mennonite community in southern Manitoba, Canada. Teasingly the ad asked: “Have you heard of the new German Mennonite settlement in Littleﬁeld, Texas?” Rawlings claimed that
“over 50 families from Kansas, Oklahoma, California, North Dakota and
Manitoba” had already bought land here both “fertile and ﬂat.”32
Karl Pohl—more aggressive in his advertising—used an outline similar
to the Kern County Land Company, which underscored nature, production, and community. Attempting to reach the frostbitten Mennonites in
southern Manitoba, Pohl spoke of California as having “no winter” and
possessing a “sunny climate [which] offers you God’s beautiful nature.”
Of course, warm weather was only part of the story. In Kerman a farmer
could make with 20 acres in raisins what 640 acres of grain anywhere
else could produce. To believe this, one must come and see the “pure land”
located “in the heart of the most fertile valley in America, the San Joaquin
Valley.” Finally, to make the pitch irresistible, Pohl declared Kerman to be
“The new German colony,” where twenty acres of raisins, alfalfa, or fruit
could establish a secure home.33
Building great and prosperous colonies in California was also a task
for Mennonite land promoters. In 1908 Julius Siemens, an enterprising
Mennonite land promoter, was corresponding with the California Irrigated Land Company of San Francisco regarding land in Tehama County.
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From 1910 to 1911, he promoted land in Los Molinos, Tehama County, in
an attempt to create the “greatest Mennonite settlement in California.” He
even attempted a second colony in Fairmead, Madera County.34 Siemens
and his partners were so sure of this venture that when two men took a
ﬁnancial loss and pulled out of the deal, all he said was, “The weather here
is simply beautiful and I do not see how a man could return to Ritzville
[Washington] where no work can be done for several months.”35 More
appropriately, for Siemens, was the response of a delegation from Hillsboro, Kansas. After a tour of the San Joaquin Valley and San Francisco, the
delegation wrote a thank-you letter saying California was so impressive
that when they stopped in New Mexico they were not enchanted.36
In a 1913 promotional pamphlet for his settlement at Fairmead, Siemens answered people’s questions. He described the land as ﬂat and even,
like that of the Red River Valley in Canada and North Dakota, or the
Molotschna in Russia—all areas of successful Mennonite settlements. The
Fairmead colony, he assured them, was in the most beautiful and fruitful
part of the San Joaquin Valley, with up to three alfalfa harvests a year. For
the farms to succeed, however, each family needed to set up their own irrigation at their own expense, at an estimated cost of ten to ﬁfteen dollars
per acre. Siemens advised Mennonites that they would save money if they
did it themselves during the winter, when twenty acres could be set up
for irrigation.37
Siemens assured his audience that twenty Mennonite Brethren and
ﬁve General Conference families were already settled there, holding religious services. Fairmead was not only beautiful; it was also only three
miles from the nearest Mennonite settlement. To underscore the desirability of the soil there, Siemens claimed that many traveled thousands
of miles to purchase this land, where water already came from a canal off
the Kings River. It was perfect, where the crops were plentiful, the water
accessible, and the people living there German speaking.38
To press his point, Siemens described the climate as the best in North
America, with no winter, in contrast to Siberia, Canada, or the midwestern states. He even made the improbable claim that the summer sea breeze
coming out of San Francisco’s Golden Gate moderated Fairmead’s climate.
Having addressed the concerns of climate, economics, and ethno-religious
community, Siemens ended his promotion with the grand declaration that
his settlement in Fairmead would be “die groeszte deutsche Ansiedlung in
Kalifornien,” or “the greatest German Settlement in California.”39

Alone in the Garden

A pump and canal on the Wittenberg farm at Fairmead, 1913.
Source: Papers of Julius Siemens.

Despite boosterism, sacred readings of the environment, and the ambitions of Mennonite land promoters, Mennonite desire for westward expansion was met with some disapproval. In 1909 J. M. Brunk, likely from
Colorado, criticized westward-migrating Mennonites for alienating other
Mennonites with what he saw as materialist expansionism. He described
the early twentieth century as a time of “restlessness and dissatisfaction
with present locations.” Brunk continued, “While we heartily endorse
the idea of evangelization by colonization . . . we feel that the time is here
when we should raise our voices against the modern church-destroying
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Cornelius Siemens and Abraham Siebert working the land at Fairmead, 1913.
Source: Papers of Julius Siemens.

spirit of restlessness and land craze about which we have been hearing
so much the past few years.” The destructive spirit Brunk described was
found “especially among the smaller congregations of the West . . . [who
were] ready to respond to any call which may come from some brother
who has found a beautiful oasis where he hopes to plant a colony of Mennonites.”40
Brunk even called Mennonites hypocrites who were involved in the
westward expansion and colonization of the American West, a process
contributing to the scattering of Mennonites. It was hypocrisy, he argued,
to constantly change location, invoking the “direct leadings of God,” only
to move elsewhere after a series of crop failures. The westering phenomena was dismissed by Brunk as foolish: “Experience has proven that it is
very unwise for individuals or even families to isolate themselves from
all others of like faith, and endeavor to cope with the battles of life on
the frontier.” Although Brunk did not explain what the frontier battles
were, he insisted that ﬁnancial reasons should be secondary to religious
reasons for moving. He was particularly frustrated by the glowing letters
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read back east: “In the midst of our work, letters would come to some of
the brethren, painting such glowing ﬁnancial pictures of distant localities
that we found it difﬁcult to keep the pulse of some of the brethren normal
even in the midst of our meetings.”41 Despite the quickened heartbeats
of eastern Mennonites, and Brunk’s heavy pronouncements, many Mennonites moved, and some were ﬂeeced because of their California fever.

Scandalized California Fever
Several Mennonite families suffered in what is known as the Henry J.
Martens Land Scheme. Henry J. Martens boasted of and sold land in the
western states, primarily in California, to Mennonites in the Great Plains.
One such farmer described the mood in 1909: “Because of the ongoing unmerciful storm and continuing drought, we have gotten the blues and already have strong symptoms of the California fever . . . We are reading that
Mr. Martens will make another excursion there in September. Then not all
our hope will vanish if he gives us an opportunity to go along and the California fever has not left us by then; for now the fever here is very high.”42
Intoxicated with “California fever,” many were receptive to his sales pitch.
Martens swept through the Midwest, peddling the ﬁfty thousand
acres of California land he claimed to own. He regaled Mennonites in
Oklahoma, Kansas, Nebraska, and South Dakota with stories of fabulous
wealth awaiting those who ventured west. Despite his claims, Martens,
it seems, had arranged to purchase 5,120 acres in California, and he exchanged them for farmers’ acres in the Midwest. He brought these families in by train and ensured that they were well treated.43 It was the beginning of Martensdale.
Martens’s scheme developed to such proportions that some of the Mennonites who moved to Martensdale began meetings—with Martens—to
start a Bible college. A college board was formed; Martens donated land
and pledged to meet any ﬁscal shortfall—up to three thousand dollars.
The board set March 1, 1910, as their “no later” date by which to begin
construction.44 However, before any construction began, Martensdale collapsed as the scheme became apparent.
After they arrived, Martens gave the Mennonites maps to their land.
By Christmas 1909, the newly arrived Mennonites learned they were
living on someone else’s property. In many cases, Mennonites had built
houses that now needed to be transferred onto wagons as they looked for

35

36

california mennonites

Henry J. Martens excursion group in front of the San Gabriel Mission, 1909—
the group was on its way to see Martens’ land in Kern County.
Source: Papers of Regina Becker.

a new place to live. A victim of the scandal reported: “Our joy had turned
to sorrow—we could not stay here. Every day the little homes were set
on wagons and taken to Rosedale or Bakersﬁeld by the owners . . . The
land deal was unsatisfactory, so in June we moved the house with all its
contents, including the family, to a lot not far from the present Beardsley
School, in northern Bakersﬁeld.” In a ﬁnal blow, the writer noted that because of “much swampland along the Kern River[,] John, Marie, Regina
and I contracted Malaria fever. We were compelled to move again.”45 Indeed, California fever became malarial fever.
Some people later in life reﬂected on their experiences at Martensdale
and used biblical texts to make sense of the disaster. J. P. Nord, for example, cited Psalm 46:1, “God is our refuge and strength, a very present
help in trouble,” and P. P. Elrich cited Numbers 13:17 for what he thought
to be an appropriate description of the Mennonite “exodus” to California:
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“When Moses sent them to spy out the land of Canaan, he said to them,
‘Go up there unto the Negev; then go up into the hill country.’ ”46 As these
Mennonite migrants reﬂected on California, the biblical images are interesting: a place of trouble, the Promised Land, Canaan, relocating from one
place to another. The Promised Land of California was Paradise Lost.
In these reports and letters—from early settlers, tourists, church correspondents, concerned readers, and victims—one set of Edenic images was
counteracted with a dim view of American expansion. If the boosters and
promoters lured many Mennonites from winter windchill to winter sea
breeze, concerned readers such as J. M. Brunk saw something altogether
different at work. In what appears to be a recalling of the biblical prophecy that in the last days people will move about freely, quickly, and often
(Daniel 12:4), Brunk reminds his readers that destruction lies nearby. By
taking an active role in the westward march across the North American
continent—to the disregard of spiritual maturity that comes with stable
settlement—their excited march was a harbinger of church destruction,
absorbing lost battles endemic to frontier life, and hypocrisy. Those who
actually migrated to California, however, were unambiguous in their desires, and when a few wrote their memoirs later in life, many kept the
ﬂorid ﬂourishes—even if tempered by time.

The Promised Land: End of a Westward Journey
Mennonite journeys to California were numerous and varied. Although
some migrated from Russia to California via New York and Mexico, with
one coming to Reedley from Mexico by taxi,47 most are stories of immigration cast in exodus or eschatological imagery. John J. Gerbrandt, in his
concise narrative of packing the car and driving west, bathes it in natural
imagery and biblical symbolism. When the Gerbrandts arrived in South
Dakota from Manitoba, after a delay due to car trouble, he recalled, “We
had so much hoped that we would be farther along to the land of eternal
summer by this time.”48 California as the land of “eternal summer,” or the
land without winter, was a powerful image not only for the Mennonites
in Manitoba, as illustrated earlier in the advertisements land companies
and boosters used, but for many other years later.
Throughout Gerbrandt’s memoir, the excitement of moving westward
was captured by the repeated use of phrases like “turned west,” “faces
were turned west,” “point of no return,” and “determined to continue

37

38

california mennonites

Henry J. Martens excursion group in White’s Park in Riverside, California,
August 1909; possibly the same group as at the San Gabriel Mission.
Source: General Photograph Collection.

west.” Their excitement grew the nearer they came to California, “as we
headed west to lower elevations with expectations of reaching our ‘Promised Land’, our spirits rose . . . closer and closer we came to the Promised
Land.” Finally the great day came, when they crossed the border into
Needles, California, and “oh how we all rejoiced when ﬁnally we entered
this ‘Land of Milk and Honey’ with all the oranges and grapes we had heard
about!” They rejoiced in the belief that God had brought them to Reedley,
on Thanksgiving Day, in 1922. It was an adventure ﬁlled with optimism
and hope in what the Promised Land of California could be.49 Though Gerbrandt combined an excited reading of the exodus motif with an important
national feast day, not all Mennonite accounts were so extravagant.50
Most memoirs from Kansas and Oklahoma primarily described agri-
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cultural activity, climate, and the business scene in Reedley. As one recounted, “After they [male family members who took a trip to California]
returned from their trip, all we heard for days, especially from my father,
Daniel T. Eymann, was about the wonders of California and its marvelous
climate.”51 Climate as a motivator was common, as clear in the explanation
given by Marie Eymann-Marlar, an early Mennonite settler in Reedley,
for their decision to move: “Having spent many years in the rigors of Kansas climate, my parents spent several weeks during the winter in various
cities in California,” and that was all they needed to be convinced.52
Regina Becker, whose family came from Oklahoma in 1909, wrote a
family history in 1974. Taking the long view, she opens with a ﬁfteenpage account of church, Anabaptist, and American Mennonite history.
The chapter “California Fever 1912–1918” describes why several of her
relatives sold their homesteads and moved to California: “[On] April 11,
1912 Uncle Frank wrote a letter from El Modena, Calif. praising the
comfortable weather—not too hot, not too cold. No wind storms, little
weather damage ‘that beats Oklahoma.’”53
Carl Pankratz was seventeen in 1937 when he and his family left their
farm in Oklahoma for better luck in California. After years of drought and
grasshoppers, the dust bowl ﬁnally became too much, and the Pankratz
family pulled up and moved. In Reedley young Carl Pankratz worked digging ditches for irrigation pipelines, pruning fruit trees, toiling in packing
sheds, and picking cotton near Firebaugh. In just a few years during that
terrible decade, the Pankratzes went from growing cotton in Oklahoma to
picking it in California.54
The 1930s did, however, shape Carl’s religious outlook for life. After the Great Depression and World War II passed, Carl and his brother,
Abe Pankratz, struck out on their own and purchased ﬁfty acres to grow
primarily sweet potatoes. After marrying, Carl sold his interest, and he
and his wife, Mildred, settled in Reedley, where he took up carpentry
and house building. Mildred raised up to 4,000 chickens after they purchased a cotton farm and chicken ranch, pushing Carl’s carpentry to the
side. Over the decades of the 1950s to the 1980s, they were heavily involved with the Mennonite Disaster Service (MDS), an interdenominational Mennonite agency to assist those caught in mostly natural disasters.
Late in life, Carl attributed his interest in working for MDS, including
in its top levels of administration in California, to his participation in the
dust bowl migration of the 1930s.55
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Despite the preponderance of affection given to California climate and
geography, weather was the least of concerns for Mennonites elsewhere in
the world who came to California.

The Promised Land: The End of a Journey for
Soviet Refugees
During the winters of the 1920s, Mennonites crossed the frozen Amur
River on the border of Manchuria and the eastern Soviet Union, ﬂeeing
Communist oppression for American freedom via Harbin, China.56 Aided
by J. J. Isaac, a physician in Harbin, they contacted Mennonite relief agencies in the United States and in Europe. Between two and three hundred
Mennonites were granted admission to the United States, and they settled
mostly in California. Those who did not go to California went to Washington, Paraguay, or Brazil.57
Peter C. Hiebert, through the inter-Mennonite relief agency, the Mennonite Central Committee (MCC), appealed to President Herbert Hoover
to help bring over the Harbin Mennonites. Hoover agreed to bring the
three hundred Mennonites to America in small groups month by month.
They arrived at San Francisco, and while MCC was responsible for logistics upon their arrival, Hiebert suggested they write a thank-you letter to
Hoover. Over the course of a year, the Mennonites who arrived in California settled mostly in Reedley, where they “adjusted to the American
way of life and became prosperous.” Twenty-ﬁve years later, the Harbin
Mennonites held a reunion in Dinuba and honored Hiebert.58
Several survivors and descendants of the Harbin refugees wrote memoirs. H. P. Isaak wrote of his family’s adventure in Our Life Story and Escape
(1976). Isaak’s family received permission in 1930 to travel to “the glorious Beulah land of America.” When “the day and hour had come where we
also would leave for the beloved land where gold and honey ﬂowed,” on
April 4, 1930, they boarded a ship for San Francisco. It was “like a dream,
as also the fact that we were actually on our way to the ‘Promised Land,’
the United States; where the people tell no lies, no one steals, and none are
poor!”59 Isaak’s infectious optimism was soon dampened. He was nearly
deported from Angel Island, the immigration-processing center near San
Francisco, and later tricked out of his fruit-picking wages. His youthful
enthusiasm now tempered later in life, he wrote: “We also believed that
the American dollar was worth more than a gold dollar, that the President
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Mennonite immigrants from Harbin picking fruit near Orange Cove, ca. 1930s.
Source: Records of Reedley Mennonite Brethren Church.

of the United States [Herbert Hoover] must be like unto the angels, that
on some streets the surface was covered with gold, and that all one had to
do was to bend down and pick it up. We had some grandiose preconceptions and I believed them all.”60 Other Harbin migrants wrote less apocalyptically about what America and by extension California meant symbolically, but the metaphors of exodus and the Promised Land remained.
Herb Neufeld’s family history, for example, describes the ﬂight from
Russia to America, “the land of freedom and peace,” to escape the oppressive government policies of post–1917 Revolution Russia. Once in Harbin, in winter 1929, Herb’s father, Jacob, recalled that his brother had
a daughter, Elisabeth Neufeld, in either Shafter or Reedley. Jacob wrote
letters to both Mennonite Brethren churches hoping to ﬁnd her to ask for
a travel loan. Elisabeth Neufeld, from Shafter, received one of the letters
in time and raised money for their passage to America.61
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In September 1930, with travel documents and money received, they
gladly set sail for America: “Even though they were unable to get much
food, they knew they could endure anything, now that they were leaving
for America!” Herb further exclaimed: “As the ship sailed into San Francisco Bay, Jake and Corney stood on the deck and took in all the marvelous sights: the beautiful bay with ocean liners and cargo ships, the islands
—Angel Island, Treasure Island and Alcatraz—all resting in the middle
of glistening blue water . . . They marveled at the scene before them and
thought it was the most beautiful sight they had ever seen. This was
America!”62
They docked at Angel Island. After some confusion regarding their
country of origin, and facing possible deportation to Russia because they
had left without permission, their sponsors from Shafter intervened.
While in custody, the Neufelds were permitted to stay together as a family, and they were fed large meals and given beds and blankets. Helena
(Herb’s mother) reacted “sternly” to the immigration ofﬁcial when informed of their likely deportation to Russia. Only after this confrontation
did their sponsoring relatives from Shafter arrive. The family wrote a letter to President Hoover and believed he personally responded, despite a
lack of any evidence, for in only one week they were granted admission.63
There are conﬂicting stories of their gaining admission. In another
account, the family made a request to the Department of Immigration.
When the commissioner could not act on their request, senators Hiram
Johnson and Samuel Shortridge were petitioned for assistance. One of the
senators sent a telegram to Washington, as did Representative H. Barbour
of Fresno, and the matter was cleared up after a bond for one thousand
dollars was posted.64 Nonetheless, the Neufelds arrived in Shafter on November 1, 1930, and immediately gave thanks to God: “Now they were
ﬁnally safe and free from oppression, thanks to the wonderful people in
Shafter and the generosity of the government of the United States and the
president.” Mennonites in Shafter gave them furniture, clothes, food, and
jobs for the men. The family soon took English lessons at the local elementary school. Three months after their arrival, Helena gave birth to a son
named Herbert, after the president.65
Not all Mennonites who ﬂed Soviet oppression at this time came via
Harbin. Arthur Rempel, likely no relation to the Neufeld family above,
like other memoirists began his family history with the sixteenth-century
radical reformation in Holland but focused on events in the twentieth
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century, conﬂating religious and historical genealogies. In 1922, in Gnadenfeld, Ukraine, Arthur’s uncle Wilhelm and aunt Margaret Neufeld, from
Reedley, came bringing food to help the family, who were caught in famine. That fall the Rempels left for America. “As we reached the western
Atlantic . . . Soon we sighted land, and not much later, land ﬂanked us on
both sides as we glided up Long Island Sound and ended our sea voyage
when the skyscrapers of New York reached up toward the sky before our
eyes. We had reached America!”66 The Neufeld family cleared Ellis Island, took a Southern Paciﬁc train to California, and arrived in Reedley in
February 1923. Arthur’s relatives lent them a cottage on their farm, where
he noticed the “arid subtropical climate of the San Joaquin Valley.” The
palm, eucalyptus, lemon, and orange trees growing alongside the magnolias were all new to him.67

Contrasting Immigrant Visions
The trope of suffering in the migration stories of coming to California
permeated the psychic foundation of Mennonite presence in California.68
Mennonites came because of economic dislocation, religious persecution,
dust bowl drought, and physical illness. They came by train from the
Great Plains and Midwest, car from Canada, hired taxi from Mexico City,
in sleds over frozen Russian rivers, through the Russian refugee haven of
Harbin, China, just ahead of the Japanese invasion of Manchuria in 1931,
and across oceans with hearts full of hope for a new life in America and
anxiety for not having exit visas.
Even the cover art used by the two groups of Mennonite migrants for
their memoirs reveals signiﬁcantly different understandings of their journeys. Herb Neufeld’s memoir has a red outline of a man running against
a black background, which gives a bold impression to the subtitle of the
book, Escape from Communist Russia. Other titles, such as Escape to Freedom,
with the Golden Gate Bridge superimposed onto an American Flag on the
cover, or From Despair to Deliverance, with a cover depicting a dark greengray dense forest giving way to a light blue-white mountain vista, or John
Block’s eschatological laden Escape: Siberia to California—The 65 Year Providential Journey of Our Family, all come with symbols of spiritualized place
identity. Mennonites from the Great Plains spoke more to an image of
rugged individualism with titles such as Water from the Well: The Recollections of a Former Plowboy; Auernheimer’s Memories of a Farm Boy; Becker’s,
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A Bundle of Living: Recollections of a Shafter Pioneer; the autobiography JB: The
Autobiography of a Twentieth-Century Mennonite Pilgrim; and Hofer’s, Accepting the Challenge: The Autobiography of David L. Hofer. Where the original
covers exist, they are usually photographs of the author; Auernheimer’s
uses four photographs of highlights of his life. It should be noted that
J. B. Toews was part of the Soviet refugee story in his coming to America,
and as many Mennonites did, he lived a life of frequent migratory moves,
eventually coming to California from the Midwest, where he had become
a Mennonite Brethren leader.69
Both sets incorporate biblical imagery in describing California. Soviet
refugees, who moved from politically oppressive and economically depressed situations to a prosperous and safe country, employed an apocalyptic narrative of providence and destiny. Midwestern and Canadian
prairie migrants, who moved to California on account of climate and depressed farming conditions—but favorable political contexts—used a narrative reﬂective of the Hebraic exodus story of suffering, migration, and
deliverance. The difference between the two exodus-type accounts is the
apocalyptic tone of the Soviet refugee Mennonites, reﬂective of the arduous, even desperate, conditions of their migratory experience.70 The borrowing of the Hebraic exodus story by North American Mennonites was
signiﬁcant for their emphasis on prosperity and appropriating that biblical
story as a rhetorical device to sacralize hard economic realities and a fertile
Promised Land.
Mennonite historian Harold S. Bender’s description of the Mennonites
wandering the earth in search of a home and not partaking of the culture
of nations never applied in California. With the exception of a few hundred Harbin refugees, Mennonites moved to California for economic and
climatic reasons.71 Boosters and migrants alike interpreted California and
the process of migrating there through an array of religious images denoting an early strategy of becoming part of California society. Attempting
to make sense of their experiences as migrants and new residents, these
images mixed various Christian and California visions of a natural utopia,
mystical journey, and spiritual teacher. They linked their visions of California to providence and freedom. As we will see in the next chapter, these
same migrants soon published images of California as a dystopic society.
Mennonites in the early decades of twentieth-century California found
an Edenic garden. Like Hertzler in the 1970s, they also found paradise to
be both soothing and harrowing.

chapter 3

Urban Dystopia and Divine Nature
The Early Mennonite Colonies
We are living in an age much like Rome.
—Mennonite visitor at the 1915 San Francisco World Fair

Loneliness in Paradise

J

ohn Ratzlaff and his family moved from Henderson, Nebraska, to
Glendora, California, in the late nineteenth century. He wrote of
life in California since their big move as comfortable, as were their
“earthly relationships” (irdischer Beziehung), and they enjoyed an abundance of fruit from their harvest in 1895. Life was still difﬁcult, and the
Ratzlaffs felt isolated and lonely despite ﬁne relationships and harvests.
They hoped other Mennonites would move to their area and that they
would also spiritually grow to become more dependent on the Lord, or
“childlike” (kindlich). If those two things happened, Ratzlaff thought, God
would never leave them alone.1 This mixing of abundance and forlornness
with invitations for others to visit, move, or simply write letters to alleviate the loneliness of the Californian garden was common. As another family explained, they would have reported on their experiences more often
except that the alfalfa harvest took so much time, but they still needed
letters for encouragement.2
Letters written to denominational magazines as well as memoirs
penned for posterity provide immediacy to early Mennonite responses to
California’s urban and natural environments. The religious imagination
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of Mennonites regarding their new lives in California was not limited to
awe at the scenery. There were problems in California that needed understanding, and a dichotomy between “nature” and “city” emerged. In these
reﬂections, authors often expressed an internal conﬂict pitting the joy of
California’s abundance and climate against a deep sense of isolation. In
some cases, the conﬂicting symbols and images describe a spiritual battle
at the intersection of social isolation and sacralized environment.
Loneliness, isolation, and invitations for co-religionists to visit were
common themes in religious letter writing in the early twentieth-century
American West and not limited to Mennonites or California. Colin Goodykoontz describes this as a persistent trait among “missionaries” to the
American West, where they often asked Christians, mostly from their
own denomination, to move and help “form centers of Christian inﬂuence.”3 This attempt to create centers of Christian inﬂuence was a Mennonite imperative even as they emphasized the abundant natural environment and social isolation in their invitations. Of the three Mennonite
groups, the Mennonite Church wrote most extravagantly of the loneliness
suffered and expressed most deeply their sense of apocalyptic expectation.
L. A. Weaver, from Dinuba, wrote several letters to Mennonite Church
newspapers, Gospel Herald and Gospel Witness, and consistently mentioned
loneliness. Weaver sighed in 1908, “We do not like to be so far away from
the rest, but perhaps the Lord has something in it for us that we cannot
now see. We know the Lord makes no mistakes so we want Him to lead
and direct our way.”4 A year later, he somberly reminded co-religionists of
their existence and evangelical errand, that they were “among the living
. . . There are not many outsiders attending here, but we are not ashamed.”
Saddened by his social isolation and the lack of “outsider” presence in
his church—implying the importance of the church’s mission—Weaver
plaintively stated, “When we read of preachers going from place to place
visiting the churches, we wish we might be favored with a visit from some
of them.”5 However, the Weavers lived “out among the foothills at present,
so far away from our congregation.” Finally, at the end of their capacity
to be so far from even their own local church, they considered moving.6
Tied to the lingering sadness of their living arrangements was the relentless march of time and the hope of an afterlife: “We are still getting older
every year. Work goes harder this year than it has, yet [it] makes us feel
glad our time is coming to leave this earthy tabernacle and go home where
there is no sorrow, and no old age.”7
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Isolation was exacerbated by the lack of ministers and visitors. As the
Mennonite correspondent from Corning, north of Sacramento, wrote,
“We believe it would be well if more of our eastern ministers would visit
the churches west of the Rocky Mountains.”8 This complaint of a lack
of ministers willing to move to California was not limited to the remote
Mennonite Church in Corning. The more established group in Upland,
in Southern California, had the same issue. They numbered eleven but
planned to organize as a congregation; therefore, they requested that a
minister come and settle with them. In what appears to be an attempt to
make Upland more attractive, B. P. Swartzendruber, a deacon, followed
up the request for a minister: “The Lord is blessing our brethren in material things at Upland and we are glad to note that they are willing to
give the Lord a return of the same.” In addition to material blessings, there
were also evangelistic meetings held by traveling evangelists, all indicating activity and potential for Mennonites in the region.9 Such preoccupations with loneliness and isolation from co-religionists came naturally
enough with calls for ministers and others to visit.
Coinciding with lonely isolation was a sense of evil lurking nearby. In
1909, Mary Schrock wrote from Corning, “Though we are thousands of
miles apart, yet we worship the same Lord and He is holding out before
us the glorious light of the Gospel, shielding us against the ﬁery darts of
the evil one. We may be surrounded by trials and temptations, but we are
cheered by the presence of the Holy Comforter.”10 Mennonites were not
the only ones migrating to California, and the growing presence of others
was threatening. In a 1909 article, “The Heathen Invasion of America,”
the spiritual situation in California is depicted as troubling, for “Buddhists have their shrine in California.” America’s ﬁrst Buddhist temple
had been dedicated in San Francisco. Moreover, “The number of Hindus
in America has been increasing since 1900 and there are now seventeen
Hindu students in the University of California alone.”11 There were California Mennonites, like Elmer Isgrigg, who believed “the Devil is trying
to defeat us” and hoped “to have any of God’s children visit.”12 Believing
they were in a spiritual battle—sometimes against the Devil, sometimes
against a racialized adversary—provided occasions to invite others to
move or visit.13 The very attraction of California and its early experience
in multiculturalism was as much a draw as it was a concern.
For some Mennonites, many people in California seemed impervious to
the gospel. Orva Kilmer, from Portersville in 1910, exclaimed, “Oh, that
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souls would choose the right path before it is forever and eternally too late!
Oh, that we had more good workers among us. The people in this vicinity
have such hard hearts,” and “My prayer is that many souls will turn to
God before it is too late. Any dear ones coming to our far away country
stop with us.”14 Kilmer used similar tropes of isolation and religious mission when people moved away, “so that leaves us here alone, and as we feel
our weakness we ask an interest in all your prayers that we may ever be
found faithful,” followed by a request for visitors.15
It was not just Kilmer, for when Porterville changed correspondents to
J. R. Miller, in 1912, similar concerns, though in less dramatic form, were
still expressed. In fact, Miller replaced the spiritual battles with awe for
the climate, though the loneliness remained the same.16 Mollie Hartzler,
in 1917, reported similar experiences from Terra Bella, where the people,
“are growing more careless about their souls’ welfare while growing deeper
and deeper ingrossed [sic] in the things of this world.”17 Unfortunately, for
Isgrigg, Kilmer, and Hartzler, many Mennonites who came to California
arrived for reasons other than battling evil. They came to improve their
health or economic status, or in a few cases, to escape Communist Russia.
Perceptions of tensions between an attractive Californian environment
and its attendant despairing spiritual state persisted. John and Maria
Braun, Mennonite Brethren from Lodi, wrote in 1914 that although they
liked the Lodi area very much, they reserved their enthusiasm for their
“heavenly homeland” (himmlische Heimat). Nevertheless, they declared
their intention to strive to be children of God, and they ended their letter with a commitment based on 2 Corinthians 5:1, to live in Lodi “to the
end.”18 In East Bakersﬁeld writers spoke well of the “beautiful summer
weather” (wunderschönes Sommerwetter), even in January, but noted the irreligious nature of Californian life. B. H. Nikkel, in 1913, spoke of Californians as having no need for God, as living “without God in the world” (Sie
leben ohne Gott in der Welt), sad people who frequented movie theaters and
saloons.19 In 1912, a Mennonite Brethren couple in Atwater observed that
although the Los Molinos area was paradise, many were sick there with
malaria, which made for a clear lesson: despite malaria, God was with
them to the end.20 Lonely, isolated, sick, and on a mission to unreceptive
people, these Mennonites found that the wonder of California did not
seem to apply to humanity; in the cities it only got worse.
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Urban Dystopia: Moral Depravity
God Shakes San Francisco

Descriptions of the Mennonite experience in California, focused on abundance, isolation, and spiritual battle, were paralleled by descriptions of
urban California in stark, often moralized dystopic terms. However, large
urban areas, such as Los Angeles, becoming home to many Mennonites
indicated an ambiguity in their responses to urban malaise.21
For many people, the 1906 San Francisco earthquake was a moral
event.22 It was even God’s judgment, as in the opinion of M. S. Steiner,
a Mennonite minister from Ohio.23 In an article, “The Naked Truth as to
San Francisco,” he concluded that—considering the deplorable moral conditions of the city evidenced by ethnic and racial pluralism, Chinatown,
prostitution, drug abuse, a lack of churches, an abundance of saloons,
gambling, and thievery—San Francisco got off easy with its earthquake.
Furthermore: “The horrors that come to our ears from the Paciﬁc coast
were simply another example of the uncertainty of pride and spiritual
drowsiness in high places.” The earthquake posed a profound question
for Steiner: “The question that arises in my mind is, was the earthquake
and the ﬁre that uprooted and consumed a great part of San Francisco a
blessing or a curse? Can more good come from the suffering of the innocent and the unfortunate than could have come by prosperity and plenty
of the wicked?”24 A mixture of pious moralism and anti-Chinese racism
informed the disaster for Steiner.
Steiner believed that the primary reason for the earthquake was the
Chinese: “No man, no ofﬁcer of the law, it seems, could probe the depth of
the wickedness of ‘Chinatown.’ There the vicious of every shade and color
found a harboring place. There were dark passageways tunneled from one
building to another and sometimes at a depth of a hundred feet. It was an
‘underground city,’ often two and three stories deep.” Later the offenses
of Chinatown were simply too great for human intervention: “No human
power, it seems, dared to molest or interfere. What man could not, the
earthquake exposed and the ﬂames puriﬁed. Tunnels served as chimneys
and dens as fuel, while the depraved and wretched denizens ﬂed like rats
from their hiding places when ferreted out by an enemy.”25 Steiner concluded his diatribe against the moral decay and Chinese residents of San
Francisco by quoting at length from an editorial in the Toledo Times (Ohio)
of April 30, 1906: “Physically and morally San Francisco was built on
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mud.” In the article, divine judgment remained a clear interpretive possibility: “Leaving the theologians to quarrel over the proposition that this
catastrophe was a vengeful visitation of divine wrath, it is a fact that no
modern city better deserved the fate of Gomorrah than beautiful San
Francisco.”26
Continuing from the Toledo Times, Steiner presents the sins of San
Francisco in a fully racialized narrative reﬂective of strong anti-Chinese
sentiment at the time:
[San Franciso] was notorious for her harboring and laxity toward the
social evil—white, black, yellow and brown. She had more murders per
1,000 than any other city in the nation . . . She had one saloon for every
250 citizens, one church for every 2,500 . . . She harbored unspeakable
Chinese and Japanese infamies that would not be tolerated a day in China
or Japan . . . On the second day, when the ground shook with more earthquake and the dynamiting of buildings, while the ﬂames threw a curtain of blood-red over everything, and columns of smoke charged up and
down the business thoroughfares, the street railway platforms of Market
Street were covered with men dead drunk—scores of them, vomiting,
cursing and howling. They knew the wickedness of the city and thought
God was striking it both from above and below.27

Steiner was only one voice trying to interpret the earthquake. From
the Mennonite General Conference perspective, the 1906 earthquake
was truly a tragedy that deserved sympathy and empathy. Like Steiner,
George Scott, in the Mennonite, celebrated that saloons were closed in the
wake of the earthquake and ﬁre, and hoped they would continue to be
into the future. Unlike Steiner, however, Scott and others highlighted the
human spirit of “unselﬁsh social interest” in the many who helped San
Francisco. These Mennonites considered the temporary prohibition a
“blessing in disguise” but never gloriﬁed the city’s destruction.28
The demonizing of San Francisco was not just over a major earthquake.
On May 23, 1908, a news story in the Gospel Herald reported, “San
Francisco has declared a war of extermination upon the rat. This diseasespreading, pestiferous rodent has become so abominable that a systematic
crusade of extermination has been organized against him.” Later, “Poisons
that drive rats out of their holes and prevent the festering of their bodies in
their nests is to be used in large quantities together with all means known
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to bring about the end of the rat tribe. Let moral infection be treated in the
same way.”29 Other news reports from California described ﬂoods, bribery scandals, and two “slight” earthquakes in San Francisco.30 Mennonite
editors presented urban California as morally depraved, existing on the
cusp of harsh divine judgment.
If earthquakes and rats were signs of God’s wrath, the 1915 World Fair
signiﬁed San Francisco’s recovery. For Mennonite Church correspondent
Aldus Brackbill, however, it was an occasion for scornful condemnation.
He warned that although a trip to California for health reasons may be
appropriate, to come for the fair was a waste of money. Brackbill’s indictment of the fair was historical in scope: “We are living in an age much like
Rome when the only show worthwhile was a man ﬁghting a wild beast.
It is popular today for society women to have a baby lion for a pet.” Brackbill concluded, “We are living in perilous times. I am told that they say
that an earthquake cannot throw these fair buildings down. Surely that is
defying God. This seems to be the center of the commercial, religious, and
social realms of the Paciﬁc coast . . . The automobile demonstrates more
fully Nah[um]. 2:3, 4 [where chariots rush to and fro] than any place
yet.”31 Interpreting early twentieth-century cities in apocalyptic terms
was not simply a Californian practice. As demonstrated by Dora Dueck,
correspondents to the Zionsbote recounted a visit to the Kremlin tower in
Moscow as something akin to experiencing the New Jerusalem, whereas,
at the same time, visitors to the 1915 World’s Fair combined the magniﬁcent beauty of San Francisco with God’s impending judgment.32
Moral Malaise in Other Cities

Brackbill not only castigated San Francisco for its decadence and arrogance
but also addressed Southern California. Unmoved by the Mennonite desire to form a mission there, Brackbill offered solutions characterized by
a racialized rhetoric both dominant and condescending. What was really
needed, he argued, was a solid church and Sunday school, where every
member was a missionary to “teach these foreigners our language, and in
order to do that one must show them a kindness. We have had the privilege to talk to Chinaman and Hindu from India and to address Japanese;
so that one’s life can be used in more ways than simply in the pulpit.”33
Similar racializing of religion developed in Reedley, where General
Conference pastor H. J. Krehbiel was praised for his insight in treating
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home missions as foreign missions, as “millions of foreigners, who come to
this country [will] heathenize us, if we do not Christianize them.”34 The
spiritual needs of Southern and central California were racialized and the
solution an assertion of guarding American society predicated on religious
and national exceptionalism.
There was more to his outlook on America. Krehbiel was a proud
American. He defended his patriotism from accusations of divided loyalty as a Russian Mennonite during the acrimonious Reedley elections
of 1913 and 1914, and when traveling abroad in Europe maintained his
enthusiastic view of American exceptionalism.35 In 1925, H. J. Krehbiel
took a several-week trip to Europe. He wrote and published a travel journal of the excursion, and among his descriptive, at-times humorous reﬂections of his adventures were fragments of social commentary. As he compared Parisian and Reedlian women, Krehbiel observed, “But before we
leave Paris I must say that our ladies in the United States did not get their
hair-bobbing custom from here, for here very few ladies have their hair
bobbed. The custom of immodest dress for ladies who appear on the stage
did not come from Paris either, for we attended the Grand Opera here
. . . not one of them [performers] was as immodestly clad as some of the
singers who appear on the lyceum course in Reedley.” He walked through
ruins from World War I and reﬂected on the skeletons he saw on a battleﬁeld. This was proof, he wrote, of war being among the greatest of sins.
The Great War was caused, Krehbiel argued, by ﬁnanciers and diplomats,
and he concluded by calling on people to the “Christian conviction” to “let
the capitalists and militarists ﬁght it out”; if everyone else stayed out, war
would cease. To this end, he lamented the American refusal to join the
League of Nations. Krehbiel wished America would adopt the European
model of state ownership of railroads to subsidize ticket prices for travelers, especially so that schoolchildren could take group tours.36
Despite his extremely thoughtful and pleasant trip through Europe,
Krehbiel found that it afﬁrmed his love for America, even though he appreciated the efﬁciencies of state ownership of the rails and the geopolitics
of the nascent League of Nations. While in Donnersberg, Germany, he
exclaimed, “I thanked God that my ancestors went to America.” In Hamburg, he came across a man speaking on a soap box in a park in front of a
crowd extolling the virtues of Russian Communism. After twenty minutes Krehbiel could take no more and took his turn to speak. After identifying himself as a Californian, he was mocked for it and then replied, “that
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in spite of Charlie Chaplin and Hollywood and the Darwin trial in Tennessee, there were a great many very sane people in the United States”—so
sane, he explained, that when people like socialist Bill Haywood and anarchist Emma Goldman could only speak of the “heaven like in Russia,” they
were deported so as to enjoy their collectivist paradise.37
Upon returning to New York, his heart soared at the sight of the Statue
of Liberty. He quoted a few lines of Sir Walter Scott’s poem “Patriotism”
and boarded a train for Reedley. Upon their arrival in Reedley station, another poem crossed Krehbiel’s lips, John Howard Payne’s popular “Home,
Sweet Home”: “A charm from the sky seems to hallow us there, / Which,
seek through the world, is ne’er met with elsewhere.”38
Though Krehbiel’s view of America shifted in tone when across the
ocean, Los Angeles earned its share of moral derision from him and other
Mennonite writers, and the culprits were typically decadence, movies,
unemployment, charismatic religion, and earthquakes. A. R. Kurtz of Los
Angeles observed that when twelve people died in 106-degree heat, the
only thing they had in common was having drunk whiskey that day. Kurtz
reported that despite such deaths, the number of saloons in Los Angeles
was not as high as in other cities, and one could make a decent living in
agriculture there. He criticized the local religious elements that stressed
“second blessing”—a holiness teaching where a new convert is sanctiﬁed
by the Holy Spirit after conversion—while Kurtz himself prepared for
Christ’s Second Coming.39
Despite warnings about strong drink and charismatic Christianity, Los
Angeles was also the place where movies, which ruined the lives of young
people, were made. Catering to an “evil minded public,” movies seduced
the young to aspire to become actors, succumb to awakened desires, and
go out on the town at late hours. Los Angeles, by the 1920s, had replaced
San Francisco as the concourse of depravity. Combined, the inﬂuence of
moves, saloons, nightlife, a series of earthquakes, and wars in Europe all
appeared to fulﬁll biblical prophecy, which for Kurtz signaled the approaching end of days.40
As with San Francisco, when Los Angeles experienced an earthquake
on March 10, 1933, killing hundreds of people, Mennonites interpreted
it as an apocalyptic sign: “It is a reminder of the helplessness of man when
God stretches forth His hand of mighty power . . . it is a reminder that
the masses are not prepared to meet the ﬁnal coming Storm. Such occurrences are of ever increasing frequency, and point to the fact that the end
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is nearing.”41 Moreover, Los Angeles experienced increasing unemployment, water and power shortages, and drought. Kurtz, fourteen years after
the whiskey-related deaths and four years after waiting for Jesus to return,
simply recommended that people stop moving to Los Angeles altogether.42
Brackbill’s dystopic vision of 1915 California was that of a “garden
of Eden” cluttered with human wreckage. The manufacture of beer destroyed homes and brought upon the area a misery that “all the glory and
grandeur of the Paciﬁc coast could not repay.” Los Angeles was wonderful for its abundance of strawberries and ﬂowers, and for bathing in the
ocean. It was also home to several businesses and churches of all denominations; however, it was isolating for Mennonites. Kurtz did not recommend others to follow, and reported that many sobbed after making the
mistake of moving to a place where it was difﬁcult to be taught “of our
people.” Those inclined to move to Los Angeles, however, were cautioned
to consider “church privileges” (unnamed) that would be lost moving to
California.43
Less dramatic was D. H. Bender of Hesston, Kansas. He found the blessings of Southern California to be its vices. First, there was the reality of
geographic disconnection, for “the Paciﬁc Coast district is separated from
the rest of Mennonite territory by the Rocky Mountains.” Then there was
the seeming contradiction of paradise as problem: “It is a district noted for
its fertile ﬁelds, romantic scenery, thriving cities, and a ﬂuctuating population. It is the home of the tourist from the East . . . [Los Angeles] is both
a summer and a winter resort. The problem of reaching and holding this
ﬂuctuating population which is largely on pleasure and recreation bent is
no small one.”44
In this ﬂuid and unstable place, with morality seen to be as unsteady
as the earth’s crust, Mennonites lamented their inability to inﬂuence the
surrounding society. A. R. Kurtz, of El Centro, even apologized: “We are
sorry that California has no Sunday law, as there is so much unnecessary
work done on the Lord’s day.”45 Considering the experiences of the Mennonite Church and General Conference Mennonites, the tensions of both
rural and urban California were a mixture of attraction and anxiety. There
were fertile harvests and plump fruit, but Mennonites seemed to be eating
alone.
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Nature’s Utopia
Pious Pleasure

There were counter-narratives to the despair of the human condition
worsened by cities: climate and environment. These spiritual understandings of nature were not an indication of latent pantheism or biocentric
environmentalism; rather, they were a combination of Mennonite understandings of God’s creation and California booster mythologies. California
was a terrestrial paradise that teased the imagination with images of life in
a lush garden. Mennonites in California consistently reminded others that
the state was the best place to live, even if it was lonely and irreligious.46
Many reports highlighted the spiritual aspect of California life. David
Garber, a Mennonite Church bishop, who moved from Nampa, Idaho,
to Hesperia at the turn of the century, wrote an open letter in 1905.47 He
described California as undeveloped and un-modern: “We enjoy our new
home so far, not because the country is well developed; or because of our
ﬁne houses with modern conveniences; or because we have a number of
congregations with many brethren and sisters of our faith, with whom we
can meet occasionally, and mingle our voices in songs of praise, and prayer.
No,” declared Garber, “these things we have not; but because we feel that
God is with us, and that the angels of the Lord encamp round about those
that fear Him, and because we believe we are engaged in a work which
the Lord can look upon with pleasure, and bless.” Nevertheless, Garber
estimated that two to three thousand acres had been “ﬁled on [purchased]
by our people.” California, he warned, will be a disappointment to those
“from a well developed country . . . because it is just in its infancy of development.” Garber’s belief was that with patience and hard work, California could experience a “great change” in ﬁve years.48
The appeal of California in Garber’s “Open Letter” was the weather—
“our summers are not extremely hot, because of the sea or mountain
breeze—and the availability of free homes provided by the government.”
Garber then introduced the reader to “another colony,” the larger Mennonite population in Reedley. The existence of these two “colonies”—Reedley
and Southern California—for Garber demonstrated that the entire western
region of America should have more Mennonite colonies. For him, these
colonies protected Mennonite doctrines carried from the Reformation era
to the present. Not only would these colonies preserve Mennonite thought,
but they would help promote Mennonitism in the trans-Mountain West.49
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Such efforts, Garber assured, would be rewarded. “Eternity will reveal that our humble efforts were not in vain, even in Southern California.” Despite his optimism for the future of American Mennonitism in
California, Garber ended his letter with an image of California as spiritual
failure: “[It is] a shameful fact, that we have not been diligent enough
in ‘Our Father’s business,’ in being Gospel witnesses, even in our own
homeland.”50 California was an undeveloped, un-modern country full of
spiritual promise and wonderful weather, but also a place where lonely
Mennonites lamented having little inﬂuence in shaping their new homeland.
Mennonites piously enjoyed nature. The ﬁrst ever mention of California in the General Conference Mennonite Yearbook and Almanac was in
1905, with the article, “California Mennonites on a Picnic.” It recounted
a brief history of the First Mennonite Church in Upland, California, and
described Pastor M. M. Horsch, who “came to California on account of
his wife’s health a little more than two years ago.” On January 4, 1903,
the Upland Mennonites organized into a congregation and later that year
held a picnic. On that day, “all work and care [were] laid aside and the
congregation as a whole spent the day in recreation and the enjoyment of
climbing the rugged hills by the side of a babbling stream.” They held a
worship service, sang two hymns, read Psalm 104, and listened to a sermon preached from John chapter four. “After this impressive service was
ended, the well-ﬁlled lunch baskets were emptied, after which the wonders of nature were viewed and social groups gathered for the after-dinner
expressions of their appreciation of such a day’s outing.”51 It was a scene to
rival a booster pamphlet: Mennonites at a social gathering enjoyed nature
and read the Bible, and linking the activities was a sermon derived from a
Psalm that spoke apocalyptically of never hungering or thirsting again.
General Conference Mennonites wrote about the beauty of California’s natural environment without the isolation, sense of evil, or apocalyptic rhetoric of MC Mennonite writing. A 1904 example by an anonymous correspondent from Upland said, “Southern California has bathed
her beautiful garment of emerald in a splendid rain, which we had lately,
washing all the dust from the trees and plants.” It continued, “The mocking bird is singing gleefully in the pepper tree under which we are preparing this correspondence, basking in the warm California sun, enjoying the
bracing and invigorating air from the snow clad mountains which shine
forth in all their glory since the clouds have left them bare to the brilliant
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rays of the sun.”52 Correspondence in the Mennonite throughout the early
decades of the twentieth century was similar in content, though by the
1930s, it shifted to describe church activities, and the wonder expressed
earlier at the environment subsided.53
Christian celebrations, such as Christmas and Easter, were also described with an emphasis on nature. They observed Christmas “amid sunshine and roses,” and Easter was ﬁlled with ﬂowers of all types—roses,
callas, geraniums, cannas—and the scent of lemon and orange blooms ﬁlled
the air. California was a lush garden sometimes without the pain of loneliness.54 As their fellow Mennonites in the Midwest froze under blankets of
snow, in Cucamonga, they were “still having warm sunny weather. Roses
in bloom, children running barefooted, windows and doors open and the
busy bee is humming in the blossoming rosebushes.”55 The same themes
of church and climate dominated the correspondence from Reedley, the
main General Conference center in the San Joaquin Valley.56 By the 1930s
letter writers here too used less effusive language to describe natural California, focusing increasingly on the daily activities of churchgoers.
There appeared to be less a sense of isolation among the Mennonite
Brethren. In Reedley, for example, they initially wrote about the mild climate, health, the new irrigation canal, and their excitement over building a church through voluntary labor.57 During the second decade of the
twentieth century, Mennonites in Lodi wondered aloud who from the
Midwest would move in next. Yet this query was not characterized by
the same painful sense of isolation or loneliness as with other Mennonite
groups. The difference for the Mennonite Brethren was likely due to their
much greater numbers in California as compared with other Mennonite
groups (see table 1). Climate was an important aspect of California life to
share, especially with those living elsewhere, as Ludwig Seibel of Lodi
observed in 1914, when he reported that it was very nice in December,
while in North Dakota—where many Lodi Mennonites came from—there
was a blizzard.58
During the Depression of the 1930s, climate continued to be a primary
lens through which to observe life in California.59 Mrs. Jacob Shetler, in
1936, wrote, “How calm and serene, as we open the door of our quiet and
cozy little cottage that we call home here in Pasadena . . . California is very
beautiful. We are having sunshine every day; some very warm days, but
cool at night.” The only concern she noted was that not everyone in Pasadena went to church, despite the city having a large number of churches.
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Dietrich M. and Sarah Enns family, Reedley, 1912. Source: Records of
Reedley Mennonite Brethren Church.

While the environment was abundant—“How God has divided His own
universe that a small amount of ground between the mountains can be
used to feed the many thousands of people”—the people were decadent:
“Pasadena has so many thousands of people. You may see where any of
them are as you are driving along and see the many parks. To eat a lunch is
all right, but to see the card players and smokers, a Christian has no desire
to stay.”60 This was similar to the rhetorical construction of natural wonder and human depravity noted in the Sacramento Valley by Orva Kilmer
three decades earlier.
Physical Healer

During America’s westward expansion, Carey McWilliams observed
how California’s climate was considered exceptional: “Elsewhere in the
general westward movement of settlers, ‘climate’ was regarded as a hostile
element, a ﬁt subject for curses and wisecracks, but, in Southern California, it becomes a major obsession. As nearly as I can discover, the miraculous qualities of the climate were invented, not by the cynical residents of
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the region, but by the early tourists.”61 Likewise, before the construction
of any church, Mennonites came to California in the late nineteenth century seeking restored health. Desiring an escape from the damp and cold
of their homes in the East and Midwest, they saw California as a tonic
for a variety of illnesses—especially tuberculosis. Moving to California for
health reasons, and often only for the winter, was not just the result of
overwrought imaginations; it was based on medical advice.62
It is not surprising, then, that during the years 1885 to 1925, Mennonites often cited health as the reason for moving to California. Health as
motivator was reported on in the denominational news, such as the Mennonite: “Many of these [Mennonites] have gone there [Southern California] in search of climatic conditions favorable for the restoration of their
health of body; others again in search of homes for themselves and their
children, while this caring for their temporal welfare, it is well that they
do not lose sight of those higher interests which concern not only time but
eternity.”63 Similar reports occur in the Gospel Herald: “We are enjoying
very good health since we moved here. The climate is ideal for all lung
trouble and asthma.”64 Others in the Zionsbote claimed California’s climate
helped with their rheumatism.65
Discussions began in 1905 about building a Mennonite tubercular
sanitarium. J. W. Krehbiel, who believed the climate had cured his throat
problems, petitioned the governing body of the General Conference to
construct a sanitarium. By 1911, the regional governing body, the Paciﬁc
District of the General Conference, was persuaded to move forward with
the project. When local residents learned of the proposed sanitarium to be
built in their neighborhood, they protested, and it was moved northeast
to Alta Loma. It was dedicated on March 1, 1914.66 This was a common
sequence of events: mobile laity settled in a new place, and the denominational machinery followed with institutional construction. The sanitarium was immediately plagued with problems, including lack of funding
and difﬁculty in retaining nurses and administrators. Nine years after it
opened its doors, the sanitarium closed.67
The sanitarium represented an important fusion of religious piety and
modern social trends. It was built as a “missionary” enterprise where both
the body and mind received care. As such, they kept admission fees as low
as possible with the goal to eventually waive fees for the indigent. When
describing their care, the administration insisted, “No [dietary] fads of
any kind are followed.” They boasted particularly of a “pure and adequate
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milk supply . . . we have our own tested cows and patients are given an
abundance of good milk, cream and butter.” Exercise routines for patients
were “carefully graduated” and, when possible, included building and
grounds maintenance, which provided a “two-sided saving, for both the
patient and the management.”68 Despite an appeal to ﬁscal responsibility,
scientiﬁcally inspired “graduated” exercise, and a “pure” milk supply, the
true marker of success was “souls have been born again, others spiritually
revived, and many comforted.”69 The Mennonites running the sanitarium
cared for people regardless of religious orientation out of a deep sense of
mission. One statistical summary reported:
Adventist 1, Baptists 9, Brethren 4, Buddhist 1, Christian 2, Congregational 4, Catholic 5, Divine Healer 1, Episcopalian 1, Holiness 2,
Methodist 19, Mennonite 7, New Thought 2, Lutheran 1, Presbyterian
11, Unitarian 1, no religious preference 31, led to Christ while here 3.
Total 105.70

Although there is little record of the type of treatment received at Alta
Loma, correspondence in denominational newspapers provides clues. One
Mennonite, John Hygema, reported regularly on his quest for health in
California. Hygema moved from Chicago in 1907, initially to Upland,
then to Long Beach and Chico. Although he spent some time in Upland,
he reported on the care at a non-Mennonite facility in Chico. He wrote
in the Gospel Herald, “I have improved some since I came to California,
yet just at this time it is almost too damp and cool to improve very fast.
At ﬁrst when I came to Long Beach it was nice and I improved faster.”71
Many health-seeking Mennonites settled in Upland. Indeed, Upland attracted many health seekers from across the nation, and as a result, the cost
of lodging, food, and utilities were high, a situation made especially acute
for patients after a long and expensive journey west. The Upland Mennonites tried to help the sick arriving in their midst and for twenty years did
so, even before the sanitarium became a denominational project, through a
loosely organized group of volunteers.72
Hygema went to a sanitarium in Chico because “I have not been able to
do a good day’s work for over eight years.” He described one procedure: “I
am placed in an electric bath-cabin with 36 lights, which sweats one, then
a wash-off and a good rubbing; no medicine, but dieting, which should
be practiced more among healthy people so that they might remain well.”
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Though he was sick, and his move to California was strictly for health
reasons, he still reported on the weather. He explained that “the weather is
nice at present, only exceptionally dry for this time of the season, as this is
about the only time they have rain.” Hygema attempted to keep his readers
abreast of California life despite his sickly condition, making observations
about standard irrigation practice, a threatening drought, and frost damage in the lemon and orange harvests.73
Eventually Hygema’s illness worsened. Up to a few weeks before his
death, he continued to report on weather, work, real estate, and fruit harvests. He wrote, “We have had several good showers of rain of late, so the
people are encouraged again,” and added that cherries would be available
for market in a week, with Japanese plums ripening and ﬁgs and plums
arriving soon. He visited Corning, just a few miles away, and commented,
“They have their trials, being somewhat alone, three families and a few
single people,” but they bought an “old Methodist house” and hoped
to have both Sunday school and a church building when they received
a minister. Among his last reports, Hygema cautioned his readers about
wily Californian land agents: “They have some nice, good land, and the
ﬁnancial prospect is good. However, there is plenty of poor land . . . People
need to have their eyes open, and especially when dealing with real estate
men.” Hygema died in Corning on June 21, 1908.74
A number of returning and future church leaders came to California for
health. John S. Hirschler was a minister at Home Missions in Hillsboro,
Kansas. He became ill, moved to Upland, and recovered. Hirschler then
spent the rest of his life, from 1907 to 1916, promoting the Mennonite
tubercular sanitarium. A General Conference minister, Michael Horsch,
was a foreign missionary in the Indian Territory (present-day Oklahoma).
He moved to Cucamonga in 1903, for his wife’s health, and became an
early leader in the General Conference mission in Los Angeles. Other
church leaders included H. A. Bachman, born in Illinois, who moved to
Minnesota, where he served as a minister. After becoming ill in 1914, he
moved to ﬁnd healing in California’s mild and curative climate. Bachman
recovered only to die of Spanish inﬂuenza in 1920.75
Mennonites grappled with the conﬂict between maintaining their
religious and their social identity through, for example, the creation of a
sanitarium, where they integrated the latest in holistic health care for a religiously diverse clientele. Health concerns were an important part of early
Mennonite institutional development, especially when coupled with

61

62

california mennonites

Plowing a Muscat vineyard, 1928. Source: Records of
Reedley Mennonite Brethren Church.

modern social service and evangelistic piety. Pursuit of physical health
tied them to modern trends focused on healthy bodies while maintaining
the mission of evangelical religiosity.

Basking in California’s Millennium
From this examination we ﬁnd that the smaller the Mennonite group in
California, the more apocalyptic their rhetoric, and the more permanent
the move, the more isolated they felt. Although Mennonites often portrayed cities negatively, members of all denominations eventually settled
in Los Angeles and in small towns and cities throughout the Central Valley. Mennonites describing California for a Mennonite audience living
elsewhere often did so in moral, spiritual, apocalyptic, and biblical terms.
Some of those terms were oriented around judgment—especially in the urban environments of Los Angeles and San Francisco; some of those terms
were oriented around pleasure and healing—especially in the wonder of
California’s natural environment.
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Burning vineyard brush in the Reedley area, early 1920s.
Source: Records of Reedley Mennonite Brethren Church.

Through it all, California both beckoned and repelled. A question
raised by scholars is how people hold seemingly contradictory images of
geographic locations: utopia and dystopia.76 In this context, California was
itself a place of contradictions, as American culture transformed from Victorian—as seen in the ornate descriptions given of the good and evil of
place—to modern.77 As this cultural transformation occurred throughout
America, it was pronounced in California, where a new mass consumer
economy was developing, for example, in the nascent ﬁlm industry. These
tensions are by no means restricted to California, but the tourism, migration, and national expansion had all been up to this point largely oriented
westward—to the Paciﬁc.
In this chapter, we saw that a clear division between the dystopic city
and the pleasurable and healing climate led to ﬂorid descriptions of California life, and that the wonder of nature mixed with religious conviction
led to the construction of a sanitarium. In earlier chapters, we saw social
pressures that led to a school and to continuity of religious practices, which
led to the creation of churches and denominational conferences. Together
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these developments represent an embrace not just of traditional practice,
but also of a modern response to changing circumstances. The newly arrived intended to establish centers of persistent Mennonite identity while
navigating the surrounding modernizing society. Through a sanitarium,
they brought together their religious beliefs, life in a miraculous paradise,
and an openness to mingle with people of different backgrounds—if only
to evangelize—while appropriating the latest in health care therapies. By
creating traditional religious structures—churches, schools, and regional
conferences—the California Mennonites, while establishing a new home,
drew on the familiar. The piety of early Mennonite settlers to California
became concretely visible.
By the early 1930s, the sense of wonder at California’s natural world
receded, though it never completely departed, and a process of “colonization” was established. In that process, Mennonites—and certainly their
leaders—believed it important to settle into well-deﬁned Mennonite communities in order to strengthen and preserve their religion. The identityforming icons soon shifted from apocalyptic and naturalistic descriptions
of California to an identiﬁable institutional religious culture. In a process
similar to other ethno-religious groups in America, many Mennonites
who migrated to California focused initially on material betterment and
a brighter future, and made somewhat of a break from established eastern
religious structures. Soon, however, they sought familiar denominational
structures and institutions for a bewildering new religious environment.78
Yet, as we will see in the next chapter, part of that construction project
was ﬁguring out where to draw the borderlines. That is, who was in, and
who was out?

chapter 4

Outsiders from Within
Deﬁning California Mennonite Identity
The church is in the world and the target of Satan’s attacks.
—Mennonite congregational history

Religious Pressures

W

hen the Reedley Mennonite Brethren Church organized as
a congregation on June 12, 1905, Pentecost Monday, almost
immediately they expelled a charter couple from membership. On the charter itself is a thick purple line of ink striking out the
names G. G. Wiens and Margaretha Wiens. Appended to it is a statement
from Otto Reimer, dated October 31, 1979: “Shortly after this charter
was signed brother Wiens had an argument with someone in ﬁeld work
and became so angry he pursued his opponent with a pitchfork. This action disturbed the new congregation so intensely that brother and sister
Wiens’ names were crossed out on the charter.”1 Here is a dramatic example of early twentieth-century Mennonite principles and practice: a charter member and his wife quickly expelled for his violent actions. Though
a single example, Mennonites over the next sixty years would continue
working through deﬁnitions of what it meant to be inside and outside,
to be Mennonite or not. Signiﬁcantly, the deﬁnitions of Mennonite were
numerous and changing.
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Early Reedley Mennonite Brethren families meeting in a local home,
ca. 1905—probably before they built a sanctuary. Source: Records of
Reedley Mennonite Brethren Church.

Several challenges demanded that Mennonites reﬂect on who they
were, but they were not alone. California was rapidly changing and over
these decades took in millions of immigrants from the world over as well as
millions from within the United States from the Depression through the
postwar decades. In the early 1960s, California became the most populous
American state, and ﬁssures in its social and political realms were intensifying. A growing conservatism emerged out of the grassroots of Orange
County, inﬂuenced greatly by southern evangelicals moving to California,
and there were racial tensions, even rioting, as in Watts 1965. Like the society around them, California Mennonites responded to change in a variety of
ways. The postwar world was full of optimism, change, and strife, and those
challenges swept through Mennonite communities as any other.2
Early tests for Mennonites included the passionate latter-day rain of
Pentecostalism and the dispassionate questioning of modernism—often
called “liberalism”—which forced Mennonite congregations to react
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directly to cultural and religious changes that not only surrounded them,
but also threatened from within.3 At times even insufﬁcient support of
American evangelicalism and premillennial dispensationalism was enough
to arouse suspicions of liberalism.4 As Mennonites identiﬁed more closely
with Californian evangelicalism, some congregations relegated their history to the back of church bulletins. Yet there was at least one attempt
in the 1960s to create a Mennonite community based on faithfulness to
historical principles key to sixteenth-century Anabaptism, especially as it
related to congregational church polity.
From the 1920s to the 1960s, California Mennonite identity shifted in
both cultural and religious terms. The cultural aspect stressed accommodation with the surrounding California society, made explicit by the castingoff of several Mennonite traditions. The religious aspect stressed identiﬁcation and approval from conservative evangelicals while remaining distinct
from Pentecostalism. Mennonites attempted to maintain boundaries with
the world, even as those boundaries became increasingly permeable.
Pentecostalism

Born in Canada with roots in the Salvation Army, Aimee Semple McPherson, a ﬂamboyantly charismatic evangelist of the early twentieth century,
was very popular in 1920s Los Angeles and throughout the United States.
Her mix of ambition, theatrics, Pentecostal theology, anti-communist politics, and charismatic personality led to the creation of the International
Church of the Foursquare Gospel in Los Angeles. Her popularity and media savvy at the time was unparalleled; she was even the ﬁrst woman in
America granted a radio broadcast license. McPherson was as controversial
as she was popular, and for California Mennonites, it was no different.5
When some Reedley Mennonite Brethren went to Los Angeles to hear
her preach, the resulting controversy revealed divisions in their church
when many wanted them disciplined. As Otto Reimer recalled McPherson’s galvanizing reputation, “Rumors had spread far beyond California
that Mrs. McPherson had been in our pulpit. These rumors were totally
false, as our church had absolutely no contact with that cult and as far as
[we] know that woman never was in this area.” In the 1920s and 1930s,
Mennonites remained wary of McPherson and Pentecostalism, describing a Reedley Pentecostal church as “quite extreme in its practice of speaking in tongues and emotional demonstrations.”6
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Members of Reedley Mennonite Brethren Church in front of sanctuary,
ca. 1913–1919. Source: Records of Reedley Mennonite Brethren Church.

The Reedley Church Council investigated the two sisters who “attended these meetings quite often, altho [sic] they probably did not practice the extreme demonstrations themselves.” The Church Council decided not to expel the women from their fellowship, though pressured
to do so. Instead, they held a church vote on this question: “Do we encourage the Pentecostal movement or take a deﬁnite stand against it?” The
result was 8 votes for the movement and 118 opposed. The result did not
end the issue, however. In 1925, a group of members who considered the
church’s leadership spiritually lax left to form a new congregation, which
they named the South Reedley Mennonite Brethren Church.7
Mere contact with Pentecostalism and its emphasis on charismatic religious experience—the crux of Mennonite criticism—breached enough
boundaries to land on the woeful side of the cosmic drama between good
and evil. Otto Reimer observed that the division caused by the Pentecostal controversy of the 1920s was a form of evil and needed to be recorded
in an honest historical account: “The church is in the world and the target of Satan’s attacks and so, to be entirely factual, these unpleasant sad
experiences and mistakes . . . must not be left unrecorded.”8 The situa-
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tion was also important enough to the larger denomination to warrant an
investigation.
The General Conference of the Mennonite Brethren Churches Board
of Reference and Council (BORAC), the investigative arm of the national
denomination for issues of theology, discipline, and dispute resolution,
came to Reedley to examine the church split. BORAC stayed for two
weeks in January 1928 and listened to testimony from people of both
the Reedley and the South Reedley churches. Two issues emerged from
the testimony: the inﬂuence of “false religions” such as Pentecostalism, or
McPhersonism, and the more serious offense of disunity.
The Mennonites who split off, later renamed the Dinuba Mennonite Brethren Church, complained about a spiritually leaderless Reedley
church. They accused the Reedley Mennonite Brethren of such worldly
activities as ﬁring off guns at weddings and spiritual emptiness, exempliﬁed by people seeking Pentecostal experiences going unpunished. Although BORAC hoped to see the two groups reunite, it was deemed impossible, and both parties were encouraged to at least respect each other.9
Embracing Pentecostalism was a serious matter, but for BORAC disunity
was worse. Where South Reedley saw themselves as more spiritually
mature than the original Reedley church, BORAC saw them guilty of
discord. Group cohesion, nevertheless, was important for those remaining in Reedley Mennonite Brethren. Once, for example, a choir director
disciplined a female choir member for getting a short haircut, called “hair
bobbing,” and he caused a greater disturbance for disciplining without
consent of the congregation. Regardless, in 1937, the Dinuba Mennonite
Brethren apologized to the Reedley congregation for the 1925 schism, but
the two groups did not reunite.10
Sister Aimee, as McPherson’s followers knew her, was trouble for other
California Mennonites. In 1922, she came to the Lodi area for a series of
revival meetings and received the support of local pastors. Among the local
pastors who supported her was Mennonite Brethren J. M. Schlichting.
After controversy erupted in the local Mennonite Brethren community,
Schlichting resigned, but he remained a staunch supporter of such Pentecostal beliefs and practices as holiness, baptism of the Holy Spirit, and “prayer
healing.” A group of Mennonites even came from Reedley and Shafter to
educate the Lodi Mennonites about “McPherson’s heresy.” One McPherson supporter was dismissed as a “holy roller.” However, the issue and
emotion subsided after apologies were made and Schlichting resigned.11
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Members of the Mennonite Church did not consider themselves safe
from the inﬂuences of Aimee Semple McPherson either. When their
Los Angeles congregation went through a series of leadership, cultural,
and authority crises in the 1920s, some members attended “McPherson
Temple.” One of the church board members even reported that McPherson “is nearer the Bible method of baptism, they pour.”12 There were two
main forms of Mennonite baptism, immersion and pouring. Immersion involved the complete submersion of the baptismal candidate under water
and then the raising of the candidate from the water. Pouring involved a
small amount of water poured over the head of the candidate. The Mennonite Brethren practiced immersion, and the MC practiced pouring. In
a distinct twist, we have some Mennonites ﬁnding common ground with
McPherson on the issue of baptism mode, though this did not translate
into acceptance or approval.
The developments in Los Angeles led to calls from the laity to the denominational leadership asking for assistance in returning to doctrinal
faithfulness. Despite these calls, denominational leaders such as S. C. Yoder of the Mennonite Board of Missions simply contextualized the issue
of McPherson within a larger experience of denominational factionalism
in Los Angeles.13 The situation in Southern California—the exuberance,
tongues, and premillennial expectation (that in the ﬁnal dispensation of
history, Christians would be spared a seven-year outpouring of God’s
wrath before a Christ-led millennium of peace ruled the world) so important to Sister Aimee—and the concern of Mennonites regarding possible
satanic inﬂuence, was for Yoder all part of what made California a distinct
place in the Mennonite imagination.
In 1946, conﬂict over Pentecostalism reached the Rosedale Mennonite Brethren. Their minister, A. B. Goossen, resigned over the controversy surrounding his belief that speaking in tongues was proof of baptism
in the Holy Spirit. Unlike the situation in Reedley twenty years earlier,
this congregation did not split. The Church Council held an investigation
into Goossen’s theological opinion, found it unscriptural, and referred the
matter to BORAC, which responded that Goossen was in error. Goossen
was asked to “humble himself” for making unwise and needlessly contentious statements. After submitting a written apology, dated December 6,
1946, Goossen immediately told people that the apology did not reﬂect
a change in his thinking, that the ruling of BORAC “did not matter,” and
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that speaking in tongues was the only evidence of Holy Spirit baptism. He
resigned as pastor on December 28, 1946.14
Although Goossen’s story in this context ended, the issue of Pentecostal inﬂuences in Mennonite Brethren congregations was much wider.
Perhaps it is ironic that Goossen went on to become an assistant pastor at
Bethany Mennonite Brethren Church in Fresno, under the interim pastorate of Sam Wiens. Wiens had been hired after Bethany’s former pastor,
Jacob D. Hofer, resigned, when the congregation there became concerned
about Pentecostal inﬂuences in him. Although Hofer had won a vote of
conﬁdence by the church membership, some thought this was suspect
because it had been taken before complaints about Hofer’s leadership
were heard; unrest grew between the two factions. Some attributed the
tension to the Devil. When a charismatic faction within the church declared to the others that the “Lord is not with them,” the Paciﬁc District
Conference held meetings on the issue and, by December 1946, asked
Hofer to leave. Hofer and a small number of followers left the Bethany
Mennonite Brethren Church and started the Chapel of the Open Bible
in 1948.15
From the 1920s to 1940s, Mennonites in California squared off against
the inﬂuence of Aimee Semple McPherson and Pentecostalism. They saw
in these religious personalities and practice something heretical even possibly satanic derived from excessive charismatic experiences. Up until the
mid-1940s, Pentecostal inﬂuence inside several Mennonite communities
was enough for some to conclude that the Devil lurked in their midst, and
for others to lose their jobs.
There remained, however, liberals to investigate. If this was a time to
be alert to Pentecostalism, it was also a time to welcome a conservative
evangelicalism inﬂuenced by premillennial dispensationalism, already attractive to many Mennonites for some time.
“Liberal Sympathies”

On the heels of the Pentecostalism issue, Bethany Mennonite Brethren
Church in Fresno had two major disciplinary investigations in fourteen
years, in 1949 to 1950 and in 1961 to 1963. The ﬁrst was over the teachings and life of their pastor, H. G. Wiens; the second concerned itself with
the disruptive Sunday school teaching of Roy Just.
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Wiens was hired as pastor in February 1948, and within a year and
a half, complaints arose concerning his “lack of spiritual preaching” and
“lifestyle.” After the Church Council held a series of secret meetings to
discuss his case, they confronted Wiens and asked him to resign. Church
members who thought Wiens was dealt with unfairly, especially since
the meetings were closed, supported him.16 While this case had the high
drama of a pastor tried behind closed doors who had followers angered
over a secretive church council, it also revealed something of Mennonite
identity in 1940s Fresno.
Bethany Mennonite Brethren Church was distinctive among California Mennonite congregations in that they published in their congregational history the documents used in a disciplinary investigation. The
Church Council claimed its authority from Acts 20:28 and 31, where the
Holy Spirit charged church overseers to be alert to dangerous inﬂuences
on the community. They ﬁrst claimed that the pastor was fully aware of
the two closed meetings, though not invited to attend, and was asked to
resign because of his theology, polity, and lifestyle. Wiens needed to leave
Bethany so that they could “retain [their] testimony among evangelicals,
and ﬁll that leading part in our city and in our conference which we believe God has destined for it.”17
The Church Council found Wiens questionable because, in addition to
his alleged temper and apparent use of favoritism, he held liberal attitudes
toward such “worldly” amusements as ball games, ice-skating, and cosmetics. His view of church polity was questioned because he argued with
the Church Council over issues of biblical standards of church discipline
(Wiens was considered lax) and for failure to cooperate with the Church
Council over the issue of “outside groups or individuals” being brought
into the church without prior council approval.18
The Church Council charged that Wiens’s theology was suspect because he held “liberal sympathies.” The evidence rested on six points.
The council noted that Wiens had a “lack of interest in the local N.A.E.”
(National Association of Evangelicals), read too widely in liberal theology, made “obscure” theological comments in his sermons (“often questionable”), and held a “psychological” worldview.19 That Wiens never
espoused premillennial dispensationalist theology certainly contributed
to these “liberal tendencies.” The ﬁnal point was that “the pastor of the
Church should be the individual concerning whose theology there is no
question and which does not have to be defended before conservatives.”20
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His sermons did not provide “spiritual food,” but “philosophy.”21 Since
questions were raised, Wiens was suspect.
There were two different understandings of Mennonite identity present; both groups identiﬁed themselves as Mennonite, but they took different theological positions. One identity, represented by the Church Council, was based on cultural separation but theological integration with local
conservative evangelicalism, and the other, represented by Wiens, was a
relaxing of cultural separatism mixed with a breaking from conservative
evangelicalism and premillennial dispensationalism.
Wiens had his supporters, and over the ﬁrst half of 1950, there was
much acrimony in Bethany Mennonite Brethren Church. The dispute
even drew in the young Paciﬁc Bible Institute (PBI), the Mennonite
Brethren school, which had opened in Fresno in 1944. Wiens’s supporters accused PBI’s president, G. W. Peters, of playing a role in his downfall. Eventually, the Paciﬁc District Conference’s Board of Reference and
Counsel, a regional body with similar responsibilities as BORAC, cleared
Peters, and Wiens’s resignation stood. In spring 1950, it was reported that
the congregation experienced healing when people asked each other’s forgiveness over things said and done in the previous months.22 John Goertzen, in 1992, described the experience: “After this evening [in 1950] a
sweet peace was felt in the body. Not even a semblance of this trouble has
befallen Bethany since.”23 That was true, however, only if one ignored the
controversial Sunday school teacher Roy Just.
In summer 1961 Roy Just, a professor at PBI, a Sunday school teacher,
and a moderator at Bethany Mennonite Brethren Church’s business meetings, read a statement of apology to his church. The nature of the apology
was to smooth over the unrest his Sunday school class had caused. The
church ofﬁcially considered it a closed case, and there was little mention
of it in the church record. Yet the issues surrounding Just’s Sunday school
class, such as the material he chose to cover and his alleged coarse language, remained topics of discussion within the congregation well into the
fall. The Church Council held a meeting where Just read another statement, and the church ofﬁcially considered the matter closed.24 It remained
closed until the following summer.
In 1962, Just made controversial statements regarding Mennonite
Brethren piety and non-Christian religions at a Paciﬁc District mission
conference. G. W. Peters, professor of missions at Mennonite Brethren Biblical Seminary, and J. B. Toews, director of Mennonite Brethren
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Missions and Services, an agency that coordinated mission work at home
and abroad, noted their objections in the records of Bethany Mennonite
Brethren Church, where Just was still a member. On September 25, 1962,
because of persistent discussion surrounding his Sunday school class and
statements made at the mission conference, the Church Council decided
to hold meetings in October to collect information.25 The Church Council
had one couple testify regarding the Sunday school class, one individual
on his inﬂuence as a professor, followed by testimony in support of Just,
and then Just himself.
The adult Sunday school class generated controversy for three main
reasons. According to student testimony, Just deviated from the adopted
curriculum and led a class on topical issues of the students’ choosing; he
used coarse and intimidating language; and he did not provide answers for
people’s questions. Important testimony came from students Mr. and Mrs.
Ben Giesbrecht, who were strongly opposed to Just. The Giesbrechts
identiﬁed themselves as “M. B. [Mennonite Brethren] by choice not by
inheritance,” declaring they could leave when they wanted, thereby assuming signiﬁcant political capital. The Giesbrechts’ claim highlights a
signiﬁcant issue for California Mennonite Brethren: were they a people
or an evangelical denomination? The Giesbrechts, by this simple assertion,
understood the Mennonite Brethren to be both and found it empowering
to navigate that tension.
Mrs. Giesbrecht was very concerned with the coarse subjects Just
covered, such as “discussing a man with encephalitis of the testicles,” in
a class with “single kids,” likely in their twenties.26 Ben continued with
the second-hand testimony of Just’s neighbor, who complained that Just
did not disapprove of his daughters dancing even if chaperoned. Just continued to incur their disapproval. He had a powerfully negative opinion
of noncombatant military service and did not support the nondenominational evangelical ministry Youth for Christ, both of which cast suspicion
on him. Ben also testiﬁed, based on second-hand accounts, that Just never
even invited one of his neighbors to church. The concerns over Just’s ambivalence toward evangelical organizations, dancing, and evangelism were
exacerbated by Just’s refusal to provide deﬁnitive answers to discussion
questions at Sunday school. Both Mr. and Mrs. Giesbrecht testiﬁed that
Just never took a position against attending “shows” or against what they
perceived to be a permissive attitude among some Mennonites of attending shows with non-Christians in order to lead them to Christ.27
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When the examination came to speciﬁc theological content, Mrs. Giesbrecht was upset: “We were supposed to be studying Calvinism. He ran
down the grace of God—it was awful—it was terrible.” Mr. Giesbrecht
testiﬁed that in addition to running down the grace of God, Just made
light of a song: “We’re not sure which song it was, perhaps ‘at the cross’[;]
he made light of the cross.” Just also never mentioned upcoming Billy
Graham meetings, and the class never sent Mr. Giesbrecht a card when
he was in the hospital. It especially disturbed Ben Giesbrecht when Just
had a book discussion in class when the ofﬁcial curriculum required they
discuss “our witness to our neighbors.”28 Although this topical and discussion-oriented class may have suited the college-aged crowd, it was intolerable for some of an older generation of Mennonite Brethren, who wanted
from their church leaders answers, direction, and strict interpretation of
behavior codes. Meanwhile, a younger generation accepted ambiguity.
That a generation gap existed in such a context as Sunday school curriculum is not surprising, nor was the concern some parents had over the
inﬂuence of the college professor on their children. John Friesen, unidentiﬁed as to his position in the Bethany church, testiﬁed to the Church Council that Just had, at a public meeting, criticized the Mennonite Brethren
position against smoking tobacco and dancing. What Just said was that if
a prohibition existed against tobacco and dancing, there should be one on
overeating. Friesen said that he had to “shudder” at some of Just’s teachings. From that Friesen concluded, “A professor who questions smoking or
dancing didn’t have [a] close relationship to the Lord. I gathered he was
looking for license [to behave immorally].”29 Any attempt to demonstrate
and critique behavior codes was selective and simply dismissed as a search
for immoral license.
Friesen also considered Just overly concerned with relief work. The
Mennonite Brethren, he explained, were the least concerned of American Mennonite groups about relief work because they were interested in
Christ: “I had to conclude that his main concern was not where did Christ
stand but how much bread did we toss on the freeway.”30 Friesen then addressed the issue of comparative religions. On the issue of non-Christian
religions, someone reported that Just had said other scriptures contained
truth. Friesen testiﬁed that not only was his generation taught in Bible
school that all religions, other than Christianity, come short of truth, but
that as a professor, Just “undermine[d]” the young minds of students.
For, Friesen concluded, “the devil is not out to spare the M. B.” In short,
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Friesen testiﬁed that Just stood for “nothing.” Friesen also claimed that
he could not talk to Just directly because he did not have an education
and could not “counteract [Just on] any philosophical question.”31 Two
distinct Mennonitisms were revealed as stark opposites in this case, if not
in actual practice: social relief at the expense of evangelism and an otherworldly cosmic drama replete with evil forces pushing social relief to the
side.
In Just’s defense, Carl Wohlgemuth, a member of his class, testiﬁed
that he found the class important for its “spirit of inquiry” discussing topics both directly and indirectly related to Christian faith. Wohlgemuth
singled out people who could not accept criticism of their own group as
those offended by Just’s teaching. Yet, the core issue with Just was not his
alleged liberal sympathies or syncretism—he was judged as dangerously
close to syncretism—but his teaching style. A student defended him on
this point: “This class has caused me to think and to learn. I have ﬁnally
come to understand the Christian life. There is real freedom of expression.”32
Concern for the Christian life informed Just’s defense before the Church
Council. Based on scriptures regarding settling conﬂicts for the preservation of church order, Just did not engage the testimony of detractors who
never spoke to him. Rather, he simply stated that he did not mean to cause
controversy and acknowledged that he was intimidating at times when
he thought people gave lazy or unreﬂective answers to questions. He confessed that such an approach, coupled with coarse language, was not wise.
Just claimed his goal was to have a biblically based Sunday school that
reﬂected the daily concerns of his students. In addition, one person even
became a convert to Christianity in his class after attending the church for
four years. In defending his position on the Holy Spirit working in nonChristian religions, Just argued, “The Holy Spirit deals with people” and
was likely reﬂected in other scriptures. He read from the Bhagavad-Gita
at the conference but declared to the council, “I am not a syncretist.”33
After his testimony, Just left the room, and the Church Council discussed their ﬁndings. The Church Council decided that Just was neither
a syncretist nor a relativist. Just’s problems arose because he was not a
theologian, and therefore, in a peculiar embrace of modern academic and
professional specialization, Brother Wiens of the council said, “We can’t
allow non-theologians to strike a norm for us in theology in the church.”
Brother Wiebe asked if the Church Council could make any judgment if
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they were not theologians themselves. Brother Wiens retreated quickly to
a counter-modern anti-expert position, saying they may pass judgment on
theology as God excused the Apostle Paul for acting in ignorance. The real
issue for the Church Council was how to ban Just from teaching. In order
to pass such a sanction, they needed a reason, and according to the testimony, they did not have a compelling one. They ﬁnally settled on “unrest
in the class.” It was proposed that Just be suspended from teaching Sunday
school for one year. The affair ended with the Church Council accepting
Just’s repentance for his abrasive teaching style and afﬁrming that he was
an evangelical. Just then left California for Kansas to become president
of Tabor College, the only four-year liberal arts college the Mennonite
Brethren ran at the time. That Just could make such a move is indicative
of a larger plurality of religious thought among the Mennonite Brethren
throughout the United States.34
These two church investigations, rich in their detail, show a congregation ﬁnding its way among Pentecostal, modernist, and conservative
evangelical inﬂuences. With the exception of a few, concerns about the
deleterious inﬂuences of syncretism and modernism were particularly
acute. Although many Mennonites entered Californian society through
conservative evangelicalism, a younger generation in the 1960s attempted
to connect with the historical meaning of their religion and ﬁnd a way
into California society through professions and social action. These are
two examples of ﬁnding moorings in times of change. One reﬂected the
signiﬁcant role of strict religious, even fundamentalist, concerns with
rules of conduct, teaching, and practice, providing direction and stability
in the transformations brought by modernity.35 Proponents of the other
welcomed changes, found meaning in questions sooner than answers, but
needed an anchor—and looking back four centuries, they found one.

Heritage and Experiments
In 1963, the College Community Church: Mennonite Brethren (hereafter College Community) formed in Clovis, in part out of the Roy Just controversy, and in part as a church expansion project of Bethany Mennonite
Brethren. Of their charter members, thirty-one were from Bethany, nine
from the Butler Avenue Mennonite Brethren Church, two from Minneapolis, and one each from Oklahoma and Kansas. There was one admitted by baptism and ﬁve by their testimony of Christian faith, presumably
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baptized in a Mennonite Brethren church elsewhere. The rest were from
Mennonite Brethren churches in the San Joaquin Valley.36
The new church in Clovis held their ﬁrst informal meeting on October
14, 1962, and explored the idea of a new Mennonite Brethren congregation in the area. Ultimately they agreed to start one. Although there was a
split with Bethany, good will existed between them. They held joint baptisms, and Clovis asked Bethany to license them a minister for the interim
period as they organized. When it came time to send invitations for their
charter day service, special mention was made of Bethany.37
College Community began their work in January 1963 and intentionally identiﬁed themselves with the historical Anabaptist and Mennonite
Brethren reform movements of sixteenth-century Europe and nineteenthcentury Russia. Unlike many Mennonite congregations in California, this
urban, professional, and youthful congregation held their Anabaptist
heritage close. Even their reasons for having services begin in January
were predicated on a restorative reading of history that connected their
existence to prior signiﬁcant church reforms and splits. In particular, they
chose January as their month because sixteenth-century Anabaptism began in January 1525, and the evangelical reforms and schism in Russia
resulting in the creation of the Mennonite Brethren Church occurred in
January 1860.38 They broke from local tradition, however, regarding the
order of the Sunday service by holding Sunday school after the worship
service and regarding polity by encouraging greater lay participation.
By fall 1963 College Community had decided to wait to frame a constitution: “We are a young church and do not desire an iron clad constitution
but would prefer to be guided by the minutes of previous meetings.”39
They desired that “spiritual leadership” come from the Church Council,
not a singular leader. Their pastor was to engage speciﬁcally in the ministry of “word and prayer” and delegate responsibilities to the laity. In
times of congregational stress, their organization statement advises, “The
brethren of the church must never fear to speak the truth in love or to receive counsel and admonition given it the spirit of Christian love.”40 This
was distinct to College Community, as most Mennonite churches held to
a strong pastor and church council model of church governance. Planning
to run their church in this fashion was an attempt to identify with selected
sixteenth-century Anabaptist ideals.
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Politics and History

Of course, Mennonite thinking on historical identity did not begin in the
1960s. Questions of historical identity in early 1950s Reedley, for example, were not always so simple. A. H. Unruh, a Mennonite Brethren church
historian, was commissioned by the denomination to write a history of
the Mennonite Brethren in response to perceived threats to their historical identity, in particular the inﬂuence of non-Mennonite seminaries on
newly trained professional clergy. Reedley’s Church Council objected to
Unruh’s treatment of them. On June 11, 1954, a three-member committee was formed to review the unpublished manuscript. They reported on
July 8, 1954: “A great deal that should not be in there is, and many things
that should be in are left out. It was moved and seconded that the Committee see to it that the chapter pertaining to our church be written as it
should be.”41 A month later, on August 19, 1954, the council resolved
that the committee delegated to study Unruh’s manuscript “rewrite the
chapter setting forth data, growth and accomplishments of our church.”
The self-deﬁnition as laid out by the Church Council was “growth and
accomplishments,” a set of standards that diverged from traditional Mennonite themes of community, discipleship, and nonresistant love.42
As the Mennonite Brethren adapted to the stress and changes in California from the 1920s to the 1960s, the General Conference also needed
to adapt to the challenges of what it meant to be an “insider.” In the pressure of 1930s California, the General Conference’s First Mennonite
Church of Upland began a monthly newsletter, the Herald. From 1937
to 1940, through a series of editorials and a feature, “The Pastor’s Chat,”
a culturally progressive and theologically conservative Mennonitism was
staked out. Lester Hostetler, editor of the Herald and pastor of the Upland
church, positioned himself between social concerns and the retention of
tradition and heritage. Over four years coverage included church music,
appropriate worship service behavior, voting in elections, and paciﬁsm.
These issues, while appearing eclectic, were representative of two parallel streams in California Mennonitism: social progressivism and religiocultural conservatism.43
For General Conference Mennonites in Upland, the Herald advocated
for reverential church music, and that choirs and music directors have near
equal status with the preacher. Yet, this was not without controversy, as
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one pastor who argued that choir gowns democratized the singers was in
turn criticized for advocating “uppish, stylish, high-brow, [and] Romanish” trappings. Ultimately, the Herald encouraged Mennonites to learn
their history out of “self-respect” and to explain their denomination to
outsiders without being “embarrassed or apologetic.”44
A parallel concern among the Upland Mennonites was living proper
Mennonite lives as good Americans. Hostetler of the Herald argued that
not only was American citizenship a great blessing but also that America
was the greatest nation on earth. Despite its greatness, however, national
improvement was necessary. Beyond simply dealing with drunkenness,
divorce, kidnapping, lynching, racketeering, immoral movies, and a “salacious” popular culture, America should revisit, he argued, the ban on
granting citizenship for paciﬁsts. Upland Mennonites described the call
to defend one’s country as hypocrisy, for it was really a call to kill. In the
pages of the Herald patriotism was deﬁned in the summer of 1937 as living a morally upstanding life: “quiet, peaceable, and useful.”45 Rejection
of war, therefore, went beyond military exemption to include critiques
of militarism in general, and paciﬁsm went beyond religious scruple to
embody patriotic expression.
In 1939, the First Mennonite Church of Upland published a list of
six “principles and teachings” of Mennonites: the church as a “body” of
like-minded believers baptized upon their individual confessions of faith;
separation of church and state where Christian obedience to the state must
not conﬂict with Christian “scriptures or . . . conscience”; a prohibition
on secret, “oath-bound” societies; “non-violent resistance” that practices
“overcoming of evil with good”; and a “congregational and democratic”
polity with Christ as the “head.” The ﬁnal principle was to agree on “accepted evangelical doctrines” that afﬁrm the primacy given to the Bible as
“infallible rule of faith and conduct.”46 This statement of principles, combined with the Herald, documents desired parameters of General Conference Mennonitism as socially engaged paciﬁsm and evangelically pious
comportment.
During the summer of 1940, Hostetler concluded that a militarized society designed to protect democracy merely replaced it with a form of dictatorship. He encouraged his readers to consider the arguments of socialist
presidential candidate Norman Thomas and hoped they would learn a
political argument for peace: “On the greatest of all issues, peace and war,
there is no difference between the major parties.” He spared little in his so-
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cial critique, even bringing it to bear on Thanksgiving Day for its focus on
a lavish dinner and not the reasons for the Pilgrim Fathers’ thankfulness.
When the Ham and Eggs movement—a left-of-center California pension
movement of the mid-to-late 1930s—enjoyed inﬂuence in the 1938 hotly
contested state election, Hostetler supported them for highlighting the
poverty and unemployment among older citizens. “Hamanders,” as supporters were called, argued that thirty dollars be paid every Thursday to
every Californian over ﬁfty years of age. As a ballot initiative, it was narrowly defeated. Even though a strongly anti-union proposition was also
defeated, the political momentum in Southern California shifted rightward. Hamstrung, the Democrats lost the governor’s ofﬁce in the following election, which blunted much of the New Deal’s force in California.
Politically, a gradual shift to Republican conservatism began for the many
evangelical migrants from the mid-and southwestern states who had come
to California as Democrats.47
These articles attempted to deﬁne appropriate Mennonite politics and
practices in a time of social and political ﬂux in California. However, the
Herald did not reﬂect all General Conference concerns. In the late 1950s,
General Conference Mennonites in California attempted to protect their
youth in public schools from such societal inﬂuences as dancing, and they
attempted to engage political leaders in their concerns as part of their “civic
responsibility.” In January 1957 and 1958, Pastor Ramon H. Jantz wrote
letters to Shafter High School requesting that students from the First
Mennonite Church be excused from a square dance “because of certain
religious principles.”48 These local concerns reveal an important mixture
of conservative social mores and political engagement; the one does not
preclude the other.
Similar to the Mennonite Brethren, General Conference Mennonite
identity shifted in the 1950s. Unlike the Mennonite Brethren, the General Conference was more concerned with historical literacy. In Winton,
for example, lay members requested a Mennonite history Sunday school
class.49 Like the Mennonite Brethren, however, there was a split (although
amiable) when their Reedley congregation formed a newer congregation
in Fresno in the early 1950s. In fall 1952, a group of Reedley Mennonite Church congregants who lived in Fresno had been meeting locally
for picnics, potluck dinners, and fellowship when it occurred to them to
start a Fresno church. A year later they did so, with the support of the
First Mennonite Church in Reedley.50 Once their church was constructed

81

82

california mennonites
in 1956, members of the new Mennonite Community Church in Fresno
distributed a ﬂyer that gave a brief historical description of who Mennonites were and of their new building.51
Congregations in Los Angeles, Fresno, and Winton intentionally traced
their church roots to Menno Simons in the sixteenth century and provided brief surveys of Mennonite history. Such histories were given from
an evangelical Anabaptist theological perspective, stressing the primacy
of the Bible, salvation through Jesus Christ, and living a life characterized
by discipleship and love for all humanity.52 The Mennonite Community
Church bulletins—weekly publications in which church service content,
weekly activities, and congregational concerns were printed—also reﬂected a politically active conservative evangelicalism over such issues as
Bible reading in the schools and conscription. Throughout the 1950s, they
remained largely evangelical in tone, with concerns and church services
oriented to the themes of sin, personal nearness to God, evangelism, and
salvation.53
Behavior Codes and Church Authority

Furthermore, behavior codes through the late 1920s and 1930s created
tension. Shafter Mennonite Brethren faced several important cultural issues: German language, worldly amusements, voluntary military enlistment, and women’s hair bobbing. In the church’s own historical account,
the issue of hair bobbing, or short haircuts, was given the most attention.
The interest in the cut of women’s hair suggests something not only of the
importance of individual piety for Mennonite Brethren identity, but also
of its gendered expression. In 1925, the church announced that women
who engaged in the practice were banned from taking communion and
removed from full membership. The Shafter Mennonite Brethren softened their anti–hair-bobbing stance in 1930, declaring it the “wish” of
the church that the practice be abandoned. This softening came as the congregation itself took an increasingly ﬂexible position on various behavioral
rules, among them children playing ball games and performing in school
plays, and, of course, hair bobbing.54
Such ﬂexibility in the 1920s and 1930s continued to evolve. Anthropologist Miriam Warner studied the Mennonite Brethren in San Jose, in
particular their “dual membership” as an ethnic and religious group whose
goals were sometimes at odds with each other.55 The religious side of

Outsiders from Within

the Mennonite Brethren stressed modesty and not showing off success,
whereas the ethnic side expected to see success. Using the idea of “enclavement,” Warner describes the Mennonite Brethren as living in groups
surrounded by permeable boundaries. These boundaries with the outside world were deﬁned by ideology and theology, not physical distance.
Thus, the Mennonite Brethren ease in working with groups as varied as
the Gideons, the Boy Scouts, and the Red Cross was not contradictory.56
To maintain their identity as an ethnic group and to regulate religious
belief, churches, schools, a college, a seminary, hospitals, and a residential
care home were initially built. The dilemma for the Mennonite Brethren
was that they had an ethnic tradition deﬁned by a religiosity requiring
expansion through missions. The contradictory forces of missions and
ethno-religious identity were often addressed by dismissing ethnicity as
unimportant, even dangerous. Despite a tendency to live in enclaves, accommodation continued apace.57
Interestingly, weddings in the 1950s provided ample opportunity for
churches to regulate religious practice at the intersection of cultural adaptation and religious conviction. Several congregations created new policies governing weddings as a reaction against a process of accommodation
already well under way. The Bakersﬁeld Mennonite Brethren Church
(later renamed Heritage Bible Church) passed a set of “principles” governing weddings that permitted only “sacred music,” to be approved by the
marrying minister, and stipulated that “dresses used by the women should
be modest . . . no off-the-shoulder gowns be worn, or strapless dresses.”
The policy restricted brides and grooms to two attendants each, and no
pictures were allowed during the wedding service or ceremony in the
sanctuary.58
The Rosedale Mennonite Brethren Church also issued regulations for a
proper Mennonite wedding. Rosedale’s rule was similar to Bakersﬁeld’s:
weddings were to have Bible-based sermons and a prayer delivered at a
prominent place in the ceremony. As with Bakersﬁeld, Rosedale was quite
concerned about music. Music was to be “sacred,” “uplifting and edifying,”
not “secular” or “light,” and never played during the ceremony. Bride’s
dresses were never to be strapless or off the shoulder, and both bride and
groom were permitted one attendant each. Rings could be exchanged, but
not during the ceremony. Even a groom kissing his bride after the wedding
was considered “worldly” and disallowed.59
For MC Mennonites, tensions over behavior codes and church au-
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thority dominated the 1920s and 1930s, which for Calvary Mennonite
Church (then the 35th Street Mission) included the selling of tobacco as
“inconsistent to our religion.”60 An early and controversial leader in Los
Angeles was Mennonite bishop and pastor J. P. Bontrager. There were
several sides to his controversial nature: a progressive approach to church
doctrine and administration that stressed ﬂexibility, ﬁnancial incompetence, and a tendency to ignore conference authority. On December 22,
1922, H. E. Widmer, of Bakersﬁeld, reported to Brother Loucks at the
Mennonite Board of Missions that in Los Angeles, many Mennonites believed unconventional ideas. Widmer pleaded, “Where should the line
be drawn!”61
Widmer was concerned about Mennonites who espoused the second
blessing of the Holy Spirit, the necessity of immersion baptism for salvation, and the prohibition against eating pork. He observed that there was
“absolute discord as to what a bonnet is so that some wear one thing and
some wear another and some nothing.” Some even questioned whether
those “born again” were saved by grace and, therefore, never sinned again.
In response to these ideas circulating through the Los Angeles mission,
Bontrager, reportedly, gave “his philosophy of it and admits himself as undecided in so many things[,] and that leaves many under the impression
[that] if he does not know[,] how can I know[,] and therefore so many do
the way they do in the congregations they came from. You may imagine
the unity is marred in such existing things.”62 Widmer continued, “I know
it’s hard to please everybody but as I am learning to know there are two
sides to all questions and that it is easier to ask a question then to answer
it. We have a member that wears a moustache without the full beard.”
Moustaches without beards were considered too fashionable. Although
wearing the bonnet for women was in decline by 1955, the change appears to have developed along generational lines, and its decline varied
throughout the United States. Moreover, the Mennonite Church used
distinctive conservative dress more than either the General Conference
or the Mennonite Brethren, though in the later decades of the twentieth
century, they relinquished plain dress.63 At issue was unity and discord
in the fellowship manifest in diverse practices and ambiguity over proper
dress, facial hair, and allegedly indecisive leadership.
The concern of the larger Mennonite Church was not Widmer’s question; rather, it was the appropriate role and rule of authority from which
the fellowship’s unity was to follow. In January 1923, the Los Angeles mission, led by Bontrager, withdrew itself from the oversight of the
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Mennonite Board of Missions and Charities (Mission Board), a national
body. The Los Angeles mission wanted to be an independent congregation in the Paciﬁc Coast Conference. They gave sensible reasons: the two
boards (national and regional) that oversaw the mission were located so
far away that visits from them were rare; the Los Angeles mission already
owned a building; and its members found upsetting the many unspeciﬁed
rumors that circulated throughout the district regarding the work in Los
Angeles. In response, the Mission Board and the Paciﬁc District Mission
Board declared the withdrawal to be outside Bontrager’s authority.64 A
mission it would remain.
The division between the general Mission Board and the Los Angeles
mission grew more acrimonious when the General Board replaced Bontrager with a new superintendent, Frank B. Showalter, from Virginia.
Showalter had an advantage over Bontrager; he did not need ﬁnancial
support from the local congregants. Bontrager, talented otherwise, was
seemingly ﬁnancially inept. As many within the Los Angeles mission did
not accept Showalter, it was reasonable to expect that they would not be
generous or eager in their ﬁnancial support. D. H. Bender, president of
Hesston College and Bible School in Kansas, astutely advised the Mission
Board not to return the problem to the Paciﬁc District Mission Board as
they had sent the problem east in the ﬁrst place. In 1924, as Bontrager
enjoyed the support of the majority of the Los Angeles mission, leadership
in the Midwest admitted the obvious direction of events and eventually
transformed the mission into an independent congregation.65
Meanwhile, J. L. Rutt, a representative of the Los Angeles mission,
provided a succinct reason to D. H. Bender for the actions they took: “If I
was to state frankly what the greatest cause of the trouble in the Los Angeles congregation is; it would be the chageableness [sic] or if I may say it
the deceptive way of doing things of those in charge of our mission here,
perhaps the best word to use here would be double tongued.” The example Rutt cited was the appointment of Showalter by the Mission Board,
against the desires of, and without consulting, the mission. Rutt argued
that the mission’s leadership was not at fault for Bontrager’s resignation
or for the rise of Bontrager’s local rival, Ben Swartzendruber—who was
somewhat suspect for having never preached on the controversial issue
of prayer coverings.66 D. H. Bender remained concerned, however, with
Swartzendruber’s belief in the second blessing of the Holy Spirit, “that
wild second work doctrine.”67
Two years later, D. H. Bender asked Showalter to resign to placate the
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Los Angeles mission. That attempt at pacifying the Los Angeles group
did not work, however, because it coincided with Bontrager calling his
local rival, Swartzendruber, “two-faced.” The antagonism polarized the
congregation. Any solution to the crisis taken by the mission alienated a
sizable portion of the congregation. The issue that galvanized the various factions, however, was absentee denominational authority supposedly
running the mission, exacerbated by power struggles within the mission
involving Bontrager, Swartzendruber, and Showalter. Bontrager later
confessed his wrong doing. In summer 1926, representatives of the Los
Angeles congregation wrote a letter to the Mennonite Board of Missions
and Charities requesting they become a fully independent congregation so
that they could ﬁx the problems themselves.68
Internal unity remained an issue in early 1928, when Bontrager was
accused of failing to work in harmony with his superiors. Bontrager’s irritation with the authority of the Mission Board resulted from their refusal
to properly fund the mission, refusing to buy property necessary for expansion in the early 1920s, and insisting he follow their counsel.69 Subsequently, Bontrager was accused of “hinder[ing] others from falling in line”
and ordered by the Mission Board to “make good his promises and work in
harmony with the board.”70
By the late 1920s and early 1930s, two issues emerged that helped
resolve the authority question in Los Angeles: Bontrager’s ﬁnancial incompetence and the question of dress. Bontrager’s inability to run a ﬁscally sound operation was no revelation to anyone and was one important
element in the case against him. His standing as local bishop (pastor) and
superintendent of the mission insulated him from simple attempts to have
him removed. Finally, the parties reached a compromise agreement, where
Bontrager remained bishop if ﬁnancial management was given to a competent, non-clerical treasurer. Bontrager agreed.
At the same time these issues of authority, independence, and leadership swirled about, the question of appropriate clerical apparel surfaced.
The issue of whether clergy had to wear the “plain coat”—a plain black
coat without lapels—created resentment over perceived restrictive policies of the controlling boards. Showalter, despite being unwelcome, had
tried to force all church workers to wear the plain coat. The Los Angeles mission had promptly rejected that policy. Although Los Angeles
was granted permission to choose their own “destiny,” as an independent
congregation, on the issue of the clerical plain coat and clothing prohi-
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bitions, such as on neckties, both the Mennonite Board of Missions and
Charities (MBMC, sometimes called “Mission Board”) and the Paciﬁc
Coast Conference expected them to follow denominational policy as a
matter of unity. From the perspective of the local congregation, it was a
matter of outside control and restrictive policies. Denominational leadership attributed the root of these problems to the fact that churches in the
American West were made of people from many places, and therefore,
many traditions vied for expression.71
Within a decade of becoming an independently run church, the Los
Angeles Mennonites requested, in 1938, that they be returned to mission
status. Life under the Paciﬁc Coast District, where they were members as
an independent congregation, was more restrictive than they had anticipated. The Paciﬁc Coast District appointed a new bishop to Los Angeles,
Brother G. D. Shenk, a cultural conservative, who raised the apparel issue
again. Tensions developed once more in the Los Angeles congregation over
dress codes concerning prayer coverings, clerical plain coats, and neckties.
The MBMC expressed dismay over—but did not punish—the tendency
in Los Angeles to ignore traditional dress codes. To the ire of Los Angeles
Mennonites, the Paciﬁc Coast Conference assigned them a bishop who
attempted to enforce the dress codes with appeals to conference authority. Conference authority was an argument that held little weight in Los
Angeles. Some members, however, enjoyed the cultural conservatism of
Bishop Shenk, and one deacon even advocated for the forcible shaving
of women’s heads if they failed to wear the prayer covering, based on the
biblical text 1 Corinthians 11:72.72
As Los Angeles was a city where the Mennonite Church desired a
presence, and where many took winter vacations, it seemed prudent once
again to welcome the Los Angeles congregation as a mission and not lose it
entirely. This return to mission status was made to protect the Los Angeles
Mennonite Church from the excesses of cultural conservatives appointed
by the regional mission board in Oregon.73 The leadership of the Mennonite Church, represented by S. C. Yoder, agreed with the request from
Los Angeles, provided they stop their sartorial “quibbling” over coats, coverings, and neckties. Yoder asked the Los Angeles Mennonites to accept
those who believed in the conservative dress codes and to understand that
shifts in church/mission status in itself would not end the acrimony; only
they could do that.74
Not until Glen Whitaker arrived from Oregon in 1940 was their parti-
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san politicking and religio-cultural conservatism transcended. The transition to an intercultural church began, and new tensions emerged as they
encountered Pentecostals, Catholics, Mormons, Jews, and “New Thoughters” in their neighborhood.75 In addition to their recovered mission status,
the Los Angeles congregation hoped for new leadership young enough to
compete in the religious marketplace of Southern California while retaining Mennonite teachings and community.76
By fall 1940, Whitaker began a shop for local boys and a club for girls
that operated in conjunction with the mission’s Sunday school program.
Within two years of the request for a new leader and mission status, in
order to break the control of the cultural conservatives, the Los Angeles
congregation, a homogenous Mennonite community of Swiss-German
background, had a Sunday school class of sixteen African-American children and one Korean boy.77 Racial tensions developed in Mennonite Los
Angeles, and in the early 1940s, questions of Mennonite identity in the
Mennonite church community were less about denominational authority
or the cut of one’s coat, and more about religion and race. These attempts
by churches and their leaders to thread the socio-religious needle, from
haircuts to wedding kisses, are part of at least two religious impulses—
boundary maintenance with “the world” and evangelical engagement.
A great diversity of people lived in California, where a long history of
religious entrepreneurship had led many to practice their religious faith
in ways they sought ﬁt, and Mennonites were no exception. Mennonites
seemingly were disappearing into the very promise that made California
so attractive. The story might end here if Mennonites were not their own
historical actors, but they were, and they carved out their space.

Religious and Cultural Tremors
From the 1920s to the 1960s, an evolving Mennonite identity was increasingly focused on evangelical criteria, giving primacy to individual
piety and less emphasis on a traditionally understood Anabaptist Mennonite group orientation. There was a shift from outside theological inﬂuences—for example, Aimee Semple McPherson and Pentecostalism—to
such cultural issues as tobacco use and higher education. All Mennonite
groups struggled with Pentecostalism as a negative outside inﬂuence.
However, the Mennonite Brethren, during the middle decades of the
twentieth century, shifted their concerns to those inﬂuences that affected
their relationship with evangelicals.
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Part of the axis that the Mennonite Brethren were moving on was a
rural-urban and trans-generational one; the tensions in Bethany can be
understood as between rurality and urbanity, where understandings of
“insider and outsider” were different. In other words, between the two
factions, the challenge posed by modernity was different. Some in Bethany
found modernity to be the terrible presence of ambiguity and constant
questioning in the church’s own education program, and relevance was
sought through traditional structures of authority. Young urban professionals, however, found in modernity careers and worldviews that thrived
in ambiguity, and they sought their own relevance in society. That turn to
modernity was complemented with a desire to understand their Anabaptist roots.
General Conference Mennonites, perhaps the most socially progressive
of the three, also most clearly described the type of Americanization they
wished to experience—a love of country tempered with paciﬁsm. Despite
an inclination to social progressivism, some traditional Mennonite boundaries remained, for example, the prohibition on children attending dances.
The smallest group in California, the Mennonite Church, no longer lonely
and isolated, aggressively pursued a leadership that struck a balance between the ﬂuid California social environment and their own traditional
practices. They chafed against excessive cultural conservatism, especially
over dress codes, and demanded that they approve local leaders as opposed
to having them sent by a mission or conference board in Oregon or the
Midwest.
The dynamics of group identity are seen in issues of dress codes and
denominational authority in Los Angeles among Mennonite church members. Faithfulness to the group was connected to the theological principle
of nonconformity to the world. Questions of neckties, moustaches, prayer
coverings, and plain coats were not petty issues for those concerned; rather,
they were connected to a theological and cultural idea of group identity
that was also expressed in their difﬁculties with distant denominational
authority. Though this happened among MC Mennonites across the
country, as it concerned California, denominational leadership explained
difﬁculties in Los Angeles as distinctive to California, a place where many
different groups lived together.
In California, Mennonites largely accommodated the surrounding society through attempts at deﬁning themselves as good Americans, asserting
local control over their missions or churches, and relaxing dress codes.
Yet, the lines between Mennonitism and society shifted. The Mennonite
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Brethren, concerned with Pentecostalism in the 1920s, became concerned
with such worldly inﬂuences during the 1940s and 1950s as excessive
weddings and appropriate Sunday school content and teaching style.
Early twentieth-century Mennonite descriptions of California as a
wonderland largely disappeared during World War II. The questions
turned to “liberal sympathies,” syncretism, and sufﬁcient support of evangelicalism. Images used to understand self and society had changed. The
Reedley Mennonite Brethren illustrate this change clearly. In ﬁfty years
they went from expelling G. G. and Margaretha Wiens in 1905 for a violent outburst of temper to demanding that the denomination in its ofﬁcial
history record success in terms of statistical growth. Emerging from these
early experiences began various strategies to maintain and understand
Mennonitism in the face of California modernity. There was developing an already accessibly conservative evangelicalism, socially oriented
“secular” orientations to social problems, and impulses toward restoring
sixteenth-century Anabaptism ideals in a postwar urban context. It was
all in play. As these shifts occurred, Mennonites were confronted with racial and religious diversity, and in the next chapter, we add these elements
to the growing social complexity.

chapter 5

New Neighbors
Confronting Racial and Religious Pluralism
The race issue looms pretty large here.
—Le Roy Bechler, Mennonite pastor in Los Angeles, 1960

Mennonites in the City of Angels

A

ll three major Mennonite denominations—Mennonite Brethren,
Mennonite Church, and General Conference Mennonites—
wrestled with the ethno-religious character of their identities.
Among the many factors that propelled Mennonites to migrate to California was evangelistic mission. They faced daunting challenges in their
mission efforts as they sought to bridge deep cultural, religious, and racial
chasms in a place where millions of immigrants were settling.
In the early twentieth century, Mennonite mission efforts in Los Angeles were primarily directed toward the needs of urban Mennonites and,
as expressed in the early 1920s, “to unite the members of our churches
living there.”1 Evangelism and social work aimed at non-Mennonites in
the local community were secondary. After World War II, issues of race
and religion grew more prominent as Mennonite mission efforts focused
more directly on outsiders. Whether in relation to African-Americans in
Los Angeles, migrant laborers in the San Joaquin Valley, or Catholics in
both areas, the cross-currents of racial and religious pluralism became a
signiﬁcant challenge for the Mennonites, as for other white evangelical
transplants to California.2
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Mennonite Brethren in the Shadow of Satan
The Mennonite Brethren Paciﬁc District’s ﬁrst mission project was City
Terrace Mission Chapel in Los Angeles, opened in 1926 and headed by
A. W. Friesen and his wife. The Friesens had decided to locate there after a local Mennonite pastor had shown them around City Terrace, a section of Los Angeles then populated by Jews and Catholics. However, they
found it difﬁcult to relate to their new neighbors: “The work in cities is
difﬁcult, especially among Jews and Catholics who have been taught to
disbelieve the teachings of Jesus Christ.”3 It was a sentiment shared by
many Protestant groups, including other Mennonites, who uniformly dismissed Roman Catholicism as a false religion. Perhaps the persistent antiCatholicism was, as Jay P. Dolan described, similar to nineteenth-century
American Protestant anti-Catholicism—“a leftover from the Protestant
Reformation”—and the Reformation legacy was one that early California
Mennonites hoped to preserve, at least in part.4
City Terrace was not only largely Jewish and Catholic but also near an
African-American community.5 Despite efforts by the Friesens and others, harmony among the various groups was elusive. In the late 1940s the
mission reported that white and African-American children had trouble
getting along, but as a result of “Released Time” (sometimes called “Release Time”)—an education program developed in post–World War II
California, where students were excused from class for religious instruction—the mission had become a colorful mix of “Negroes, whites, Mexicans and Filipinos.”6
Workers at City Terrace Mission believed that God blessed their
“work among the colored people.”7 They identiﬁed themselves as “evangelical Protestant[s]” engaged in a God-given “real ministry” in a neighborhood populated by Jews, Catholics, English, Germans, and Italians.8
Just as Pentecostalism was a problem for Mennonites earlier in the twentieth century, mid-century engagements with religious pluralism also
challenged them. This was a time when religious diversity was viewed as
having little virtue, and Mennonites, along with much of the Protestant
mainstream, considered Catholics and Jews “negligent and indifferent.” In
Fresno, some members of Sunset Gardens Mennonite Brethren Church,
located in a Spanish-speaking Latin American neighborhood, even described the mere presence of Mormons and Jehovah’s Witnesses as proof
of Satan’s attacks.9
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The City Terrace Gospel Tabernacle and church bus, Los Angeles, California (undated).
Source: Vernon Friesen Collection.

The late 1940s was also a time when American evangelicalism discovered a new voice in Billy Graham, who was popularized during his 1949
Los Angeles revivals when California newspaper baron William Randolph Hearst demanded that his papers “puff” him.10 The spirit of revival
caught on at City Terrace Mission, which “point[ed] the way [to Christ]
to many” and described “great spectacular meetings where scores have
thronged the altar.” The mission enjoyed an average weekly attendance
of 500 at meetings and classes. Leaders wrote their mission reports in the
revivalist evangelical language of “prayer warriors,” asking, “Are you praying earnestly, fervently as we [witness] to these people in darkness,” and
telling stories of evangelical conversions mixed with entreaties to pray for
“souls saved.”11
Although the apocalyptic imagery explored in earlier chapters largely
faded in the postwar years, Satan was still considered the culprit in 1950
when a number of mission workers took ill at the City Terrace Mission
Chapel. As the Friesens exclaimed, “Last year Satan tried to hinder much
as he always does.”12 However, the mission workers primarily emphasized
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the need for personal conversion of non-Christians and the divine help
necessary for daily survival in Los Angeles: “God has proved over and over
again that He protects His servants not only spiritually but also physically.
One day a man looked for us with a shotgun and another drew a knife
on me, but God marvelously took things in hand.” On another occasion,
“a gang tried to disturb our services . . . but found it impossible because
we had three policemen guarding our meeting. Many more exciting experiences which also prove God’s protecting care for His own, could be
related.”13 Though they recorded no satanic disturbances that year, there
were shotgun-wielding strangers and gangs that necessitated the protection of God and the police.
When City Terrace applied to become a formal Mennonite Brethren
congregation and full member of the conference, as opposed to a ﬂedgling
mission church subsidized by the Board of Home Missions, they appealed
to the ideal of denominational unity. However, they assumed that their
diverse membership and geographic location in a demographically mixed
place, though interesting, would pose a hurdle for acceptance into the
larger denomination. The mission workers had reported on “difﬁculties
[that] attacked us,” and how witnessing in an area populated by Jews,
English, Germans, Italian, and Spanish-speaking Catholics would “challenge any evangelical church.” Thus their congregation could not help but
be ethnically diverse. “Though these people do not come from a Mennonite background as most of you do, we are praying that you will make us
feel that we are one with you,” the leaders wrote to the larger Mennonite
Brethren conference.14
The sense of battle continued into the 1950s. Gone was the violent
urban dystopia, and worries about Satan faded somewhat, but a swelling
population of tremendous ethnic and religious diversity pressed on Mennonite enclaves. In Southern California an older understanding of Mennonite identity was changing as a once stable and homogeneous Mennonite culture gave way to a demographically inclusive identity grounded
in evangelicalism. Nonetheless, the change was slow for Mennonites who
hailed from traditional moorings, as fear of youth gangs and Catholics remained close in their minds.
In 1956, Harold Schroeder, pastor of City Terrace Mennonite Brethren
Church, wrote a letter to Rev. Waldo Wiebe, a Mennonite Brethren in
Shafter, about the work in Los Angeles. Schroeder described two difﬁculties about their location: the youth gangs that made the streets seem unsafe
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at night, and another reason, “even more serious . . . the Roman Catholic
Church.” The Catholics had a church and school only three blocks away
from the Mennonite Brethren congregation and had “made quite a bid on
the community.” Undaunted, Schroeder resolved that his neighborhood
not be left to the Catholics and thus “deprived” of the Christian gospel.15
Although anti-Catholicism was common throughout Mennonite denominations and much of Protestantism, the blend of races, cultures, and
religions—though of great concern—encouraged the Mennonite Brethren
to stay and work harder than ever as missionaries. An example of this came
in the late 1950s, when immigrants from Nicaragua settled in their neighborhood. Again, evangelical belief and practice energized the Mennonite
Brethren with the religio-cultural resources and motivation to remain in a
changing neighborhood.16
City Terrace, however, was only part of the Mennonite Brethren experience in Los Angeles. Demographics were changing at an increasing clip
after the war. The United States Supreme Court struck down restrictive
covenants in 1948, making illegal a long-standing practice of racial exclusion in selling property. Despite what some observers saw as the death of
Jim Crow in Southern California, the ending of restrictive covenants did
not end exclusionary practices. By the late 1950s, suburbs were mostly
white, and blacks in south-central Los Angeles were largely prevented
from moving and ﬁnding gainful employment. As the industrial economy
shifted to advanced aerospace work, access to the necessary technical
training was blocked for African-Americans because public schools were
tiered by location. The Los Angeles Mennonite Brethren Church in the
south-central area of the city closed in 1957, twenty-three years after
it opened. As the Mennonites retreated to the suburbs of Downey and
Lakewood to the southeast, they were part of a wider white migration—
known by its racial impetus as “white ﬂight”—that also included other
evangelical churches.17
The evolving Mennonite Brethren story in Los Angeles had many
complexities, as volatile race relations marked the history of the southcentral sector of the city. Some Mennonites stayed as mission workers, and
others dispersed. Mennonite Brethren were not the only white middleclass evangelicals wrestling with what to do in neighborhoods undergoing seismic racial and ethnic shifts in the 1950s. For example, evangelical
Pepperdine College (now Pepperdine University) was initially located
in Los Angeles in the 1930s. But by 1981, Pepperdine gave up on being
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a downtown campus and moved to Malibu. The school initially opened
the Malibu branch in the early 1970s, when recruiting and fund-raising
difﬁculties arose after the 1965 Watts riots and the 1969 shooting of a
black student by a white Pepperdine security guard. What had been a
safe white working-class, even middle-class, neighborhood with neighboring Watts, which by World War II was home to professional AfricanAmerican workers, had in the postwar decades become a neighborhood
populated by working poor blacks. Whites were leaving, and even if some
of the evangelical crowd held on for a time, the Mennonite Brethren and
mainstays of the evangelical old guard such as Pepperdine and the Church
of the Open Door also eventually left.18

Facing an “Aggressively Evil Culture”
The story of the Mennonite Church, with its Swiss-German cultural
roots, parallels in many ways the experience of the Mennonite Brethren
denomination. When a group of Swiss-German Mennonites formed a
congregation in the Los Angeles area in 1916, they gathered as a culturally homogenous congregation. Ironically, although the initial members
were Swiss-German Mennonites, the only pastor they could ﬁnd was an
Armenian River Brethren named Mashack Krikorian. The ﬁt made sense,
as the River Brethren were a conservative Anabaptist church grounded
in pietism and an offshoot of the Brethren In Christ. This initiative, originally called the 35th Street Mission, or the Los Angeles Church and Mission, was renamed Calvary Mennonite Church in 1940 after it moved to
Seventy-Third Street. In 1960 Calvary divided over racial issues.
As early as 1921, Calvary Mennonite Church (then the 35th Street
Mission) experienced internal tensions in relating to its non-Mennonite
neighbors. At the July 24, 1921, meeting of the Los Angeles Church and
Mission Committee, a resolution was passed stating that the Los Angeles
congregation was a mission “worthy of our recognition” and that staff be
assigned to it. Two months later, the Los Angeles mission sought a new location “on account of the Mormons buying all the lots [of land] all around
the mission.” The mission board agreed and resolved to begin a search for
a new location within a week.19 It was a complex undertaking for Calvary
Mennonite members to redeﬁne themselves, located as they were in a pluralistic and racially diverse urban setting.
By 1930, Calvary drew Mennonites from the Upland region for its
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worship services but found itself in a large urban environment wondering how to proceed in its work. The members articulated a deep sense of
responsibility for their mission and asked fellow Mennonites, “Will you
pray for us that the work may prosper in this large city and that many souls
may ﬁnd the Savior?”20 Because of their sense of mission, the Calvary Mennonites held evangelistic meetings largely attended by co-religionists.21
There were both conversions and “reconsecrations” at the meetings, and
non-Mennonites from the community attended primarily to see their children in the mission’s Christmas program. At the program, mission workers
gave out food baskets to the attendees and delivered the seasonal message
of Jesus’ birth.22 They deemed the event a success: “All seemed to enjoy
the evening, if smiles are a criterion to gauge inner thoughts accurately.”23
Although the Mennonites found community outreach important, afﬁrmation of their separation from the larger social world was also an objective of
revival meetings. After a three-week series of meetings in 1932, “a number
came forward to renew their consecration . . . As a visible result of the
meetings the mark of separation from the world is clearly observable.”24
It took until 1939 and the efforts of Glen Whitaker, a white pastor, for
Mennonites to extend their mission efforts to the local black population.
He began by ministering to children through a handicrafts program. The
program became quite popular after he promised the children they would
get a nickel if they brought a friend: “At ﬁrst this activity was only for the
white children but soon a number of colored children came. With an interest among the colored people, they began thinking of starting a Sunday
school for them in this area.”25
Despite these sputtering starts, only after World War II did an interracial ministry with the growing black population take root, when John
Zehr, another white pastor, arrived. Many white congregants, however,
resisted the interracial advances. Mennonites who had arrived in Los
Angeles in the early decades of the twentieth century were a “tight homogenous group, both ethnically and religiously.” On the Paciﬁc Coast,
they attempted to strictly enforce a cultural separation from the world—
while still ministering to it.26 Yet, as their conceptions of religious identity
changed in California, their understandings of race and ethnicity were
also stretched.
At mid-century some in the Los Angeles Mennonite Church wanted
to minister to local blacks, but integrating the congregation was difﬁcult.
Whitaker worked with all groups who came to his Sunday school and
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military draft class and used a rural metaphor to describe the population of
his mission efforts as “the ﬁeld.” As interest in Whitaker’s Sunday school
class and his children’s camping ministry increased, the district mission
board appointed a superintendent for them, H. E. Shoup. He was the ﬁrst
person chosen for this role and in fact had earlier sold the building to the
congregation when they had moved to Seventy-Third Street with the
understanding that “when the colored people organized a congregation
they could buy it for themselves.”27 Already in 1950, however, the 35th
Street Mission for the Colored in Los Angeles “requested the privilege to
be a congregation independent of Calvary Mennonite Church on 73rd
Street.”28 Mennonite Los Angeles was changing.
Whitaker did more than develop a Sunday school program; he was
also deeply involved in running rural camps—a response to “the tyranny
of modern city life.”29 In the 1940s, in Hidden Valley, near Los Angeles, Whitaker helped develop the ﬁrst permanent campsite for the Mennonites. The camp’s purpose was not only child evangelism, but also to
teach children about their place in “God’s creation.”30 During the 1950s,
advocates of camping ministry increasingly used the language of rational
management in place of natural retreat from urban ills. Camp ministries
were increasingly described as “welfare camping,” reaching underprivileged children and minority ethnic groups through “specialized programming.” At mid-century, camps had become cultural sites that reﬂected the
increasingly bureaucratic nature of religious missions while facilitating
multicultural and interracial meetings.31
In 1955, Calvary Mennonite Church in Los Angeles expressed “gratitude” to the regional mission board for afﬁrming plans to establish a
Spanish-speaking mission in Los Angeles. Calvary did expect, however, that although they would run the mission, the national Mennonite
Church body would pay for it. Calvary’s support for a Spanish-language
mission wavered as concerns over the ﬁnancial stability of such a program
emerged. In June 1956, another pastor at Calvary, John Zehr, sensed an
undercurrent of “disapproval” in the congregation toward the Spanish
initiative. Nevertheless, a month later, Jacob Shetler, president of South
Paciﬁc Mennonite District Mission Board, informed the secretary of
home missions in Missouri that Calvary was “settled again” and could be
counted on to support the Spanish outreach.32
Financial matters aside, in Los Angeles the Mennonite Church found
the population “ever-changing.”33 Leaders of children’s clubs, who be-
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lieved Roman Catholic children were being prevented from attending
Sunday school, reached out to local Catholics. Using rural-urban language, Zehr describes their work: “We have no plot of potatoes or corn
to hoe for our missionary project. Club is our missionary project.” The
Sunday school had sixty to seventy children “of all races.” Yet the city remained dystopic: “The culture that surrounds us is aggressively evil. The
city church is immediately on the defensive against the encroachments
of a wicked society.” In response to their “evil” surroundings, Mennonite
youth went to the beach for an annual beach party. Although an earlier
generation had sought healing and divine instruction at the coast, the new
generation “looks forward to this relaxation and fellowship on the shores
of the Paciﬁc Ocean.”34
When Shetler began the process of ﬁnding a location for the mission in
a Spanish-speaking area of Los Angeles, he discovered that several Protestant church groups—Methodist, Presbyterian, Baptist, Pentecostal Holiness, and Foursquare Gospel Church—were already located in the same
neighborhood the Mennonites wished to settle. Shetler learned from the
Foursquare pastor that work among the Spanish-speaking population was
difﬁcult because a nearby large Catholic church, which served the Latino
population, opposed Protestant efforts to convert them.35
The Los Angeles Spanish Mission recorded similar concerns with Catholicism from 1956 to 1960. The workers at the L.A. Spanish Mission
found that “communication with the whites about spiritual things is easier
than the Spanish,” and that Jehovah’s Witnesses spoke about their religious beliefs more than “the average run of Protestants.” This was a concern because Mennonites believed that the “Spanish easily fall prey” to
the inﬂuence of Jehovah’s Witnesses. In Los Angeles, Mennonite workers discovered that they not only had to deal with religious pluralism but
also had to assert their own distinct identity because they were often confused with Jehovah’s Witnesses. As one worker reported, “It has almost
made me feel like putting in bold letters ‘We are Mennonite Christians.’”
Though Mennonites established a mission in Los Angeles to address a
“great need,” people in their neighborhood asked them not to hand out
“information about [their] religion.” In a reversal for Mennonites, they
now found themselves losing out to the more aggressive Seventh-day
Adventists.36
The concerns about Catholic inﬂuence continued with the expansion
of the Mennonite Church’s Spanish mission work to Montebello and Pico
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Rivera in the late 1950s. When conversations with some of the children
came to the topic of souls, Mennonite workers told the boys, aged twelve
to fourteen years, that Catholics too could go to heaven “if they have met
the conditions” and understand “sin and salvation.” However, mission
workers reported that difﬁculties arose for Catholic children at home
when they “accepted Christ” at the mission. At the children’s homes, “they
receive no help” in their conversion and were still taken to catechism and
Catholic services, which only deepened Mennonite concern.37
Catholics, who of course considered themselves Christians, especially
frustrated the Mennonites.38 James and Noreen Roth, in 1959, reported
from the recently established Pico Rivera Spanish Mission in Los Angeles that it was difﬁcult for them to present their gospel message to “Latin
Americans who have had Catholic training from childhood up.” Despite
this alleged difﬁculty in reaching Catholics, the listeners of the Mennonite radio program Luz y Verdad, who wrote the station, were mostly
Christians or “followed some cult or were Catholics or professed nothing
at all.”39
In addition to the African-American Sunday school program and the
camps, Mennonites in the postwar era increasingly attempted interracial
ministry with Spanish radio broadcasts. By the late 1950s, racial dynamics in the neighborhood had shifted from Mexican-American and Eurowhite to predominantly African-American. The church divided over race,
and the majority of its white members moved to the suburban Faith Mennonite Church in Downey, and Calvary became an African-American
Mennonite Church congregation. In 1960, under the guidance of interim
pastor James Lark, the church made the transition from Swiss-German
Mennonite to African-American Mennonite. Lark was the ﬁrst AfricanAmerican Mennonite bishop.40
On April 3, 1960, Calvary Mennonite Church voted in favor of asking
the South Paciﬁc District Mission Board and the General Mission Board
to take over their work as an African-American mission. Nelson Kauffman,
secretary for home missions, in Hannibal, Missouri, interpreted this action
as providing the opportunity for the entire South Paciﬁc District Mission
Board to develop a plan for church extension in California. For Kauffman
this was an opportunity to run an African-American mission at the regional level. To ensure the church’s viability, Kauffman invited Le Roy
Bechler, a Swiss-German Mennonite who had trained under James Lark
in Chicago and had worked among African-Americans in Michigan. After
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initially showing little or no interest in Los Angeles, Bechler ﬁnally came
for a visit.41
Bechler found the situation in Los Angeles disheartening: “The [church]
council seemed to have little or no interest in reaching the community
. . . The group (who plan to leave) admit that they have been a failure in
reaching the community, but are ready to leave it go at that.” It was evangelism without integration. Bechler observed that despite reasons white
congregants gave to explain their difﬁculties in staying at Calvary, including travel distances from home to church, “they further admit[ed] that distance is not the only factor involved since some who plan to withdraw will
drive just as far. The race issue looms pretty large here.” Bechler concluded
that “for the sake of the Gospel,” it was better that those people, who could
not handle interracial neighborhoods and congregations, move away.42
At the time of Bechler’s visit, following a series of interim pastors in
the late 1950s, Calvary considered selling its property in order to move
to a new neighborhood. Though the church leadership was convinced
by the Home Missions Board to stay in south Los Angeles, the majority
of congregants left anyway and, by 1960, had formed the Faith Mennonite Church in Downey. Calvary, now under the leadership of Bechler,
adopted a more aggressive outreach to the community. Before the split,
membership growth occurred primarily along family lines and Mennonite
transfers. To break from these patterns, the congregation directly engaged
the neighborhood. One of Bechler’s ﬁrst moves was to join the local parentteacher association. Later, he credited these efforts for increased racial diversity by the 1980s.43
The remaining congregation at Calvary in 1961 described Le Roy and
Irene Bechler’s arrival as “a signal for a general [white] exodus.” Bechler
almost immediately issued “about 30 church letters,” ostensibly for white
membership transfer.44 The African-American congregants accused the
white members who departed of being ignorant and naïve. James Lark,
in the January 1, 1961, church bulletin, observed, “For some time members of the Church considered that a shift in population trend demanded
a change of church location . . . after much discussion and many meetings,
the District and General Mission Boards agreed to take over and operate
the 73rd St. plant [facility] as a Mennonite Church congregation.”45
The changing ethnic demographics affected other ministries as well.
In 1960 the president of the South Paciﬁc Mennonite District Mission
Board informed Lester Hershey, director of Spanish broadcasts in Ribo-
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nito, Puerto Rico, that the Spanish-language broadcasts to Los Angeles
were to be cut because “in the last ten years or so [this has] become a colored area.” He concluded that Calvary’s focus will move away “from the
Spanish to a more or less colored work.”46
Thus by the early 1960s, the congregation had morphed into a “community of reconciliation” for the local African-American population.
This transformation from an intentional cultural Mennonite community,
rooted in its past European identity, to an African-American congregation within two generations could be viewed on one hand as a success for
establishing an African-American Mennonite church in the heart of Los
Angeles, but on the other hand as a failure for any hopes of birthing an
interracial Mennonite church.47

General Conference Mennonites Join the White Flight
The Mennonite Brethren and the Mennonite Church were not alone in
their struggles with racial issues. Already in 1909, the General Conference Mennonites had established a mission in a Los Angeles neighborhood
they described as “Christless and churchless,” populated by “Spanish and
Italian Roman Catholics,” and stunted by the perceived accruements of
Catholicism’s “superstition and its ignorance.”48 They portrayed priests as
violently opposed to Christianity despite the eager hearts of the Catholic
laity: “Notwithstanding the fact that the priests warn their people and
even threaten them, the Lord has prospered the [Mennonite] work and
graciously blessed the labors of a few.”49 There is brief mention of racial
difﬁculty already in 1914, when the General Conference River Mission
Station felt compelled to move because of the increased numbers of Asians
and Italian Catholics moving into their neighborhood.
In the early 1920s, the Mennonites characterized the Italians as
“indiffer[ent],” with an attitude of “get[ting] what they could without
exerting themselves.”50 Despite the Mennonites’ original vision of evangelizing a community that enjoyed little Protestant presence,51 the rising
number of Italians caused enough concern among the Mennonites that
they moved away. In 1923, over the course of ﬁve months, the mission
gave three reasons for its move. From January to March 1923, as families
ﬂed, Italian families replaced them in the neighborhood but did not attend
the mission.52 In April 1923 the mission highlighted “unruly” Italian boys
who came to Sunday school, sometimes destroying property, and thus “it
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was thought best to discontinue as not much spiritual food could be left
with the boys, they were coming more for a good time.”53 Finally, in May,
the mission noted that if it moved, a Baptist mission would remain in the
neighborhood and that the central L.A. location of the mission made attendance problematic for some Mennonites because of “trafﬁc conditions”
downtown.54 In 1924, within ﬁfteen years of opening its doors, the General Conference mission in Los Angeles—the Whosoever Will Mission—
moved to another neighborhood and became the Immanuel Mennonite
Church.
Los Angeles, for most Mennonites, was a bewildering bazaar of religious options and ethnic diversity, where the foreign mission ﬁeld came
to their doorsteps—indeed, the “heathen” were arriving from Asia and
“Roman Catholic countries.” Nevertheless, as Asians and Catholics moved
to Los Angeles, Mennonites discovered that their other neighbors were
Mexican, Italian, Greek, and Austrian. Implying a connection, a description of racial and national diversity was followed by a discussion of the
violent, crime-infested city, where even police feared for their safety.55
People at Immanuel Mennonite Church—which eventually also moved
to Downey, a more white suburb of Los Angeles at the time—found their
fellow Los Angelinos so “mixed up in their minds with the teachings of
Christian Science, Spiritism, Seventh-Day Adventism, Russellism, etc.,
that they either try to believe it all or refuse to believe anything.”56 What
made these observations and actions by the Mennonites of the Whosoever
Will Mission/Immanuel Mennonite Church signiﬁcant was that in the
1935 Mennonite Year Book, they congratulated themselves as being specially equipped by God for city mission work, upholding the principles of
nonresistance, and maintaining “opposition to secret societies and taking
of oaths.”57
They believed that their combination of theological purity and agrarian
past resulted in “God . . . developing a class of people which He perhaps
intended to use as a ‘salt’ among civilized nations.” An idealized agrarian
past made them well equipped to come from the country to save the city,
because in America, the Mennonite “salt” prospered, and when combined
with the “wise policies of the nation,” it created “a sturdy race, a great faith
and an unquestionable integrity.”58 An agrarian myth fused to American
exceptionalism helped construct a sense of cultural, religious, and ethnic
self-conﬁdence, if not superiority.
Although the record falls silent, by the late 1950s, a letter written to
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the Board of Home Missions in Chicago described the “adverse” population changes in Los Angeles, where increasing numbers of AfricanAmericans were moving in. The board wrote back, encouraging them to
sell their church property and leave. If they chose not to sell and move, the
Board of Home Missions warned, their property value would diminish
and they might have to give it away.59
In 1959, the Paciﬁc District Conference of the General Conference
Mennonites, rethinking how they had handled race in their denomination, passed a resolution stating that they “have not always reﬂected a
Christian concern in this matter [racial discrimination].” The resolution
made other important points. First, it acknowledged the role President
Dwight D. Eisenhower had played in improving race relations in America
and pledged their support for him “in preserving the rights, dignity and
opportunities for Negroes and all minorities.” Second, they pledged support for Martin Luther King and commended him and his supporters “for
their dependence on prayer and nonviolence amidst grave threats, suffering and injustice.”60
After acknowledging the leaders’ efforts to end racial discrimination
and ﬁnding common religious ground with King, the resolution encouraged members of their churches to write letters, on their own, to both
President Eisenhower and Reverend King. The resolution ended with a
declaration that the General Conference churches of the Paciﬁc District
Conference should include minorities at all levels of service and administration.61 But still, the congregation moved to suburban Downey.
Mennonite concerns at mid-century over the race and religions of nonMennonites stretched far beyond Los Angeles. Farther north, in the San
Joaquin Valley, an at-times strident anti-Catholicism was clearly present
in the mission outreach to migrant farm workers and their families.

Migrant Missions in the San Joaquin Valley
Mennonite missions to migrant laborers began in 1949. Migrant outreach
initiatives included counseling, a child nursery, evening recreational activities, educational programs, a traveling library, a nurse, a summer children’s
program called Vacation Bible School, and Sunday school.62 Although
outreach to migrant laborers emerged from local congregational initiatives, after World War II the nationally administered inter-Mennonite
relief agency Mennonite Central Committee (MCC), with its regional
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ofﬁces, largely ran the migrant programs. Several religious groups were
involved with migrant labor mission work, and by 1953, when the Mennonite Church’s South Paciﬁc Mission Board explored the Coalinga
area for mission possibilities, they found not only Mennonites there but
also “the Pentecostal Church and other similar groups” running Sunday
schools.63
In January 1950, MCC began a Voluntary Service (VS) unit in Huron to minister to migrant workers. The VS program provided alternative
service work in lieu of civil defense duties to Mennonite young people
who qualiﬁed as conscientious objectors with I-W status. Although MCC
assumed General Conference (GC) Mennonite support, the Mennonite
Brethren initially rejected involvement in the program. The GC First
Mennonite Church in Reedley began work in April that year with migrant laborers at a camp in Shafter. They believed that because the camp in
Shafter was government run, it was better to work there than at the camp
in Huron.64
A Mennonite trend toward closer working relationships with the government in the postwar decades was accompanied by the “total MCC approach,” which combined social action with a presentation of the Christian
faith. This combination of social and evangelical impulses caused some internal conﬂicts between workers and administrators, as when some signed
up for the migrant program with the intention of evangelizing the laborers
without addressing social concerns. Evangelism was certainly an objective
of MCC but never the sole reason for engaging in its work.
With the growing association of social and evangelistic work, Mennonites used language describing migrant workers as if through an “imperialist gaze,” assuming elements of Mennonite cultural superiority and
authority.65 In a letter to Ray Horst, assistant director of VS in Akron,
Pennsylvania, Arlene Sitler, administrative assistant of MCC in Fresno
County, discussed the future direction of the migrant program by the
end of 1950: “Many of the migrants [are] becoming Christians and consequently stabilizing and elevating their standards of living. We learned
much from their [migrants’] experience although our work will not be a
strictly religious program.”66 The program, run by a parachurch organization, incorporated medical, recreational, and educational elements. With
its mixture of evangelical religion and social action, some VS volunteers
stressed evangelism; others stressed social justice. What bothered Arthur
Jost, administrator of Kings View Homes (a Mennonite mental health facil-
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ity in Reedley) and a member of the MCC West Coast leadership, was that
Mennonites from eastern states emphasized the social program so strongly
that “when they came West they perhaps even forgot their Bibles.”67
If the absence of Bibles from the eastern states was lamented, in 1951,
the inﬂuence of local agribusiness was formidable. That spring, people in
migrant ministry debated moving their operation to Santa Clara Valley,
near San Jose, because they found the summer temperatures in the San
Joaquin Valley too hot. The large valley growers wanted the Mennonites
to maintain their programs in the valley’s labor camps, and so there they
stayed.68
Endorsements by valley growers did not resolve all Mennonite insecurities. Despite the growers’ acceptance of the Mennonite migrant ministry, the perception ministry workers had was that if their work was too
overtly Mennonite, their attempts to convert Catholics would be ineffective.69 This was signiﬁcant because MCC discovered that the majority
religion in the camps was Catholic or unnamed “radical religious cults.”
The presence of these other faiths deﬁned for MCC the “need for the
Church.” Part of MCC’s vision, beyond helping migrants transcend Catholicism and cults, was to guide the workers into permanent vocations.
There was a stated urgency in this, as it appeared that mechanical pickers
would soon replace human ones. Mennonites combined their concern for
worker instability in the face of modernization with vocational training.
The vocational training was to help laborers become “reliable Christian
citizens.”70
In the migrant labor camps of the San Joaquin Valley, Mennonite descriptions of Catholicism were largely negative.71 Mennonite rhetoric often conﬂated “Mexican,” “Mexican-American,” “Spanish,” and “Catholic”
with “back-sliding,” “fallen away,” or “for the most part misfortunates [sic].”
Mennonite camp workers described Catholics as territorial. When some
Catholic Sisters from an unnamed order learned of the Mennonite mission
to the children of migrant workers, they “forbade the children to come,”
for “they felt [this camp] was their territory.” A Mennonite writer hoped
that someone would present the children with the “true gospel, after the
Catholics are through with their program.” Using images of food and hunger to describe the desires of the laity, Mennonite language depicted Catholicism as unsatisfying. The Hispanic Catholics were “hungering after
the true Bread of Life,” and they “crave[d] spiritual food.”72 Accordingly,
Mennonites understood that they needed to teach migrant workers the
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“ideals which will make [them] happier,” taking up “responsibility to
his fellow man and to his God.”73 In addition, an MCC interim director
noted that although migrant workers had not “saved for the rainy days,”
the Mennonite workers must understand that the migrants did not cause
all their problems “by [their own] improper ﬁnancial habits.”74
Mennonites did not conﬁne their depictions, which reﬂected a certain sense of superiority over migrant workers, to religion. One example
involves cleanliness, establishing a clean white child as the standard by
which to judge other children. Judy (no last name given), working in a
Fresno County migrant camp, wrote to her mother about a white girl. The
girl was “ﬁlthier than all the brown kids put together,” but after a washing she “changed from an ugly little mess to a beautiful little doll! She has
blond hair and blue eyes—just adorable.” Judy also characterized migrant
workers as “uneducated, [possessing] no culture, so unsanitary, and so
poverty stricken.”75 Judy’s description of the migrant experience was more
complex. She also empathetically described the migrant workers as having
been taken advantage of, living in deplorable conditions of another’s making. Other anecdotal reports present migrant workers and their families
actively resisting their conditions, playing games, having parties, cooking,
and showing gratitude to Mennonites.76
Despite such rhetorical conﬁdence and having the support of the MCC,
the migrant mission program was fraught with instability. The First General Conference Mennonite Church of Reedley regularly sent workers
to conduct Sunday classes at the Coalinga camp mission, but in the early
1950s, they needed support from the MCC West Coast Regional Ofﬁce.
In 1952, the MCC West Coast Regional Ofﬁce even expressed concern
that the operation in Coalinga would fail during the summer due to ﬁnancial and mission worker shortages. Growers in the area secured ﬁnancial
support, but the mission worker supply remained uncertain.77
By the mid-1950s, the migrant ministry, known informally as “The
‘Church’ on Wheels,” was working with various community organizations and government departments, including Public Health Services, the
American Red Cross, local adult education programs in high schools, law
enforcement, and the Department of Employment. So, while evangelical
in its desire to lead people to Christian salvation, the ministry was also
part of a wider social reform movement that tied various groups together
to make the tedium and hard labor of migrant workers tolerable.78
In 1959, after the Brethren In Christ and the Reedley Mennonite
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Brethren Church showed interest in running the Huron migrant camp,
the main MCC ministry for migrant labor in California—which began in
Coalinga and moved to Huron in 1955—closed due to a lack of leadership
and its geographic distance from the Mennonite constituency.
Meanwhile, in the mid-1950s, the Mennonite Brethren began work
among Hispanics outside the labor camp context. In 1955 members of the
Reedley church rented a dance hall in the nearby migrant farm worker village of La Colonia (now Parlier). They passed out program ﬂyers, but no
one came. In preparation for the second meeting, the Mennonite Brethren
workers went to homes to pick up people in order to bring them. However,
they forgot the keys to the building and instead held the meeting in their
cars. Such difﬁculties notwithstanding, three years later, in 1958, the average attendance in Parlier was over two hundred. Mennonite Brethren
preachers such as Dr. Schlichting, the ﬁrst of the mission preachers, spoke
through interpreters and in that process trained Hispanic leaders. In fact,
“interpreting proved to be a training ground for young Hispanic preachers.” Dr. Schlichting started Hispanic churches in Reedley in 1962, Orange Cove in 1965, and Traver in 1979. Hispanics eventually pastored
all these churches, founded by Anglos. The Home Missions Board of the
Paciﬁc District Conference of Mennonite Brethren Churches supported
these churches as they increasingly “gain[ed] more self-sufﬁciency.”79
A Mennonite Brethren study by Ruby Dahl assessing their work among
Spanish speakers in the Reedley-Dinuba area described three characteristics of Hispanic people: they are usually Catholic, individualistic, and
migrant. In interviews with Mennonite Brethren pastors who worked
with Mexicans and Mexican-Americans, the pastors described Catholicism as a religion captivated by idols and superstition, and Catholics as
possessing no understanding that church and daily life were connected.
Dahl described Mexican-Americans as individualistic, but not egalitarian, because the men were hard drinkers who needed to seduce women to
prove their manliness, and the women were expected to remain sexually
pure for the sake of the home. The study concluded that the best way to
evangelize Mexican-Americans, captivated—as the argument went—by
their superstitious, idolatrous, and “simple and childlike” religion, was to
reach them while they were still migrants and unsettled geographically
and economically. It would make conversion easier.80
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Pluralism, Diversity, and Anxiety
However cognizant Mennonites were of their Christian obligation to be
a witness of their faith to all peoples (and their experiences in Southern
California and the San Joaquin Valley show that they clearly were), when
racial diversity encircled them at mid-century, they made disparate responses. The Mennonite Church in Los Angeles started a new church in
the suburbs and provided the option to move, resulting in a white migration to a suburban church, with the urban one becoming an AfricanAmerican congregation. The Mennonite Brethren considered their urban
location a “hard” place to live and work, but they stayed as a mission-based
church even as the Anglo Mennonite congregation closed. Perhaps their
evangelical sense of mission provided enough religious and social capital,
in the context of missions, to remain when Italian Catholics and AfricanAmericans moved in. Thus, while City Terrace remained faithful to its
origins as a mission to non-Mennonites, the Los Angeles Mennonite
Brethren Church closed in the face of changing demographics.
Rhetorically, Mennonites characterized the Catholicism of many of
their neighbors as governed by threatening priests, “ignorance,” and “indifference.” Whether it was Italian Catholics in 1920s Los Angeles or
Hispanic Catholics in postwar San Joaquin Valley migrant labor camps,
Mennonites approached their religious, ethnic, and racial “other” neighbors with a measure of caution, purpose, and at times superiority.
Los Angeles Mennonites of European descent faced the pressures
of pluralism at mid-century as population shifts in Southern California
brought not only new neighbors, but new anxieties. White Mennonites
of Germanic, Swiss, or Dutch-Prussian-Russian stock reacted to their
African-American neighbors both by staying in inner-city communities
and by moving to suburbs that aligned with their own socioeconomic
and racial identities. The more “progressive” the denomination, the more
likely its members were to ﬂee.81 The more evangelical and less attached
to Mennonite sociocultural form, the more likely Mennonites were to stay
in urban areas, even if with a strong sense of errand, as the demographics
changed.
In postwar California, Mennonites engaged increasingly with mainstream California culture. As seen in previous chapters, if they were awed
and embattled upon migrating to the garden that was California by forces
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beyond their control, they were nonetheless able to project a distinctive
Mennonite identity by constructing new religious patterns and social institutions. They enjoyed California’s healing environment and adapted
certain ethno-religious characteristics, such as dress codes, to their new
cultural environment.
By mid-century Mennonites enjoyed a robust conﬁdence in their accomplishments in California’s diverse and pluralistic society. Their transformation included a growing sympathy toward mainstream conservative
evangelicalism. Moreover, their comfort with being Californian blossomed in the twentieth century as they navigated a pluralistic religious
environment and adapted their own ethno-religious identity. Changing
religious and racial demographics forced diverse responses in Los Angeles, while in the San Joaquin Valley, Mennonites, with little hesitation,
employed colonialist tropes to describe migrant workers, most of whom
were of Hispanic Catholic background, and displayed the white evangelical racial anxieties of the day. Ironically, Mennonites clearly saw their
new neighbors as outsiders, as they—in a half-century about-face—were
now working, observing, and reporting as California insiders. Change
was everywhere in society and church. Although various plans and tactics
were used to navigate new demographic realities along the lines of mission outreach and church location, the evolving nature of gender roles also
emerged. We turn to explore part of the evolution of gendered roles in
Mennonite religious practice through the example of women’s missionary
societies.

chapter 6

From Sewing Circles to Missionary Societies
The Public Roles of Women in the Church
Lord help us to accomplish the greatest possible good in
the shortest possible time.
—Reedley MB Church Women’s Missionary Society theme for 1940–1941

Sewing in Church

F

rom the early twentieth century on, Mennonite women took the
initiative in creating sewing circles in California. As with much
else in life, over the course of the 1900s, there were struggles with
changing roles and identities as well as jockeying with authority. In sewing circles, which became missionary societies, Mennonite women openly,
creatively, and actively associated with a range of evangelical and mainstream organizations. Over the course of especially the postwar decades,
they expanded their role in the church and used images resonant with
American exceptionalism to identify themselves.1 Though often denied
formal leadership roles in Mennonite churches, women exercised inﬂuence through missions, which acted as “parallel organizations” to church
structures.2 The women found themselves living as insiders and outsiders
in their own churches, but they were not “passive victims of religious ideologies.” They negotiated “roles within the ideologies” of their churches
while addressing issues of gender, evangelism, and social relief.3 At midcentury, they recalibrated their efforts through rationalized administration, hard work, and patriotic show.
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Mennonites were creating new organizations as an integral part of their
response to various internal and external pressures. Organizations such as
women’s sewing circles show how the development of new institutions
reﬂects a changing vision of Mennonites in society—especially as groups
such as the Mennonite Central Committee (MCC), Voluntary Service
(VS), women’s groups, and schools interact.
Women began the ﬁrst California Mennonite Brethren sewing circle
in 1913 in the Reedley Mennonite Brethren Church. They gathered to
raise money for missions in Russia, China, and India. That ﬁrst year they
collected $50 for two missionaries in China and $125 for missions in
India. By 1918, they had raised $820 and, in 1919, $1,545.4 On January 21, 1937, twenty-ﬁve years later, a second group formed in Reedley,
the Christian Charity Workers. Accounting for changing dynamics for
women, this was an evening group for younger women with children or
jobs.5
Missions were an entirely suitable, and among the only, venues for
women to access public roles in church. They also formed “to organize a
mission society in order that they as sisters of the church would be enabled
to more speciﬁcally serve to further the work of the Lord.”6 The language
is a subtle and complex merging of not only gender expectations, but internal church cohesion grounded in gendered relations of “sisters”—to each
other and presumably to the “brothers.” At their inaugural meeting, the
1913 Reedley group acted on their convictions, fusing piety with administrative process, in reading scripture, praying, and democratically electing
their ofﬁcers by ballot. Thus, “with great enthusiasm the work was begun
by bringing together some funds and materials with which to begin working.” They began quilting and mending clothes as “a testimony to their
commitment to mission work.” It was a gendered, tactile, and clearly public expression of faith.7
In promoting their work in both spiritual and material terms, they
sought the blessing of church leaders. Their pastor, Rev. John Berg,
praised them “for their noble efforts and advised them to proceed without
delay and agreed to bring the matter [of their organizing] to the church
membership for approval.” Berg did so and the church membership accepted the group with “their blessing” and regarded them “as an ofﬁcial
service” of the church. The circle credited that support for encouraging
many women to join. At their recognition service, Reverend Berg prayed;
read Acts 9:35–43, a text about a woman named Dorcas who helped an
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invalid with garments she made; and “gave them much good advice which
later proved of great value.”8
Decades later, the sewing circle looked back over their work and wrote
anniversary histories, which over time included signiﬁcant though subtle
changes themselves. The paragraphs describing the start of the “Women’s
Missionary Society” in both the 1955 and 1980 histories are nearly identical except for the insertion of a short phrase in 1980. The 1955 edition
concludes: “This resulted in the formation of the Paciﬁc District Women’s
Missionary Service, the object of which is to keep the missionary societies
informed of the ways in which they can assist in carrying out conference
projects.”9 In the 1980 edition, the corresponding sentence reads, “The
main functions of the women’s district conference group are to inform all
missionary groups of the district about ways in which they can assist in
conference projects, and to emphasize the importance of prayer to undergird the
work of the Mennonite Brethren.”10
The change signals a pietistic and evangelical cultural shift from emphasizing practical affairs to individual practices. The 1955 history concludes: “God’s blessing has rested upon this women’s organization, and
it has been used in the Master’s service to help bring the Gospel ‘To all
the World.’ His Word, as found in Isaiah 58:11, has again proved itself
true. ‘And the Lord shall guide thee continually . . . and thou shalt be like
a watered garden and like a spring of water whose waters fail not.’ ”11 The
1980 account is more succinct. It adheres to the same point of God’s approval but does so with less rhetorical ﬂourish: “God has blessed and is
continuing to bless the work of the M. B. Missionary Society in bringing the Gospel ‘to all the world.’ ”12 Between these accounts, twenty-ﬁve
years apart, their identiﬁcation with evangelical piety became clearer.
As the Reedley sewing circles expanded and adapted to the needs
of their membership, women in the nearby Shafter Mennonite Brethren
Church had an altogether different experience. There, it took two years for
the Church Council to accept the sewing circle in principle and an additional seven years to fully approve it in 1928. Although they disbanded in
1934, under the leadership of Mrs. P. P. Rempel, they reorganized into the
“‘Bible Class and Sewing Hour.’ ”13 This does not, however, denote inactivity.
During the 1920s and 1930s, most of the clothes and money given by
the Shafter church to the starving Mennonites in Russia and Canada came
through the women’s sewing circle. In fact, they ﬁnally overcame Church
Council’s reluctance to approve their sewing circle when they agreed to
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buy the church a piano, using the old one as a down payment. John C.
Penner and Adolf I. Frantz, Shafter chroniclers, strongly disapproved of
the council’s terms: “What Christian condescension! From then on until the present day, except for a few war years, when on account of a gas
shortage, transportation was lacking, the women of the church have sewed
and quilted, conducted sales, donated of their time and money to such an
extent that their work constitutes one of the brightest chapters in the history of the Mennonite Brethren relief and Missionary enterprise.”14 Sewing circle ministry spread quickly as groups formed in prewar Reedley,
Shafter, and Los Angeles.
Women asserted inﬂuence by creating their own organization and
making choices regarding the work they did. Moreover, their choices
were consequential for everyone in the church. They were negotiating
roles within religious ideologies.15 Such conﬂict and negotiation did not
dampen their liveliness as they developed organizations. Shafter’s records
begin on September 4, 1923, with thirty-one women attending, although
this was their fourteenth meeting. They met in a member’s home, where
meetings typically opened and closed with singing, prayer, and scripture
reading. Like their counterparts in Reedley, the Shafter women held annual relief sales and only missed the 1933 sale when they sewed for the
Red Cross. Such was their pattern throughout the 1920s and 1930s.16
Shafter disbanded for ﬁve years but reorganized on March 2, 1939,
and “met for the purpose of organizing a Bible Class and sewing hour.
[Where] the ladies strongly desired more time to study the Bible under
her [Mrs. P. P. Rempel’s] able leadership.”17 Their projects remained mission oriented: visiting homes and collecting and mending clothing for missionaries. On one exceptional occasion, they even installed a bathroom for
Mrs. Rempel after sending her and her daughter on a vacation. All their
work was performed in a religious context that placed priority on Bible
study and “able leadership,” where they met needs both from within and
without their group.18
After several years, the church deaconate—a church ofﬁce devoted to
spiritual and physical needs within the congregation—demonstrated its
approval when the deacons approached the Bible Class for canned fruit.
The deacons told the women that they hoped to bring canned fruit on
visits to poor people and asked if the Bible Class was willing to can it for
them. The women decided to can apricots in June and asked of themselves
that everyone “visit some sick or lonely person before the next meeting.”19
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In addition to the apricots, they canned approximately 200 quarts of
peaches that June.20 By the 1940s, the Shafter women had established a
stable and active mission organization, complete with an effective leadership structure, standardized meeting structure, and the authority to decide not only on which projects to work but also their level of cooperation
with the deacons.
As Shafter’s circle was beginning, women at the General Conference’s
Whosoever Will Mission (later the Immanuel Mennonite Church) in Los
Angeles created the Mary-Martha Circle on September 29, 1918, under
the leadership of Ina Feighner. It was one of two circles there, and its name
came from the New Testament texts Luke 10:38–42 and John 11. Their
purpose was “to study the life of Christ more fully in detail and to be a
help in the church wherever necessary.”21 Although the details of the early
years of the Mary-Martha Circle are sketchy, in early 1919 they held their
ﬁrst evening service for the entire church, which was praised: “What a
ﬁne organization to help make matters more attractive and blessed!”22 At
times, they also visited other Mennonite churches to deliver a missionary
program.23 Throughout the 1930s, the two circles at Immanuel focused on
different forms of mission: the Mary and Martha Circle stressed the needs
of their congregation and Bible study; the Missionary Sewing Society collected and mended clothing for relief in Africa, Asia, and Canada.24

In a Time of War
Just as it touched most everything else, World War II affected sewing circles. As migrant labor camps and Civilian Public Service (CPS) camps—
camps for conscientious objectors to perform work of national importance
in lieu of military service—emerged, foreign mission support declined
within many circles. Within the General Conference, at the Women’s
Missionary Sewing Society at Immanuel Mennonite Church, both the
labor camps and the CPS camps took precedence. War forced greater interdenominational work through such agencies as the Mennonite Central Committee (MCC) and CPS. Although migrant camps received baby
clothes and some money, CPS received most of the attention, including
food, kitchen supplies, Christmas cards, and clothing donations.25
In 1948, the Paciﬁc District secretary for the Mennonite Church, Anna
M. Snyder, read a paper at the district’s Annual Sewing Circle Meeting
titled, “Service Not a Substitute for Spirituality.” It is one of the more
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theologically reﬂective statements by California women societies on the
nature of their work. She outlined her understanding of the relationship
between spirituality and church work in terms of evangelical and pietistic
theology: “Spirituality is the result of the operation of the Spirit of God by
the instrument of the Word of God upon the individual,” and “the source of
spirituality is Christ Himself.” Snyder embraced the individual’s experience
of Christ in evangelical terms, where the person submits to Christ and confesses sin, thus “receiv[ing] pardon through the merits of the atoning work
of Christ in the shedding of His blood on Calvary.” Having experienced
the “operation of the Spirit of God,” then succumbing to God’s voice and
ﬁnally adhering to an evangelical theology of atonement, Snyder argued,
she and other faithful were ready to “to prove our faith by our works . . .
[understanding] that our service will be to the glory of God, that it will be
the result of and not a substitute for spirituality.”26 They constructed their
identity by combining piety, evangelicalism, and social action.
The sewing circle at the Bethany Mennonite Brethren Church in
Fresno, for example, worked not only for their church but also the local
Red Cross, representing a broad understanding of priorities and socialreligious afﬁliation. The Bethany sewing circle began on February 15,
1940, and made two decisions that day: whether to strike out on their
own or join the Reedley Mennonite Brethren Women’s Missionary Society, and whether to work for the Red Cross. They decided to form their
own independent group. At the following meeting, on March 21, 1940,
they appointed a committee to study the possibility of doing work for the
Red Cross. Three years later, on March 4, 1943, they decided to work
for the Red Cross only when the organization needed help and after a
special meeting was called to decide action on a case-by-case basis. Those
restrictions were short-lived. On April 1, 1943, some women took Red
Cross work home with them from their meeting. Red Cross work was
fully embraced by June 24, 1943, when without holding a special meeting, or recording any discussion, it was their ofﬁcial project that day.27
The Bethany circle established a similar structure as the others: electing a slate of ofﬁcers, opening a bank account, assessing a membership
fee (twenty-ﬁve cents), and forming committees for various tasks, ranging from the Red Cross to refreshments. They organized their meetings
around singing, prayer, scripture reading, and project work while dividing
their attention between the Red Cross and Mennonite service projects.28
They operated in a similar way to women in Dinuba, who split their work
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between Mennonites in the military—for whom they made a “service ﬂag,
on which to put the names of the boys in the service of our country”—and
CPS men at Three Rivers Camp, for whom they made aprons.29
At the same time, the Reedley Women’s Missionary Society ran very
successful relief sales, averaging $4,000 a year from 1943 through 1945.
The sales raised money and collected needed items for the church building
fund, the mental health hospital Kings View Homes (KVH), the senior
care facility Home for the Aged, and their own church.30 As they grew,
they developed a rational organizational structure. In their yearbooks,
which contain the upcoming year’s activities and meeting outlines, a different theme for each year was recorded. In 1940 the motto was a folksy
“To serve the master is our aim, M. B. Mission Society is our name.” Each
year, they also elected a slate of ofﬁcers to ﬁll twelve positions: president,
vice-president, treasurer, secretary, gift treasurer, sewing advisor, assistant
advisor, program chairman, hostess chairman, visiting chairman, charity
chairman, and decoration chairman.31 Throughout the early 1940s, annual themes included a prayer, “Lord help us to accomplish the greatest
possible good in the shortest possible time,” and a slogan, “For God and
Home and Everyland.”32
In 1942, they created the ofﬁce of historian, a position that had several incarnations. It began as a separate ofﬁce in 1942–1943, was combined with public chairman in 1944–1945, and dropped completely in
1951 until ﬁnally paired with the publicity chairman in 1957. The duties
of historian are not given, but in practice the historian kept a scrapbook
of pictures, mementos such as banquet invitations, and newspaper clippings.33 Although the historian appears to have been more a chronicler,
the results of her work helped fashion and preserve women’s understanding of their work, its signiﬁcance, and their identity.
The Shafter sewing circle did very well through most of the 1940s. It
averaged nearly twenty members a year for over sixteen years and made
dozens of comforters and quilts for MCC, along with collecting thousands
of pounds of used clothing. In addition, they worked on several projects
for the church and on one occasion with the Boy Scouts.34 When the
Zionsbote, the ofﬁcial publication of the Mennonite Brethren Church in
North America, reported a need for bedding, the sewing circles advertised
the need in the local newspaper, and in response the community donated
eighteen comforters, twelve blankets, and nine pillows, in addition to the
ninety-eight comforters made by the circle. Its meetings also mixed work
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The Reedley Mennonite Brethren Church Missionary Society, ca. 1951.
Source: Records of Reedley Mennonite Brethren Church.

with spiritual development, often simultaneously: “For our devotions we
usually quoted Bible verses and sang songs, not only for devotions, but also
while working.”35
The Shafter sewing circle had to overcome some ﬁnancial difﬁculties in
the late 1940s. After running out of money in March 1947, an appeal was
made to their pastor, Rev. H. D. Wiebe, who then held a special Easter
offering for them, raising sixty dollars.36 After the special offering, they
were told “there would always be money in the church treasury to carry
on their work.”37 Actions such as this offering, the pastor helping the circle when in need, the large amount of work the sewing circle did for the
church itself, in addition to sewing clothes for the needy, demonstrates a
supportive relationship between the women and the larger church. Such
support changed, however, when a new pastor collided with a growing
regional women’s movement.

Postwar: Rationalizing the Work
In October 1948, the Mennonite Brethren Paciﬁc District Conference
asked the Reedley Missionary Society “to make a survey of the women’s
groups in the district, and to report on their activities, ﬁnances, and on
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their distribution of the money. An outcome of this survey, the conference saw the necessity for coordination.” The result was the creation of
the Paciﬁc District Women’s Missionary Service, with the mandate “to
keep the missionary societies informed of the ways in which they can assist in carrying out conference projects.”38 The survey found that there
were eighteen women’s groups with approximately 380 members with
a combined cash income of approximately $20,000. When the values of
relief materials were added, it totaled approximately $40,000. Following
the report, the conference was favorably disposed to their formally organizing in order to avoid duplication in their work as individual circles. At
the Mennonite Brethren regional district level, the Women’s’ Missionary
Service (WMS) formally organized on November 14, 1948, with the support of the conference and most of the pastors. There was some resistance,
mostly from Rev. Waldo Wiebe, the new pastor in Shafter.39
All that was left was formal recognition of the WMS at a service in
Reedley that November. Waldo Wiebe, who disapproved of the idea,
wrote J. B. Toews, pastor of Reedley Mennonite Brethren Church, a letter
informing him of a resolution passed by Shafter’s Church Council:
You are aware of my personal reaction as to the report at the Conference,
and I wish at this time to further convey the feeling of the Church Council which is in perfect agreement and have made the following resolution
which we wish that you would present to the sisters who are in charge of
calling this meeting: “We, the Church council of the Shafter Mennonite
Brethren Church, encourage our sisters to continue with the work but we
do not wish them to organize with the intention to report to the Paciﬁc
District Conference.”40

Toews replied, “After consulting with the brethren H. R. Wiens and
B. J. Braun, we felt that it would not be a proper procedure to read your
letter to the group for as much as the Conference had passed a resolution
recommending that this organization be effected.” Later Toews suggested,
“It would be the proper procedure to register such an opinion to the Conference instead of to the sisters who have proceeded on the strength of our
Conference recommendation.”41 Wiebe was effectively rebuffed, and the
service went as planned.
Wiebe, however, had already hedged his position by telling Toews that
the women in his church did not even want to be there. In his telling:
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“We have also talked to our Sewing Circle. We have as a church no objection in their planning together and counseling together of how to carry
on their work, but our Sewing Circle ofﬁcers do not wish to be presented
at the conference in a report that is given by their organization as an ofﬁcial Conference organization.” Wiebe claimed, “They rather choose to
work quietly under the direction of our local relief committee and Church
Council who shall make it a point to report and carefully pray and support
the worthy efforts of our Sewing Circle.”42
As historian Valerie Rempel discovered, the Shafter women actually
believed their ambition was ignored and experience misrepresented. In
fact, their minutes show they planned to be in Reedley and were surprised when Wiebe requested they not attend.43 The women respected
his request, though not without disappointment. In the minutes of the
Shafter sewing circle, the following comments were underlined—and it
is only in regards to this issue that any underlining occurs anywhere in
their minutes—“This is Wednesday [November 3, 1948], we met today
because we expected to go to Reedley tomorrow to organize as a womens
[sic] mission society [sic].” The minutes of November 18, 1948, begin
with, also underlined, “We didn’t go to Reedley after all.” Two weeks
later, on December 2, 1948, the minutes read, “For our devotional Rev.
Wiebe read Exodus 35:23 to 26 and explained to us why he thinks we
should not join the womens missionary soicioty [sic].”44 Despite resistance
from their church’s leadership, the sewing circle found it in their interest
to be a part of the larger WMS and worked to that end.45 They joined
WMS in January 1950.
The organizers of the November 1948 recognition service were prepared for some resistance: “A missionary visiting our Missionary Society,
informed us of strong opposition from several pastors to such an organization. We felt that we had to expect some opposition, since any new thing,
no matter how good, has usually some opposition.” The WMS responded
in spiritually humble fashion: “It drove us to our knees, and we prayed
much for God’s guidance, and that His will be done.” Some of the women
thought that the problem was in church leaders who feared a power struggle: “It seemed that some [church leaders] were fearful that the women
wanted to be on the Conference Program and gradually would take over.”
After opposition subsided, and the WMS had grown to twenty-eight circles with a membership of approximately nine hundred, the leader behind
its creation, Lydia Martens, reﬂected: “We also thank the Lord for those
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who were opposed, for it caused us to pray much, and search our hearts to
see whether we were really seeking only the glory of God.”46 The WMS
never intended to usurp authority, but their very creation worried some.
They searched their hearts as good pietistic evangelicals and found that in
this case, they were correct and continued on their way.47
However, WMS did intend to be part of the American story. In the
1948 general report of the sewing circles of the Paciﬁc District Conference, WMS president, Lydia Martens, historicized the creation of sewing
circles. She located their signiﬁcance in the westward course of American
settlement and domestic inﬂuence of women: “As people moved westward and new churches were organized, in time they also had their Missionary Societies, the women realizing that there were some things to be
done in the kingdom of God which only women could do.” She recounted
a story of “an expectant mother on the verge of despair because of the adverse circumstances, not knowing how she would clothe or feed her baby,
found new hope when she saw the little embroidered designs on the baby
garments and the label, ‘In the Name of Christ!’ ” Finally, linking it to their
project, “Today every church in the Paciﬁc District Conference has one or
more such groups, with a total of eighteen groups, an approximate membership of three hundred and eighty.”48 It was a thematically rich tale linking gender, faith, and nation.
Martens wove together images of America’s westward expansion with
the strength and civilizing work of women: “It is difﬁcult to give an accurate report of all that the women do, as women do numerous little things
in the home that go unnoticed and yet mean so much in making a home
pleasant, which is also true in our societies. Too, a great deal has been done
of which no record has been kept.” Her report helped establish a selfawareness that their work was of national importance. Their list of projects beyond the Mennonite world was impressive: “Red Cross, Release
Hour, North Carolina Mission, Christian Radio Programs, Los Angeles
Children’s Home, Grace Children’s Home, American Bible Society.”49
They fused traditional womanhood, grounded in family, with national
ambition, which was reﬂected in the scope of their work.
Over the following year, 1949, the WMS executive located the functional place of the WMS within the larger conference. In February 1949,
they adopted the tentative name Paciﬁc Coast Women’s Missionary Society and passed a series of resolutions: “To be of help and to work with the
individual circles; to try and distribute the work of supplying the needs
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of going missionaries and those out in the ﬁeld; to call for uniﬁed prayer
for our missionaries and relief workers.” They “divided the work into 6
phases; Prayer, Missionary Program, Missionary Sewing, M.C.C., Extension Work, and Home for aged.” They drew up speciﬁc tasks for the six
phases, “to avoid duplication of our work at one place, and perhaps avoid
omitting some needs entirely at another ﬁeld.”50 The transformation of a
once grassroots network of local sewing circles into an efﬁcient umbrella
organization was well under way.

Expanding the Work
At their annual meetings, held each November, WMS invited a special
speaker to deliver an address. In 1949 they invited Rev. A. E. Janzen, executive secretary of the Mennonite Brethren Board of Foreign Missions.
He underscored the connection between WMS’s purpose and America’s
ascendancy: “He stressed the fact to us how fortunate women in America
are compared to the women of heathen lands. Christianity changes woman’s place from slavery to a higher level of understanding.”51 Janzen’s understanding of the “place” of women within the church and society was
predicated on American exceptionalism and selective historical memory
concerning the complex relationship between Christianity and slavery.
Another Mennonite Brethren leader, J. B. Toews, always supportive of the
WMS, spoke in 1956 and “stressed the important part the woman has in
the motivation of the spiritual program in our conference.”52 In the former,
women were acted on by the historical forces of American Christianity; in
the latter, women acted on conference work.
The role of women in mid-twentieth-century Mennonite Brethren Paciﬁc Conference work expanded dramatically through the 1950s. In that
decade, at least two themes emerged: WMS continued a process of professionalizing and expanding relief work, and church leaders increasingly
sought ﬁnancial assistance from them while verbally embracing traditional
domestic roles. WMS in its growth eventually encouraged organizational
conformism as its inﬂuence in the Paciﬁc District Conference grew.
New local groups continued to form. At the ﬁrst meeting of Fresno’s
Butler Avenue Mennonite Brethren women’s missionary society (to be
named the Mary-Martha Circle), in May 1957, they read John 15, discussed their name, and ﬁlled a range of administrative ofﬁces, including
president, vice-president, and secretary-treasurer, as well as work, MCC,
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program, and hostess committees. They agreed to hold two meetings a
month in the daytime and evening, with each one beginning with a devotional led by a member. At their second meeting, they held an installation
ceremony for the ofﬁcers, where the president stood in the center, ofﬁcers
stood around her forming spokes, and the rest encircled them to form a
wheel. The symbolism, as it was explained, was that for a wheel to work,
all parts were important. Afterward, they had a skit “on the proper ways
of visiting in Japan,” and renamed the Sunshine Committee as the Cheer
Committee.53
Over the next two years, the Mary-Martha Circle received many donations from their members, including a sewing machine, “saladizer,” and
forty serving trays. Butler’s board of trustees authorized the Mary-Martha
Circle to choose the pattern of dishes and tableware for the church. They
also created a ﬂower committee responsible for acquiring and arranging
ﬂowers for the church. The Mary-Martha Circle held a “grocery shower”
for Mennonite Brethren Biblical Seminary (MBBS, now Fresno Paciﬁc
Biblical Seminary) students, raising twenty dollars in groceries and four
dollars in cash from forty-two women.54
At the regional level, back in 1954, WMS had made several decisions
to develop their structural identity, including adopting a constitution,
which framed their purpose: “To promote spiritual growth. To help the
various needs of our church, District Conference and General Conference with prayers, sewing, donations in kind and cash.”55 The constitution deﬁned voting practices, membership requirements, the executive
committee, and a smaller executive board. The only deference made to
male leadership in the document was the automatic inclusion of pastors’
wives in the WMS and in the WMS executive board. Powers within the
WMS executive committee increased whereby they could bypass a twothirds majority vote and call special meetings of the executive board. They
also decided at the meeting that in the future, all money collected locally
was to be forwarded to the secretary-treasurer, signaling a centralizing of
power and resources.56 The WMS membership retained ﬁnal approval
of which projects to support, and requests from Mennonite institutions
increased through the 1950s.
Arthur Jost, who had recently established KVH in Reedley, secured
the support of churches to help with furnishing KVH, but in their agreements, churches often made it a project for their sewing circles. Jost thought
this “irregular” as the churches “will expect credit be given in the confer-
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ence books for this expenditure,” instead of to the sewing circles.57 Yet
the societies grew only as a denominational presence, and at the WMS’
January 12, 1955, meeting, Jost asked them if they could provide KVH
with a sewing machine. The WMS approved the request and gave the
money on April 12, 1955. This appears to be the ﬁrst recorded event of a
representative of a denominational institution coming to the WMS asking
for help. Signiﬁcantly, WMS at the same meeting decided to further their
rationalizing process: “The committee [executive] favored that we ask the
Foreign Mission Board for a uniﬁed program for the sewing circles.”58 By
the mid-1950s, WMS grew more professional, the executive committee
gathered more authority, and denominational institutions recognized and
understood their inﬂuence.
Furthermore, in the mid-1950s, WMS created the Missionary Rally,
an all-day fund-raiser with singing, scripture readings, devotionals, and
committee report presentations. WMS provided their membership with
a list of project options on which they voted. At the ﬁrst rally, March 15,
1956, in Fresno, they gave the offering of $154.27 to a radio broadcast
ministry in Japan. KVH came again to WMS, this time requesting a piano—though the women did not record their response. That fall, WMS
made two recommendations concerning relief projects: support a missionary nurse at the maternity hospital in Africa at $1000 a year and “accept an
educational project [providing] groceries, clothing and baby furniture, at
the Mennonite Brethren Biblical Seminary.”59 Educational projects such
as MBBS dominated WMS in the 1960s and coincided with the rise of
the MCC West Coast Regional Ofﬁce—which also worked with migrant
camps and relief centers—and its own annual mission auction. Though
the circles provided a comparatively small percentage of the seminary’s
budget, the school’s administrators greatly appreciated their assistance.
Despite the increased conference presence for WMS, some Mennonite
leaders still considered them free labor. In 1959, when Paciﬁc Bible Institute and Junior College in Fresno opened a new classroom wing, the
school held a social function for its dedication, and the North American
Mennonite Brethren Board of Education turned to WMS: “To make this
anticipated large company of guests feel welcome and show a token of appreciation for their attendance the committee believes it would be very
appropriate to serve light refreshments for the occasion.” The rationale:
“Since the sisters of the Womens [sic] Missionary Service are so actively
engaged in the Educational program of our Conference, the committee

From Sewing Circles to Missionary Societies

Members of the Reedley Mennonite Brethren Church Missionary Society
preparing to board buses to attend the Paciﬁc District Conference Women’s
Missionary Service annual meeting in Shafter, California, 1955.
Source: Records of Reedley Mennonite Brethren Church.

would like to extend a special invitation to all the sisters of the service.
We would further ask whether a represintation [sic] from each of the
various circles would be willing to serve the refreshments during the
open house.”60 Despite the expanding role and inﬂuence of WMS, some
denominational administrators regarded them as simply eager to serve
punch.61
By 1960, other developments signaled that WMS was modernizing.
They had an ofﬁcial origins narrative to recite at ofﬁcial functions that
emphasized unity, coordination in helping missionaries, and their directing of monies to projects within and outside the conference. In fall 1960,
one of the original WMS committees changed its name from Missionary
Sewing Committee to Missionary Supply Committee. They were about
so much more than sewing.62

Religious Teachings
J. B. Toews, while pastor at Reedley Mennonite Brethren Church in
1950, delivered a few sermons for women’s missionary societies where he

125

126

california mennonites
spoke on the appropriate place for women. In his Mother’s Day sermon,
“A Godly Mother,” Toews began with the premise that women were the
moral engine behind family, society, and church: “Where there are godly
mothers, there is a strong Church.” The mother teaches child values and
possesses “the communication of nature.” Toews clariﬁed the point of communication of nature with two examples: the ﬁrst was found in animals,
where, for example, hens raise chickens. The second example was theological: God, “not college training,” endowed mothers with people skills;
“psychology is natural to mothers.”63
Toews was aware that his sympathetic position toward an active role
for women in the church was not always popular: “Tradition of Mennonites held women in very insigniﬁcant place as concerns responsibility in
the church and in the Kingdom of God.” Not surprisingly, Toews reﬂected
the mid-century milieu in praising the power of women as inherent in
their “natural” position: “Degeneration of the dignity of woman hood [is]
always prominent in spiritual and moral decline of a nation and spiritual
life.” In promoting WMS’s position within the Paciﬁc District, he maintained the premise of a created natural order that provided a woman with
power through children and home.64
Rev. Waldo Wiebe, the pastor in Shafter who attempted to block
WMS’s formation, held a similar, though extreme, understanding of the
maternal nature of female power. In January 1950, after Shafter joined
the WMS, they adopted the name Mission Relief Workers. On April 6,
1950, they observed that their name “includes much and may we humbly
try to fulﬁll what the name implies.” The Mission Relief Workers ﬁlled
their year with plenty of work, including a year-end banquet in May with
their husbands and an approval for a $600 commitment to furnish a bedroom at KVH. Pastor Wiebe led a Bible study series on women’s role in
the church.65
Wiebe’s devotional was heartfelt: “He read Math. 18, 1 to 14 [Matthew
18:1–4]. He said he had, had a longing to talk to us Mothers for quite some
time, because he felt there was work to do for us Mothers, right here at
home, which he thought we have neglected very much.” He described
their failings in generational terms: “Therefore, he ﬁrst brought out these
thoughts. The responsibility of the older to the younger. The value of a
child. He asked have you talked and prayed with one of our church daughters lately? Our greatest sin is omission. He begged us to take this with us
for the summer months and pray for grace to talk to our girls.”66
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When the Mission Relief Workers of Shafter joined the WMS, they
pledged to raise $600 for KVH, made eight comforters, and embroidered
the church aprons. Despite this, when Wiebe spoke on a biblical text
about rank in the kingdom of God, the women described feelings of guilt:
“I think we all felt our short comings and expressed it in our prayers and
asked for forgiveness.”67 If Toews’s understanding of gender and nature
led to expanding responsibility, Wiebe’s understanding led to restriction.
He led other devotionals in the early 1950s. including “Do’s and Don’ts
of a Christian Home,” “Christian atmosphere in the Home,” “A Christian
Home,” and “What a mother can do to create a Christian atmosphere in
the Home.”68 The signiﬁcance of these reactions, however, came in the
women forcing the issue through avenues of church ministry.
The theme of a Christian woman keeping a Christian home was not
solely the province of male leadership. For the 1955–1956 year, the
Dinuba Mennonite Brethren sewing circle used “The Christian Woman”
as its annual theme. Under this theme, they held the following devotionals: “Her Church and Conduct,” “Her Responsibility and Inﬂuence in the
Home,” “Her Position and Service in the Church,” “Her Avenues of Witness and Service in the Community,” and “Her Position on the Mission
Field.”69 Meanwhile, in Reedley, themes for much of the 1950s kept to
the image of church expansion, with one example connecting it to domesticity, “We Sew and Serve.” Other annual themes included “Wider Horizons: The Gospel for the Whole World” and “Spread the Sail.”70 These
themes connecting community and church involvement reveal the scope
of their ambition.
The 1960s continued some of these themes as others began. The yearbooks of the Reedley Mennonite Brethren Church’s Women’s Missionary Society reﬂect images of modernity and cold war piety, such as rocket
ships and a clock set to ﬁve minutes to twelve made subservient to a recurring image of a cross superimposed over the earth. By 1970, the apocalyptic “Behold He Cometh [to] Occupy” adorned its covers.71
The WMS, both in its Paciﬁc District Conference manifestation and
at the congregational level, provided not only comforters for missionaries, but also identity and autonomy for women in a denomination largely
ambivalent to their role. That ambivalence, or even outright opposition,
did not stop them but often strengthened them. They created a social organization, managed it professionally, and exerted inﬂuence in their religious world. The process of professionalizing through the 1940s and
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1950s turned a series of unconnected sewing circles into a large umbrella
organization, which in the 1950s raised over a quarter of a million dollars
for relief work.72
Esther Brandt clearly connected WMS to the larger purpose of American progress. At a WMS executive committee meeting in April 1961,
“Mrs. Brandt reviewed the work of the Women’s Missionary Service.
She related how the organization had begun with 18 circles twelve years
ago and now has 40 in number . . . [and she] spoke of seeing the Liberty
Bell and how it symbolizes freedom, and yet, through the years, so many
changes have taken place in our land. So, too, many changes have taken
place in the work of the Women’s Missionary Service.” She continued by
reminding WMS of its initial purpose by quoting their founding sisters:
“To promote spiritual growth. To help the various needs of our church,
District conference and General Conference with our prayers, sewing,
donations in kind and cash.” Finally, she charged the group to forgo personal feelings and seek the good of the larger group.73 It was a hybrid of
American exceptionalism, Mennonite bureaucracy, maternal feminism,
and group submission, and it called for sacriﬁce to WMS.74 Through their
ambition, sacriﬁce, evangelical piety, social concern, grassroots origin, and
growing bureaucracy, Mennonite Brethren women were, as the WMS
motto put it, redeeming the time.
During the stressful demographic shifts of the 1950s at Calvary Mennonite Church (MC) in Los Angeles, the Woman’s Missionary Society
promoted themselves by connecting their membership, womanhood, and
Mennonite responsibility: “Everyone that can should try to attend this
worthy endeavor. It would be too bad if such a ﬁne thing as sewing circle
should die out because no one any longer is willing to support it with their
time and effort.”75 Or two years later: “Sewing circle like other Christian
service requires that you prove to the Lord why you cannot come rather
than having Him give you some reason why you should serve in this way.
Every sister who is physically able to be at sewing surely ought to be there
to contribute her part to this great service of the church.”76 The urgings
continued through the decade, pricking women’s consciences to keep the
circle itself functioning in a time of congregational stress. In summer 1956,
the sewing circle laid out their balancing act in church bulletins, where
issues of identity and women’s role in church and modern life coalesced:
“All sisters are urged to come to this meeting [Ladies Sewing Circle]. If
you can’t sew this is the best place to learn. Surely we can arrange to come
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once a month to work a few hours for people who are less fortunate than
we in spite of all the latest gadgets we must contend with.”77
Minnie Graber, president for the denominational-wide body Women’s Missionary Society Association (WMSA), instituted a process to
make more efﬁcient the delegation of work to the circles. She proposed
that future planning by the national body be informed by questionnaires
returned by local circles and that future communication ﬂow both ways
through district secretaries. The regional districts would ideally have
more say regarding what local constituents worked on. In so doing, the
WMSA’s general committee agreed not to bypass district secretaries in
their communications with local circles, and in return, local circles would
complete their questionnaires.78 This development rationalized efﬁcient
communications, centralized control, and linked local congregations to
district secretaries and ultimately to the national body in Elkhart, Indiana.
The California circles were much smaller in number than those on the
East Coast.79 Aware of these comparisons in size, one California circle
president countered the implied slight: “Here in California our work is
different. So many women work and our groups are quite small at best.”80
On one occasion the secretary of the South Paciﬁc Women’s Missionary
and Service Auxiliary informed Graber about the difﬁculty of being located so far from the head ofﬁce and how it seemed that in California, they
were running on “old steam,” though she confessed that if it were not for
the WMSA, she “would be bored.”81 Her letters indicate that such work
was as much for building social networks as for performing church work,
at times revealing the persistence of feeling isolated on the West Coast.

America the Beautiful
In Los Angeles, after the General Conference congregation Immanuel
moved to Downey in the late 1950s, the Women’s Missionary Society
experienced a decline in revenue and attendance. Revenue that peaked at
$872.28 in 1950 declined to under $400 by the mid-1950s. It rose to more
than $500 dollars for the remainder of the decade.82 Attendance was difﬁcult to maintain in the 1950s, and they did three things to strengthen it:
they joined the National Association of Evangelicals’ Woman’s Auxiliary
and the United Church Women of Downey, and they made any woman
who attended three consecutive meetings an automatic member. The
constitution permitted the latter of these three strategies when receipts
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dropped below $400 and average attendance fell to fourteen in 1956.
With the new policy, by 1958, they had a membership of forty-four, an
average attendance of thirty, and an $80 increase in donations.83
North in Reedley, General Conference Mennonite women organized the Worthwhile Circle in the 1940s, with the purpose to facilitate “Christian Fellowship” and “maintain missionary interest among the
women of our church.”84 Their theme verse, in 1945–1946, was Revelation 3:8, where Christ says, “Behold I have set before thee an open
door.” Throughout the 1940s, their yearbooks contained a picture of a
globe, with the words “Committed Unto Us,” emphasizing their need to
evangelize.85 Throughout the 1950s the Worthwhile Circle, like other
women’s groups, engaged MCC at the relief center in Reedley to support
missionaries in America and overseas as well as work at KVH. The mission emphasis was shifting from foreign to American ﬁelds, concentrated
in southern states from North Carolina to Arizona. Although there was
always a mix of support for American and foreign missions throughout
most of the 1950s, by 1957, the only foreign mission they supported was
the Congo Inland Mission. In 1958, they listed no foreign mission.86
The Worthwhile Circle, as with many such Mennonite groups throughout California, divided their time between service projects and study sessions. They focused their meetings on the city and studying foreign countries and regions such as India, Pakistan, and Ceylon, where “darkness
has turned to dawning under Christ’s Church,” as well as Southeast Asia
and Japan.87 For the theme of Spanish-speaking Americans, they titled
the meeting, “They too Need Christ.” America itself was celebrated with
meetings themed “America the Beautiful,” where they discussed ministry
to migrant laborers. They even discussed Japan with particular attention
to the “race problem” and the church’s response. Creating “restaurants” in
the church’s social hall, the women explored cities and cultures around
the world through French, Italian, and Hawaiian cuisine.88 In 1959 they
studied North America and the Middle East, which only strengthened
their conviction that “the true religion of Christianity was the religion we
should spread through out the world.” Later that year, they studied Hawaii, “the paradise of the Paciﬁc,” Canada, and Mexico.89
Similarly, the Women’s Missionary Society of the Mennonite Community Church in Fresno, in the late 1950s, had placed on their yearbook
covers a hand-drawn globe with the theme of “The Darkness Shall Turn to
Dawning.”90 In 1956, they reported a membership of twenty-ﬁve and an
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average attendance of eighteen. They hosted several dinners, which were
their primary source of income, followed by offerings. Although they gave
their funds to the General Conference Mission Society, Mennonite Biblical Seminary, American Indian missions, and Africa, the largest expenditures were for dishes and furniture in the church.91 For the remainder
of the 1950s, the primary sources of income were offerings and vaguely
titled “projects,” while the largest outlays were for the kitchen and social
committees, followed by projects and missions.92
By 1960, their support for foreign missions was funneled through
MCC and the MCC Clothing Center in Reedley, completing the women’s circles’ shift in focus to primarily domestic concerns. The Worthwhile
Circle also hosted dinners for a variety of groups: their church men’s group,
the Reedley Christian Business Men’s Committee, and the Woman’s
Christian Temperance Union (WCTU). They held a “Bethel banquet”—
presumably for Bethel College—and a shower for the Fresno Rescue Mission, and they fund-raised for the YMCA Camp.93 Similarly, the First
Mennonite Sewing Circle in Shafter assisted MCC to raise money for
KVH, and the sewing circle in Upland assisted foreign missions through
their district conference and MCC, though at times their largest budget
outlays went to the Upland church to support the parsonage and host
fund-raiser dinners.94
One notable exception to the trend of hosting fund-raising dinners for
men’s groups occurred when the men hosted a dinner for the women. The
Worthwhile Circle reported in 1958, “The Mother-Daughter banquet
was also an unique experience for the guests attending. The dinner was
prepared and served by the Men’s Brotherhood.” That year the Men’s
Brotherhood gave recognition “to those brave men who helped cook and
serve the Mother-Daughter banquet,” but also thanked “all those ladies of
the Worthwhile Circle, and many others, who put forth the extra effort
in the very good dinners.”95 A year later, to underscore the signiﬁcance of
this gendered role reversal, the Men’s Brotherhood described themselves
as “brave soldiers.”96

Domestic Pietism
Scholars such as Amanda Porterﬁeld have noticed that “idealized perceptions” of women, while possibly damaging, can carry authority. When
women transformed the world by extending the ideals of “domestic
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pietism” beyond the home, they extended the family and home outward. For California Mennonites, such realities were made clear by circumstance, when administrators and seminary presidents came, cup in
hand, seeking funds from women’s missionary societies. These women
transformed domestic work—sewing and mending of clothing—into an
efﬁcient set of denominational organizations that, through negotiations,
received conference recognition and grew in inﬂuence. These women
did not abandon Mennonite identity; they shaped Mennonite identity
in the context of social outreach and mission activity. They also extended
it beyond home and church, intentionally framing their understanding of
identity and work around religious, patriotic, and gender identities with
global, even apocalyptic implications.97
In postwar California, women in the missionary societies also identiﬁed with American exceptionalism. There were intentional connections
made between their work and westward expansion, the Liberty Bell, millennial expectation, and responsibility to spread help and hope throughout the world as in such mottos as “Redeeming the Time,” or “Behold He
Cometh to Occupy.” Mennonites identiﬁed with American expansion,
ideals, and freedom.98 This atmosphere of expectation was thickening at
a time when the operations of the missionary services were modernizing,
rationalizing, and professionalizing. Clearly much changed for California
Mennonites in the twentieth century, and it was especially noticeable
during wartime—whether the war was hot or cold. Turning to war in the
next chapter, we see the complex relationship between paciﬁsm and citizenship.

chapter 7

Peaceful Patriots
California Mennonites during World War II
Our ammunition for days like these.
—Inscription on the drawing of a Bible on the cover of the Snowliner
(CPS camp newsletter), 1943

The Camps

I

f there is a single identifying marker for Mennonites, it is peace. Described variously as paciﬁsm, peace witnessing, nonviolence, nonresistance, or conscientious objection, this theological ideal has been an
integral part of historical Mennonite identity. Since Menno Simons heard
of the apocalyptic disaster at Münster and at a monastery located nearby
him in 1530s Netherlands, this theological impulse has been a major part
of Mennonitism.1 The Dutch-Prussian-Russian Mennonites, for example,
migrated throughout early modern Europe due to a mix of economic pressures and avoidance of military service. The principle has a long history
inﬂuencing Mennonite behavior throughout American history, from the
American Revolution on. It has marginalized American Mennonites, even
earning them a measure of persecution during World War I.2
In twentieth-century America, three texts dominated the articulation of Mennonite paciﬁsm: Harold S. Bender, “The Anabaptist Vision”
(1944); Guy F. Hershberger, War, Peace, and Nonresistance (1946); and
John Howard Yoder, The Politics of Jesus (1972). These three scholars
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attempted to establish the nonviolent position as normative for American
Mennonites, even if practice did not always match the ideal.3 In fact, some
Mennonites were quite ambivalent about paciﬁsm.
World War II was not only a time of testing for Mennonites regarding
paciﬁsm, but it was a watershed experience that smoothed the way for
greater modernization and integration into urban American life. For Mennonites in California, we see this in everything from the sewing circles of
the previous chapter to the construction of hospitals in the next. In this
chapter, we will see the effects of war in the context of national service
and legal ramiﬁcations of nonresistance for citizenship—where clarity is
sought in a time of ambiguity.
Many migrants came to California during the ﬁrst half of the twentieth century to work in the aerospace and defense industries. In a similar
vein, during World War II, many Mennonites came to California because
of national defense, but of a different sort.4 Mennonites and the federal
government ran a number of Civilian Public Service (CPS) camps in California. Established in 1941, CPS was a national program established between the Historic Peace Churches (Brethren, Mennonites, and Quakers)
and the American government. Its purpose was to provide conscientious
objectors, in lieu of military service, work of national importance that did
not violate their conscience. Participating denominations funded and ran
the camps while the federal government provided oversight.5
To help fund the program, there was a ﬁfty-cent assessment per member of the Mennonite churches for the ﬁrst six months. Mennonites saw
this as a testimony to their faith: “The responsibility of the Church is
great, the opportunity unlimited to establish the Government’s faith in
the Church of today and to learn from the church Camps thrift industry,
constructive living. etc.”6 There would be some disappointment in Mennonite involvement. At the Reedley Mennonite Church, for example,
only 52 percent of the church membership participated in CPS support,
and the Church Council found it necessary to remind their congregation
that the opportunity for alternative service in a time of war was made possible by a generous government. Furthermore, they told the congregation,
“many of our forefathers left their homes and migrated to a new country
for religious freedom and many have come to this country for the same
purpose. We like to sing ‘Faith of our Fathers’ but each one of us must
answer for himself, is it a conviction that comes from the heart or is it just
lip service?”7 In the camps, young Mennonite men not only fought forest
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A CPS crew at Side Camp Mosquito. Source: Herman E. Friesen Collection.

ﬁres and cared for tubercular patients, they also considered what it meant
to be American, Christian, and Mennonite.
Mennonite churches supported their CPS men, and when possible,
subject to time off and gasoline availability, CPSers visited local Mennonite churches, to sing songs and take communion.8 The Mennonite-run
CPS camps in California included Three Rivers, North Fork, Camino, and
a hospital unit in Livermore. Three Rivers Camp, eighty miles southwest
of Fresno, was run from May 1943 to June 1946 by the Mennonite Central Committee (MCC) under the National Park Service. It had a capacity of 150 men. Their primary task was ﬁre suppression and ﬁreﬁghting.
North Fork was ﬁfty miles northeast of Fresno, located at the base of the
Sierra Nevadas; it ran from May 1942 to March 1946 on the site of a
former New Deal Civilian Conservation Corps camp. They fought forest
ﬁres and engaged in ﬁre prevention under the United States Forest Service. During its run, the camp spent 4,689 “man-days” in ﬁreﬁghting and
14,232 days in ﬁre suppression. Camino, also known as Camp Snowline,
was a forestry camp located east of Sacramento. The Livermore CPS unit
was located at the United States Veterans’ Hospital in Livermore for tubercular patients and had 117 men during its run from December 1945 to
December 1946.9
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The CPS was about national service, but it was also a context for
learning. They screened educational ﬁlms, hosted guest speakers, held
weekly religious services, and engaged in Bible study as well as the study
of “Mennonite Heritage” and tolerance for those “who do not agree with
us.”10 Camps also published newsletters, which included, along with essential camp information, commentary on various issues and discussion of
questions relating to Mennonitism, paciﬁsm, and American identity. An
early example of the kind of philosophical musings in these newsletters
was Arthur Jost’s 1943 article “Vistas.” Jost, who went on to administer
the Kings View Homes mental health hospital in the 1950s, used nature
to comment on human maturation. He wrote of changing truths, or appearances of truth, as “vista” changes. In this, he argued, experience changes the
appearance of truth, and even reveals a new truth, casting away the old.11
During the months of June through October 1943, CPSer Miles Eaton
published a series of articles on paciﬁsm and non-Christian religions
called “In My Father’s House,” in the Snowliner, the Camino camp newspaper. These articles were descriptive and often sympathetic toward
non-Christian forms of paciﬁsm. The ﬁrst was on Hinduism: “We like to
think of Paciﬁsm as a purely Christian institution. But in all fairness, if we
want to acknowledge the truth of the matter, we must grant the honor of
age to Hinduism.” Although the author acknowledged a warrior class in
Hinduism, he acknowledged the same for Christianity and connected the
paciﬁsm of the two religions through their respective minority positions
in their religions. After brieﬂy tracing Hindu paciﬁsm, Eaton qualiﬁed
himself: “It is not our place to argue whether this is true or not.”12
Other religions Eaton dealt with included Zarathustrianism, “Egyptian
Teachings,” Buddhism, and Jainism. Buddhism received the most glowing
treatment, described as “the one great religion which has never fought a
holy war” and “the greatest of the paciﬁst religions.” He considered too the
Buddhist concept of suffering, as caused by ignorance, a “truly marvelous
concept,” concluding, “Buddhism is the religion of compassion.”13 For Eaton, the bond of paciﬁsm was strong between religions. In practice, however, when the government, in spring 1944, assigned a group of Russian
Molokans—sectarian Christians who broke from the Russian Orthodox
Church espousing bibliocentrism and paciﬁsm—to Camino, the Mennonite response was hardly generous.
Molokans were accused by Mennonites of drinking, carousing, and
having “a different approach to the moral and ethical side of life than we
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have.” Of particular concern for the camp director was the effect on the
Mennonites: “How many non-Mennonite assignees we can absorb without seriously breaking down our philosophy of administration, without
getting into difﬁculty through misunderstanding with our Mennonite
Constituency” and then having, perhaps, the Selective Service losing faith
in Mennonite camps.14 This interreligious tension may have simply been
the result of relative proximity, as there were no Buddhists recorded at
the Mennonite CPS camps. Other similarly minded Protestant and Mennonite groups populated the camps, and they all lived in close quarters
that could exacerbate internecine tensions over cultural differences, even
on issues such as the place of head coverings and the ritual of communion.
Of particular interest for camp writers was their sense of mission, even
destiny, in the protection of democracy and the advancement of American
ideals. They connected themselves to America’s Founding Fathers and
their quest for religious freedom. It was a common sentiment in CPS that
they were sacriﬁcing for their country, calling it a “privilege” to serve both
country and conscience. As such, they understood the importance of their
work in national and patriotic terms. One CPSer captured this sense of mission to protect American ideals of democracy and religious freedom: “Modern war breeds a bureaucratic octopus that fattens itself on oppression and
inevitably results in strangulation of both Christianity and Democracy.”15
They acknowledged that they were fortunate to live in a country that
permitted the “privilege” of CPS work, where in the previous world war,
conscientious objectors walked a much “tougher road.” Thus, some CPS
men attempted to understand their sometimes tedious work as possessing a higher purpose. They desired to show the world “that through that
particular act you are opposed to the slaughter engulﬁng the world today.
A monotonous job can thus become the witness of a deep-seated belief.”16
CPSers also expressed themes of paciﬁsm, religion, and national identity through newsletter cover art. During 1942 and 1943, the Snowliner
carried hand-drawn images of war and peace on its covers, including
bombs falling with “peace on Earth” and “Good will toward men” written
on banners attached to them; drawings of tanks inside destroyed cities; and
a Bible with the words “Our Ammunition For Days Like These.” They all
made poignant editorial comment on the events of the day. One in particular depicted a sword with the words of Lieutenant General Lesley J.
McNair written on sheets of paper: “We must lust for battle; our object in
life must be to kill . . . kill or be killed.” Next to these were the words of
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“A block at midnight”: Several CPSers in their dorm room.
Source: Herman E. Friesen Collection.

Jesus written on a scroll, by a cross: “Love your enemies, do good to them
which hate you.”17 The covers went beyond an implied critique of militarism to insert CPS campers into the civil-religious American holiday cycle,
depicting Pilgrims and American Indians at Thanksgiving, and Abraham
Lincoln accompanied with an excerpt from his second inaugural address.18
CPSers understood their work as preserving Christianity and democracy, but local non-Mennonite communities did not always agree.
One poignant example took place in December 1942, when some men at
Camino Camp No. 31 made toys for Japanese children in nearby internment camps. A local opponent of the CPS, L. J. Anderson, wrote letters
to the Placerville Times and the Selective Service, protesting the actions
of those men. Anderson’s argument was that CPS was un-American and
that they supported the enemy by giving toys to Japanese children.19 In
fact, the response of Mennonites to Japanese internment extended beyond
CPS-made toys. Members of the Mennonite community in Reedley saw
their Japanese neighbors off at the train station with cookies and punch,
and at least one family purchased the land of a Japanese family to sell back
upon their return.20 Mennonite marginalization was exacerbated by their
demonstrations of kindness to other outsiders. American Mennonites
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discovered their faith, patriotism, and embrace of American ideals to be
insufﬁcient.
In early 1943, after the issue of toys for Japanese children faded, a new
controversy emerged when some CPS men refused to pick peaches for local
farmers. At stake for CPS men was the unclear ﬁnancial relationship between the peach harvest and the war effort. Until the government cleared
the matter of where money raised from the sale of peaches went, CPS and
MCC made it a matter of individual conscience. If a camp member could
participate in the harvest, in good conscience, with the ﬁnancial situation
unresolved, that was ﬁne by CPS. Some in the local community were upset that peach picking was even an issue; some CPS supporters were upset
with what appeared to be CPS’s concession to win public approval.21
There were debates in camps about the issue of peach picking and
pruning. Those in favor cited public relations and noted that income tax
goes to war, arguing that what the government does with its money is a
different question than the paciﬁst directly participating in war. Those
against cited the importance of consistency and how the issue of peaches
could undermine the entire CPS program.22 Fireﬁghting to save forests,
by contrast, was not similarly debated, despite the possible use of lumber
for the war effort.
The above examples illustrate that although the creation of CPS was
important for the Peace Churches, it also drew them into an intimate,
complicated, and contradictory relationship with the federal government.
This new relationship sharpened Mennonite desire to be identiﬁed as
part of American culture, and the arguments about peaches advancing the
war effort, while avoiding the larger question of whether CPS was by its
very existence supporting the war effort, demonstrated this. Mennonites
took pride in their work of national signiﬁcance.
The question of being a good American and a good Mennonite paciﬁst
included questions of what it meant to live in materialistic, evangelical
California. In a short exchange between Erwin Goering, director of Camp
No. 31, in Camino, with “Esko & Co.,” the question of deﬁning West
Coast Mennonitism was discussed. Goering noted its geographic signiﬁcance: “You can tell these coast guys from the rest by the philosophy of life
they have. It is tremendous how much geographic location has to do with
our thinking or lack of thinking. By geography of course I mean the materialism that is encountered in the location. More and more it seems that our
people are succumbing to a gross materialism that is as sly as a snake in the
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Group photo of the crew at CPS Camp No. 31. Source: Herman E. Friesen Collection.

grass.” He also observed a general lack of piety: “Too many people are not
aware to what is happening. Right here in Winton, Cal., the Holdeman
[Mennonite] Community is a Sunday working group during irrigation
and fruit picking time. Well, make of it what we may, if that isn’t desecrating the Sunday, it will take a lot of rationalization to get over feeling that
way for me.”23
In California, Goering observed, “Anything that means money goes.
What the next fellow doesn’t know won’t hurt him. So excuse yourself
and go IAO [noncombatant military service]; incidentally, you get your
monthly check, save your reputation, get your pension, and the door to
jobs will be wide open to you after the war. Yea-a-a-a, and you belong
to the (un)American Legion, you good Mennonite.” At fault were overly
evangelical church leaders in California: “Excuse the outburst. It is aimed
at some of the so called Mennonite ministers (or should I say so called
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ministers) who preach good evangelism, yes, so good that you ought to go
to the front as a soldier to preach to them salvation before they go into the
beyond, poor fellows.”24 To which Esko Loewen replied, that if European
Mennonitism was “captured” by Karl Barth, American Mennonitism was
“plagued by materialism.” Loewen concluded that despite having the religious conviction to take a stand against war, Mennonites on the coast wore
blinders to materialism.25
In CPS camps Mennonite men held different opinions as to what it
meant to be Mennonite, despite holding paciﬁsm in common. The camp
newsletters reveal that CPS was a place to serve America and a time to
think about what that meant. Mennonites used symbols of civil religion,
such as Thanksgiving Day, and ideals of the Constitution, notably freedom of religion, to stake a position as faithful Americans and Mennonites.
Mennonites working in the camps believed that they served both God
and country, even when that service demanded of some not to pick peaches
and others to send gifts to Japanese children in internment camps. Being
Mennonite and American in CPS caused friction within local communities, yet the experience of CPS was liminal—betwixt society and church,
not entirely satisfying either, but creating something new. Underlying CPS
was a love of country combined with a duty to serve America, but in a way
respectful of their conscience, formed by religious belief and practice.26
Some CPS men reﬂected on how the wider world perceived them.
When Harold Gaede, of Three Rivers Camp, met three female marines,
he wrote, “Gabbed a while with 3 Marine girls . . . Pretty friendly. Wonder what they would have said if they would have known I was a CO
[conscientious objector].”27 Despite such concerns, CPS participants took
pride when the military establishment described their work as truly of
national importance and in their newsletters defended the signiﬁcance of
the camps. Fighting forest ﬁres was one example, and Mennonites argued
that preserving natural resources was vital to national defense, as cities
like Los Angeles need forests to maintain water supplies.28

The Churches
Pluralism and Boundaries

In 1944, the minister-at-large for the Paciﬁc District Conference of the
General Conference Mennonite Church reported at the annual conference
on his visits with CPS men in California, Oregon, and Idaho. Men in CPS
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camps were pessimistic about what home, church, and government could
really do to make the world better. These men, in addition to their pessimism of the future world order, and their special service to their country,
also encountered different forms of Christianity. One CPS man discussed
Christian pluralism by thinking of it as a family with God as the “heavenly
Parent” and the humans as children. In this manner, he kept his faith intact in face of competing beliefs.29 This was not just a concern with nonMennonites, as there were also inter-Mennonite tensions in the camps.
In the case of the Mennonite Brethren, in a report to its Paciﬁc District Conference, pluralism was welcomed: “We appreciate the spiritual
care and the ministry of our own conference brethren as they come to us,
and we would certainly appreciate to fellowship in larger groups as Mennonite Brethren, but in being separated, out among the other groups of
Mennonites, we have learned to love and appreciate very many of them.”30
This harmony was more difﬁcult to create in reality. Some CPS men “privately” said they preferred church services among their own group. Harold Gaede, at Three Rivers Camp, wrote in his diary, “The Mennonite
Brethren and the (Old) Mennonites tended to argue.”31
One such argument in camp life was over such religious practices as
communion. The Mennonite Church historically practiced closed communion—administered by a local bishop or minister, in which only members of the Mennonite Church could partake. When other CPS men requested a communion service at the Camino Camp, the director, Leland
Bachman, of the Mennonite Church, wrote Orie Miller, MCC executive
secretary, for advice. Bachman wanted to know how to hold communion
when church policy required closed communion. Miller responded that
since communion could be so divisive, camps were not to hold communion, but groups within a camp could hold their own communion with
their own church leaders.32
Major disagreements continued among different groups of Mennonites. Roger Frantz, for example, asked his pastor for advice on how to deal
with Mennonite diversity: “The Mennonite boys [MC] believe quite differently on certain things than we [MB] do but we get along very well. I
would like very much to have some information on how our church interprets First Corinthians eleven, verse one to sixteen, concerning the prayer
head covering. The Mennonite boys are all ardent believers in the prayer
head-covering.”33 The markers of Mennonitism in these examples were
less about nonresistance and more about interdenominational boundary
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maintenance, as found in the issues of communion and head coverings. If
paciﬁsm promised a commonality to their experience in the camps, Mennonites established boundaries in other ways, as in debating communion
and head coverings.

The Armed Forces
The Kern County Christian Fellowship, a group formed from the Bakersﬁeld, Rosedale, and Shafter Mennonite Brethren congregations to hold annual youth revivals, incorporated CPS in some of their meetings during the
1940s. At the Annual Kern County Christian Fellowship Conference, on
September 5–7, 1942, the message was “Christian youth need not despair,
resort to Epicureanism or Stoicism, as does the world but rather it can use
the crisis as stepping stones to improve spirituality by repentance and going deeper.” This spiritual improvement was biblical and mission oriented:
“Using the method of Esther [in the Old Testament], youth should fast and
pray. Preparing for the peace and the great missionary era which will follow demands the best physical, intellectual and spiritual equipment.” At the
same conference, a singing group from the North Fork CPS camp performed
songs, and a speaker described CPS life. Following the conference, organizers discussed where to send the offering money; suggestions included CPS
or war bonds, though they did not record their ﬁnal decision.34
Not only were Mennonite churches supportive of their men serving in
CPS, they were also supportive of their men serving in the military. The
two groups seemed to co-exist in the same congregations with little tension. As anthropologist Dan Forsyth discovered, in some cases congregations were evenly divided in their convictions regarding nonresistance yet
maintained friendly relationships.35
Jacob J. Toews, pastor of the Shafter Mennonite Brethren Church,
wrote Roger Frantz, a congregant in the CPS Smokejumper unit in Oregon, to apologize for missing him during his furlough home. Toews wrote,
“If our brothers come from the CPS Camps it is always harder for me to
notice them than it is for boys who come back out of the armed forces. The
latter wearing a uniform, while the ﬁrst do not.”36 Men from CPS and the
armed forces co-existed in the same church, and uniforms worn in church
created no ofﬁcially recorded tension. Another CPS participant from
Shafter conﬁrmed this position when he wrote back, “My, it will really be
a pleasure to work with you and the church again with all the boys back
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from the C.P.S. and Armed Forces.”37 Similarly, the Reedley Mennonite
Church discussed how to integrate the men who served through welcome
committees and agreements to assist them “ﬁnancial or otherwise” and to
deliberately combat intolerant attitudes that may exist against them.38
Regardless of denomination, churches respected and welcomed home
those who served in the armed services and those who served in the CPS.
First Mennonite Church in Paso Robles (GC) published the addresses of
men in service for congregants to write them letters. In the address list,
men in the armed services were included alongside those in CPS.39 The
First Mennonite Church in Upland, in 1943, observed Memorial Day by
honoring all those who made America strong. In addition to the soldiers
who died in past wars, they sought to honor honest, hardworking Americans from all lines of work. They supported CPS through such activities
as canning food for the men as a way of “binding the camps and churches”
together.40 Similarly, in Reedley, First Mennonite Church agreed to a
measure to purchase American and Christian ﬂags for the pulpit and support the community in V-Day celebrations.41
Other Mennonite congregations took similar actions as Paso Robles
and Upland. The Dinuba Mennonite Brethren Church passed a resolution to give each man an ofﬁcial farewell in their leaving for either the
army or CPS. The First Mennonite Church of Upland (GC) congregation
was committed to providing pastoral visits for CPS participants. In addition to supporting CPS, Rosedale Mennonite Brethren ofﬁcially replaced
German with English after the Pearl Harbor bombing, as did the Reedley First Mennonite Brethren Church and Reedley Mennonite Church,
though they were already an English-speaking congregation.42 In the case
of Reedley Mennonite Church, the week following Pearl Harbor, Paul
Eymann reported on a meeting he had with city councilmen, where it was
suggested that the church discontinue speaking German in public, accommodate evacuees as necessary, and cooperate with blackouts.43
Churches often decided to compensate their CPS members upon their
return at the equivalent rate the armed forces paid.44 The Shafter Mennonite Brethren Church immediately passed a set of resolutions after the
Pearl Harbor bombing, including a declaration of appreciation for Congress, recognizing them as a Historic Peace Church. One resolution said
in part, “We fully pledge our individual as well as collective support in
matters of blackouts, should they ever occur again.” Shafter Mennonite
Brethren also pledged support for the English language and were commit-
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ted to using English as much as possible while not criticizing the American government. They concluded that they would help, as far as their consciences permitted, the afﬂicted and their own members who of their own
accord strayed from these resolutions and found themselves in unnamed
“entanglements.”45
The only California congregation to pass a decision against members
serving in the military was the Reedley Mennonite Brethren Church. On
August 31, 1944, “A motion was made and seconded to recommend to the
church that all members who serve in the Armed Forces as combatant soldiers, be taken off the membership record. Motion carried.”46 This motion
speciﬁes combatant soldiers, not those in noncombatant roles. Reedley
Mennonite Brethren was the only Californian Mennonite congregation
to pass a resolution forbidding church members who served in the armed
forces to join the American Legion. They based their decision on 2 Corinthians 6:14–18, which demanded that the Christian remain separate
from the world and avoid partnerships with non-Christians.47
In 1952 Dr. Menno S. Gaede, a Mennonite Brethren, was elected to
the Reedley city council, becoming mayor in 1954 for two years. Born
in Kansas, educated at Tabor College and the Kansas University Medical
School, Gaede was known for his work in starting the hospital project in
Reedley in 1938, later named the Sierra-Kings District Hospital. Gaede
was also a past president of the Kiwanis.48 He had always been active in
Reedley’s community life. In addition to Kiwanis, he was a member of and
in leadership roles for the chamber of commerce, YMCA, Scouts, Reedley
High School and college athletic teams, PTA, church activities, and the
Kings Canyon Republican Assembly. While mayor, one of the more difﬁcult and time-consuming tasks was establishing Reedley’s Civil Defense
Plan. “It [public service] is an experience one can only get by being here,
just as one experiences the grim realities of war by serving on the front
line! They are all experiences that widen a man’s horizons of living and
make one realize that ‘God’s mercies are new every morning, God’s grace
is born fresh with the day, God’s good gifts are all freely given to us every
step of the way.’ ”49 Of war, he knew much.
Gaede came from Jerome, Arizona, to Reedley in September 1936 “to
establish a medical practice.” He made his ﬁrst visit to Reedley in 1930,
taking a Model A Ford Roadster over the “grapevine” road from Los Angeles. During World War II, 1944 to 1945, Gaede served as Lt. Commander in the U.S. Navy Medical Corps. As one of four doctors, he was
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in the Paciﬁc Ocean Theatre aboard the USS Warren, an attack transport
with 500 crewmen and 2,000 “ﬁghting men,” and on active duty during
six invasions (Marshall Islands, Leyte, Saipan, Guam, Pellilu, Okinawa).
They took in wounded from other ships during those battles. Many died,
and Gaede, also an identiﬁcation ofﬁcer, had to ensure that each casualty
was properly recorded.50 The realities of Mennonite wartime participation and rejection were complex. Though our understanding of Mennonite military participation remains thin, it is part of the larger story of
social and cultural engagement with society.

Citizens of Two Kingdoms
Wartime brought the values of paciﬁsts and the state into direct confrontation, and CPS provided a negotiated compromise between them. An individual applying for American citizenship foregrounded the antagonistic
relationship between paciﬁst church and secular state.
Arthur Jost was a Canadian citizen, born in Flowing Well, Saskatchewan. During World War II, he worked brieﬂy in a California CPS
camp before being transferred to a mental health hospital in Provo, Utah.
In Provo, Jost developed an interest in mental health and after the war
played a pivotal role in starting and running a hospital in Reedley. During the 1950s, Jost sought American citizenship, triggering a decade-long
odyssey through the court system all the way to the Supreme Court of the
United States. His journey highlighted some complexities of American
Mennonite identity.
Silas Langley’s treatment of Jost’s citizenship case remains the standard
account, in which he observes that American attitudes were in a continuous tension between security and liberty, characterized in part by progressive and restrictive understandings of the rights of conscientious objectors.
His study framed the social tension as “internal security vs. individual
rights . . . in a democratic and pluralistic defense-oriented society.” In this
analysis, progressives advocated individual rights, including freedom of
religion, and restrictives advocated “security and responsibility.” For Jost,
American jurisprudence was dominated by restrictives.51
In a broader analysis of paciﬁsm and the Supreme Court, Joel Balzer
argues that Jost’s naturalization case represents a fundamental shift in
the Supreme Court’s position regarding the acceptance of paciﬁst aliens
as American citizens. Under the McCarran Act (1950), Congress shifted
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from nonacceptance to acceptance with the provision of an alternate citizenship oath for conscientious objectors. Jost was the ﬁrst test of the McCarran Act to make it to the Supreme Court. Though the Court never
heard the case, Balzer argues that Jost nevertheless represents the end of
that shift.52 The case was withdrawn by the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) just prior to its hearing.
Jost’s citizenship difﬁculties can also be traced to his church, the Reedley Mennonite Brethren Church, and the Paciﬁc District Conference. In
1948, his church adopted a statement that approved noncombatant military service but without taking the required oath. The Paciﬁc District
Conference accepted Reedley’s statement, leading to a Mennonite Brethren interpretive trend of leniency toward noncombatant service. That leniency negatively affected Jost’s citizenship application. Jost pointed out
in a letter written July 15, 1954, to B. J. Braun, chair of the Committee of
Reference and Counsel (a denominational ofﬁce that at the time handled
theological issues and questions of church practice), that the Paciﬁc District Conference’s position was impossible, if not illegal, because all noncombatants must take the oath.53
Naturalization examiner Judah S. Hemmer initially denied Jost’s
citizenship petition because he thought Jost did not provide “clear and
convincing” evidence that his nonresistance was the result of “religious
training and belief.” Hemmer reached his conclusion based on an investigation he undertook in the Reedley area, where some Mennonite Brethren church leaders said noncombatant service was a viable option for the
Mennonite Brethren. Jost’s task was to demonstrate “clear and convincing
evidence” of “religious training and belief” that his paciﬁsm was sincere
in order to be eligible to take the 1940 oath of citizenship, which did not
require the bearing of arms for national defense. Thus, while Jost worked
to demonstrate his religious training and belief, he accepted the help of
the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU). Out of a concern with being “unequally yoked” with non-Christians, he kept them at arm’s length.
Some Mennonites nonetheless criticized him for his fervent pursuit of
such an “earthly prize” as American citizenship, but he mostly enjoyed
support from Mennonites and non-Mennonites alike.54
There was evidence against Jost’s claim that the Mennonite Brethren
taught the principle of nonresistance, or at least a refusal to accept noncombatancy, especially as found in the Paciﬁc District Conference’s 1948
statement, which unrealistically permitted noncombatant service without
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taking the oath. Moreover, Rev. Dan Friesen, a Mennonite Brethren pastor from Fresno, testiﬁed, “There is nothing in the Mennonite creed or
teaching to prevent one from wearing the uniform of the Armed Forces,
and . . . the Mennonites as an organization does not teach its members
that they should refrain from performing noncombatant service in the
Armed Forces.”55 Additional similar testimony conﬁrmed that the Mennonite Brethren did not clearly oppose noncombatant service, which Jost
acknowledged.56
At the appeal of Hemmer’s ruling, held at the court of appeal in the
Fourth Appellate District of California, Jost faced several challenges. First,
it was difﬁcult for him to argue against such testimony from local Mennonite ministers as “the Mennonite religion not only does not train or teach
that its members should refuse to wear the uniform of the Armed Services,
but instructions were that they should register for non-combatant duty.”57
Whereas, in his “Appellant’s Reply Brief,” Jost argued, “The only conﬂict
which appellee (and amicus) grasp at are as to the interpretation to be given
to the Mennonite creed, a theological question.”58 In fact, Jost outlined what
he argued were two errors made by the court: one was that “the religious
faith to which one belongs must require the non-combatant stand,” and the
example he gave was of vice-president-elect Richard Nixon, member of
Society of Friends, who was also a World War II lieutenant commander in
the navy. The second error, he argued, was that the appellee “overlooked . . .
that the law is that one can defend and support the Constitution without
the use of force.” 59 At this stage, however, Jost faced down the testimony
from pastors and the legal objections with little success.
The Fourth Appellate District Court of Appeal upheld the opinion
of the Superior Court of Fresno. Despite this setback, Jost enjoyed broad
support, as seen by the list of churches and organizations that ﬁled as
Friend of the Court: the ACLU–Southern California Branch; American
Friends Service Committee, Paciﬁc Southwest Regional Executive Committee; Brethren Service Commission of the General Brotherhood Board;
Church of the Brethren; Congregational Conference of Southern California; Southwest Fellowship of Reconciliation; Mennonite Central Committee; and Richard W. Petherbridge of the National Service Board for
Religious Objectors.60
Buoyed by his support, Jost continued his citizenship quest and moved
to have his case reheard. Jost’s primary argument rested on the point that
“Congress deﬁned the term ‘Religious Training and Belief’ as meaning ‘an
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individual’s belief in relation to a Supreme Being involving duties superior to those arising from any human relation, but does not include essentially politically sociological or philosophical views or a merely personal
code.’”61 In his “Petition for Rehearing,” Jost argued that in the earlier
ruling, there had been an erroneous application of the law, which would
require a church to have as a tenet that all members must take the noncombatant oath before any could be naturalized with the alternate oath.
Therefore, no Mennonite could take the oath. Moreover, the trial court
exercised personal discretion, not legal discretion, in its ruling, as Congress had in mind individual belief, not an organization’s belief, as derived
from the Selective Draft Act of 1947. The court established, incorrectly,
that one cannot learn a position from a religious organization unless all
adherents apply the position as an ofﬁcial tenet. Jost testiﬁed that the
greatest inﬂuence in his life came from his parents and the Krimmer Mennonite Brethren Church he had grown up in.62 Thus, when he moved to
the West Coast, he was pleased to ﬁnd Mennonite Brethren leaders that
agreed with him.
The Fourth District Court of Appeal reheard his case, accepting the
evidence originally rejected—though not coming strictly from a church,
it pertained to his religious training, including publications by MCC,
John Horsch, and the Yearbook of the 44th General Conference of the Mennonite Brethren, as well as testimony of his family. Furthermore, the theory
that Jost had acted out of fear for his personal safety did not ﬁt with Jost’s
testimony of his willingness to go to the war front as a civilian medic.63 In
Jost’s appeal, he reminded the court that the Mennonites were a Historic
Peace Church, as determined by the U.S. government, and as such ran
CPS units during World War II.64
In the “Brief Amici Curiae,” ﬁled by the Southern California Branch of
the ACLU on Jost’s behalf, the ACLU argued “that ‘religious belief’ as a
general principle, and as pertinent here, is an individual matter, involving
a direct relationship between a given individual and certain comprehensive forces and values that are operative in the universe . . . there are a
great many views represented among religious groups; but there is general agreement that ‘religious belief’ requires individual participation and
experience.”65 It is signiﬁcant that a Mennonite, belonging to a religious
group that held as a basic teaching the primacy of the faith community,
retained the assistance of the ACLU–Southern California Branch, a modern, liberal, and secular group, as Friend of the Court, whose argument
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was based on individualism. Both were interested, however, in the issue
of freedom of religion and the individual’s right to that freedom.
Jost petitioned the Supreme Court of California to “prevent the continuation of a great injustice involving the free exercise of religious conscience
and the right of such person to become a citizen of the United States.”
Underlying Jost’s case was the argument that this was an individual matter, not an organizational one; that some Mennonites chose noncombatant
service did not nullify the teaching the petitioner, as an individual, received.66 Ruling that citizenship was a “high privilege,” and that if any
doubt existed in the petition for naturalization, the petition must be rejected, the California Supreme Court concluded that since Jost’s petition
had been rejected twice, his petition for a hearing was also rejected.67
Fellow Mennonites were mostly supportive of Jost’s pursuit of American citizenship and the lengths he went to get it. Some, however, tempered
their support. P. C. Hiebert, chairman of the Mennonite Brethren Board
of General Welfare and Public Relations, in a letter dated March 28,
1955, stated, “I regret to hear that your citizenship has not been acquired
. . . As important as it is to have citizenship in a good country, nevertheless that is far out-weighed by the citizenship we have in the kingdom of
God.”68 Nevertheless, support for Jost was broad, and when his case arrived next at the Supreme Court of the United States, Dean Acheson, the
former secretary of state, under President Harry Truman, became his legal
representation. Acheson’s involvement in the case was certainly signiﬁcant. Not only had Jost tirelessly navigated his way to the Supreme Court,
but now he had the “architect” of the cold war, a man whose ﬁngerprints
were all over the Truman Doctrine, who was hounded by Joseph McCarthy Republicans for being “soft on Communism,” arguing his case out of
general consideration for the Mennonite record working against injustice
and misery. Acheson made his argument for Mennonite exemption for
both combatant and noncombatant service based on Mennonite history.69
None of the drama of having Acheson on Jost’s side came to the public
square because the case before the Supreme Court was withdrawn by the
Justice Department, with consent of the INS, in the ﬁnal moments before
its hearing.70 It was a long and difﬁcult process, but after several years and
the government’s ultimate withdrawal of the case, the way to citizenship
had been cleared. Jost ﬁnally became an American.
Jost’s difﬁculty in acquiring American citizenship is traceable to various
issues: the temper of the time, conﬂicting messages given by Mennonite
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Brethren leaders as to their ofﬁcial position, and the brief acceptance of
an idiosyncratic understanding of noncombatant service by the Paciﬁc
District Conference in 1948. This case study of an individual’s quest for
American citizenship asks clear questions of what it means to be a good
American and a good Mennonite as issues of defense, duties of citizenship,
and religious practice intersect. Jost’s experience in CPS not only led to the
creation of Kings View Homes in Reedley, but was also used as evidence of
his religious convictions before the naturalization court. CPS existed as an
expression of Mennonite nonresistance. The Mennonites who worked in
the camps were of similar conviction regarding paciﬁsm, but there were
certainly many differences as to what it meant to be a Mennonite.

Paciﬁsm and Patriotism
By the end of the 1950s, the Mennonite Brethren, as evidenced by the
difﬁculties experienced by Arthur Jost in his citizenship application,
struggled with what nonresistance meant within the matrix of American
identity. Part of the problem was the relationship of fundamentalist and
liberal Christians within the denomination on the question of paciﬁsm.
J. B. Toews, pastor of Reedley Mennonite Brethren Church, returned
from a Peace Conference at Winona Lake, Indiana, and reported that
some there thought that paciﬁsm and biblical nonresistance had no common ground. At the conference, he found a plurality of opinions among
Mennonites from across America as to the meaning of nonresistance and
its relationship to the government and social order. Toews argued before
the Board of Welfare and Public Relations that the Mennonite Brethren
had to clarify their terminology and theology.71
Yet the social-theological climate made it a complex endeavor for the
Mennonite Brethren in California: “If most liberal groups come out with
an expression of nonresistance, then who is against it? The fundamentalist
groups. We as M.B.s are fundamental but believe in nonresistance. Could
we have discussion on this problem?”72 Mennonite Brethren wanted to
be “fundamental” in their beliefs, as fundamentalists were, but unlike
fundamentalists, they retained nonresistance as a theological ideal, if not
evenly practiced. The crux of the issue for the Mennonite Brethren was
that fundamentalists rejected paciﬁsm and theological liberals embraced
it, and they did not want to be associated with liberals. Caught between
these theological polarities, Mennonite Brethren seemingly defaulted to
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an inconsistent application of paciﬁsm, which proved difﬁcult for individuals like Jost.
Toews continued to explain the weaknesses in the Mennonite Brethren
position and highlighted three concerns: nonresistance was part of an oral
tradition and not a set of beliefs written down; confessions of faith apparently notwithstanding, the topic was largely avoided by the conference;
and CPS was criticized by some as “not a full and complete expression of
our nonresistance.” The Board vote was “almost unanimous” in its agreement with Toews’s comments.73
Civilian Public Service did not satisfy the extremes of opinion: fundamentalists rejected paciﬁsm, and liberals rejected pragmatic accommodation. Thus the Mennonite Brethren appeared ambiguous regarding
nonresistance. In response to postwar civil defense pressures, the MCC
Voluntary Service (VS) program began, which ultimately helped administer the government mandated I-W service for conscientious objectors,
where in lieu of twenty-four months’ military service, they gave equivalent time to service of national importance—as in mental health care. I-W
was similar to CPS in that participating churches bore the cost of administration and program delivery while the government provided oversight.
VS and the I-W requirement were used effectively by Kings View Homes
and migrant worker programs in California to keep staff levels full.
There was another reason for VS, however. An undated document,
likely from the early 1950s, acknowledges the peculiar experience of
conscientious objectors along the West Coast and the need for a service
organization to deal directly with the possibility of a draft. Reﬂecting on
earlier experiences during World War I, Mennonite Brethren in the West
experienced little of the wartime persecution co-religionists had endured
in places like Kansas: “It is difﬁcult to understand how we have escaped
persecution here on the West Coast even in a small measure.”74 Grateful
for avoiding the persecution experienced in places like Kansas, they hoped
the VS program would set a precedent of service and commitment satisfying to Americans before Congress instituted a future draft.
Ideally, the national service requirement would be met not deep in the
woods isolated from society, but in a hospital—the example they gave—
where Mennonites could directly meet the needs of human suffering.75
The Mennonite Brethren produced a list of New Testament verses from
three Gospels and various epistles to clarify general Mennonite theology behind nonresistant paciﬁsm.76 In a letter to Mennonite Brethren
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pastors in the Paciﬁc District Conference, written in spring 1951, O. B.
Reimer, chairman of the Board of Welfare and Public Relations Committee, stressed that Mennonites must be prepared to sacriﬁce for their
country as others do. To this end, Reimer highlighted the civilian program
they had created, with service units working in hospitals, as appropriate
testimony for nonresistant people if a shooting war ever erupted.77
There were varieties of paciﬁsms in California as there were varieties
of Mennonites. Mennonites expressed themselves as much with nonresistant communitarian ideals as with conservative evangelical pietism
and American patriotism. World War II and the CPS experience was, as
one historian put it, “the transforming event of the twentieth century” for
American Mennonites, where “issues that had dominated the life of the
church before the war receded and new ones came to deﬁne its life and
character.”78 Mennonites associated with American Civil Religion as part
of their paciﬁsm while enjoying the approval of military leaders regarding
their work of national importance. They lived in society and wished to
inﬂuence it through their faith and actions, which was itself inﬂuenced
by evangelical Protestantism.
Mennonite Brethren ministers did not agree on the ofﬁcial church position regarding noncombatant military service. No uniﬁed understanding
of paciﬁsm or Mennonitism existed within CPS camps. Despite CPS effectively marking Mennonites as outside the American mainstream, there
were disagreements over whether the program compromised too much
with the government, such as in the issue of peach picking. CPS was also
a cultural site where older church issues came to the surface. There were
signiﬁcant inter-Mennonite tensions over the practice of communion and,
in one case, the Mennonite Church practice of wearing head coverings.
The CPS was successful in that Mennonites, along with other denominations, negotiated a compromise over the issue of conscription with the
federal government. It is ironic that in protecting and exercising the principles of separation of church and state, and freedom of religion, a deeper
relationship with a wartime government was necessary. Part of their service to America involved work in mental health facilities. As we will see in
the next chapter, the success of those experiences was directly responsible
for the creation of a network of ﬁve Mennonite mental health hospitals
across the country. Two of them were in the San Joaquin Valley. The new
venture began with Arthur Jost and his work in CPS.79
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Socially Active Mennonitism and
Mental Health
The Origins of Kings View Homes
You people have unique care.
—Dr. Jackson Dillon, psychiatrist, on Mennonites, 1951

Beginnings

I

mmediately in postwar California, ﬂush with the success of the
Civilian Public Service (CPS), there was an expanding array of social
relief efforts through the local Mennonite Central Committee (MCC)
and churches. The institutional presence of Mennonites was growing at
a rapid rate. As with CPS, the institutional expansion of California Mennonites articulated a sense of identity and drew them nearer to society’s
political structures. An especially poignant example of this development
is the creation of Kings View Homes (KVH), a mental health hospital in
Reedley. Although California health care in the early twentieth century
was, in part, deﬁned by curative sunshine, soon the application of scientiﬁc principles dominated health care delivery, and we see both in the
early sanitarium. As the twentieth century advanced, health care, by necessity, became a professional activity, and despite the compassionate and
religious motivation behind KVH, religion seemingly disappeared.
The ﬂurry of Mennonite activity in the ﬁrst postwar decade was part

Socially Active Mennonitism and Mental Health

of a larger Californian response to changing times. Related directly to a
rapid expansion of suburban developments, Californians were building
at a quick pace. As the state’s population continued to rise quickly, communities were built with schools, houses of worship, and other religious
institutions anchoring them along with parks and shopping malls. The
1950s was also a decade of tremendous expansion for religious infrastructure, with many seminaries, houses of worship, and social services built.
Within California, all this building, including massive school, community college, and university construction—coinciding with expanding
networks of highways—was supporting old-time residents and the vast
number of newcomers.1 Within this swirl of optimism and activity the
Mennonites too established a signiﬁcant presence in churches, schools,
and community service organizations.
Emerging directly from the CPS experience was an ambitious undertaking to establish Mennonite mental health hospitals throughout the
country. In California, Arthur Jost headed this project, and it signaled a
larger irony: the rise of a “secularized” Mennonitism.2 Henry Schmidt,
Mennonite Brethren seminary professor and president, observed that the
twentieth-century experience was largely one of “reluctant involvement,”
where tensions between “continuity” and “discontinuity” were typical.
These tensions were found in attempts to maintain Mennonites’ particular
ethical religious expression, geographic isolation, and cultural separation.
However, they accepted such citizenship demands as voting and, increasingly, military service, or at least lost some compulsion to avoid them. In
so doing, Mennonites grew in their acceptance of “patriotic nationalism,”
and we see this in such projects as KVH and its social, religious, and cultural motivations.3
As early as 1937, the Mennonite Brethren Paciﬁc District Conference
(PDC) discussed mental health care. They believed that mental health
care was necessary for some, but as a medical practice, it was largely biased
against religion. Despite this concern, when they visited the state hospital
in Stockton in 1938, they felt welcomed and were encouraged to sing and
preach to fellow Mennonites.4
The real momentum to establish a center for mental health care developed from CPS, when many Mennonite CPSers were stationed in mental
health hospitals. Scholars have linked CPS involvement in mental hospitals during World War II with postwar Mennonite socio-religious activism. During World War II, approximately 1,500 Mennonite men served
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in mental hospitals, and many reported that the mentally ill lived in deplorable conditions.5
In the mid-1940s, MCC studied mental illness among Mennonites and
discovered that more than one thousand American Mennonites suffered
some form of it. Mennonite leaders, such as Arthur Jost, considered the
general apathetic attitude toward the mentally ill an indictment against
the Mennonites. As West Coast Mennonites took initiative on this issue,
the signiﬁcance of people like Jost grew.6
The PDC made recommendations in 1946: “We see a very deﬁnite
need for a mental institution. We feel that we are not equipped to receive
such cases; also, our license of operation is for a Home for the Aged only.
Therefore we recommend that the conference take some deﬁnite action
toward the establishment of such [an] institution in connection with
MCC.”7 The PDC added and approved a clariﬁcation in the original minutes that the Home for the Aged (a Mennonite Brethren senior care facility created in 1942) and the future mental institution remain separate.8
By the following summer, the Mennonite Brethren Committee of the
Home for the Aged, voted unanimously to support the mental hospital and
“co-operate to the fullest extent possible.”9 After exploring the possibility
of opening a mental hospital in California, Elmer Ediger of the planning
committee reported that a psychiatrist in Los Angeles supported the project:
“He feels that the psychiatrically validated ‘spiritual’ ministry should distinguish the Mennonite institutions for [the] emotionally ill.” Furthermore, “Discussion regarding the philosophy of a Mennonite institution
was helpful, however, he, not having had ﬁrst hand institutional experience but only clinical ofﬁce work, could not help too much in the ﬁeld of
suggestions regarding the nature of the institution policies and staff.”10
That fell to a proven Mennonite Brethren administrator, Arthur Jost.
Before his involvement in mental health, Jost had been the administrator of the Home for the Aged in Reedley, which he left in 1953 to devote more time to KVH.11 When Jost ﬁled the ﬁrst report of the “M.C.C.
Mental Hospital Project,” his narrative framed the mental health issue
in terms of the secularization of mental health care, mistreatment of patients, Mennonite inaction, and speciﬁc Mennonites suffering at mental
health institutions. Jost introduced his report with a telling statement:
“Our modern day of secularization and strife seemingly has led many of
us [Mennonites] into a deeper appreciation of our Christian privileges.”
By this statement, Jost indicated that secularization, while creating a host
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of problems in society, provided a place to enact religious convictions. He
then listed various groups in the Mennonite constituency that had institutions built to serve them. These institutions included schools and senior
care facilities. Those who suffered from mental illness, however, went to
state institutions, where standards of care were questionable.12
No longer, argued Jost, could Mennonites claim innocence regarding
the treatment of the mentally ill or that mental illness did not afﬂict their
own people: “Today we know that there is nothing magic about mental
illness; it is largely a cause and effect relationship which is no respecter of
persons. Today we know that medical care together with kindly treatment
and intercessory prayer, which is possible only in Christian institutions,
can restore many of them to mental and spiritual health.”13 Jost tied the demythologizing of mental illness as nothing “magical” to the spiritualizing
of its care as “kindly” and “intercessory prayer” which only “Christian”
institutions could provide. He navigated between two sets of concern: the
spiritual concerns of Mennonites and the medical concerns of professional
health care.
Jost took care to highlight the problems of the secular institutions:
“There is no segregation from the evil inﬂuences often rampant in these
[state] institutions.” Furthermore, he reported that the treatment of patients was often deplorable if not violent. Finally, Jost described, albeit
anecdotally, the treatment of Mennonite sufferers of mental illness in
state or other private facilities in tones that suggested dark malevolence:
“I have seen a Mennonite sister . . .who was imprisoned in a cage like a
beast and her agony was indescribable. A Mennonite brother, who with
his religious utterings incensed the attendants, was choked until unconscious. Recently I was shown the ward where our own brother, a minister
to whom our conference owes a great debt, was kept in an unusually clean
room yet where he was crowded into a godless, lonely environment.”14
The language Jost used depicted men and women, leaders and laity,
as suffering mental illness exacerbated by facilities that caged them like
beasts, persecuted them for religious utterances, or at least kept them in
a lonely godless environment. Jost reminded his audience of the evangelistic possibilities and suggested that such ministry was a “fuller Christian service” necessary for earning the church respect in the local community: “Although this work is directed particularly to those who are of the
household of faith, we want to consider this as a type of missionary service
which we can be rendering in a very special way.”15
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Construction
On May 3, 1947, MCC authorized the construction of KVH, with Jost
as its administrator, and the creation of a committee, made of representatives of the West Coast Mennonite constituency, to run it. In fall 1949,
construction began on a forty-three-acre plot, and in March 1951, KVH
opened its doors. Patient activities included music and farming, which
generated income for KVH.16 Kings View Homes, though planned as a
long-term care facility before its opening, set aside four beds for acutely
mentally ill patients. Thus, Kings View Homes was also known as Kings
View Hospital.17
The KVH program enjoyed the support of the Mennonite Brethren
Church, whose Board of General Welfare and Public Relations in January
1950 passed the following resolution: “Kings View Homes. Work on this
project has been started. The Churches on the West Coast are making special drives to ﬁnance the building of these homes. We are pleased to hear
that the work is progressing and are thankful for the efforts of the Paciﬁc
District Conference in this regard. We are urging our churches to support
this worthy cause.”18 Not only churches supported the cause, but other
Mennonite Brethren agencies, such as the Committee for Bible Camps,
saw potential in working with KVH.19
Support from the local community, however, was not as readily forthcoming. In two letters to Elmer Ediger, of MCC in Akron, Pennsylvania,
Jost described local resistance. Initially, he characterized local concerns as
typical: “The community here around our property just like thousands of
other American communities has many questions regarding the mental
hospital.” Jost assured Ediger that “neighbors with Mennonite American
or German backgrounds have responded well,” and that opposition was
essentially the orchestration of one couple, Mr. and Mrs. Peloin. Mr. Peloin, an apparently inﬂuential man in Reedley, worked to persuade people
to vote against KVH. He offered as a compromise that KVH reconstitute
itself as an “Old People’s Home.” Though accurate in the short term, as
KVH began treating chronically ill patients, many of whom were elderly,
Jost argued it was dishonest to have promoted the facility to the State of
California and the Mennonite constituency as a mental health hospital
and then proceed as an elder care facility.20
Of particular concern for Jost was the local Armenian population: “It is

Socially Active Mennonitism and Mental Health

unfortunate that the Armenian people, who band together just like Mennonites on an issue, do not favor the project.” Jost thought that Armenians
were planning to attend the local meetings with “an unnecessary number
[of participants].” He also believed that Peloin’s motivation was inﬂuenced by his own desire to buy the same plot of land. Peloin, however,
attributed his opposition to the hospital to his wife’s fears: “She is afraid
of all mentally ill, except those that cannot walk.” If the vote went against
KVH, Jost had a second option: ﬁnd land in an area populated primarily
by Mennonites in a school district with few, if any, Armenians.21
In a letter dated April 8, 1948, on the eve of the vote, Jost informed
Elmer Ediger that, despite some struggle to win local approval, it would
be forthcoming: “[It’s] utterly preposterous that people make so much ado
about nothing.” He hinted that part of the problem was their paciﬁst background: “the price to pay for our stand during the last war.”22 Three years
later, H. R. Martens, on the KVH Advisory Committee, concluded that
“hostile opposition” to the hospital was shifting to “acceptance” as local
uncertainties regarding KVH subsided.23
Throughout 1948, the struggle to generate Mennonite support continued, and responsibility to educate local Mennonite congregations fell to
the MCC Peace Committee. Throughout the experience, Jost linked evangelical piety and social action. For himself, the challenges in moving KVH
forward were also a spiritual matter: “The project as a whole is moving
slowly and with great difﬁculties at some points. With the expression of
interest which I contact continually and with the way in which developments have taken place we feel the Lord is deﬁnitely leading, but we have
also experienced a greater dependence on Him leaving the whole matter
in His hand.”24 He concluded that church support came largely from educational visits, not fund-raising visits, with particularly large turnouts in
Upland and Reedley.25 To demonstrate the project’s ﬁscal viability, Jost
proposed that KVH be built primarily with voluntary Mennonite labor.
Demonstrating the project’s social responsibility, Jost explained that KVH
was a response to society’s tendency to cast the mentally ill aside.26 Thus,
Jost wove together evangelicalism and social activism into whole cloth.
At the ground breaking, on November 20, 1949, Jost had mixed feelings. Though he had some success promoting KVH to Mennonites, nonMennonites were less enthused: “We were somewhat disappointed that
not more members of the community (non-Mennonite) were present.”27
There was a measure of success on another front, as MCC had always hoped
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that the hospital would be a venue of inter-Mennonite cooperation.28
By 1952, KVH reported that “only three churches were uninterested”
and that Mennonites were asking more questions about mental health
care and considering KVH “their mental hospital.”29 Nonetheless, Jost acknowledged, “we realize that this project does not inherently register the
sense of urgency that foreign relief and refugee projects do.”30 Working to
bring mental health into the same realm of Mennonite consciousness as
foreign missions and refugee work, supporters of KVH were most frustrated with fund-raising. They complained as late as 1950, “we as yet have
not received enough contributions to assure completion of the Kings View
Homes building.”31
Despite these frustrations, KVH served an important symbolic function of inter-Mennonite ecumenism, though run almost entirely by the
Mennonite Brethren. Their geographic isolation from the main anchors
of American Mennonitism in the eastern states made the symbolic function of inter-Mennonite cooperation possible. Jost observed, “In the past
we have frequently stressed the importance of the [Mennonite Central
Committee West Coast Regional Ofﬁce] center on the West Coast as a
symbol of our combined effort. The mental hospital is entering into that
same function and I continue to believe that it is important particularly
because of our distance to Akron.”32
Kings View Homes was also important in mediating a growing relationship between the Mennonites and California society. At the opening
ceremony, Dr. Frank Tallman, of the California Department of Health,
representing the governor, thanked the Mennonites and encouraged them
“to go forward in their program for the mentally ill.”33 KVH was a churchrun institution but not overtly religious in its presentation. Even the name
was symbolic of this, for despite its apparent Christian imagery, Jost explained, KVH was named after the Kings River.34
The county commissioner found KVH’s location acceptable: “The selected site was a bit isolated although only two and half miles from town
on the edge of a thickly populated Mennonite community.” The site encompassed forty-three acres with fruit trees and fertile soil: “The soil is
some of the best in the San Joaquin Valley and is capable of producing any
of the crops native to central California.” Modernist architecture, simple,
practical, and prebuilt, became common in 1945 as Californian suburbs
and housing construction ballooned, and here this architecture was a
point of pride for Mennonites: “The building is strictly modernistic in
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design and yet every effort has been made in both design and construction
to keep costs on the lowest possible plane.”35 Construction lasted from
January 29, 1950, to February 1, 1951, using prefabricated materials and
donated labor, both of which kept costs down for a church organization
on a tight budget. The industry journal Mental Hospitals praised KVH as
a model for low-cost construction, and denominational leaders such as
P. C. Hiebert recognized Jost’s administration of KVH as “efﬁcient administrative work.”36 Now it was time to hire a doctor.

Religion and Health Care
Following World War II, when the plan to create a Mennonite mental
health program emerged, no Mennonite psychiatrists existed. From the
start, Jost and Ediger pursued “active treatment rather than merely custodial care” and the best of progressive mental health treatment.37 Staff
initially came from the wider community, though “great care was used
to secure a staff sympathetic to Mennonite Christian concerns.”38 KVH,
therefore, employed non-Mennonite psychiatrists, who naturally enough
wielded considerable inﬂuence on the hospital’s early development, posing some challenges and interesting recommendations.
The ﬁrst KVH psychiatrist, Dr. Jackson Dillon, encouraged the hospital to adopt a Mennonite religious element: “Our hospital doctor is of the
very best and understands our Mennonite faith. Recently Dr. Dillon was
asked to appear before the Executive Board as to future guidance for the
Hospital Staff. Dr. Dillon gave us a very encouraging report stating that
others give good medical care. But you people have unique care, and something that I call extra which is a healing ministry in itself. We should have
been pleased had he used the word Christian instead of the word unique,
but doctors like to use more of a medical term.”39 According to Jost, nonMennonite doctors were perceived by some Mennonites to “approach all
problems with an experimental eye,” which “debunk[ed] old customs.”40
The “old customs,” likely of a religious nature, were also replaced by Mennonites with a concern for efﬁcient, rational, and modern administrative
practices.
In its ﬁrst twenty years of operation, KVH grew from a small psychiatric hospital to a mental health center serving a population of more than
400,000 in ﬁve counties. It established a reputation for its efﬁciency and
rational delivery of service, as in the following praise found in Hospital and
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Kings View Hospital, Reedley. Source: Records of
Reedley Mennonite Brethren Church.

Community Psychiatry: “Its [KVH] experience demonstrates that a private
organization can effectively deliver services usually provided by government agencies.”41
From the beginning, Jost worked closely with state ofﬁcials in the creation and running of the facility. In a conference Jost, Dr. Frank Tallman,
director of the California Department of Mental Hygiene, concluded that
he wanted to start a National Mental Health Foundation (NMHF) chapter in California in order to include MCC in the establishment of an “attendant training program.” Tallman explained that an NMHF chapter in
California would “unify the uncoordinated Californian agencies” and that
NMHF was more oriented to mental health than existing general health
agencies and therefore had better resources and funding for mental health.
MCC’s contribution to the training curriculum, through Jost, “would not
be on the technical level but in terms of attendant attitudes and experience
on the level of ‘personal relationships.’ ”42
In his relationship with Tallman, Jost worked to build closer relation-
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ships with the California government. Jost wrote to Tallman, “We would
like to discuss further with you the possibility of such units and the part
we might have in the development of such as well as in reaping the beneﬁts such a program might have toward our own mental health activities.”43
It became a fruitful relationship. By the mid-1950s, Jost’s administrative
team situated KVH on an increasingly vague boundary between Mennonite religiosity and California society.44
Jost had his start in mental health work while in a CPS unit in Provo,
Utah. In a 1943 letter to the Christian Leader, the ofﬁcial publication of the
United States Conference of Mennonite Brethren Churches, he wrote,
“In this ﬁeld we saw avenues of unlimited service to humanity; we saw in
it a similarity to the kind of service Jesus had in mind when He commands
us to serve ‘the least of these.’ . . . We realize that we are dealing with
souls, although sick and irresponsible, they are and deserve to be treated
as such.”45 By the time Jost took the reins of KVH, he had undergone his
own shift in focus. A decade later, he described KVH for the Mennonite
Encyclopedia in clearly less religious terms: “The present services include
full psychiatric care, medical workup in conjunction with local general
medical facilities, outpatient care, and foster home care. All types of mental patients are admitted.”46
Jost was not alone. Jim S. Gaede, chair of the Board of General Welfare and Public Relations, also navigated this boundary in accepting the
position of psychiatric social worker at KVH for two reasons: “to be true
to Christ and to be true to myself.” Gaede worked in his denomination’s
psychiatric hospital as a trained psychiatric social worker in a fashion that
was authentic to himself—as an individual.47
Moreover, hospital administrators gauged their growing success by local and professional acceptance, especially as their workers increasingly
spoke at professional meetings. By 1962, however, Mennonite leaders
expressed concern over the decline in the number of Mennonite nurses.
They feared the Mennonite constituency at the hospital might be completely replaced by secular outsiders.48 Ironically, the increased success of
efforts to reach out to the wider community, so enthusiastically embraced
and pursued by hospital administration, threatened to alienate the very
constituency that sponsored them.
In the early 1960s, when plans were established to build a second
Mennonite mental health hospital in Bakersﬁeld, signiﬁcant changes in
the Mennonite social position in central California made development

163

164

california mennonites
possible. In the case of Bakersﬁeld, local experts invited the Mennonites
to construct a hospital ward near the Greater Bakersﬁeld Memorial Hospital. The invitation even came with government funding and a rent of
one dollar a year for ﬁfty years. These planners of the Bakersﬁeld hospital
stressed that no money, only personnel and expertise, were required of
the Mennonite constituency. The Bakersﬁeld medical community considered such a hospital necessary, and the Mennonites considered it an
opportunity to provide services in a California region with a large Mennonite population; they could “enlarge their witness.”49 The new facility
in Bakersﬁeld was located “on grounds adjacent” to the Memorial Hospital of Greater Bakersﬁeld. Mennonites quickly seized the opportunity to
purchase the land out “of fear that one of the other hospitals in the area,
particularly the Catholic hospital, will ‘beat them to the punch.’ ”50
When the Mennonite Mental Health Services Board approved the
expansion of KVH into Bakersﬁeld, in 1963, the language used in the
announcement was more generic than speciﬁcally Mennonite. The new
hospital was to be “love centered.” The citizens of the State of California had accepted the work at KVH and its “effectiveness of a psychiatric
treatment program, which is motivated by a philosophy of life with love
as its central theme.” One patient wrote, “The Mennonites and their way
of love is what we all need.” In the context of mental health care, Mennonitism seems to have been understood often enough as “love-centered
psychiatric therapy,” or more generally, “the therapeutic effect of Christian love.”51 Christian faith and an ethereal, generic-sounding “love” were
considered efﬁcacious.
In summer 1963, the builders of the Bakersﬁeld Hospital waited for
approval from state and federal government grants. The denominational
Board of General Welfare and Public Relations announced that this
new hospital “will be owned and operated by the Mennonite churches,
[though] the identiﬁcation with the larger community general hospital
will be very close.” 52 Ultimately, this project, by which Mennonites served
society and their own constituency, would not clearly mark Christian and
Mennonite identity, but would work comfortably with “secular” society.
On the cover of the October 16, 1966, Kern View Hospital dedication
bulletin was an American Flag and a Christian Flag with crossed staffs
alongside a picture of the United States Capitol in the lower left corner;
the entanglement with American Civil Religion seemed complete.53
Mennonite engagement with mainstream culture and society, as ex-

Socially Active Mennonitism and Mental Health

empliﬁed by the mental health program, was clearly articulated in the
Bakersﬁeld hospital proposal. The proposal stated, “It is difﬁcult for anyone outside California to understand why a ﬁfth hospital should be located to so unbalance the Mennonite Mental Health program in relation
to Mennonite constituency.”54 The ﬁfth hospital being in California was a
result of local Central Valley needs and recognition of the good work done
in KVH in Reedley. Mennonites established mental health hospitals in
the rest of the country according to Mennonite demographics; in California, however, the Mennonite presence, while important, was not the sole
determinant of location.
Considering Mennonite demographics, California was the least populated American region and the only region at the time planning a branch
hospital. The board of the Greater Bakersﬁeld Memorial Hospital also
did not consider the Mennonite initiative and presence to be that of “outsiders”; they saw the Mennonites and general hospital to be two groups
“thinking together and working together on a common problem.” The
Kings View Homes Board of Directors, in compiling their report on the
feasibility of the Bakersﬁeld project, made considerable effort to demonstrate that Mennonites were not considered “foreign elements,” that
Bakersﬁeld understood their emphasis on “Christian love” in health
care. This proposal, unlike the proposal for Kings View, rarely used the
word Mennonite. Instead, Kern View relied on the more generic terms of
“Christian,” “Christian love,” and “Christian service.”55
Perhaps it was ironic that Jost and KVH helped draw California Mennonites into the mainstream of California life by acting on principles born
out of CPS. As the religious and denominational impulses that initially
governed the creation of KVH were replaced by more “secular,” or generically Christian-appearing, ideals, the process of mediating between California and Mennonite culture gave way to religious and cultural assimilation. Aspects of American Mennonitism secularized in central California
in part through its socially active care for the mentally ill.

Government and Mennonite Care
Part of the legacy of Arthur Jost and KVH was their growing reliance on
government funding: “Of all the MMHS [Mennonite Mental Health
Services] centers and hospitals, Kings View has been the most heavily involved in public funding in terms of dollars received.” When KVH closed
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brieﬂy, in 1957–1958, due to ﬁnancial difﬁculties, Jost found that MCC
“curiously” placed the needs of Mennonites over the needs of others, suggesting that Jost understood his constituency to be much larger than the
Mennonites.56 The reopening of Kings View in 1958, under greater local Mennonite control, was part of a larger MCC strategy to relinquish
control of the mental health centers to local Mennonite constituencies.
In KVH’s case, this coincided with other difﬁculties.57 In evaluating this
relationship with local, state, and federal governments, Jost concluded,
“One of the obvious results of public funding was the rapid growth of
Kings View over a relatively short period of time.” Rapid growth came
with problems, and Jost listed the primary difﬁculties as staff recruitment
and a strain on the “spirit of unity” at KVH.
Jost believed that taking government funding and contracts exacerbated
tension with Mennonite churches that had initially raised funds and built
the hospital. By the late 1950s, the Mennonite perception was that KVH
had been “ ‘taken over’ by government.” Finally, in his analysis of government funding and Mennonite hospitals, Jost observed: “We have noted
that leaning on government for funds coincided with a diminishing sense
of responsibility on the part of the churches, that in some centers there
seemed to be a tendency to downplay the Christian/Mennonite identity,
that there was some drifting of the constituency from the centers (or vice
versa) over a period of time.” However, as he argued, coincidence is not
causation: “But it would be difﬁcult to demonstrate a direct tie between
these developments and receiving government funding.”58 Certainly, the
receipt of government funding was a reality shared by all Mennonite
hospitals, but Kings View depended the most, by dollar amount, on government grants. The hospital and constituency were nonetheless drifting
apart.
In his report to the advisory committee in December 1952, Jost described the religious and therapeutic mix at Kings View in decidedly
individualistic terms. Without reference to any particular Christian or
Mennonite teaching, he wrote: “In spite of the fact that we have conducted morning devotionals each week day and Sunday school each Sunday morning plus devotional services every other Thursday, I feel that we
need to expand in terms of individualized spiritual service.”59 Jost thought
that an expansion of religious service would be helpful if it included local ministers. Jackson Dillon, their psychiatrist, suggested that KVH
“should continue to do this work within the institution.”60 This was cer-
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tainly a Christian-inﬂuenced hospital, but the Mennonite connection was
seemingly weakening as Jost worked hard to keep the hospitals in front of
mental health developments.
In 1953 he reported to MCC that “the term and concept of mental
health is with us to stay and that we are bound to relate many of the problems which are common to us to the mental health concept.”61 One of the
more peculiar developments at Kings View was the avoidance of hiring a
chaplain or holding religious services. There were early attempts at morning devotional services and allowing patients to listen to church services
on the radio. Yet, attempts to organize a devotional program were conﬁned
to the creation of a committee, “perhaps,” to coordinate it.62 The result was
a virtual absence of Mennonite religious expression in the hospital.
Despite problems that eventually emerged with their psychiatrist, Dr.
Jackson Dillon, he was consistently supportive of the Mennonite religion
and the most surprised at the lack of religious services at KVH. He was
encouraged by the ability of Kings View to help and place patients of different religions in the hospital. Dillon appreciated not only the “Christian
inﬂuence” of the staff as an important addition to the psychiatric community, but also the ideas of holding devotional services in the morning
and assisting patients to attend church services at the staff’s own expense.
Of particular signiﬁcance was that as medical director, Dillon stressed the
importance of Mennonite Christianity.63
The relationship between administration, medical staff, and their
“Christian Witness” was examined in a Kings View Homes Study Committee report in 1955. It concluded that professional training was not
enough to deﬁne the work at KVH; it needed Christianity to use science
for its own ends. The report recommended that KVH build a chapel “as a
symbol of the spiritual objectives of the Church in her hospital program”
to demonstrate “that there is perfect harmony between true science and
the laws of God.” The report stated that it was congruent with Christian
principles to have non-Christian psychiatrists treating patients in a Christian hospital because God created the laws of medical science for everyone. What was needed, however, was a governing structure cognizant of
the “responsibility of the church to maintain that [Christian] witness.”64
Within ﬁve years, Jost referred to the position of chaplain “as a parallel role
to the psychiatrist.” Jost believed that the ﬁnal say in a psychiatric hospital
was not necessarily that of the psychiatrist, but of this parallel chaplain,
though one was never hired.65
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With the planned closing and reorganization of KVH in late 1957, Jost
continued to speak of the desirability of having a chaplain for the needs
of patients. However, he placed priority on the prestige of the hospital
in the psychiatric community. Research conducted at Kings View gave it
“considerable prominence” along with changes to California law through
the Short-Doyle Program, which opened up government contracts to private hospitals to provide community mental health services for indigent
patients. Jost was excited by the prospect of a closer working relationship
with the state government in such a program.66
In what appears to be a swift reversal of priorities, on May 3, 1957,
Jost reported, “A chaplain should be considered for our staff.” Two weeks
later, on May 18, 1957, Jost presented a “partial condensation of brochure
material” that included text describing the role of the chaplain and how
patients may attend local Protestant or Catholic services.67 By December
1958, the Chaplaincy Program was given “careful consideration,” though
it lacked funding.68
The question of having a Chaplaincy Program continued. In spring
1959, after the hospital reopened, Jost reported: “From time to time, the
patients have asked and wondered why the hospital doesn’t make use of
its Christian symbol. Very often the question comes why did a church
engage in a mental hospital program. Without the presence of a chaplain,
these questions are sometimes difﬁcult to answer and at best are answered
superﬁcially.”69 Jost was certainly a Mennonite Christian, but the trend at
KVH was increasingly ambiguous, at the administrative level, concerning
religious identity. Other Mennonite mental health centers throughout the
United States did not create a chaplaincy until the 1950s, but even then,
this trend did not spread to all.70
The religious question was more complex for Jost than simply professional reputation. He questioned the direction of KVH, “Are we consciously and conscientiously rendering a service in the name of Christ?”
He found the process of “developing our churchwide goals” to be “discouragingly slow,” and he felt responsibility for that slow pace: “I often feel
guilty and selﬁsh when patients and their families commend the Mennonite church for offering such an important and appreciated service to this
area to realize how little the church, outside of staff, Board and M.M.H.S.
is involved.” The hospital, according to Jost, exhibited a “lack of . . . religious counsel.” As standards of professional society led psychiatry, he
hoped the chaplain, as “the church’s counterpart to medical science’s
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agent, the psychiatrist, will take his place around the discussion table in
our hospital.”71 These rueful ruminations about the spiritual and Mennonite character of KVH, while signiﬁcant, were not common. The KVH
leadership soon returned to pressing issues of hospital administration, and
religious questions had to wait.
In the early 1960s, KVH began pursuing accreditation by the American Psychiatry Association in order to access insurance monies as well as
“prestige and status.”72 At the same time, a committee was also struck to
study the issue of a Chaplaincy Program and to recommend one if the budget allowed.73 It remained difﬁcult to establish a chaplaincy position. In
the 1960 report, Dr. Charles A. Davis, medical director, simply stated on
the chaplaincy issue: “This remains to be developed. We recognize that
there are several factors which have caused this aspect of our program to
go so slowly . . . This is such an important position that much study should
be given it—to feel out the duties of a chaplain, see how his world will integrate with the existing program, and to ﬁnd the special individual who
could ﬁll the role.”74 They clearly took seriously the idea of a chaplaincy;
ﬁnding a qualiﬁed Mennonite or the will to create the position was more
complicated.

The First Psychiatrist
The relationship between Dr. Jackson Dillon, the ﬁrst psychiatrist and
medical director of KVH, with the Mennonite administration of KVH is
revealing, on issues of health care and religion. Dillon was a strong supporter of KVH’s continued expansion.75 In particular, he highlighted the
“personalized, interested care” provided by KVH and was sympathetic to
the Mennonite emphasis on involving the family in a patient’s recovery, a
new concept at the time.76 Orie Miller, of the advisory committee, asked
him what he thought of non-Christian psychiatrists: “Dr. Dillon pointed
out that the main consideration as far as he was concerned was that the
psychiatrist on the staff be properly qualiﬁed. He felt that Christian or
non-Christian psychiatrists could be integrated into our staff if they were
well trained doctors.”77 Dillon, an inﬂuential non-Mennonite psychiatrist
at KVH, held to the professional goals of training ﬁrst and integration second. He believed that where differences of religious opinion occurred,
they would simply smooth themselves out.
In early 1957, Dr. Dillon wrote a letter to Orie Miller, describing his
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desire, and that of his colleague Dr. Ludwig, to elevate the psychiatric care
to the highest standards while working with the church. Dillon, despite
his support, faulted Mennonites for not taking psychiatric care seriously
enough as a religious or theological issue: “It is imperative to eliminate as
many conﬂicting feelings [regarding psychiatry and religion] in ideology
and in other matters as it is humanly possible.”78
Though the religious element was muted at KVH, Dillon persistently
questioned its absence in a church hospital. In a June 8, 1957, memo to
Delmar Stahly, Jost described Dillon’s confusion regarding Mennonites:
It is signiﬁcant and has been a mystery to Dr. Dillon from the beginning,
why a church psychiatric hospital is interested in competent psychiatry
and is blind about competent theological staff. He has consistently urged
a competent chaplain or at least pastoral assistance so that the patients’
needs are met more adequately in various ways, i.e. devotional program,
staff counseling, and working with patient’s minister. He has been further bafﬂed by the distance of Mennonite pastors of the area. This lack
of interest is understandable generally, but hardly on the part of pastors
who have gotten their churches to build a mental hospital.79

Dillon encouraged the administrators to recruit young Mennonites into
psychiatry. However, administrative reports include little, if any, comment on the devotional or religious implications of their work, including
the contribution and experience of Voluntary Service (VS) workers. NonMennonite medical staff also encouraged administrators to recruit Mennonites.80
Nevertheless, the administration had problems with Dillon and his
apparently strained relationships with some area psychiatrists. Some alleged that Dillon often refused to work with psychiatrists who disagreed
with his therapeutic opinion, and they in turn would not refer patients to
KVH. Jost reported that any attempt to broach the topic with Dillon resulted in threats to resign, causing KVH administrators to back away from
any discussion. Though Dillon apparently repaired at least one relationship with a prominent Fresno psychiatrist in 1957, tensions persisted.81
Regardless, by December 1957, KVH closed in order to reorganize.
Since Jost had defended Dillon and his ideas the longest, he was in an
awkward position when required to choose between sponsors and doctors. Jost supported the doctors. When KVH closed, one board member
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observed, “How the patron Saint Dillon has led him [Jost] down a blind
alley—the same alley that H. R. [Martens, a KVH sponsor] warned him
about and Art [Jost] is forced to close the institution.”82 Finally, on the
eve of KVH’s temporary closing, Jost made one last defense of Drs. Dillon and Ludwig: “We were led in a direction which is quite standard in
contemporary psychiatry. [Milieu therapy, where there is no lock-down
of patients, emphasizing warm staff and patient relationships and pleasant
surroundings] . . . The direction was right and proper, and in my opinion,
irreversible.” Jost continued to argue that in reorganization, KVH should
build on the existing foundation: “We have little choice to do otherwise
if we want to have a progressive program and one which will accomplish
the purpose of the church in this area.”83 Jost, however, was willing to let
go of the builders of that foundation.
Jost wrote that Dillon had caused several problems in his relationships
with Fresno psychiatrists and that local professional perceptions of KVH
had dimmed.84 As KVH sat at the crossroads, Dillon departed and observed that these Mennonites needed to clarify for themselves what they
thought about psychiatric care, because even though they wanted a Mennonite psychiatrist, none seemed to exist.85
Despite questions about the appropriate mix of religion and science
in California Mennonite health care, issues of government funding, dependency on non-Mennonite specialists, and a lack of religious symbols,
the larger Mennonite community read in their denominational history
that KVH was an example of “exemplary cooperation of all Mennonite
groups.”86 As early as March 17, 1950, however, Jost reported that closer
ties between KVH and the Mental Health Services section of MCC was
possible if one of their directors, or assistant directors, actually made a visit
to the West Coast.87

Civic Mennonitism
Health care service was a conduit for Mennonite accommodation with
society, and it went beyond KVH. It even included providing ambulance
service for a number of years at mid-century. By the early 1950s, Cairns
Funeral Home had provided ambulance service in Reedley for many years.
Over time the costs of running the service grew too far out of proportion to
the revenues it generated, and Cairns Funeral Home pulled out. A single
small business simply could not sustain the operation. Simultaneously, in
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1953, due to the high accident rate on highways in Fresno County, the
California Highway Patrol was pressuring the Reedley Chamber of Commerce to create a safety council, as other valley towns had done. Reedley
followed the trend, and the ﬁrst order of business for their new safety
council was to organize ambulance service. It organized a fund-raising
drive known as the “Green Cross,” where people who donated a dollar or
more received a green cross sticker for their car. The safety council raised
enough money, together with a fee schedule of seven dollars a call plus
ﬁfty cents per mile, to restart ambulance service in Reedley and the surrounding area.88
To keep costs down, the safety council decided that the ambulance
be operated by trained reliable volunteers. At the suggestion of Marden
Habegger, local physician and member of the First Mennonite Church,
the volunteer aspect of the service was handed over to the MCC under the
leadership of Arthur Jost, who was working with Mennonite volunteers
at KVH, fulﬁlling their I-W service requirements to the government. Jost
was on board and saw the opportunity as a way to show Reedley that local
Mennonites were willing to serve their community twenty-four hours a
day. Trained in driving by the California Highway Patrol and ﬁrst aid by
the high school nurse, twelve single young MCC men took to the task of
operating the local ambulance, for service and excitement.89
The service began on August 8, 1953, and in a 1947 six-cylinder
Chevrolet, young Mennonite men worked the valley and hills as far as
there was paved road in their district. Within two years, they replaced
the Chevrolet with a newer, more reliable vehicle, and more men from
local car dealerships and the lumberyard began donating their time to run
the service. A point of pride for Reedley was the low cost of the service to
the taxpayer, as local police and ﬁre departments tended to provide ambulance services in the valley. In Reedley the police had a signiﬁcant role
in training and keeping records and schedules of drivers, but the costs of
administration were kept low on account of the volunteer nature, community support, and reasonable rates charged to users. In fact, the Reedley
ambulance service did not add anything to the tax bill.90
Mennonite civic engagement through health care also involved the
Home for the Aged in Reedley. Signiﬁcantly, Jost was the administrator at
Home for the Aged before moving to KVH. By the late 1950s, KVH was
moving increasingly toward a medical and professional model of service
described in generic Christian terms without any particularly Mennonite
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content. The Home for the Aged, in contrast, dealt with moral discipline
issues as problems of “evil,” as was the case when a misunderstanding between a married man and another women found in the basement alone
had an “appearance of evil.”91 While understanding discipline problems
morally, the Home for the Aged also refused to join a rest home association:
“Since ours was a church home and we were getting along well, we would
not want to join any organization of this kind.”92
The same principle of not joining with the “world” applied to asking oil
companies for funds. A second Home for the Aged was opened in 1960
in the Shafter area, where there were wealthy oil and land companies that
could have been solicited. The General Board made a decision on funding
for the Home for the Aged that stood in contrast to the increasing closeness between KVH and the state and federal governments. Their 1960
decision stated, “With regard to soliciting money for the Shafter Home
from the big oil companies and the Kern County Land Company, it was
felt that we did not feel like soliciting the world.”93 The question was not
who was right or wrong; rather, there were two distinct trajectories in
two institutions, intimately connected, that both cared for people. One
kept to a model of Mennonite suspicion of the world and dealt with discipline issues in moral terms like “evil.” The other, under the leadership
of Jost, moved to a more mainstream model of professional accreditation,
association, and government funding. It moved from being an institution
created in the Mennonite idealism of CPS to one where explicitly traditional Mennonite identifying markers were virtually absent.
The trajectory of KVH, as demonstrated by its relationship with the
professional medical staff and its ambiguity regarding a chaplaincy and
religious services, came from an administration that in its early years articulated a clear case of working in the will of God to engage a peculiarly
Mennonite form of ministry, providing care to the mentally ill. As Jost
wrote in 1950: “We feel that the Lord has directed in a very special way to
make possible the steps which have been taken and we seek further guidance and direction in order to be of service to those who are unfortunate in
becoming ill in mind and spirit.” Furthermore, “We feel a deep conviction
that the Lord has also placed the sufferers in our midst for a purpose and
yet we must humbly admit that they have received the least consideration
and appreciation among all in the school of suffering.”94 KVH was an important facet of Californian Mennonite institutional self-identiﬁcation.
Through the delivery of mental health care, ambulance service, and a
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Home for the Aged, Mennonites were increasingly a part of mainstream
California life, engaging the culture as quietly religious and socially active
members.
Kings View Homes was a successful mental health facility in California’s San Joaquin Valley, which at the time had no such facility. The
Mennonites involved with KVH entered into a strategy of inﬂuencing
their surroundings through the sincere expression of religious conviction
through caring for the mentally ill. That expression, while distinguishing them in California society, ironically helped bring them into the mainstream, as compassionate, though increasingly secularized, religious people.
When KVH reopened in March 1958, the administration boasted ten
new patients, with only two coming from the Mennonite constituency.
The remaining eight were referred by, among others, local physicians, psychiatrists, and district attorneys. KVH’s administration considered this
proof that the aggressive promotional efforts during the shutdown period
were effective and that KVH was further integrated into California society.95 Early in his career, when writing or speaking for Mennonite groups,
Jost had included religious elements in his presentations.96 Already by the
mid-1950s, however, he was rarely drawing attention to any religious or
spiritual aspect of work at KVH. Though he refuted such extreme religious claims that mental illness was “demon possession,” he did not completely ignore spirituality in mental health, acknowledging, “prayer can
contribute . . . as it helps to straighten out the crooked paths of unhealthy
human relationships.”97
Jost and KVH played an important role in the overall expansion of
Mennonite identity in mid-twentieth century California. Created out of
the success of the CPS, KVH, as administrated by Jost, represents a stream
of Mennonitism in California characterized by social, cultural, and ideological integration. For example, under Jost’s leadership, KVH received
more government funding than any other American Mennonite hospital.
The religious program of KVH involved some devotional time and
assistance for patients to attend local churches; however, despite the advocacy of non-Mennonite staff, no substantial Mennonite religious presence developed. Jost certainly was not anti-religious, or even a-religious.
As a health care administrator, he took his lead from the larger psychiatric
community and government grant programs. Looking at the KVH records,
we can see that religion played a very minor role, and in government testimony, virtually none.98 KVH embodied Mennonite ideals of social relief,
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yet in this case, barely connected with those ideals religiously. Though
Jost was not representative of all Mennonites, he was a go-between Mennonites and California society. He represented a socially active Mennonitism increasingly comfortable with Sacramento. Service to the community
born of a religious imperative was also a strategy of accommodation along
the lines of service, here healthcare. We saw this in the sanitariums in
the early 1900s, and in the postwar years in large projects such as KVH
and local ones such as the Reedley ambulance. Professionalization and
modernization reached most aspects of Mennonite experience, including
service ministries of food and clothing distribution, to which we turn in
the next chapter.
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chapter 9

Feeding the Hungry
A Story of Piety and Professionalization
Many people in Europe will be hungry and cold this winter.
—Relief worker, 1947

Grapes and Raisins

I

n addition to paciﬁsm and healthcare, concern with helping the materially less fortunate was another important religious marker for Mennonites. Even in describing their success at modern agriculture in
citrus and grapes, Mennonites in California turned to religious language.
In the 1940s and 1950s, articles in Mennonite Life depicted agriculture
as spiritualized and mechanized. On a settlement near Upland, the hardships in their early years were told as a story of how citrus farmers came
into their own once trees bore fruit, yet their success did not overshadow
their faith: “These pioneers maintained their interest in the church . . . the
early Mennonite settlers in Upland were more than farmers and tenders of
trees. They were Christians and church members . . . Mennonite life was
and is physically nurtured here by a particular and unique industry [and]
spiritual sustenance came from the source of all blessings everywhere—
God, our eternal Strength and Refuge.”1 Even when reporters gave very
detailed descriptions of soil types, income, pruning, or chemical applications, religious idioms were used: “No matter how hard man may labor, no
matter how developed his technological processes become, it still remains
true that ‘only God can make a tree.’ ”2
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The Mennonite embrace of modernized agriculture included an everpresent socio-religious piety: “The people of these churches have given
to relief a portion of what they raised in answer to the challenge: ‘The
hungry people of Europe must be fed!’ ”3 Prosperity in California came
with a challenge—feed the hungry. This too was a story of piety and professionalization.

Beginnings
During and after World War I, Mennonites in Russia wrote letters to
co-religionists throughout America asking for help. General Conference
Mennonites in Reedley, for example, moved to encourage their denomination to join with the Mennonite Church and Quakers who were already
responding to the need in Russia. They proposed to work through the
Emergency Relief Commission and send a delegation.4 California Mennonites, led by three men from Reedley—M. B. Fast, W. P. Neufeld, and
B. B. Reimer—responded by gathering clothing. Of these three, Fast, later
joined by Neufeld, went to Russia with the shipment.5 These two pastors
distributed the clothing and learned that many Russian Mennonites had
contacts in California.6 Upon their return, Fast tried to educate Mennonites in the western and midwestern states about conditions in Siberia:
“The reports and the agitation of Bro. Fast led to the ﬁrst general organization of Mennonites for relief.”7 When Fast visited Immanuel Mennonite
Church in Los Angeles, he made quite an impression: “[Fast] related many
striking incidences of his travels amongst our Mennonites. As a result, rich
gifts were donated to help the sufferers. How grateful ought we to be on
the one hand and on the other willing to help. Reports from eye-witnesses
strike the respective cords much quicker than articles in the papers and
magazines.”8
Their successful visit to Russia helped contribute to the creation of the
Mennonite Central Committee (MCC) to coordinate relief efforts. In the
Paciﬁc District, William Neufeld became its representative.9 In 1922,
the need for clothing and relief continued, and an auction sale was held
on John K. Warkentin’s farm near Reedley. It was run by three Reedley
Mennonite Brethren: auctioneers Georg Knaak and J. P. Siebert and clerk
Phil E. Thiessen. Despite little publicity, they raised more than seventeen
hundred dollars for Mennonites in Ukraine, Crimea, and Siberia.10
There was also a one-time effort in 1924 by California Mennonites in
the Reedley area to ship raisins to alleviate starvation in Germany, their
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ﬁrst relief effort for non-Russian Mennonites.11 The relief sale was the ﬁrst
of its kind and became an annual event in various regions throughout North
America, beginning in the 1940s, and an annual West Coast event, beginning in 1968. By the 1960s, important differences from the earlier relief
sales were apparent. No longer were these efforts limited to co-religionists
in ad hoc response to particular needs; they now annually raised funds for
projects helping people throughout the world from many religions.12

Early Programs
When the Reedley MCC Relief Ofﬁce opened in 1946, with its primary
purpose of running the Reedley Clothing Center (hereafter Clothing Center), relief work in the area became “a year-around job.”13 After three years
of operation, in June 1949, the Clothing Center became the West Coast
Ofﬁce of MCC (MCC-WCO), with Arthur Jost as its administrator.14
Despite its focus as a clothing center, it engaged in several major projects:
food distribution, the mental health hospital Kings View Homes (KVH)
in Reedley, assistance for World War II refugees, a camp experience for
disabled children, and a raisins-for-the-hungry program. An early report
written for John A. Hostetter, material aid director of MCC, described the
new Clothing Center as getting off to a slow but stable start: “The work
here is not as large as at some of the other Centers but the interest and
cooperation is very good.”15
The report stressed that local Mennonites supported the Clothing
Center with healthy donations as women volunteers guided its early success. Clothing needed to be mended before shipment overseas, and it was
“groups of women from the local churches who [were] faithful in coming
in to help with the mending.” A “class of girls” from a local school also came
to sew during class period, which contributed to its success. The sewing
lessons were presented to the schoolgirls as an opportunity to “stimulate
interest in helping others.”16 Furthermore, sewing circles, from various
churches, contributed a signiﬁcant amount of clothing.17 In 1946, special
blessings and commendation were given to the women volunteers at the
Clothing Center: “May God bless the many busy mothers and others who
have given of their time and energy to help feed and cloth[e] the needy
families in war torn countries.”18
When, in 1947, similar gratitude was expressed, it emphasized a gendered division of labor: “Women’s groups are organized to come regularly
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to keep the mending pile from toppling over. Other[s] come to help pack
fruit and soap. Men come to burlap the bales and transfer them to storage.
They use their trucks to haul our shipments to the docks.”19 Alternatively,
“Men did the heavy work and women and girls cut the peaches and put
them on trays.”20 Women in MCC and the sewing circles clearly understood and reinforced these divisions of labor. Nevertheless, it is a mistake
to conclude from this a lack of agency.
Agency was clear in 1948, when young mothers “organized themselves
at the beginning of the year to sew for missions and relief.” They worked
together one evening a week at ﬁrst, then every other week, to sew for
the Clothing Center. At the end of the year, they held an open display
“to show what can be accomplished by willingness and consecration and,
perhaps, a sacriﬁce of time and physical effort and to encourage others
to become interested also.” The day after the display, approximately 200
pounds of “mostly new clothing” was donated to the center, which succeeded largely because of women’s mission societies.21
Women volunteers and efﬁcient organization were the keys to success
for the Clothing Center as they were for the mission societies. In 1946,
the ﬁrst year of its operation, the center demonstrated “what an organized
effort can accomplish.”22 In this case, concerning potato canning: “Four
Mennonite churches were organized into groups of about 8–12 women
and 2 men for each day’s canning. They were allowed the use of a high
school cannery and also the services of one or two women experienced in
commercial canning. About 1200–1400 No. 2.5 tins of potatoes and 550
tins of meat were processed in a day. This same group is canning tomatoes
and corn to be delivered to the Center as soon as possible after the work is
ﬁnished.”23 Although voluntary labor was signiﬁcant, they attributed the
resulting success of canning so many tins of potatoes to their specialized
equipment and their organization—not to a speciﬁcally communal canning experience, or even to religious motivation.
Men from the Civilian Public Service (CPS) also played important
roles as packers of food, clothing, and household items, though their involvement ended in 1947, when the CPS program ended. In the course
of its ﬁrst year, the center shipped “a carload of canned foods,” seven and
a half tons of dried fruit, eight tons of clothing, and a ton of soap. Despite
such early success, the CPS labor supply soon disappeared. In preparation for the inevitable departure of CPS men, the Clothing Center looked
“forward to having another sister here to help soon.”24 Despite the helpful
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and necessary labor the men provided, their replacements were expected
to be women.
The speed of the Clothing Center’s expansion was impressive. Within
two years of its creation, they shipped food and clothing to people in at
least four countries: Paraguay, China, Germany, and Italy. Despite working quickly to help people on three continents, the initial purpose was to
help the suffering of Europe: “Many people in Europe will be hungry and
cold this winter. This is our opportunity to share with them of such things
as we have received from the Lord. Can we meet the challenge?”25 Some
in Europe certainly thought they had. A Dutch Mennonite minister from
Holland commended them: “The clothing you gave will wear out; the soap
will disappear; the food will be eaten; the spirit and love that prompted
the giving in the name of Christ will be of lasting beneﬁt.”26
Despite early success, there remained tensions. In the early years,
MCC-WCO’s most common complaint was the scattered nature of the
West Coast Mennonite population. This demographic reality resulted
in delayed receipt of donations from the other western states of Oregon,
Washington, Arizona, and Idaho, and in its operations, California’s interests naturally dominated due to its size. A second tension was the low
quality of clothing donations. Staff attempted to educate their constituency as to the importance of sending wearable clothing and not articles
so soiled or worn that they would be discarded anyways. Despite such
entreaties, people sent clothing in need of repairs, and volunteers did the
mending and called it “Christian fellowship.”27
Even with the stress of working with western congregations “scattered
over a large area,” the Clothing Center understood the relationship between its constituent parts as being “a link in the chain . . . [reaching] the
far corners of the earth. It is through such images that people in MCCWCO sought a common identity across the vast western region: May that
chain not be broken by unfaithfulness or neglect on the part of any of us.”28

Raisins and Refugees
In the late 1940s, MCC-WCO was also involved in collecting raisins
for relief export. In a letter to Charles Brannan, secretary of agriculture
in Washington, DC, Arthur Jost, MCC-WCO administrator, requested
that the Raisin Administrative Committee make raisins available for relief purposes. As MCC was part of the President’s Council of Voluntary

Feeding the Hungry

Relief Agencies, Jost made the case for obtaining government surplus raisins by arguing that over the past several years, they had sent 100 tons
of raisins annually to Europe and South America that never “enter[ed]
channels competitive with or prejudicial to exportable commodities.” Jost
also expected, as in the past, that they would handle the raisins under “our
own supervision,” ensuring a measure of separation with the federal government. Since they already raised the funds for purchasing those raisins,
however, Jost was ready to move them.29
Jost applied political pressure: “It might interest you to know that our
California constituency supporting this raisin program numbers about
2,500 to 3,000 of whom the majority are growers or have a deﬁnite interest in the raisin industry.”30 In December 1949, still waiting for the
Department of Agriculture’s response, Jost wrote Paul Goering of the National Service Board for Religious Objectors (NSBRO) in Washington,
DC, to explain that the raisin program was a subsidy program. The raisin
program purchased surplus raisins only after harvests were divided into
three pools: free tonnage (for regular markets), reserve tonnage (for need
and surplus), and surplus tonnage (for livestock feed).31
Lobbying was important because the Agriculture Department, while
aware of the Mennonites, was unfamiliar with the details of their work.
Jost worked through NSBRO to “jar the authorization loose,” but as the
request was part of a larger authorization from the Agriculture Department, NSBRO informed Jost that they would have to wait until regular
channels dealt with their request.32 Finally, Jost got the raisins needed for
their relief work from the Raisin Administrative Committee. Due to the
cost of transport ($150 a ton) to Paraguay, they decided to ship only to Europe, which cost $75 a ton. The raisins left for Vienna from San Francisco
in the early summer of 1950.33
At the same time, in the wake of World War II, they worked with
refugee assistance. Although MCC-WCO’s work with war refugees did
not constitute a large portion of their activity, they worked in conjunction with MCC to bring refugees to the United States.34 At one point,
there was discussion in MCC about whether California would pick up
more refugees if more refugees would choose to go there. As the cost of a
trip from Europe through the Panama Canal was twice that of bringing
someone to the eastern seaboard, however, it was a hard sell to the Mennonite constituency. Jost commented: “It was pointed out that California
had only taken relatively few D.P.s [Displaced Persons] across. Pettice
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Reedley area Mennonites packing raisins for European relief, 1948.
Source: Otto B. Reimer Papers.

[International Refugee Organization representative Susan Pettice] argued that a ship could bring 2 loads from Europe to the east coast in the
time it would take to cross the Panama to California. She also argued the
additional cost of $1000.00 a day would make it impractical,” and since
sponsors had to absorb costs, additional charges would simply dampen
West Coast enthusiasm.35
Discussion about coordinating relief efforts among voluntary agencies,
state commissions, and local services inspired Jost: “I received a great deal
of help in seeing the larger possibilities of helping the several families
which we have received here at Reedley.”36 Jost was also heavily involved
in securing funding for Kings View Hospital, now under construction. He
pointed to an important aspect of how he understood Mennonite service—
governmental and nonreligious organizations could oversee it, even mainstream it, provided the cause was congruent with Mennonite convictions.
As the question of displaced persons subsided, the Advisory Committee on Resettlement of Displaced Persons in California observed that the
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primary concern in local communities for refugee intake was depressed
wages. The advisory committee defended those they brought in as people
who “proved to be desirable as future citizens,” who obeyed the law, held
down jobs, owned homes, caused no disturbances, nor made any “injury
to our own citizens.”37
The latter half of the 1940s was characterized by a conviction that organizational efﬁciency was the best means of production for compassionate ends. MCC-WCO created the Clothing Center at this time, which
stressed the principle of efﬁcient organization and provided leadership
opportunities for women. In addition, MCC-WCO lobbied government
for surplus raisins and worked with broad international organizations for
the beneﬁt of European war refugees. Unlike clothing, food, and raisin
distribution, the refugee beneﬁt program was directed to co-religionists
speciﬁcally, and California’s geographic location was seen as a liability because of transportation costs.

Summer Camp
As part of its activities, MCC ran Voluntary Service (VS), to which people signed up for service projects that ranged in length from a few months
to a few years, as already seen in relation to migrant labor. On the West
Coast, however, the ﬁrst VS unit was administered in conjunction with
the Crippled Children’s Society summer camp in San Bernardino, California. The Los Angeles–based society helped people who had a range of
disabilities. VS administrators were impressed initially with the “mountainous environment,” which had the net effect of producing “an inspirational atmosphere.”38 Although the environment may have been inspirational for the children, in camp reports, two themes dominated: how
happy everyone in their care was and tensions between Mennonite and
non-Mennonite workers.
One volunteer, Gladys Buller, wrote that while working at Camp
Paivika for the Crippled Children was “a thrilling experience,” some of the
non-Mennonites found “the hardest task for any person or organization is
living up to principles with which they are not acquainted.” Some of the volunteers who came for camp work experience “had hardly heard of the group
called Mennonites” and were frustrated with having to keep to religious
principles “which are difﬁcult for them.” Buller understood the difﬁculties
of those who would “smoke, dance and play cards” and, therefore, “cannot
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together give the Christian testimony.”39 This concern ran through the
group, where some thought that mixing Mennonites and non-Mennonites
made for unclear expectations and a “lack of spiritual emphasis.”40
The Mennonites cooperated with the Crippled Children’s Camp by
providing volunteer workers at the height of the polio outbreaks in the
United States, just before a vaccine was developed. When Helen Tieszen
submitted her evaluation of the summer VS unit, she reﬂected on being
out of contact with Mennonites for over a year. From her camp experience,
Tieszen learned that, despite some disagreements, she was still “truly a
Mennonite in attitude and belief.”41
Despite this reafﬁrmation of her religious identity, she revealed that
non-Mennonites thought Mennonites possessed a “seeming unfriendliness” and that “some uncomfortable situations arose, and it wasn’t always
pleasant to be making excuses.” Within the group, tensions centered on
how the Mennonites deﬁned worldliness for everyone. As Tieszen described the Mennonite attitude: “[The world is] very bad and evil while
we were good—and weren’t we wonderful for coming all this distance to
help crippled children!” Mennonites tended to indulge in what she described as a “self-praise attitude . . . which I think is wide-spread among
us and needs to be brought to our attention.” The internecine stress complicated the spiritual aspect of the program, but Tieszen concluded, “Although I feel that our unit has not been the reservoir of spiritual strength
which it might have been, it has, provided, at least in part, the power for
action . . . In a way, the split in our [Mennonite] group seemed inevitable,
unfortunate though it was.”42
In this effort to work within society, they found themselves in tension
with co-workers, as their efforts went beyond volunteerism to compelling
the moral commitment of others, thus alienating themselves. After a visit
to the camp in June 1950, however, Arlene Sitler enthused about its religious diversity. The organization had people of several different religions,
including ﬁfteen from MCC as well as Catholics and Seventh-day Adventists. Sitler found this especially appealing because the Crippled Children’s Society served all faiths, where no one religion should dominate.43
An anonymous evaluation of the camp, from August 1950, concluded
on a positive note: “Camp Paivika meets the basic requirement of the V.S.
unit in that it exists at a place where there exists a real human need which
can be met in the name of Christ.” This report described the work of the
camp as important but not “urgent” in the sense that if they did not do
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it, someone would have. In the Los Angeles vicinity, the report singled
out the “university area,” where many people would be willing to help
the children. The difference was believed to be in the Christian nature of
their help, for “if the unit were not here our positions would be ﬁlled by
non-Christians.” Without reference to the internal strife between Mennonites and non-Mennonites, this report concluded that although nonChristians could do a good job, the program would miss the advantages of
a “Christian ‘plus’ which is vital.”44
Where Tieszen and worker reports underscored the struggles between
groups in the camp, the August 1950 report described the unit’s relationship as “cordial.” In this report, the differences between the workers were
downplayed: “The individual unit members very easily assumed their
places in the camp program.” In fact, the only noticeable difference between Mennonites and non-Mennonites was that Mennonites largely
excused themselves from participating in camp dances. This evaluation
concluded, “The matter of dancing was really the only place where unit
members stood out from the rest of the staff in the camp program. In all
evaluations, one felt that the staff appreciated the presence of the unit. A
Christian life can not but be attractive to others.” Although workers in
the unit were of different religious backgrounds, there were in this account only slight tensions among a few individuals and an overall positive
Christian presence modeled for the campers.45
By early 1951, in discussing the composition of the VS unit for the
upcoming camping season, Sitler suggested to Ray Horst in Akron, Pennsylvania, that because there were already forty non-Mennonites in the
service, “it may be well to conﬁne ourselves to Mennonites as much as possible.” To underscore the desirability of Mennonites, Sitler reported that
the camp director, who also worked for UCLA’s Physical Education Department, said “our personnel were best suited for counselor positions.”46
Although Sitler was unclear about whether the director referred to the
VS unit in general or to Mennonites in particular, the praise was used
to promote her conclusion that from this time forward, only Mennonites
should be assigned.
The MCC decided, in April 1951, that members of the Crippled Children’s Camp unit would mostly be Mennonites to “remit a more consistent witness to the other workers at the Camp.” They were attracting only
female applicants and wondered about their inability to attract males.47
Since spring 1950, it had been difﬁcult to recruit men to the camp.
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VS attracted twelve volunteers, but men were mostly volunteering for
construction labor at Kings View Homes (KVH).48 What made the situation especially complicated was MCC’s commitment to make their VS
units gender balanced. Thus, having committed themselves in this way,
their unit for the Crippled Children’s Camps would remain half-full. Because MCC had promised the camp eight workers, they now had to go
back and make sure the camp was ﬂexible on the issue of gender balance,
which the MCC did not want to do.49

Reorganization
Glenn Esh, acting director of MCC in Akron, Pennsylvania, wrote Jost
in spring 1952 concerned about the administration of the Reedley Clothing Center. Although the main ofﬁce in Akron calculated that clothing
should be processed at eight cents a pound, in Reedley it cost eleven
cents a pound. Therefore, lending support through a VS placement was
out of the question, as the cost per pound would increase too much. As
it stood, Ada King in Reedley was doing most of the work at the center,
including heavy lifting and baling the clothing, which was more “than a
woman should be asked to undertake.” For King personally, the “strain of
this physical work . . . cannot be expected to continue under such circumstances for any length of time.” As Reedley had too few workers yet high
operational costs, Akron had reason to close it down and shift its work
to Newton, Kansas. There was also vague mention of the “attitude of the
[Mennonite] people” of California, suggesting that closing the Reedley
center was the best option for everyone.50
In response, Allen Linscheid, administrative assistant of MCC-WCO,
wrote that they had reorganized staff schedules to relieve King of some
of the physical demands. Linscheid also informed Akron that they were
searching for a way to have the expense of VS workers locally underwritten. Regardless, Linscheid insisted that local Mennonite congregations
support MCC and give funds as a percentage of their own budgets, even
though churches also ran their own relief programs.51
Before MCC took these drastic measures, the parties engaged in much
conversation. In 1953, MCC’s main ofﬁce instituted a new system of
handling and shipping clothing at the centers based on a system of labeling codes. They made the decision based on the experiences at centers in
Ephrata, Pennsylvania, and in Akron without as much knowledge of the
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situation in Reedley. In a letter to Ada King, Clothing Center supervisor
in Reedley, Wendell Metzler, relief administrative assistant in Akron, admitted his ignorance of the California work: “I hope that I’m not assuming
too much on operations at Reedley because I don’t know what it is exactly
like.”52 The sense of distance between California and Pennsylvania became especially acute by the end of the decade, and efﬁciency and communication did little to slow the continued demise of the Clothing Center.
Yet, in the Clothing Center itself, things seemed to be going very well.
In spring 1954, MCC-WCO discussed establishing a dried fruit and raisin distribution program alongside soap making and meat, vegetable, and
other fruit projects. The Clothing Center’s success in a variety of endeavors resulted in understandable optimism; with the Clothing Center ﬁlled,
they now needed more space.53 They had expanded operations such that
by 1954, they were shipping thirty-eight tons of raisins annually to such
countries as Korea, Germany, Austria, Jordan, and France. In May 1954,
they purchased their raisins at $127.50 a ton, down from $175.00 a ton in
January, after raising money through various drives. At the same time, the
Clothing Center was overﬂowing, and construction began on a new MCC
Clothing Center in Reedley. The building project raised money through
the church, especially the Reedley Mennonite Brethren, First Mennonite Church in Reedley, and Dinuba Mennonite Brethren.54 Difﬁculties,
however, were gathering on the horizon.
By 1957, securing funding for the Clothing Center had become increasingly difﬁcult. MCC in Akron said that funds had to be raised locally. Meanwhile, the Mennonite conferences on the West Coast “felt
that this was not feasible,” because they had no budgetary room for it.55
Administrators at MCC decided that the Clothing Center should become
a collection depot, with volunteers processing the clothing at ﬁxed times
throughout the year: November, April, and July. A woman would supervise those processing times, with Ada King serving as cook and giving
general advice. The lack of ﬁnancial support from the Californian Mennonites, however, was not lost on Robert Miller, associate director of MCC
Foreign Relief and Services: “I enjoyed becoming acquainted with California Mennonites. We have not been receiving a great deal of ﬁnancial
support from your churches but I have the impression that most people are
really interested in the relief program.”56 This acquaintance with California Mennonites did not last long or spread far in MCC.
Meanwhile, Jost saw that MCC-WCO’s greatest period of activity had
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passed. He commented: “The route obviously is long between the Reedley ofﬁce to West Coast churches via Conference headquarters. However,
there is still some advantages in the West Coast ofﬁce awareness and direction of West Coast interest and needs. On closer analysis, however,
it became apparent that the developing duplication between Akron and
Reedley was not justiﬁed; Akron was going more and more directly to the
Conference headquarters on West Coast interests.” Jost acknowledged the
reality: “I regard this as a natural and maturing development.”57
By the late 1950s, other differences between MCC and California had
emerged. Jost wrote the associate executive secretary of MCC, William
Snyder, on June 26, 1957, to register a complaint. He noted the problem of geography: “The obvious problem of MCC meetings being spread
over the calendar instead of being grouped. For persons spending only the
night traveling or a few hours and dollars in the air, single or conveniently
grouped meetings are desirable. For those traveling from the West Coast it
would seem desirable to group meetings even to the point of some inconvenience in order to save travel time and expense.” Jost understood that in
relation to the rest of the country, the West was growing in importance: “It
is important for MCC to cultivate Western interest . . . The West will continue to grow and take on signiﬁcance in terms of Mennonite interests.”58
Snyder responded that West Coast concerns were real enough, but they
simply were not a majority: “Even though grouping meetings would be
a good thing in the case [of a few] from the West Coast, it does not help
many others.” Snyder suggested a possible travel allowance from MCC,
but for the time being, different agencies within MCC’s umbrella held
their meetings spread out over the year.59 Regardless, in winter 1958,
Snyder informed Jost, who was now associated exclusively with Kings
View Homes (KVH), that the regional ofﬁce in Reedley would have to
decrease its services but continue to receive clothing donations.60
In 1959, Snyder conceded: “I agree that we have not been tied into the
West Coast too well . . . we should do something to strengthen our representation there.”61 All this led to a closing of regional ofﬁces. Following
the Kansas model, West Coast Mennonites formed a regional relief committee. This came a day after Snyder sent a memo to Orie Miller, also in
the executive ofﬁce of MCC, stating that they needed “to think clearly on
activating West Coast constituency” and develop “a formula that would
tie the West Coast into our program a bit better than it has been since Arthur [Jost] has not been able to give as much attention to the work because
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of his growing program and responsibilities at Kings View Hospital.”62
With this reorganization of the mental health program, Jost and MCC
separated, which allowed him to run KVH.63
Jost summarized the issues in a letter dated July 25, 1960: “Over a
considerable period, we have discussed future plans for the West Coast
Clothing Center in Reedley. The Mennonite Central Committee in Akron have felt for some time that they would like to see more local direction
and planning in the clothing and relief contribution planning and it seems
that a number of West Coast representatives have been thinking in this
direction.” Jost also brought together two principle issues into the struggle
of continuing work in California: “The news which reaches us daily is
ample witness to the fact that we will be continually challenged to provide
material assistance to the millions of hungry and unclothed. We should
also give further thought to the discipline of giving as Christians as we
approach this problem of our future West Coast action.”64
Thus, by the late 1950s, with sharp declines in donations, the Clothing
Center in Reedley was in trouble and would close. As the cost of processing a pound of clothing was more expensive in Reedley than in the other
centers in the United States, MCC suggested some cost-cutting options:
close down completely and ship all donated items to Newton, Kansas, or
run the center entirely by volunteers. They chose the latter. In September
1960, Mennonites formed the West Coast Relief Committee (WCRC)
to replace the regional ofﬁce in order to streamline the clothing center and
make it cost effective while generally promoting MCC. As the Reedley
center reorganized into WCRC, the committee hoped that responsibility
for the Clothing Center would shift to the women’s missionary societies.
They held discussions on convincing women within driving distance to
voluntarily mend and sort clothes.65 WCRC, composed only of Californians, now had jurisdiction over the entire West Coast. Early on, they
suggested that the women in the missionary societies pay a fee, an idea
they quickly discarded. They sought assistance from Selma Linschied,
who ran the center in Newton, Kansas, but changes from above were on
their way.66
A year later, the transition was complete, and the WCRC was in full
operation, with a membership made entirely of Californians from Chino,
Atwater, Reedley, Bakersﬁeld, and Dinuba. In December 1961, WCRC
appealed for help from MCC headquarters in Akron regarding blankets
for Vietnam. Although directed by MCC, the WCRC, which ostensibly
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represented the entire West Coast, made its appeal only to California
churches.67 This was, perhaps, a sign of California’s increasing dominance
in the Paciﬁc Coast region by the 1960s.
On May 25, 1962, WCRC agreed to incorporate itself in California for
tax purposes. Drives continued for raisins, dried peaches, beans, and rice.
Late that year, as movement toward incorporation went forward, frustration in California’s relationship with Akron developed over the deed to
the Reedley property. As MCC in Akron was the owner of the Clothing
Center property, purchased on April 29, 1954, they had to deed the land
back to Reedley for incorporation in California.68 This legal maneuver was
not intended to alter the relationship between Reedley and Akron; however, there was a growing sense of alienation in Reedley: “It is a feeling of
the committee that already we feel a lack of interest in our Committee and
the Center on the part of Akron as exempliﬁed by the fact that no one has
visited the Center from the main ofﬁce in nearly two years.”69 This belief
in growing apathy or ambivalence on behalf of Akron increased, so that by
the mid-1960s, Akron suggested that Reedley develop a plan and budget
to become more independent of the main ofﬁce in Pennsylvania.70
Strategies for promotion became important because in 1964, West
Coast Mennonites were ambivalent about the center itself as the “the percentage of our constituent churches participating is not particularly good,”
and “one-half of the contributed amount came from one congregation
alone.”71 WCRC developed other strategies for improvement over the
next few years. They hoped to increase membership by including, for example, a woman from each of the Mennonite conferences. John Hostetler,
material aid director of MCC, suggested further that “the lady members of
the WCRC be responsible to publish your newsletter” and that WCRC
appoint a “Contact Sister” for each of the sewing circles.72
Then in 1966, plans began for MCC to resurrect the relief sale in California, which they did in 1968. The WCRC promoted the sale through
nostalgic memories of a rural midwestern past in Kansas, not the actual
events of the ﬁrst sale in 1920, and lobbied the Reedley Chamber of Commerce. With a calculated marketing strategy, WCRC observed, “Many
West Coasters who brought with them the memory of the old-fashioned
farm sales in the East and would support this kind of appeal.”73 Two years
later, in Chicago, at an inter-Mennonite meeting about relief sales held
around the country, it was the West Coast Mennonites who impressed
the national group with their self-promotion and marketing of raisins as
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a peculiar California contribution. They concluded: “It appears as though
WCRC has become a pacesetter!”74

Compassion and Bureaucracy
In the mid-1960s the WCRC took over the administration of a program
called Project Bridgebuilding. MCC had created Project Bridgebuilding
to generate goodwill between Japan and the United States. It was the idea
of missionaries to Japan and Dr. Gan Sakakibara, the president of Tokyo
English Center, at the encouragement of Orie Miller of MCC. Emma
Schlichting, of Akron, Pennsylvania, was to implement the project, but
on March 16, 1965, the program was handed over to the WCRC. This
project brought Japanese students to the United States to live for a few
weeks in an American home as a way of mediating cultural differences and
misunderstandings.75 Project Bridgebuilding was an example of Mennonites’ increasing awareness of and interaction with racial and ethnic pluralism at home.
As Mennonites continued to establish themselves as good Americans in
the postwar decades, through the creation of various charitable and social
justice–oriented institutions, they projected a distinct identity through
their activism. They thoroughly entered California society, and religious
markers of justice and peace helped facilitate their assimilation into postwar California; yet in doing so, they maintained a particular sense of their
Mennonite identity—so much so that when Mennonites, led by Jost, created a mental health hospital to meet needs they had been unaware of
until their CPS experiences, they navigated the concerns and expectations
of their respective denominations, the local community, and state government. Beginning with CPS during World War II, Mennonites became
increasingly comfortable working with all levels of government.
As Donald Kraybill demonstrates, the shift from ethnic markers of
identity to ones of service and peacemaking, through the cultural efﬁcacy
of MCC, had taken place.76 In California, Jost exempliﬁed that aspect of
Mennonitism in the role he played as mediator between Mennonites and
broader society, both in his citizenship trials and in his work as an administrator. Mennonites were creating a presence in California that was
religious, active, and institutional. Peace and social justice were the solvents that dissolved any lingering deposits of resistance Mennonites had
about becoming full and good members of American society. Through the
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Henry and Elizabeth Peters cutting peaches for a Mennonite Central Committee
fruit-drying project, ca. 1970s. Source: Records of Reedley Mennonite Brethren Church.

postwar decades, Mennonites constructed a variety of missions and services for people often at society’s margins, including displaced persons,
Kings View Homes, and migrant labor ministry. The creation of the Clothing Center contributed to California Mennonite identity by its pursuit of
professionalism, efﬁciency, and political integration. Having set about the
task of transforming California society, they soon needed schools to protect the group and smooth out any remaining rough edges with the world
around them. In particular, Mennonites pursued liberal arts and seminary
education to this end, as we will see, in the next chapter, among the Mennonite Brethren in Fresno.

chapter 10

Protect and Assimilate
Evangelical Education in California
We are, as a denomination headed toward disintegration.
—B. J. Braun, president of Mennonite Brethren Biblical Seminary, 1959

Cultural Ferment

B

y the mid-1960s, the evangelically inclined Mennonite Brethren
sought their own historical identity while navigating California
society. Considering the array of social services they established,
Mennonites made their mark on life in central California. From the nonreligious trends of some social programs and an enlarged world of paciﬁsm
and pluralism that resulted from the CPS experiences, there was also an
attempt to reconstitute evangelical Anabaptism in the California context
through higher education. All these streams of activity combined to create
an expanded religious identity that blended progressive and conservative
streams of evangelical theology with Mennonite historical identity.
By World War II and in the immediate postwar decades, Mennonite
Brethren were expanding and establishing several new congregations, reﬂecting a numerical and institutional construction boom. In Fresno, the
largest city in the San Joaquin Valley, Fresno Mennonite Brethren Church,
also known as Bethany Mennonite Brethren Church, organized in 1942
with thirty-four members who had been meeting for several years. They
purchased a building site in 1946 and “erected a spacious church building
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which was greatly enlarged in 1954.”1 The Mennonite Brethren went on
a building spree during the 1940s and 1950s in the Fresno-Reedley area,
building churches, the Home for the Aged in Reedley, a Bible institute, a
mental health hospital, and a seminary, among other institutions.2 From
1952 to 1962, for example, they established ﬁve churches in urban centers, with three in Fresno. All were amiable breaks from larger churches
in Shafter, Reedley, and Fresno.
In fall 1955, the Heinrichses, a Fresno couple from Bethany Mennonite
Brethren Church, held Sunday school classes in their home on the corner
of Butler and Chestnut. The Heinrichses advertised their Sunday school
to children on Halloween when they gave out invitations to the children
who came trick-or-treating. Down the block from their home, the Mennonite Brethren Biblical Seminary (MBBS) had recently opened, and, in
January 1956, the Heinrichses moved the Sunday school from their home
into the seminary. During the early years, new members to the Sunday
school came from “the Mother Church”—as Bethany was called—and
from smaller towns in central California (Dinuba, Orland, Shafter) as
well as from larger centers, such as Bakersﬁeld, Reedley, and Los Angeles. From outside California, the congregation drew members from British
Columbia, Nebraska, Kansas, and Oklahoma.3 The Heinrichses’ efforts
led to the creation of the Butler Avenue Mennonite Brethren Church on
April 4, 1957.4
This expansion of the number of congregations was part of a Paciﬁc
District Conference (PDC) vision to create new churches in the Fresno
area. In the 1950s, the neighborhood around Butler experienced a housing boom, created in part by the federal government allowance assisting
veterans in buying homes. One result of this government program was that
many lower-income and minority families moved into southeast Fresno,
as noted in one study undertaken by a seminary student at MBBS: “The
result [of the government housing program] is an inter-racial neighborhood with a high percentage of Blacks and Hispanics. Consequently, most
of the church families have moved to different locations.”5 Although some
Mennonite families left as racial demographics changed, the Butler church
continued its community outreach programs, including evangelism, support for a Billy Graham crusade, Campus Crusade, neighborhood Bible
Clubs, and the Small World Preschool. They discovered that children’s
programs “drew the church and community closer together.”6
In the early 1960s, an additional two congregations formed as exten-
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sions of larger churches with the intention to create more ﬂexible structures of church governance. Kingsburg Mennonite Brethren Church
formed as an extension of both the Dinuba and the Reedley Mennonite
Brethren churches. The Kingsburg congregation intended to form a ﬂexible organizational structure in order to make changes easily as needed.7
The Wasco Bible Church (MB) was formed out of the Shafter Mennonite
Brethren to accommodate several people who had to travel long distances
to church.8 In 1959, Wasco’s pastor, Werner Kroeker, reported that “the
formation of a simple yet functional structure has given us a smoothly operating Church with responsibility delegated to many yet not so decentralized as to permit duplication or neglect.”9
Among the various transformations and Mennonite expansion under
way in postwar California, higher education brought various tensions and
trends into clear focus. Mennonites sought a religious identity congruent
with urban developments, an emerging sense of historical identity, and
closer relations with California evangelicals. Evangelical Anabaptism was
the faith to accomplish all three goals. Although urbanization was a process under way throughout the country, California represents the earliest
and largest urban settlements of American Mennonites. Not until the early
1940s, however, did Mennonites begin to live in substantial numbers in
such cities as Fresno. Urbanization for Mennonites was swifter in California than elsewhere in the country.10 As Reedley already had the largest
Mennonite Brethren congregation in the country, the attraction to both
Reedley and nearby Fresno was natural. Within eleven years, Fresno became a signiﬁcant Mennonite Brethren center with the creation of Paciﬁc
Bible Institute (PBI, now Fresno Paciﬁc University) in 1944, and MBBS
(now Fresno Paciﬁc Biblical Seminary) in 1955. The story of Mennonite
education in California is largely a Mennonite Brethren one.
Institutional development and the increasing rationalization of Mennonite participation in Californian society were as much about resilience
as accommodation. As Mennonites urbanized, the role of education in the
creation and protection of identity deepened. Gone were issues of German
language retention important to Mennonite schools earlier in the twentieth century; new on the pedagogical front were religious inﬂuences of
Southern Californian fundamentalism and Kansas Mennonite liberalism.
In postwar California, Mennonites attempted to navigate the stormy
seas of fundamentalism as an exterior threat and liberalism as an interior threat through church-based education. Three schools in particular
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concerned Mennonite Brethren leadership, the dispensationalist Dallas
Theological Seminary, the Bible Institute of Los Angeles (BIOLA)—
places where many Mennonite Brethren pastors were trained—and the
Training School for Christian Works (now Azusa Paciﬁc University),
with its “strong emphasis on the charismatic.”11

Piety without Fundamentalism and Liberalism
Among the reasons for starting PBI, and placing it in California, were pietistic inﬂuences in Mennonite culture. As historian Paul Toews observed,
pietism has been part of the Mennonite Brethren theological matrix since
their origins in 1860 Russia. Pietism emphasizes personal religious experience, personal spiritual discipline, and individual religious expression.
Thus, it exists in some tension with the more communally based ideals of
Anabaptism. In higher education, the linking of Anabaptism with evangelicalism was an attempt to retain the religious energy of pietism without
collapsing into fundamentalism. The Mennonite Brethren hoped that a
Bible institute would train their young people in both pietistic spiritual
disciplines and nonresistance.12
Furthermore, Mennonite Brethren needed not only to respond to
concerns of fundamentalist inﬂuences and liberal challenges, but also to
prepare their young people for increased participation in the professional
world. Thus, the development of Mennonite undergraduate education in
Fresno in the 1940s was in the context historian Paul Toews describes:
“[There was] in the West a high degree of cultural and institutional ferment. The repeated efforts to begin a school between 1916 and 1944
and the subsequent changes of the school reﬂect the uncertainty.” Moreover, he argues, “The story of schooling among western MBs (Mennonite
Brethren) is the story of the search for both intellectual and institutional
coherence. It is the story of the church’s enduring quest to center and identify itself. It is the search for shelter in a world of strong cross currents.”13
The images of ferment, changes, uncertainty, coherence, center, identity,
and shelter suggest that the school was about more than the pursuit of
knowledge; it was to create “intellectual and institutional coherence,” as a
shelter for young Mennonites in a storm-tossed world.
Church-related education had been a part of the California Mennonite experience since the creation of the Bible Academy in Reedley earlier in the century. In 1940, postsecondary education became increasingly

Protect and Assimilate

important when the Paciﬁc District Conference formed a committee to
explore the issue of a Bible institute in Fresno. They approved the school
in 1941 as a place “where the young people might avail themselves of a
sound Biblical training in an institution organically related to their own
conference.”14
A key issue in creating PBI was the modernist-fundamentalist conﬂict.
When the oldest American Mennonite Brethren School, Kansas’s Tabor
College, found itself in the 1940s in the midst of the modernist-fundamentalist controversy, perceptions eclipsed reality.15 West Coast Mennonite Brethren believed Tabor was inﬂuenced by liberal modernism. This
perception developed in part through a particular interpretation of Tabor’s 1942 hiring of Peter E. Schellenberg as president. Schellenberg, a
psychologist, was one of the ﬁrst American Mennonite Brethren to earn a
Ph.D. and remain in the church. President for over ten years, he eventually resigned, and John N. C. Hiebert replaced him. Hiebert was a missionary and hired to “afﬁrm and protect the ‘faith of the fathers.’ ”16 Other issues in Kansas also contributed to concerns of modernism at Tabor. Many
of the Tabor faculty at mid-century attended Central Baptist Seminary in
Kansas City, and as historian Paul Toews describes, “Such persons wanted
more clear cut statements of MB theology and were quick to see signs of
modernism.”17
Additionally, in 1943, the Mennonite Brethren general conference
asked Schellenberg to explain the orthodoxy of his religious life and the
college, and to “declare publicly the limits of psychology.”18 Nonetheless,
the school kept him until he resigned in 1951. In California, the tension
in Kansas was part of the reason to open PBI in 1944. At mid-century,
the Mennonite Brethren in central California were concerned with the
absence of nonresistance teachings in the dispensationalist fundamentalist schools in Southern California and Texas as well as with a perceived
liberal advance from the east, which could easily alienate students—who
may then attend non–Mennonite Brethren schools.19
Paciﬁc Bible Institute opened on September 18, 1944, with twentyseven students, six faculty members, and ﬁve objectives: “(1) To give
young people thorough knowledge of the Bible; (2) To train them in the
highest type of Christian living in whatever walk of life they may ﬁnd
themselves; (3) To prepare them for Christian service, at home or abroad;
(4) To fortify them against the various unscriptural philosophies of life;
(5) To send forth sanctiﬁed Christlike personalities, yielded and obedient
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to the Master.”20 Initially PBI offered a three-year Bible program, which
was the forerunner of their four-year degree programs: bachelor of arts and
bachelor of theology. In order to “safeguard the Institute against liberal
trends,” faculty was accountable to the Paciﬁc Bible Institute Committee, which both reported to the district and had authority over hiring and
ﬁrings.21
In the early years of the school, its purpose was to “implant” Mennonite spiritual principles in the students, led by an administration retaining a traditional identity, which originated among rural Mennonites “in
relative isolation [who] felt no need for new theological precision.”22 At
the beginning, however, PBI was inﬂuenced by fundamentalism. The ﬁrst
PBI catalog described the rationale for the school’s existence: “The reasons for this urge for a school here in the west are many . . . The ﬁrst, of
course, was the realization for the great need of Christian workers in our
churches who would be able to meet the intellectual progress of our time.”
It continued, “Secondly, the horror on the part of parents and churches
for the hazards that students confront today in some theological schools,
and thirdly, the unmistakable but simple fact that a church body cannot
long continue in its true channel unless its doctrinal principles and church
policy are deﬁnitely and squarely implanted in its coming generation.”23
The tripartite basis for PBI’s existence in the West reveals further its
fundamentalist origins when read against “An Abridged Statement of
Faith,” which says in part, “The Paciﬁc Bible Institute holds and teaches
. . . that the Bible is the verbally inspired and infallible Word of God.”
It afﬁrms other tenets of fundamentalist Christianity, including a literal
reading of the Bible, especially as it concerns Jesus’ virgin birth, death on
a cross, and bodily resurrection.24 Moreover, listed ﬁrst among PBI’s educational aims was “to uphold a positive interpretation of the Scriptures
which shall lead the student to become ﬁrmly grounded in the great doctrines of the Bible.” Other aims included a deepening of spirituality, “to uphold the principles of peace, separation from the world, simplicity of life,
sanctity of the home, and diligent habits of industry.” Some of these were
certainly Mennonite distinctives—peace and simplicity—while others
suited well general sympathies across many religious lines—sanctity of
home and diligence.25
In its second catalog, PBI expanded its presentation to include course
descriptions. Among them was a course called “Dispensations,” which,
when considered alongside the statement of faith, purpose, and aims of

Protect and Assimilate

The Paciﬁc Bible Institute building at Tuolomne and L Streets (c. 1946–1959).
Source: Records of Fresno Paciﬁc University.

PBI, locates the school solidly in a Christian context inﬂuenced heavily
by fundamentalism and dispensationalism, two traditions not organically
Anabaptist.26 Although PBI did not list “Dispensations” for the 1950–
1951 school year, the aforementioned theological principles, educational
aims, and historical accounting of its purpose remained their published
self-description through at least the 1950s.27
Throughout the 1940s and 1950s, Mennonites in California increasingly worked outside the farm and church. Many became business owners
or joined professions previously ignored. The cultural world of the Mennonites broadened at mid-century as the professional and business worlds
drew Mennonites into such organizations as the Christian Businessmen’s
Committee and the National Association of Evangelicals.28
By the end of the 1950s, the Paciﬁc District Conference decided that
the liberal arts model should replace the Bible institute model to address
changes in society and students. PBI would offer courses other than Bible,
theology, German, and church history, in order to train young people to live
and work in the professional world. In these evolving trends co-existed an
education and an evolving sense of identity: protect and assimilate.
In 1959, B. J. Braun, president of both MBBS and PBI, which shared
their administration until the early 1960s, reiterated the need for a
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The most iconic photo of Paciﬁc Bible Institute at Tuolumne and L Streets.
Source: Records of Fresno Paciﬁc University.

denominational Bible institute and college. Braun reported to the United
States Conference of the Mennonite Brethren Church, “I hope that we
have enough spiritual discernment to recognize that when we send our
children into the state schools, we are sending them into enemy territory
from the standpoint that their view of life is diametrically opposed to the
Christian way of life.” The children, therefore, must be “rooted” in their
faith.29 Braun continued his report by explaining that parents of potential
Mennonite students needed to know that without the type of higher education the church provided, their children could be successful but secularized. This explanation came with a warning:
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I predict that within 10 years many Mennonite Brethren parents may
have opportunity to brag of the achievements of their sons and daughters in the areas that concern themselves primarily with bigger and better productions for an even higher standard of living, supersonic travel
to the moon, transcontinental missiles of destruction, and radar walls of
defense, etc. In brief—unless we can bring our churches to a sudden halt
and induce them to preach to our parents that Christian education alone
is able to give their children a Christian view of life—we are, as a denomination headed toward disintegration—either through secularizing
of their minds, or through a weakening of a sense of loyalty by sending
them to Christian schools of other denominations.30

He considered it a “long felt need on the West Coast” to have a denominational institute so their students did not have to go to schools with
“interpretations and emphasis which were foreign to M.B. views.” When
churches called in pastors trained outside the Mennonite Brethren world,
these pastors brought those foreign ideas with them. MB needed a denominational seminary so that pastors could be trained in-house, and with
their professional credentials, gain respect: “Whether or not it [was] a
symptom of an ill state of spiritual affairs that people do not desire to listen
to the preaching of someone, of whom they feel, that he his less qualiﬁed
then they, is beside the point.”31
The development of the school seemed to come quickly. To the chagrin of Tabor College, events in California moved “too fast to understand.”
Tabor College stated their dislike of PBI’s ambitions and argued that a
second liberal arts college created unnecessary competition for students.
They saw PBI violating the spirit of the “uniﬁcation” program of the mid1950s: “Your proposal [to become a liberal arts school] violates the original agreement, that we would give up our seminary and you would relinquish the liberal arts.”32 Nevertheless, PBI was not about to relinquish the
liberal arts.
Under the “uniﬁed” plan formed in 1954, the Mennonite Brethren
schools of higher education in the United States would operate under a
single board, with both schools owned by national denominational conferences instead of regional ones. The schools and their roles included Tabor
College as the “senior college,” PBI as the Bible institute and junior college,
and MBBS as the seminary (to be opened in 1955). Shortly after uniﬁcation, under President Braun, PBI began its move to liberal arts education,
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which we see in the 1959–1960 catalog, with a variety of courses listed
in several liberal arts disciplines. In 1961, this shift was made ofﬁcial, and
the name of the school changed to Paciﬁc College. However, as early as
1955, Frank C. Peters, president of Tabor College, wrote B. J. Braun to
respond to the plan to develop a liberal arts program in Fresno: “We know
that we cannot set the policies for P.B.I., nor would we attempt to curtail
its program. This decision belongs to the Board. They set the policies and
then we must operate within their wishes. If the Board ratiﬁes your proposal, we will recognize it. However, as long as they do not, we wish to
register our disapproval.”33
Furthermore, Peters underscored that if PBI went ahead with its curriculum change, the two schools would compete for the same students:
“To me, however, this seems ridiculous. This is what we were trying to
avoid when we ‘uniﬁed.’” Peters’s main concern was not just the protection of his school, but that the denomination could not support two liberal
arts colleges, and he even suggested that if need be, build in California, but
keep only one school. That did not happen, and the two schools continue
to operate as liberal arts schools.34
Location gave PBI an advantage: in Fresno 30 percent of the American
Mennonite Brethren population lived within ﬁfty miles of the campus,
and nearly 50 percent lived in the Paciﬁc states of Washington, Oregon,
and California.35 Mennonites promoted Fresno in terms of weather: winter was “crisp and conducive to school life,” and racial diversity helpful
for students to “learn both the manner and customs” of people they might
evangelize.36 In 1961, Joel Wiebe, interim director of the Bible institute,
justiﬁed Mennonite Brethren liberal arts education as a part of the “Great
Commission,” attributed to Jesus just before the end of his ministry, when
he said, “go out into all the world and preach the Gospel,—teaching them
. . . [especially] with life becoming more complex and involved.”37
In the late 1950s, PBI transformed itself after a period of declining enrollments and ﬁnancial difﬁculty. Apparently, some of the ﬁnancial difﬁculty resulted from confusion in the “uniﬁed budget,” an experiment to
have all Mennonite Brethren postsecondary schools operate under one
budget. In a special report as part of the uniﬁed budget experiment, the
ﬁnancial problems at PBI were considered the result of unnamed, vague
“insidious forces.” Determined to make the school a success, PBI embarked
on an aggressive recruitment program in 1957 and saw its enrollments
slowly increase. Despite the alleged presence of “insidious forces,” PBI
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representatives reasserted the religious and geographic signiﬁcance of the
school: “Within the domain of God’s good pleasure that there should be a
signiﬁcant place for our schools in this rich valley.”38
In California, Mennonites thought the enrollment declines of the late
1950s were due to a changing educational need. On the West Coast there
seemed to be a demand for a new type of school, different from the Bible
institute model. They designed this new school on a liberal arts model,
making it responsive to shifting social trends, including a growing involvement in professional careers, as well as growing comfort among Mennonite Brethren with the larger society.39
Some individuals recruited by PBI noted the religious signiﬁcance of
locating the school in California. Lando Hiebert of Grace Bible Institute in
Omaha, Nebraska, declined a job offer at PBI because he associated California with the temptation of spiritual dullness. He considered life and
work in the Midwest to be the equivalent of a willingness “to take up my
cross, and deny myself,” whereas California was a siren call to be resisted.
In his words, “for me, it became the ‘California Call’ when it becomes easy
to leave the disagreeable here and travel to the land of Glory and ease.”40
California, the land of ease, continued in its role as arcadian garden, luring
people from the seriousness of the Midwest. Even if California Mennonites largely abandoned these images, others, like Hiebert, were tempted
by their seductive quality.
The California Mennonite Brethren, by the early 1960s, made various
cultural moves to integrate with a broader evangelical culture. In the case of
education, the decision to create a liberal arts college was another strategy
of cultural engagement. Tensions between an insular Mennonite piety and
a growing comfort with American society characterized mid-twentiethcentury Mennonite education in California.41 Some at the conference
perceived the Mennonite embrace of a liberal arts college, instead of a
Bible school, as a “trend among our people today, especially on the West
Coast.”42 Considering Tabor College already existed, these comments indicate a shift in the larger American Mennonite Brethren experience now
ﬁnding its center of gravity by the Paciﬁc.

Avoiding Theological Demise
Eleven years after the founding of PBI, in 1955, similar issues inﬂuenced
the creation of MBBS, in Fresno. MB need for a seminary increased as the
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changes brought by urbanization and professionalization at mid-century
affected the Mennonites. The Mennonite Brethren were concerned that
both professional trends and dispensationalist fundamentalism negatively
inﬂuenced their pastors trained at non-Mennonite seminaries. Their concern, as expressed by J. B. Toews, was the very survival of Mennonitism.
They designed the seminary to prevent the “systematic destruction of the
theological distinctives which brought the Mennonite Brethren fellowship into being.”43
Beyond the sociological, historical, and theological reasons for constructing a seminary, there was the additional question of where to locate
the school. The locations deemed most suitable were Winnipeg, Manitoba; Hillsboro, Kansas; and Fresno. All three locations had sizable Mennonite Brethren populations and an existing postsecondary Mennonite
school. The Canadian Conference voted for Hillsboro, Kansas, the clear
frontrunner, and the Paciﬁc District Churches invited the seminary to
the West Coast, but only “if [the] General Conference sees ﬁt to put it
there.”44 The debate over location continued. In addition to other factors
such as available faculty, land, and buildings, one document in the 1950s
bluntly stated, “Climatic conditions in California are conducive to good
work.”45
At the January 1949 meeting, the Seminary Commission—a denominational committee formed to deal with the establishment of a seminary
—asked Tabor College to raise their Bible school “to seminary standing.” At the same meeting, the Paciﬁc District Conference submitted that
they would not insist that the seminary be located in Fresno.46 Later that
month, however, the commission chose Fresno. The factors that swung
the decision included a desire to “decentralize conference activities” and,
in light of the faithfulness of West Coast Mennonite Brethren to support
conference activities, some thought it fair “to have at least one General
Conference project on the West Coast.”47
On September 8, 1955, MBBS opened its doors. It was created “to
consolidate leadership and peoplehood theologically,” especially with
the rise of professional and paid pastorate growing gradually throughout
the denomination. Henry Schmidt connected the creation of the MBBS
ultimately to urbanization, theological diversity, and individualism.48
Moreover, the Mennonite Brethren’s largely middle-class status, which
Schmidt attributed to frugality and hard work, signaled a growing political conservatism. This conservatism was the result of “their own tradition
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An early photo of the Mennonite Brethren Biblical Seminary administrative building, ca. 1950s.
Source: Records of Mennonite Brethren Biblical Seminary.

of theological conservatism; their admiration of Eisenhower’s political
and religious leadership; their afﬁliation with the National Association
of Evangelicals; and their support of Billy Graham as God’s prophet to
America.” During the presidential election of 1960, the political conservatism of some leading Mennonite Brethren was clear. With the very real
possibility of a Roman Catholic president, Orlando Harms, editor of the
Mennonite Brethren denominational magazine Christian Leader, urged his
readers to vote Republican.49 Throughout the 1960s, suburban middleclass California in general turned conservative, and many Mennonites
there did too.50
The question of Mennonite identity was an important one for the young
seminary. In 1957, President Braun of PBI and MBBS reported to the
United States Mennonite Brethren Board of Education that although the
seminary was “one in spirit with the great historic evangelical movement,
we are still a denominational school seeking to uphold and sharpen Mennonite brethren distinctives.” The question remained, what were these
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distinctives? President Braun summarized the distinctives into ten points
that emphasized a church deﬁned by those with a “personal experimental
aspect of regeneration”; “the separated life” from the world; church discipline; “home training” oriented to church involvement; biblical theology;
“thrift, industry, neighborliness”; paciﬁsm; “Church-sponsored education”; a “mission consciousness”; and ﬁnally, one’s entire life subordinated
to Christ’s entire “program.”51 Many wanted it to be explicitly Anabaptist,
with a biblical focus highlighting the Mennonite Brethren tradition. This
desire was countered by a concern that Anabaptist identity would mark the
seminary as “merely” a Mennonite school, only superﬁcially evangelical.52
In the early 1960s, the administration and faculty, inﬂuenced by dispensationalist fundamentalism, challenged traditional Mennonite distinctives. By the mid-1960s, a new administration, focused on orienting
the seminary into an evangelical Anabaptist school, challenged the dispensationalism of the mid-to-late 1950s.
In 1960, the seminary issued “A Statement of Philosophy and Purpose
of Mennonite Brethren Biblical Seminary,” which afﬁrmed “the doctrinal
position of historic orthodoxy, and unhesitatingly declares its afﬁnity, in
doctrine, to the broader stream of evangelical Christianity.” Within this
broad stream of evangelical theology, there was an afﬁrmation of a Mennonite identity “oriented in the Bible.”53 By 1961, it was already clear to
some inﬂuential and young faculty members that the people running the
school advocated a narrow dispensationalism derived from Dallas Theological Seminary. A. J. Klassen, a theology professor, reﬂected on the differences in the statements of purpose in 1957 and 1960, and noted, “Each
of these statements underlines the importance of [Mennonite Brethren]
denominational distincitves. However, a careful review of the course offerings indicates scant attention to this area in a single two-hour course.”
That course, “Anabaptist Theology,” Klassen observed, was offered as
early as 1956 but was never taught in the school’s ﬁrst ten years.54 Thus,
the school had two factions, one from the school’s inception that included
the administration and some faculty who wanted the seminary to be similar to Dallas Theological Seminary, and a younger, more recently hired
faculty that wanted it to be an Anabaptist Mennonite school grounded in
evangelicalism.
An example of this tension was the name of the seminary. At issue
was whether Mennonites should overlay whatever historical, cultural, or
theological value the Mennonite Brethren brought with explicit reference

Protect and Assimilate

to evangelicalism. Thus, to attract students from beyond the Mennonite
Brethren constituency, R. M. Baerg proposed in a document prepared for
the executive committee of the MB Board of Education that the board
consider changing the seminary name. The rationale for the suggestion
was “to remove the cultural implication reﬂected from their history of
Mennonitism [Mennonite Brethren] in general thus opening the way for
wider inter-relationships with other groups of Mennonite orientation as
well as non-Mennonite backgrounds.”55
Baerg proposed the name change, ostensibly to remove the Mennonite
Brethren designation, to placate concerns in the wider evangelical community that the seminary was fatally limited by its apparently “very narrow cultural frame of reference, which in large circles of the evangelical
world overshadows the recognition of our spiritual and theological frame
of reference.”56 This argument expressed a desire by some for an evangelical seminary run by Mennonites, not a Mennonite seminary. For the Mennonite Brethren to succeed in California, the reasoning went, they must
ﬁrst disappear into it. To have history was to have unnecessary cultural
freight.
One young faculty person at neighboring Paciﬁc College, John E.
Toews, wrote his father, the future seminary president J. B. Toews, on
several occasions regarding MBBS’s intellectual climate, where he himself
had been a recent student. John Toews judged its leadership, such as R. M.
Baerg, as too dependent on the dispensationalism and dogmatic conservatism found at Dallas Theological Seminary, which Baerg and other faculty
had attended. Appealing to the evangelical Anabaptist tradition, John E.
Toews argued that if the school adopted the theological stance of Dallas,
there was no reason for MBBS to exist; one could simply go to Texas. John
Toews was also concerned with issues of academic integrity, such as grade
inﬂation, poor lecturing skills, and faculty teaching courses simply from
their Dallas Theological Seminary student notebooks. He sought a way
between the narrow dogmatism of Dallas inﬂuence and what appeared
to many as the alternative of mainline Protestant liberalism. John Toews’
solution was to turn the school toward Anabaptism and embrace the Mennonite Brethren heritage as a legitimate contribution to evangelical Christianity on the West Coast.57
Though MBBS had been founded in the theological tradition of fundamentalist dispensationalism, in the mid-1960s J. B. Toews attempted to
shift it toward an evangelical Anabaptist Mennonite identity. J. B. Toews
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became president in 1964 and made signiﬁcant advances on the question of the school’s evangelical Mennonite identity. First, he argued, the
seminary needed to comply with accepted American standards of theological education.58 Second, Toews was clear at the start of his presidency
that MBBS would be an evangelical Anabaptist seminary, grounded in
a biblical evangelical theology made distinctly Anabaptist. That biblical
evangelical Anabaptist theology, for Toews, was reminiscent of Harold
Bender’s trilateral deﬁnition of Anabaptism, which stressed Mennonite
identity and history through nonresistance in a voluntarily established
community of believers bonded together by love and “separated from the
world.” Toews understood that the community, separated from the world,
was a witness of Mennonite Brethren convictions to society. The character
of the seminary, under Toews, was Mennonite Brethren and evangelically
Anabaptist in nature.59
Under Toews’s presidency, the seminary catalog for the ﬁrst time published a “purpose and philosophy” statement that clariﬁed and expanded
the idealistic claim to history as found in the ﬁrst catalog: “It remains a
fact of history that no religious movement can preserve its God-entrusted
distinctives without its own proper institution and literature.”60 In the
1965 catalog, a ﬁve-part statement of “purpose and philosophy” described
the seminary as graduate school, school of biblical theology, Christian experience, churchmanship, and missions. Further, the seminary’s purpose
was the pursuit of “academic excellence” focused on a biblio-centric curriculum, grounded in “the Anabaptist view of the church.” The Anabaptist view of the church for the seminary was the church as a “called out”
community of Christians advocating a “corporate witness to the society of
which it is a part.” Within that witness, one was to live “the life of love and
peace with all men” in order to “exemplify the life of the true New Testament Church.”61 This statement was a departure from the fundamentalist
leanings of previous years, and it presented a clear intention to situate the
seminary in a historical faith system. The statement also took seriously the
social context of the school, serious scholarship, and spiritual development
in a biblical, evangelical, and Anabaptist fashion.62

Shelters from the Storms
As historian Paul Toews observed, the history of both Fresno Paciﬁc College (formerly PBI) and MBBS was a tale of the Mennonite Brethren at-
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President J. B. Toews of Mennonite Brethren Biblical Seminary. Source: Records of
Mennonite Brethren Biblical Seminary.

tempting to preserve their history.63 Paciﬁc College hired Peter Klassen in
1962. He was the ﬁrst Mennonite Brethren scholar trained in Mennonite
Anabaptist history hired by a Mennonite Brethren institution since 1948.
At Paciﬁc College, a Mennonite Brethren historical renaissance emerged.
The increased awareness of Mennonite Brethren historical identity included Paciﬁc College giving Anabaptist-themed names to their buildings, starting in 1958 with Sattler Hall. Much of this activity occurred in
the late 1960s and early 1970s, however, when the school gave buildings
and quads such Anabaptist monikers as Marpeck, Strasbourg, and Witmarsum. The naming of buildings and quads was only part of the historical
recovery.64
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The historical recovery also swept the MBBS campus in the mid-1960s.
Within ten years of the seminary opening, J. B. Toews, pastor of the Reedley Mennonite Brethren Church in the late 1940s and early 1950s, was
hired as president, and he turned the seminary toward historic evangelical
Anabaptism. J. B. Toews’s vision to recapture the evangelical Anabaptist
roots of Mennonite Brethrenism led to academic courses in Anabaptist
history, and within ﬁve years, a near complete turnover in faculty took
place. In the late 1960s, to preserve their history, the Mennonite Brethren
created the Historical Commission, which ran the newly created archives
and historical library in Fresno. It was “the most extensive set of commitments to nurturing memory ever made by an MB conference.” This
occurred in California, where the Mennonites were “more urbanized, occupationally diversiﬁed and theologically fractured” than the Mennonite
Church was when they experienced a historical ﬂowering in the wake of
Harold Bender’s 1944 “Anabaptist Vision.”65
For the Mennonite Brethren, historical recovery came from the pressures of California society. Peter Klassen, who was college present at the
start of the Mennonite Brethren historical renaissance, reﬂected: “To
many of us involved in that endeavor in the 1960s, it seemed that the
‘Anabaptist Vision’ had grown dim, at least in the Mennonite Brethren
Churches of California. We are grateful that God in His providence used
the [California Mennonite Historical] Society to renew that vision and
bear witness to His grace among us.”66 The California Mennonite Historical Society, historical library, archives run by Paciﬁc College, and MBBS’s
Hiebert Library, Bible institute, and seminary shared the same campus. It
was an integrated and collaborative effort.
After World War II, Mennonites in California largely assimilated to
California’s religious and secular culture and bore many resemblances to
their evangelical conservative Protestant neighbors. Their assimilation
was hastened, perhaps, by the dominance of the Mennonite Brethren,
who, from their formation in Russia in 1860, were more evangelical, pietistic, individualistic, and professional by occupation than other Mennonite groups. That fundamentalist institutions, such as BIOLA and Dallas
Theological Seminary, attracted California Mennonites is not a surprise.
The growing inﬂuence of Southern California evangelicalism, the result
largely of mass migrations from the central and southern states, also involved Mennonites. In the context of education, the creation of schools
designed to promote Mennonite Brethren identity smoothed the process
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of integration within a broad evangelical culture. In fact, even the schools’
campuses symbolically connected them with a broader American culture.
Both PBI and MBBS took shape in architecturally impressive buildings.
PBI purchased a building designed by famous American architect Julia
Morgan, which they left for the Chestnut campus in 1960 and ﬁnally sold
in 1962. The move to the outskirts of Fresno in the mid-1950s coincided
with the construction of MBBS in the striking Giffen Mansion, built by
Wylie M. Giffen, an early twentieth-century agricultural leader.67
The historical recovery was part of a process that made formal societies and ofﬁcial archives possible. At the same time, these schools, while
preparing students for the modern work world, also promoted theological
education that did not alienate either evangelical Anabaptists or conservative evangelicals. As agricultural activity had initially lured Mennonites
at the turn of the century, it again became a focus of intense attention in
the early 1970s. Questions of faith, race, economics, and geographic region melted together in the fruit and vegetable ﬁelds of the valley. This
time, however, as we will see in chapter 11, many Mennonites were the
socioeconomic insiders.
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Labor Tensions
Mennonite Growers, the United Farm Workers,
and the Farm Labor Problem
People in Akron heard Calif[ornia] Mennonites carry guns
—Mennonite leader Guy F. Hershberger, 1974

Transforming Paciﬁsm

I

n the 1930s, several hundred Mennonites ﬂed Communist Russia
through Harbin, China, and settled in the Reedley area. One of these
migrants, H. P. Isaak, wrote his memoirs in 1976 and introduced the
story of his ﬂight from Communism with his troubled feelings about the
recent farm labor activism of Cesar Chávez. Isaak argued that Chávez’s
actions, emphasizing workers over employers, too closely resembled the
values of Communist Russia; these values would only harm America.1
The organization of California farm workers, and the subsequent
strikes and boycotts, were part of a tense socio-political atmosphere in
the state. Many Mennonites across the country followed the events in
California and saw, not disturbing threats to America, but hopeful social
protest. These differing Mennonite responses to the California farm labor
tensions revealed signiﬁcant ﬁssures within American Mennonitism.
The role of Mennonites in American religious historiography is well
known: Mennonites are Germanic rural agrarian paciﬁsts. Whether one
considers ethnic, economic, theological, or activist themes, this stereotype
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is not without merit. The tropes almost appear settled. Mennonites are
counted among the Historic Peace Churches, a designation with much
signiﬁcance, especially in times of war. They are largely paciﬁst in their
ideology, with many attempting to practice it in times of war, and until
the last-third of the twentieth century, they were mainly agriculturists.
In the decades following World War II, the pressures of modernity were
tremendous, and Mennonites largely responded by moving to cities, entering professions, and developing efﬁcient rationalized church bureaucracies. In California, these transitions began earlier, during the 1930s,
when Mennonite religious identity was increasingly inﬂuenced by the
conservative evangelicalism that was gaining prominence in California—
also a result of Depression-era southern migration to California.2
Having settled primarily in the San Joaquin Valley, Mennonites entered many and varied professions, as exempliﬁed by the Eymann family of Reedley in the early 1900s, as noted in chapter 1. Naturally, many
were in agribusiness. In 1951, LIFE magazine published a photo essay of a
new generation of American millionaires located in the agriculturally rich
San Joaquin Valley. Among those featured was Mennonite farmer, businessman, and inventor Ed Peters. Casting the story of successful Central
Valley agriculturalists in the mythology of “new millionaires, who have
become rich by turning the earth with their muscle and watering it as
well with their sweat,” an inspiriting introduction enraptured by the rugged individual, LIFE overlooked the hydraulic history of Central Valley
farming. By the end of the essay, agricultural practice was deﬁned as “scientiﬁc” with its application of fertilizers, deep-well pumping, and “vast
mechanization.”3
Although Mennonites worked hard and built large enterprises as ﬁrstor second-generation entrepreneurs and farmers in California, already in
the 1930s, federal assistance was needed to bring water to the fertile yet
parched earth. Peters came to California from Saskatchewan, Canada,
in the 1930s when he was a boy. After a try at grapes, the Peters family
switched to potatoes, where Ed Peters would make his name by 1951.4
Successful as a potato, grain, and cotton farmer and businessman, he ran
a potato-washing and packing outﬁt for neighboring farmers. Later, his
ambition and success led him to become president of the National Potato
Council, opposing federal farm subsidies for potatoes. LIFE presented Peters as a symbol of the successful immigrant farmer to California, pictured
relaxing by his pool, shirtsleeves rolled-up, eating grapes.5
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By the 1970s, however, the mythic agrarian paciﬁst identity of American Mennonites had undergone signiﬁcant transformation in California.
Though such transformations occurred elsewhere, what drew the California experience into relief was its conﬂuence of social, political, and economic
tensions. When California farm labor politics became national in scale, due
largely to a widely publicized boycott of Californian grapes handpicked
by migrant labor, some Mennonites questioned their socioeconomic location in American society. The primacy of the agrarian paciﬁst myth as the
template for American Mennonite identity also came under scrutiny.

United Farm Workers
The United Farm Workers (UFW), an agriculture labor union, formed
in the 1960s under the leadership of Cesar Chávez.6 He was born in Arizona, where during the 1930s, his family lost their farm. His family joined
with others and moved to California to pick fruit. A formative moment
in this westward move occurred when, as a child, Chávez was refused
service at a restaurant in Brawley, California, because they did not serve
Mexicans. Later, after spending time in the barrios of San Jose, in 1962 he
went to work with farm workers in Delano, just north of Bakersﬁeld, in
Kern County. In only a few years, his concern over local farm labor practices became a national phenomenon through the well-publicized grape
boycott and strikes against growers. In its ﬁrst decade, under the leadership of Cesar Chávez and Dolores Huerta, the UFW enjoyed several successes, including acquiring collective bargaining for agriculture laborers,
signing contracts with growers, and securing better wages.7
There were several Mennonite growers in California who employed
migrant labor. Curious how California Mennonites were dealing with the
labor-grower tensions in California in the 1960s and 1970s, along with
the rise of Cesar Chávez and the UFW, two groups of Mennonites from
eastern states came as observers and investigators for the larger denomination. The ﬁrst came from the inter-Mennonite relief agency Mennonite
Central Committee (MCC) Peace Section, which advised, educated, and
studied on issues of peace and government, and the second were students
from the Mennonite Church school, Indiana’s Goshen College. These two
groups, distinct from each other, came to California to better understand
the farm labor situation and are examined respectively in the next two
sections of this chapter.
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The eastern visitors described their experiences in California and revealed how, despite similar religious backgrounds, not understanding
California made it difﬁcult to ﬁnd common cause. That difﬁculty revealed cracks in their common religious heritage regarding assumptions
of Mennonite identity, Anabaptist theology and religion, economic class,
and race—all exacerbated by geographic distance. The fault lines between
western and eastern Mennonites appeared at times both surprising and
insurmountable.
The reports and diary of these eastern Mennonites are more than just a
chronicles of events. As Melanie Springer Mock insightfully demonstrates
in the context of male conscientious objectors during World War II: “The
language of a diary therefore reﬂects not only the self in a certain place
and time, but also the self constructed by that place and time. The diary’s
language reveals, as well, the writer’s desire to use what he understands
and knows as a means of representing what at the moment remains outside
this realm of knowing.” In other words, such writing reveals assumptions
individuals bring to group identity, and what the group expects of the
individual, and a “symbolic identity” is mutually constructed.8

Enter Peace Section
The delegation of Mennonites from the MCC Peace Section, located in
Indiana and Pennsylvania, was formed in spring 1974 in response to news
of labor tensions in California, tensions that involved Mennonite growers.
The delegates were to visit California and report on their ﬁndings. In a
letter to fellow delegate Guy F. Hershberger, dated March 29, 1974, Paul
Kraybill, general secretary of the Mennonite Church General Board, reﬂected on the delegation’s visit to California earlier that month: “The concern regarding the farm labor problem in California has been mentioned
frequently in the Council and it was felt that here is an area where the
brotherhood should be better informed about the issues.” Hershberger
was asked to lead this assignment because of his good reputation in the
church and lengthy experience on issues of peace and justice. Leaders like
Hershberger and Kraybill thought it possible that the California labor
problem was simply a passing event from which they could gain experience: “This is not necessarily a continuing program concern of the Council
but served to stimulate thought and develop new conviction and understanding.”9
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After spending a week in California in March 1974, Ted Koontz, associate executive secretary of the Peace Section, produced a summary of
possible actions. He proposed that the Peace Section “not identify . . . with
any organizational position in the dispute but that it seek to serve the purposes of justice and reconciliation among the various parties.” Koontz also
took into consideration for his report suggestions given by unnamed West
Coast Mennonite leaders. He advised them to hold to four points: keep
Mennonites informed of any legislative developments, place volunteers in
California to help farm workers with the assistance of West Coast Mennonites, respond to requests for help from the West as opposed to moving
ahead without such an indication, and lead seminars on farm issues and
labor management relations. Koontz underscored the importance of waiting for the West Coast to ask for help ﬁrst.10
Despite overtures made to the ideal of local control, friction developed.
After the Peace Section made their report, Guy Hershberger wrote Daniel
Hertzler of the Mennonite Publishing House: “I should report that all this
[a seemingly pro–Cesar Chávez, UFW, and UFW boycott article in the
Mennonite] is well known in the Fresno-Reedley area, as well as at Goshen
and other parts of the brotherhood and that some people do not feel very
happy about it. Indeed we have a real problem to remain on good terms—
that is the eastern section of the church on good terms with the San Joaquin Valley section.”11 The article in question, likely Robert M. Herhold’s
“To be a Man,” described a visit to a UFW meeting where Chávez spoke.
Herhold focused his text on the religious nature of Chávez’s work, his
Catholic identity, and the signiﬁcance of Christianity to his nonviolent
principles. Growers were described simply as sincere but misguided people struggling to cope and adjust to social change.12
Harold R. Regier, secretary for Peace and Social Concerns for Home
Ministries in the General Conference Mennonite Church, also a member of the fact-ﬁnding mission to the San Joaquin Valley, reﬂected on the
situation in California and attempted to ﬁnd a way between the main factions of farmers, UFW, and the Teamsters. He suggested that justice could
be found, for all sides had legitimate concerns and all sides used dubious
methods to attain their goals.13
In Hershberger’s notes, taken on the spring 1974 visit to California, he
revealed important differences between the MCC and Mennonite farmers. He recorded that on a visit with Alvin Peters, a Mennonite farmer in
Reedley, Peters gave the following opinions: “Sermon on mount doesn’t
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work in business [.] It must have been written 20 yrs or more after
the time. Isn’t meant to be obeyed.” Concerning the biblical passage of
Matthew 25, where Jesus describes the path to heaven incorporating service to the poor and oppressed, “Re matt 25 and getting to heaven for
having clothed the naked etc. salvation only by the blood of Xt. [Christ]—
these social Problems not our job.” Hershberger noted that the place and
assumptions of eastern Mennonites must be kept in check: “Peace and Soc.
Concerns people must be careful not to go on the bandwagon for everyone
who shouts peace[.] This thing will have to be settled politically and the
church should leave hands off matters they don’t know anything about,”
and besides, “People in Akron heard Calif[.] Mennonites carry guns[.]”14
As Hershberger observed, everyone was guilty of stereotypes and failures
to understand; therefore, he attempted to treat everyone cautiously.
Hershberger concluded that while being slow to criticize when facts
are unknown, MCC Peace Section acted commendably by not identifying with the farmers, UFW, or Teamsters. Hershberger also opposed any
boycotts, however, for “in the case of the UFW it would be promoting a
lost cause,” and it would be divisive in the Mennonite community. He recommended that “Mennonites should avoid the extravagant view that this
is a communist conspiracy bent on ceding the Southwest United States to
Mexico,” and “that while Chávez is a sincere idealist, with the welfare of
farm workers at heart he also seems unable to achieve these goals.” He continued, “Mennonites affected by the UFW in any way should not hesitate
to enter into sympathetic conversation with it in an effort to achieve understanding and reconciliation.”15 In other words, California Mennonites
should reject the UFW for its unattainable idealism and reject the extravagant claim of Mexican reconquest made by some. The irony was not
lost on other church leaders, as the recommendations seemed to contradict
historical Mennonite appeals to idealism.
Hubert Schwartzentruber, associate secretary of the Mennonite Board
of Congregational Ministries, responded, “To end war is also a lost cause
but our tradition calls for us to continually promote peace. Most issues that
we work at are divisive. I see us not relinquishing our effort because of the
possibility of being divisive, but be redemptive as we work at them.” In
fact, not supporting the boycott would simply align the church with “the
system that is destroying justice.” Rather, Schwartzentruber argued, like
Martin Luther King, Jr., and his efforts to keep the civil rights movement
Christian, Mennonites should “surround Chávez with a new kind of justice

217

218

california mennonites
and power to develop the movement”—that is, take a strong position on
the side of the farm worker grounded in Mennonite Christianity and
expressed through joining the UFW boycott. Schwartzentruber continued, “It seems to me that to come out in strong support for the Mennonite
growers would also be hazardous.”16
According to Schwartzentruber’s critique, Hershberger, in his attempt
to ﬁnd a way through the tension, tacitly supported a justice-destroying
system that would through nonparticipation in the boycott alienate Latino
Mennonites. Schwartzentruber saw the churchly component of the issue
as both class and race based, between rich white Mennonites and poor Latino Mennonites. The church, he argued, should make a clear decision to
support workers over growers to overcome the impasse. Hershberger saw
in California all sides claiming the moral high ground, employing suspect
tactics at times, and argued that increased dialogue in Mennonite circles
could break the deadlock.
If there was a place where California Mennonites were given a voice by
an eastern-based denominational leadership, it was in these reports. During their week in California, Regier, Hershberger, and Koontz met with
several individuals, including many Mennonite Brethren and General
Conference farmers; Harry Kubo, president of the Nisei Farmers League;
Arthur Jost, administrator of Kings View Hospital; farm workers for Mennonite farmers; the president of the Central California Farmers Association;
two UFW staff persons; one Mexican-American farmer who started as a
laborer; two Mexican-American students at Fresno Paciﬁc College (FPC,
now Fresno Paciﬁc University) who had been workers; a Teamsters organizer; Mexican-American Mennonite Brethren workers; and Dr. A. W.
Schlichting, a MB chiropractor who was instrumental in starting ﬁve
Mexican-American Mennonite Brethren churches in the Fresno-Reedley
area. Alvin Peters and Arnold Reimer, Mennonite farmers, arranged most
contacts for the Peace Section.17
The conﬂuence of racial, religious, economic, and national identities
made such ambitions to “brotherhood” difﬁcult to achieve. According
to Koontz’s report, growers (he does not distinguish between Mennonite and non-Mennonite), whether they were large or small, generally
believed, “that the UFW is a part of a Communist conspiracy for world
revolution or a part of a plan to reclaim the Southwest for Mexico or to
form a new nation. They believe that the UFW is determined to destroy
the free-enterprise system and take the land away from the farmers who
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are there.” Despite the swirling of conspiracies laden with the imaginative power of Communist-led reconquest, it was also common to understand migrant worker poverty as the result of their own “mismanaging
money or unwillingness to work when work is available.” Growers also
dismissed accusations of exploitative child labor practices as misguided,
because young child labor “is in keeping with Mexican culture and is seen
as a good, wholesome learning experience for children.”18 Therefore, problems of migrant labor poverty were the result of a laziness and ﬁnancial
mismanagement; the problem of exploitative child labor resulted from a
strong family and work ethic in the laborers’ culture.
Mennonite growers insisted that their quarrel was with the UFW and
that their relationship with most workers was healthy. These growers
leveled two signiﬁcant criticisms against the UFW: it did not represent
the majority of workers; and its seniority-based hiring system, the “hiring hall,” took the power of hiring away from the farmer and placed it in
union hands, meaning that seniority rules could split families because time
spent on a particular farm counted less than time spent as a union worker.
Due to their perception of the unreasonableness of the UFW and lower
worker productivity within the UFW, some of the larger growers began to
work with the Teamsters. Growers were also critical of the government’s
management of the union situation. They expected there to be laws enacted requiring secret ballots for union elections and bans on both harvest
strikes and secondary boycotts.19
Despite grower desire for government action, preferably federal action,
in dealing with the labor situation, Mennonite growers also expected the
church to reﬂect their concerns regarding social order and evangelical mission. One observed, “Mennonite farmers were unanimous in their view
that the church should not take the side of UFW. They indicated that this
action on behalf of some other denominations had split those denominations. Some felt that the church should not become involved at all, but
should rather preach the gospel.” The role of the church, to some farmers,
was to spread information to help “counter some of the misinformation
being disseminated by the UFW and its supporters.” Some local churches
even saw UFW as incompatible with Christianity, “They [the churches]
feel that the cause of the UFW is close[d] to the New Testament gospel
with its concern for the poor and oppressed.”20
Predictably, the responses of the UFW to similar questions by the Peace
Section were quite different. Workers from the UFW denied any plot
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to return the Southwest to Mexico, any connection to communism, and
any attempt to start a new Mexican-American country. Rather, they saw
their efforts as bringing “social changes needed for the betterment of the
workers which are not always part of a typical union’s program.” This betterment was understood as advancing Mexican-American involvement in
education, economics, and politics. Health care and preventive medicine
were also described as germane to their program. UFW representatives
claimed that worker opposition to UFW did not come from the majority who made California their permanent home, but came from transient
workers. To counter some farmers’ claims, the UFW pointed to changes
in the hiring hall where seniority was redeﬁned as length of time on a
particular farm, not as a union worker.21
United Farm Workers opposed a ban on harvest strikes and found
the legislative climate cool toward new unions. The Teamsters were not
sympathetic to the UFW and concurred with many observations made
by farmers: UFW workers mismanaged money, the hiring hall divided
families, and the UFW and Chávez caused an increase in the MexicanAmerican high school dropout rate. Although the Teamsters added a layer
of complexity to the tensions, they were a minor presence in these reports,
despite their claim to having increased support from workers since 1973,
when many contracts between growers and the UFW expired, including
about 4,000 signatures on a petition asking Teamsters to represent them.22
Meanwhile, the UFW had 50,000 dues-paying members in 1970.23 Cooperation between growers and Teamsters in 1973 strained the UFW,
which called for more strikes, boycotts, and secondary boycotts, and who
at times encountered violence on the ﬁelds. It was in this context, nearly
a decade into the grower–UFW tensions itself, that the eastern Mennonites found themselves exploring the responses of Mennonite growers.
Workers on Mennonite farms generally reported that they were
“happy with their situation of employment” and registered opposition to
UFW, especially when they desired to work and UFW desired to strike.
Two Mexican-American farm workers, who were also FPC students, disagreed on their views of UFW. One who had been a UFW worker did
not like Chávez, while the other, who was never a member of the UFW,
did. Mexican-American Mennonites also expressed a range of opinions
and varying degrees of support for the UFW, which were tied into wage
and piecework preferences. The more difﬁculty one had collecting union
beneﬁts, the greater the dislike for the union.24
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Individual workers interviewed could agree on motives: “With the
exception of one person, they had no doubt that Chávez was seeking the
welfare of the farm workers and that the UFW was not attempting to take
over the land for Mexico.” They scoffed at the idea that workers chose not
to work when work existed even at too low wages. Illegal immigration
created conﬂict for some workers, who expressed concern over the immigrants’ plight and yet understood the need for higher American wages for
themselves.25
These workers believed that the federal government should do more
to enforce immigration laws. The report’s author concluded that the
worker interviews revealed two main points: ﬁrst, there is no monolithic
farm worker, as their opinions cover a broad range of likes and dislikes for
unions and farmers; and second, though Mennonite farmers were quiet
on actual worker experience, they were genuine in relating to labor. The
report concluded: “I am convinced that the Mennonite farmers we spoke
to sincerely want to do the right thing in this situation and that they do,
in general, have good relationship with their workers. As far as we were
able to determine, Mennonites have also responded in a nonviolent way
in this situation.”26 In the delegates’ ﬁnal analysis, at the risk of political
equivocation due to the complexity of the issue, they thought that because
they were a North American agency, they needed to work on this problem
without alienating the parties involved; it was a difﬁcult task, as the fence
to sit on was thin and rickety. Furthermore, there was also the question of
Mennonite identity, established along the racial/ethnic lines on which
their congregations formed: “There are four MB Mexican-American
churches, which have developed as missions from the MB churches in the
area. Members of these churches are primarily farm workers.”27
Mennonites made many attempts to understand their identity in
modern America, and at mid-century, Harold Bender’s “Anabaptist Vision” dominated the discussion. His vision had three points: true practice of Christianity happens in community, the community is maintained
through mutual discipleship (training and accountability), and the principle of love and nonresistance are to govern all relationships.28 Bender’s
vision reigned over Mennonite self-identiﬁcation for much of the middle decades of the twentieth century, and it had an institutional home:
Goshen College.

221

222

california mennonites

Student Visitors Provoke Debate
Students from Indiana’s Goshen College were the second Mennonite
group to visit California from eastern states speciﬁcally to study farm
labor issues. In her diary, Beth Sutter described and commented on her
experiences over about thirteen days in the Fresno-Reedley area in late
May and early June 1974, providing an interpretation of events from a
college student’s perspective. Sutter was apparently not as supportive of
and less willing to understand Mennonite farmer concerns in California
as the MCC Peace Section was. Sutter’s experience in California began
with a visit to a chapel service at FPC, where she began to observe not only
the labor issue, but also a different Anabaptism that at ﬁrst glance was
notable for its informality: “It was strange. Before we went to chapel, Paul
Toews suggested that we go because Anabaptism is this guy’s ‘thing.’ The
[chapel] speaker was a history prof. And in his talk he said he couldn’t get
through the speech without mentioning Anabaptist heritage. The audience laughed. This continued throughout the talk. Is Anabaptism here a
joke, a novelty, a hobby?”29
Later in the day, she received an important, albeit brief, summary of
California Mennonitism. On a visit to the college library, the student delegates met, coincidently, an earlier acquaintance and had a lengthy conversation, which revealed to Sutter some of the nuances of California Mennonite thought and life steeped in conservative evangelicalism:
Alden [Ewert, public relations at FPC] talked a lot about the MB
church. He told us how the MBs moved there and for a long time (until
recently) had no seminaries so their preachers went to Wheaton [College], Moody Bible [Institute] etc. This produced a God and Country
theology. Churches have ﬂags, and little emphasis is placed on nonresistance in many of the churches. Alden wished the church would be more
involved in social action issues. He sees the gospel as more than saved
souls—he sees total need of people. He is criticized by other MB for his
involvement in such issues as the Viet Nam War, questioning civil religion in the MB church, war tax issues etc.30

Sutter documented more of Ewert’s thoughts on California Mennonitism, and she agreed with his criticisms and concerns about its evangelical

Labor Tensions

nature: “Anabaptist teachings are lacking in the MB church, Alden feels.
He said he thinks many of the preachers would just as soon leave it alone.
Alden stays with the MB Church in hopes of keeping alive some of his and
others concerns on Anabaptism and justice for the oppressed, hopefully
bringing the church into a fuller awareness of its mission.”31 For the students, however, such friendly encounters with like-minded Mennonites
were not typical, and various Mennonitisms clashed.
The students had an early visit with Leo Miller, a General Conference Mennonite pastor in Reedley, who described the issue as “touchy.”
Though there were not many farmers in his church, he arranged for visits
with two (unnamed). According to Sutter’s diary, after the visit with Pastor Miller, they met with Arnold Reimer, a General Conference farmer
whose fruit farm consisted of thirty acres and a packing shed. After some
conversation and questions from the students, Miller asked the visitors
from Indiana some questions, and the differences in these American Mennonitisms began to come through. As Beth Sutter recalled,
His questions were loaded . . . The ﬁrst question was, “Why did you come
to CA when its labor laws and wages are better than other states?” He
said there are worse problems in Appalachia, Ohio, Georgia, and other
countries. He really has to question our sincerity, he says. We explained
that Alvin Peters [Mennonite farmer] had invited us and that CA was
the central location of the UFW, which we wanted to study. Ruth [Sutter, another member on the student trip] said that CA was of interest to
us because of the Mennonite farmers involved. Arnold asked how many
people Chávez has had on our campus trying to organize us. He was getting excited, and his wife said she thought we’d talked enough, because
he had a heart condition and shouldn’t get too upset. Boy, I felt terrible!
Arnold took everything so personally—but why am I so shocked? Of
course he’ll take it personally.”32

Perhaps even more surprising for the students was their visit with
Henry Janzen, pastor of Reedley Mennonite Brethren Church. Janzen
identiﬁed the problem as being primarily one between two unions, where
“the Teamsters is an American union . . . whereas the United Farm Workers is social reform.”33 The pastor of Reedley Mennonite Brethren echoed
many of the concerns of Mennonite farmers, as Beth Sutter notes, “Henry
questions why people are concerned about CA when its farmworkers are
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paid the highest wages for farmwork in the nation.” Beyond differences
between unions, Janzen surprised Sutter with his reﬂection on the religious chasm between parties in the labor issue, asking, “How can Christians talk reason, or deal with non-Christians?”34
In defense of Mennonite growers, Janzen pointed out that his son, who
had an eighty-acre farm, often received gifts from workers who visited
Mexico. Sutter commented, “We heard that story over and over at different farms.” Janzen continued to defend the interethnic relations in the
local Mennonite Brethren world:
After talking about the “non-Christian workers” which the MB farmers
couldn’t deal with, Janzen said, “But we’re real concerned people because
we have four mission churches.” These churches are separate from the big
1500 member MB church, but “we even invite them into our church one
Sunday night a year to give their testimonies and sing.” He went on to say
that these people don’t know how to budget their money, and how they
could have nice houses if they wanted them. He kept saying that if the
people “had a Mennonite background” they’d be successful and know
how to save. As far as what Christians can do, Janzen said, “Until these
people get the gospel, there’s nothing we can do.” After these people “get
the gospel” they’ll move up economically.35

He described the boycott as, “ ‘the most vicious tool ever implemented.’ It
hurts the farmer that is ‘using the income on his ranch to further missions,’
so when we boycott, we are ‘boycotting missions.’ ” The meeting ended
with Janzen asking each of the visitors if they were “born-again Christians.”36 Beth Sutter was surprised to ﬁnd that the issue for Mennonite
Brethren leaders like Henry Janzen was not social inequity or possible oppressive labor practices on Mennonite farms, but rather who believed the
gospel and how proof lay in money management skills; it was a critique
that underscored the evangelical nature of much California Mennonitism.
Sutter describes several other encounters with Mennonite farmers who
echoed Janzen. Attempting to understand Mennonites in this struggle,
Sutter concludes: “It’s much harder for me to be identiﬁed as a Mennonite
along with the Mennonites here who are exploiting and cutting down
people . . . The conﬂict comes when I do not want to be identiﬁed with
the MB growers here. ‘We’re a different kind of Mennonite,’ I (or we)
quickly add now when we say we’re Mennonites. It just doesn’t seem like
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it’s the same gospel. The things Mennonites here say about ‘the gospel’
really frustrate me, and hearing people that I should have an identity with
as Christians saying these things tears me up . . . The things that bother me
most are the racist slurs and the interpretation of the gospel.”37
On a visit to the Ray Ewy farm, Sutter encountered the conspiracy
theory that UFW was working to return California to Mexico and that it
was inherently violent. She was especially surprised by Ewy’s conclusion
that “Mexicans have to learn to laugh at themselves because ‘until they
can laugh at themselves, they can never fully arrive.’ He said the Mexicans
should be able to laugh at themselves like the Japs—anese [sic] did about
their internment. Well they did not laugh then and they are not laughing
now!”38
On a visit with Alvin Peters, they met up with a pick-up truck of his
workers. Peters told Sutter, “O.K. Here I’ve got any type of Mexican you’d
want—wetbacks, green carders, any type you’d want. Ask’em if they want
to join the Union!” On the same occasion she noted, “Somehow Alvin got
on the subject about trash. He was talking about a certain type of people
that are so low they aren’t worth anything—they’re just trash! They ‘don’t
have any morals and they continually live in sin.’ ” When challenged, Peters added, “Trash wasn’t just Mexicans, it was any low class of people.”
On a visit to Ken Reimer’s farm, Sutter found similar stereotypes: the
Mexican inability to budget money and that poverty was relative. “Later
in the conversation Ken said that when farmworkers become Christians,
a funny thing happens—they ‘get goals and don’t want to be farmworkers
anymore’. . . Mrs. Reimer said that in this area ‘you’re lucky if you can get
your kids through high school having them marry a white.’ ”39
Between the more muted and nuanced tones of the Peace Section report
and the surprise and indignation in Sutter’s diary, Mennonites from the
east clearly saw a different Mennonitism at work in central California.
This can be attributed in part to interactions of Mennonites from different regions, but also to different denominations. California Mennonites
are largely Mennonite Brethren. From their beginnings in nineteenthcentury Russia, they have been more open to pietistic, evangelical, and
fundamentalist theologies. The intersection of Mennonitisms—socially
activist Goshen students, the inter-Mennonite MCC anchored in the
east, and a population of California Mennonites largely conservative and
evangelical—revealed the power of assumptions. Differing pedigrees of
American Mennonitism found each other in the ﬁelds of the San Joaquin
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Valley, and like long-forgotten relatives, they found each other strange. It
turned out they read their Bibles differently, understood the relationship
of labor and capital differently, and both found it aggravating that questions of class, race, and political views at this time trumped theology and
religious practice.
Mennonite Brethren farmers were alleged to have engaged in such
practices as using child and illegal immigrant labor, providing unsafe
working conditions, and paying low wages. Yet, as Bob Buxman discovered, the situation was more complex, as growers resisted the allegations as
caricatures and asserted that they acted more responsibly than they were
given credit for. Concerning child labor, for example, they explained that
they permitted parents to take their children, who were not hired directly
by the farmer, with them to pick raisin grapes; they tried to avoid hiring illegal labor—though the measures allegedly taken were not always
the most strenuous to ensure a legal labor force. Yet differences in perception between farmer and worker persisted. Mennonite Brethren farmers
saw their priorities in proper order as Christian faith, their laborers, and
farming; their laborers saw those same priorities practiced in the exact opposite order. Both, however, agreed that the Mennonite Brethren farmer
was most alike the popular image of the California farmer in terms of antiunionism.40
The MCC authors, maintaining a moderate posture in their labor politics, favorably represented Mennonite Peter Enns, who owned a large
farm, as he brought to their attention a layer of tension not previously addressed —as growers and labor struggled with each other, the small farmer
was being squeezed out by large corporate farms. Enns “talked very favorably about opportunities for Christian Mennonite businessmen to sit
together and talk about Christian ethics in relation to their business management and labor problems.” He would like the Christian community
to actually discuss what a fair wage is. Enns reiterated that many socially
concerned Mennonites unfairly singled out California, and that some of
the California Mennonite growers were seriously annoyed with their
eastern co-religionists, especially when growers of all sizes were largely
treated the same.41
On July 30, 1974, concerned Mennonites met at Goshen College for a
forum on the United Farm Workers and grower issues, sponsored by the
Mennonite Board of Congregational Ministries. The discussion was based
on the reports of Hershberger, Koontz, and Regier; the Lupe DeLeon and
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Neftali Torres report; and the report by students Beth Sutter, Ruth Sutter,
and Dan Hertzler.42 The discussions dealt with how to categorize UFW:
some claimed it was a social movement, which Mennonites could “tie into
the U.F.W. with our servanthood concept providing health, educational
and other services”; others said it was an ethnic identity and Chicano
movement, not a union. In a peculiar understanding of ethnic identity, the
forum concluded that because the UFW also existed in the eastern United
States, it was not part of an ethnic identity. One participant, Dan Hertzler,
even suggested, without explanation, that the problem for Mennonites
was “our middle America concept of Christian faith. Mennonites tend to
be supportive of the status quo.”43 From the appearance of these tensions,
the status quo was either unknown or different for everyone.

Anabaptist Visions Clash
The Goshen students came from a liberal arts college in Indiana that in its
leadership was known for melding Mennonite identity and social activism. Through the late 1940s and 1950s, there was questioning in some
Mennonite circles about what the “peace witness” should consist of. For
much of American Mennonite experience, paciﬁsm was characterized as
a reluctance to perform military service and a mandate to live peacefully,
to themselves, to be “still in the land” as some put it. Yet, after World War
II, the discussion turned increasingly toward a more active, politically engaged, and less quiet “peace witness.” This conversation was happening as
the civil rights movement was growing, and the nonviolent example set
by the Baptist Martin Luther King, Jr., and Roman Catholic Chávez were
particularly persuasive. Within the Mennonite Church, the denomination to which Goshen College belonged, the shift to a socially active peace
witness was well under way.44
The Anabaptist vision, described earlier, was a religious call for Mennonites to be peaceful followers of Jesus, living in community accountable
to each other. J. Lawrence Burkholder articulated another important “vision” in the late 1950s. Burkholder argued for a view of justice whereby
Mennonites became engaged with society and therefore needed to make
some necessary concessions for the larger ideal of justice. In 1960, after a
very cool reception by Goshen College leaders, he left to teach at Harvard
Divinity School. Burkholder returned to Goshen in 1971 to become its
president, signifying an important shift in the school’s identity, and he
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was president in 1974 when issues in California led to student visits and
conferences held on campus. He described Mennonites who were not social activists and draft resisters as part of a “drift into comfortable membership in American society.”45
Although the tensions in California were often framed in singular
terms in these reports, they reﬂected a degree of antipathy between regional Mennonitisms deﬁned by rurality and urbanization and between
religiosities progressive and conservative evangelical, exacerbated by
geographic distance and economic convictions. In a gathering of General Conference Mennonite farmers, they thought the solution to labor
problems resided with lawmakers and that the church could offer more
than the overly simplistic three-choice set of siding with workers, siding
with farmers, or neutrality. At the very least, some farmers suggested, the
church could offer reconciliation and “simply present the facts.”46
The MCC Peace Section also noted that despite attitudes attributed
to Alvin Peters, his workers opposed the union and felt that negotiating
with the farmer directly was advantageous. In other words, although real
differences existed between the perceptions of Peters and those of his
workers, both sides considered their arrangement workable and mutually
agreeable.47 Some California Mennonite hosts and workers expressed interest in having a meeting of informal discussions with Mennonite farmers. The Mennonite Brethren were in a unique situation to facilitate this,
because they possessed a sizable population of both workers and farmers.
By the mid-1970s, it was clear, demonstrated through this convulsive
issue, that American Mennonitism was a plurality. It always had been,
but in the early 1970s, assumptions regarding “peace” and “justice” were
made that simply assumed something to be solid when in actuality it was
ﬂuid. In fact, the ﬁssures were more than theological; they were racial,
economic, and geographic. Rural and urban cultures formed to exacerbate
existing fault lines in a small set of denominations already prone to schism.
Moreover, an amalgam of conservative politics and evangelicalism, which
emerged as a considerable force in Ronald Reagan’s California, appealed
to many Golden State Mennonites. Eastern Mennonites, working from
an intellectual milieu energized by Burkholder and the recent success of
John Howard Yoder’s The Politics of Jesus (1972), found their western coreligionists unrecognizable.
In central California, eastern-based Mennonites scrambled to map out
the scope of American Mennonitism through the language of a liberal-
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protestant social activism available to them, refracted through a particular
Anabaptist lens. What they found to their surprise, however, was that the
map was already creased along the folds of race, labor-intensive capitalist
agriculture, and conservative evangelical religion.
The reaction of eastern Mennonites to California is as instructive as the
California Mennonite response to labor issues. As the opening quote to this
chapter indicates, there was a perception that Mennonites in California
were qualitatively different than Mennonites elsewhere. The reﬂection
of some eastern Mennonites to the distinctive Mennonite experience and
culture in California implies a divergence from historical norms; this was
the case when California Mennonites sided with large economic interests
against labor. In California, the Mennonite story is dominated more by
a Russian Mennonite past than the Swiss-German one that forms much
Mennonite church history. In the Russian context, Mennonites had much
experience over centuries as wealthy landowners hiring Russian peasants
to work for them and, in some cases, had been targets of peasant resistance
and a Communist government.48
Moreover, Mennonites from eastern states had a longer tradition of
coupling a perceived bucolic agrarianism with Mennonite values than
with industrialized capitalist agriculture, which was the practice in California.49 The family farm may still have been the more common agricultural arrangement in Indiana at this time; if not, it was certainly part of the
recent past. California would have seemed like a different world to such
observers. A culture of political conservatism and evangelical fundamentalism embraced by California Mennonites startled those from Pennsylvania and Indiana just as they in turn irritated some of their co-religionists
by the Paciﬁc.50
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From Digging Gold to Saving Souls
The Transformation of California Mennonite Identity
Modernity has left its mark.
—J. B. Toews, Mennonite Brethren pastor, seminary president, historian, 1993

Fluid Identities

C

alifornia, despite its secular and decadent image in the popular
imagination, was not a place so secularized as to be conventionally irreligious.1 Evangelical Mennonites ﬂourished in California,
and they responded to modernity in a fashion that transformed hope and
ambition from its initial apocalyptic enthusiasm into an engagement with
society via healing ministries and services. The California experience produced an ambivalent paciﬁsm and softened sectarian impulses with urban
evangelical realities.2
In California religious historiography, scholars have usually described
alternatives to Anglo-Protestantism in utopian or even mystical terms.3
Here, the Mennonite story is a counter-narrative, where a small group
of conservative evangelicals found, within a generation, a home in California’s religious environment without recourse to utopian separatism
or individualistic mysticism. They combined the language of paradise
and dystopia with markers of institutional Mennonite culture and proceeded to both inﬂuence society and retain a particular sense of religiocultural identity—through health care and educational facilities as well as
churches and social relief organizations.

From Digging Gold to Saving Souls

One of the ironies of the Mennonite experience in California, however,
was secularization. If secularism is understood as adaptation to the larger
society, taking cues from the outside world in the organization and administration of even religious activities, then the Mennonites held seemingly
contradictory religious and secular impulses in their relationship to California society.4 As effortless as all this may sound, it was ﬁlled with multiple negotiations—sometimes with one other, sometimes with the wider
society.
To practice nonresistance at mid-century, for example, the Mennonites
participated, along with several other religious groups and the federal
government, in the creation of the Civilian Public Service (CPS), and then
debated among themselves (within the CPS camps) what paciﬁsm, Mennonitism, and Americanism meant, as well as how the concepts related
to one other. When Arthur Jost applied for U.S. citizenship, local Mennonite pastors did not necessarily share his religiously informed paciﬁsm.
Yet the same Arthur Jost administered the Kings View Homes (KVH)
mental health hospital, born out of his and others’ CPS experiences. KVH
was created out of socially concerned Mennonite Christian commitments.
Nevertheless, it also played a key role in developing a “secular Mennonitism,” where a socially progressive position regarding mental health administered by the Mennonite Central Committee (MCC) was eventually
separated from its Mennonite religious convictions despite the protestation of non-Mennonites.
Mennonites were also evangelicals.5 When the Mennonite Brethren
built a Bible institute and seminary in Fresno in the decade of 1944–
1955, the intention was to train church leaders in a decidedly conservative evangelical, even dispensational fundamentalist, fashion. This lasted
until the 1960s, when a turn was made to strengthen, or restore, an evangelical Anabaptist identity that had been diluted, some thought, by an
overreliance on the dispensational fundamentalism of the Bible Institute
of Los Angeles (BIOLA) and Dallas Theological Seminary.
Despite a burgeoning conﬁdence born out of World War II, the success
of CPS, and the development of KVH, there were nevertheless contradictions in being Mennonite in California. These occurred in church heresy investigations focused on suspect relationships to local conservative
evangelicals, in the seminary where there was a desire to become literally a “little Dallas [seminary],” and in the discussions to erase the “Mennonite Brethren” label from the names of local churches. Even at KVH,
despite encouragement from non-Mennonite psychiatrists, a deliberate
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and obvious integration of Mennonite religion and psychiatry did not
occur.
The institutionally constructed sense of social identity and activism
was drawn and energized from both their evangelical Christian faith
and their cultural location in California. At times California Mennonites
wrote and acted in a millennially inspired manner, seeking protection
from the changes that larger forces, such as modernism, pluralism, and
immigration, brought to their communities—even when congregants
resisted the efforts of denominational leaders. Mennonites found much
success in California, yet when they engaged society, they often sought
to cover that which distinguished them from mainstream evangelical California. Religious identity for Mennonites in California was always ﬂuid,
and the postwar decades were no different. What changed was the nature
of Mennonites’ cultural negotiations.
Church splits from 1925 to 1963 were also negotiations of Mennonite identity. In the 1920s, one such negotiation was made over the hazard posed by Pentecostalism, which exposed not only a charismatic crisis
among the Mennonite Brethren but also already existing ﬁssures in group
unity and notions of faithfulness. The problem was disunity, not speaking
in tongues. Yet, there was more than Pentecostalism at stake for the splinter group. South Reedley Mennonite Brethren (renamed Dinuba Mennonite Brethren in the 1930s) was also concerned with a perceived laxity
of spiritual leadership in Reedley that permitted the ﬁring of guns at weddings and did not punish people for going to hear Pentecostal preacher
Aimee Semple McPherson.
Locally, the concerns about Pentecostal inﬂuence, or the degree of spiritual discipline in churches, were not simply issues of orthodoxy versus
heresy; they were also cases of religious and cultural integration versus
religious and cultural separation—where group unity was paramount. For
denominational leaders, issues that threatened group unity were the most
important. The integrity of the group trumped individual concerns. This
was expressed clearly within the local membership itself when, for example, a choir director disciplined a female choir member without ﬁrst
taking the problem to the church body.
By the end of the 1950s, the Mennonite Brethren in Fresno experienced church splits that ran along ﬁssures of age and education level, pitting young educated professionals against older, more traditionally deferential Mennonites. When Roy Just’s “trial” in Bethany took place in the

From Digging Gold to Saving Souls

early 1960s, the case against him was made on the grounds of his inappropriate language, lack of respect for church leaders, and lack of respect for
local evangelical culture. Just’s defense was based on the ideals of a liberal
arts education, the value of questioning authority, the acknowledgment
of ambiguity even on religious questions, and respect for non-Christian
religions. Although the split in Bethany was not directly precipitated by
Just, it was a group of educated professionals in their twenties and early
thirties who left in order to have ﬂexibility in church worship, something
more difﬁcult in a tradition-bound congregation, even as they went on to
identify themselves with historical Anabaptism.
The irony in this series of events is that the tradition-bound generation
sought identiﬁcation with the local conservative evangelical culture, and
the professional iconoclastic generation sought identiﬁcation with historical Anabaptism. Both groups integrated into California society but in different ways, on different conservative paths. None of this was effortless,
as they all negotiated speciﬁc claims to speciﬁc religious visions.
The General Conference Mennonites apparently moved along a cultural axis deﬁned by social progressivism. When MCC planned to build a
regional clothing center and ofﬁce in Reedley, the support of the General
Conference Mennonites was assumed, whereas support from the Reedley Mennonite Brethren was not. The Mennonite Church moved along
a different cultural axis that, in the California context, prompted internal
conﬂict on the appropriate role of such traditional cultural markers as dress
codes. Some of these Mennonites in Los Angeles and in the larger denomination expressed concern over a perceived lack of respect for traditional sartorial mores. They also raised questions of authority. In Los Angeles, problems for the denomination arose from a vain hope that leadership struggles
in the mission and persistent tensions over dress codes would be resolved
by shifting their status from mission to church and then back to mission.
What came out in the available evidence was the denomination’s willingness to accommodate the idiosyncrasies of the Los Angeles cohort because so
many Mennonite Church members took vacations to Southern California.
The Mennonite response to both racial and religious diversity was as
important. On the issue of racial diversity, a scale of tolerance developed
that on the surface appeared to be ironic: the more socially progressive
the group, the less likely its members were to stay in neighborhoods with
a sizable inﬂux of African-Americans. The General Conference Mennonites moved their church from Los Angeles to the suburbs in Downey,
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and the Mennonite Church opened a second church in Downey. White
Mennonites left Los Angeles for Downey, and the Los Angeles church
was transformed into an African-American congregation in the early
1960s. The Mennonite Brethren acknowledged unease with the changing demographics in their Los Angeles neighborhood of City Terrace, but
this mission-formed church remained even as the Los Angeles Mennonite
Brethren Church dissolved. Thus, the church, which emerged from an
evangelical mission impulse, provided the Mennonite Brethren with the
cultural and religious resources to stay in that particular context, but some
members nonetheless participated in the “white ﬂight” of the day from
their nonmission congregation in Los Angeles.
When the three Mennonite denominations began to colonize and settle
California, the evangelically oriented Mennonite Brethren came in such
large numbers that their sense of geographic isolation was short-lived, and
they rarely expressed the apocalyptic intensity of the smaller Mennonite
Church. In short, the Mennonite Brethren were very much at home in
California. Members of the Mennonite Church, the largest Mennonite
group in America but the smallest in California, described the greatest degree of isolation and loneliness. They also used apocalyptic rhetoric more
than the other Mennonite groups in California. That sense of loneliness
was expressed not only in geographic distance from co-religionists, but
also in spiritual distance from their California neighbors.

In the Cross-Currents of Modernity
The story of Mennonites in California, the accommodation of a conservative religious group to the larger culture under the impulses of modernity,
is a story repeated in many places. Another telling of this story is found
in a survey study of Mennonites and modernization in which the authors
conclude, “While modernization tends to seduce people toward secularization, individualism, and materialism, this tendency is, for the most part,
counteracted by strong religious, family, community and institutional
identity that provides a sense of peoplehood.”6 The California Mennonites experienced the powerful forces of modernization sooner than those
elsewhere, and their evangelical Christianity helped greatly to smooth the
friction on their path into California’s diversity. Mennonite identity in
California was not a matter of persistent cultural traits or practices. The
tradition-observant Mennonite Church members, for example, as early
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as the 1920s, questioned the necessity of the “plain coat,” while their
leaders apparently tolerated moustaches without beards and women
without bonnets.
The friction Mennonites experienced early on in California was also
made smoother by shifting images of identity and place, at times infused
with a millennial content that mixed tropes of an Edenic and hellish
world often shaped by urban-rural contexts. As the century wore on, that
millennial friction drew the Mennonites closer into what has been called
American Civil Religion, which on the evangelical side found warmth in
dispensationalism and fundamentalism. Of course, not all California Mennonites joined this ride into history’s ending at America’s Paciﬁc Coast.
A younger generation coming of age in the 1960s embraced evangelical
Anabaptism as an antidote to the fundamentalist inﬂuences of dispensationalism. They made this clear by taking part in a signiﬁcant theological
change at the seminary, led by the visionary leader of an older generation,
J. B. Toews. At Paciﬁc College in the early 1970s, a historical renaissance
emerged to recover historical memory, resulting in an archive, a historical
society, and renamed buildings.
In the early 1970s, eastern Mennonites visited California inspired by
the labor struggles of migrant farm workers led primarily by the UFW,
bringing with them a contrasting view of Mennonite identity and political sympathies. The visiting and local Mennonites discovered that they
did not entirely agree on their visions of Mennonite identity in practice.
The California story carried national implications—the hard reality that,
in the United States, Mennonite identity was pluralistic and localized.
In modernizing, Mennonites developed professionally trained pastors,
strove for efﬁciency and rational organization in their service ministries,
and developed, in the postwar decades, an increasingly intimate relationship with government.
Despite these intersections with modern society, California Mennonites had little interest in embracing theological liberalism. Their choices
tended to be conservative evangelicalism cast in the Billy Graham mold,
fundamentalist anti-modernism, or a made-in-California evangelical Anabaptism. Issues of group unity, masked by conﬂicts over doctrinal ﬁdelity,
usually drove the concerns expressed in various church splits and heresy
trials, as in the case of H. G. Wiens, the pastor accused of liberalism, in
the Bethany Mennonite Brethren Church in Fresno. These issues were
mostly about insider/outsider religio-cultural borders and Mennonite
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relationships with local evangelicals. California Mennonites entered an
evangelical culture where pastoral training at BIOLA carried more inﬂuence than studying Menno Simons, their sixteenth-century Reformation
namesake, though, that would be challenged by J. B. Toews and others
beginning in the mid-1960s.
The traditional Mennonite historical tale moves from Europe westward to North America, leaving the western half of the continent largely
ignored. Although some local histories make perfunctory mention of California, most Mennonite histories and larger surveys of American religious
history were content to cast them no farther west than Kansas. What this
study has shown is that the California experience is more than a confection at the historical dinner; it is a signiﬁcant part of the American Mennonite feast.7
The Mennonite Brethren prominence in the California story is the
most obvious difference from the wider American Mennonite experience.
When J. B. Toews studied the American Mennonite Brethren experience,
he argued that modernity was the villain of the twentieth century, as it
slackened traditional and historical moorings. He concluded his narrative
with a two-chapter jeremiad that the Mennonite Brethren had conceded
to modernity.8 Modernity’s mark—a long time in the making—was not
always discouraged. Part of the Mennonite Brethren historical mooring in
its Russian past was their close collaboration with government as well as
their deep experience as wealthy landowners.9
Anthropologist James Urry has provided helpful clues to explain the
Mennonite Brethren openness to modernity. He argues persuasively that
to understand the Mennonite Brethren, one needs to appreciate their roots
in nineteenth-century pietism, a form of Christian belief stressing personal experience and individual communion with God.10 Those attracted
to it “were entrepreneurs, men with vision and skilled with dealing with
the wider world; individualists used to running their own affairs and not
dependent upon others.” These factors were present in the 1860 secession of the Mennonite Brethren from the larger Russian Mennonite community.11 As Urry observed, Mennonite Brethren were individualists in
their work and religion, where salvation was an individual pursuit.12 The
Mennonite Brethren from their beginnings were a pietistic, evangelical,
professional, and business-oriented group, and they were the ones who
came to California in the largest numbers.
Vital to the Mennonite experience in California were the changing

Present-day sanctuary and 1919 sanctuary standing together as they did from
1953 to 1965. Source: Records of Reedley Mennonite Brethren Church.

The south tower of the 1919 Reedley Mennonite Brethren Church falling during demolition to
make room for a new Sunday school and fellowship hall wing,
July 1965. Source: Otto B. Reimer Papers.
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Reedley Mennonite Brethren Church after construction of fellowship hall (to the right)—taken
after 1965. Source: Records of Reedley Mennonite Brethren Church.

symbols that Mennonites used to articulate their experiences and identity.
Three threads in the Mennonite experience in California reﬂect what
Kerwin Klein has called “articles of American faith: History runs East to
West, California is the future, and Christ will come again.”13 If history has
made its way to the Paciﬁc Coast, and millions await Christ’s return at the
sandy edge of California’s millennial destiny, the Mennonites too found
this beach. From early twentieth-century descriptions of California to
mid-century Women’s Missionary Service handbook covers emblazoned
with their “Redeeming the Time” motto, and from frontier imagery connected to nation building to CPSers’ inserting themselves into American
Civil Religion, and ultimately to seminary intellectuals eventually battling back the Bermuda grass of dispensationalism, the twentieth century
drew Mennonites into not only tropes of American exceptionalism, but
also California’s peculiar millennial role therein.14
Although early Mennonite consideration of California society was
mostly made in their reﬂections written for co-religionists elsewhere, that
concern eventually turned outward. This outward turn is most easily seen
with the institutional construction of the postwar decades to transform
California into a healthier place. During World War II, and in the decades
that followed, the turn outward was made through a mix of cultural anxiety and élan. Mennonites would create, grow, rationalize, and modernize
their identity through the construction of schools, hospitals, relief agencies, women’s societies, and CPS. All of these contributed to the modern
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California Mennonite experience as they also did throughout the United
States. Moreover, as Mennonites integrated American Civil Religion and
patriotism with their religious tradition, they moved deeper into California’s evangelical and cultural substrata and politically further down the
halls of inﬂuence in Sacramento. Thus, California Mennonites emerged
from the postwar decades modernized and Americanized.
Historian Paul Toews has observed that such institutional responses to
the “acids of modernity” were an “antidote” to its corrosiveness on group
particularities.15 The antidote here was a cocktail of Mennonite activism
and a range of evangelicalisms from Anabaptism to fundamentalism. Modifying Martin Marty’s images of canopy and cocoon, Mennonite institutions became marquees, covering Mennonites from the threatening rains
above, permitting them to step off the curb and into the street unmolested,
as winds swirled about them. It was paciﬁsm that helped draw Mennonites deeper into society. The Mennonite “peace witness” was transformed
from an isolationist avoiding military service to an activist engaging with
society. In this transformation, nonresistance became social service. Yet,
the two were not disconnected, as the CPS experience propelled participants directly into mental health centers throughout the United States,
including the seemingly secular Kings View Homes in Reedley. It was at
KVH where non-Mennonites argued that Mennonite faith had much to
offer in health care.
If institution building was an outer projection of a modern Mennonitism that took root in the soils of California, there were inner projects undertaken so as not to lose both their tradition and history in the historical
renaissance centered in Fresno. By the 1960s, then, what was left?

Hybrid Mennonites
California Mennonites held together a set of contradictions that signaled,
paradoxically, accommodation and resistance, which modiﬁed culture
for their own ends. Most of their resistance to the world around them,
however, was religious. It was initially directed toward urban evils and
lurking devils, and then, when the cities were less demonic dens, it was
directed toward new threats, which were increasingly neighbors—Catholics, Pentecostals, and even other Mennonites who were insufﬁciently
evangelical, modernist, or, by the middle of the 1960s, fundamentalist
and dispensationalist.
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In California, religious symbols of meaning had shifted. Gone was the
millennial energy of newly minted Mennonite settlers interpreting their
new location through the lens of natural utopia and urban dystopia. New
was the promise of a secular millennium, as death, misery, and pain were
mediated through expanding religious bureaucracies both modern and
rational. Meanwhile, as scholars at MBBS and PBI embarked on recovering Mennonite Brethren history in the late 1960s and early 1970s, the
overt presence of Dallas Theological Seminary dispensationalism was discarded. While this was happening, in the mid-1970s, agricultural growers
and organized labor were embroiled in conﬂict, and Mennonite growers
encountered curious Mennonites from the east. Scholars turned to history, tradition, and heritage, as Mennonite higher education, purposed to
extract and protect heritage, became increasingly the equivalent of Mennonite middle-class ﬁnishing schools, prepping the next generation to
live and work in modern society. The negotiations seemed all but settled.
The layers of mid-twentieth-century California Mennonite activity and
involvement, both as partner to national trends and local particularities,
including women’s societies, schools, CPS, KVH, identity issues, heresy
investigations, mission work, racial issues, and questions of religious practice, can be pulled back to see the three threads noted above knotted together in the center.
When eastern Mennonites visited in 1974, what they found were
Mennonites appearing as hybrids, where pieces of Republican politics,
fundamentalist virtues, West Coast informalities, and capitalist laborintensive orchard practices were grafted together and called Mennonite.
In this interesting time, 1974, eastern and western Mennonitedoms newly
discovered each other.
Although California was a faraway place, it was powerfully present in
the American imagination. The state was an ethno-religious greenhouse
where, free from any dominant religious hegemony, myriad religious
groups, both new and bizarre, traditional and transformed, could germinate and grow in its rich soil. Mennonites were drawn here for health,
prosperity, and good farmland. In the process, their religious identity cast a
distinctive evangelical and pietistic hue—a regional distinction reﬂecting
in many respects the kind of Mennonites that were attracted to California.
Those Mennonites, largely Mennonite Brethren already evangelical and
pietistic in their religion, found California to be a welcoming home. It was
here that Mennonites far away from the Mennonite centers of inﬂuence
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to the east faced the promises of California. It was here that Mennonites
from eastern states saw exaggerated ﬁctional Mennonites making empty
gestures to a noble and instructive history while allegedly owning guns—
as noted by Guy F. Hershberger in the opening quote for chapter 11.
Throughout the early decades of the twentieth century, when the initial burst of institutional construction took place, Mennonites experienced
much that was new. They focused on the challenges of religious pluralism
and evangelistic outreach as the theme of “latter days” surrounded them.
Even when the Promised Land became a malarial swamp, California was
understood as part of their biblical journey.
By World War II, Mennonites considered the size of their facilities
and membership numbers as marks of success. Having embraced modern
measures of achievement, what remained was to adapt to and appropriate the values and fruits of modernity, including rationalizing of services,
professionalizing of ministry, and modernization of education. Within a
few decades, Mennonites had traveled into the Californian apocalypse,
where the new “millennium,” once beckoned by natural wonder and urban dystopia, soon bathed in the glistening sheen of modernity, mediated
ironically through traditional religious institutions. These sets of images
must be held together. Mennonite correspondents wrote of loneliness,
isolation, and the presence of evil in California’s dystopic cityscapes. As
well, we saw others who wrote that the natural landscape was a spiritual
teacher ﬁlled with Christian apocalyptic hope. In both, California was
Edenic and forbidden. As those visions were recycled continuously for
their frostbitten co-religionists elsewhere, however, the machinery of denominational colonization and expansion was under way, fusing together
climate, piety, and modernity.
In the process of settling California, Mennonites used several strategies to maintain a separate cultural and theological identity within and
against the larger culture. In the post–World War II era, such strategies
resulted in cultural assimilation, so that by the mid-twentieth century,
the Mennonite story in California had developed into an interesting tale
of religious conservatives—traditional agrarians—ﬁnding their way in an
increasingly urban and religiously pluralist California.
California Mennonites in varying degrees responded to the pressures
of modernity in ways that were not always simple but that often mixed
deepening commitments to evangelicalism, Anabaptism, and even secularism. These responses—evangelical, Anabaptist, and secular—covered
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a broad spectrum yet represented a selective retaining and discarding of
Mennonite religious practices, identities, and expressions. All these reactions to modernity with its urbanity, cultural diversity, changing economy,
and shifting mores produced Mennonite forms of accommodation and
resistance that reﬂected creative responses even if they at ﬁrst appeared
reactive. In short, Mennonites in California were a dynamic people who
did not simply become modern, but who actively shaped their experience
to engage modernity on their own terms.

epilogue

A New Breed of Mennonites

T

he primary narrative of this book closes in the mid-1970s. In this
brief epilogue, I note some of the more signiﬁcant changes in the
Mennonite landscape since 1975. The 1980s and 1990s were
challenging times for California, especially urban California, as a conﬂuence of inﬂuences put the brakes on over a century of effusive boosterism
and gilded mythologizing. The end of the cold war, the shuttering of defense factories, and dramatic decrease in federal defense monies; demographic pressures of increased legal and illegal immigration; and overly
strained public services brought about a slow reversal of fortune. Even
Orange County—after a mixture of investment failure leading to a criminal conviction and voters voting down a tax increase—went bankrupt,
leading to massive budget cuts and the loss of thousands of jobs. On the
evangelical front, an exodus eastward had begun as some religious leaders, parachurch organizations, and folks in the pews returned to Texas
and Colorado. California found itself in the rare position of having more
people leave than move in. Of course, as Carey McWilliams asked so many
decades ago, if the existence of California is nothing but swagger, California did have reason to boast. For the seeming implosion of the California
dream in the early 1990s, by the late 1990s it returned to dizzying heights
with its already diversiﬁed economy supercharged in the tech industry,
though the Central Valley’s own economic recovery lagged behind the
rest of the state.1
About thirty years after Daniel Hertzler’s 1970 drive from Fresno to
Reedley, amid the Edenic binary of paradise and sin described in chapter
2, the arcadian image of the Central Valley turned sour. The San Francisco
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Chronicle ran a series on California in 1999 that read more like Dante’s
Inferno than the opening chapters of Genesis, and Fresno was cast as the
“cautionary tale.” Providing a snapshot of the city, the article on Fresno
characterized the raisin capital as wracked by perpetual unemployment,
violent crime, political corruption, dead strip malls, and abandoned discount stores, all softened by a thriving literary scene and the coffee shops
of the Tower District.2 Fresno was Bay Area tragedy and Hollywood
comedy. Fresno was packaged and broadcast to CBS viewers in the 1986
miniseries Fresno—a parody of such prime-time dramas as Dallas and Falcon Crest, where wealthy oil tycoons and vintners were replaced with a
raisin empire skewering reﬁnement. That Fresno could be a comic location
spoke to public perception, however deserved or not.3
In these difﬁcult decades for the Golden State, and inordinate stress on
the San Joaquin Valley and Fresno in particular, Mennonites continued
to work, ﬂourish, and adapt. As Kevin Starr described the mid-1990s,
the Central Valley had a population of 5 million and a robust $16-billion
agricultural economy to maintain. As northern portions of the valley were
becoming extensions of the Bay Area’s daily commute, the Central Valley
as a whole was the fastest growing region in the fast-growing state. This
agricultural region, with Highway 99 running the north-south course as
a knotted rope, was urbanizing at a rapid clip, and its largest city, Fresno,
was experiencing the strains of rapid growth, as other nearby cities were.
Pollution, gang activity, and tagging—urban vandalism and grafﬁti—were
drawing the attention of media and government ofﬁcials alike. Agriculture
towns such as Huron, a key center for Mennonite mission work earlier in
the century, had now become some of the poorest places in California. Huron lacked print media and schools, but with four labor camps, it did not
lack razor-sharp lettuce knives for harvest, meth to numb the backbreaking pain, and a reputation for ﬁghting. It was not just Huron, but the Central Valley was suffering. Methamphetamines were in large-scale production, so that by 2001, a million pounds of byproduct waste was seeping
into the ground with an annual environmental clean-up cost to taxpayers
of $10 million to mop up labs busted by law enforcement at a rate of nearly
one every day and a half. The arcadia of a century ago seemed in fact like a
Paradise Lost. In October 2001 the Environmental Protection Agency described the San Joaquin Valley as a “severely polluted ozone region,” one of
the seven worst in the country. Placed under order to comply with federal
standards in ﬁve years, it did. Despite the problems rapid growth brought,
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the Central Valley remained attractive to people the world over. California,
in the words of Kevin Starr, was a “world commonwealth,” and that global
diversity was soon reﬂected among the Mennonites.4
A century and a half after Johannes Dietrich Dyck and Joseph Summers
arrived in California to dig for gold, two other Mennonites, at the edge of
the new millennium, reﬂected on what California meant for their future.
They framed their future around urban development. Mennonite Church
USA leader Ruth Suter explained that Mennonites with “traditional”
roots had two options: “hunker down in our glorious Anabaptist history
and slowly die out” or “embrace the new realities of our diverse communities and celebrate our new emerging identity as an Anabaptist ‘priesthood
of believers.’ ” Suter continued, “For those of us in Arizona and California,
the ‘hunkering down’ option just isn’t viable—there are too few of us ‘traditional ethnic Mennos’ to remain a critical mass.” As she pointed out, in
2000, Anglos were an ethnic minority among Southern California Mennonites amid the swelling groups of African, African-American, Hispanic,
Hispanic American, Taiwanese, and Indonesian people.5
Suter noted that in the Bay Area, a “new breed” of Mennonites worked
in the computer and tech industries, often with hour-long commutes to
their jobs. These Mennonites often engaged in a virtual online community
because they were so widely separated by work, commuting, and other
involvements. Unlike those in their agrarian past, these folks lived in communities distant from each other, with little face-to-face interaction during the week. Thus, the church (online and gathered) served as a focal
point for their own engagement.6
Chuwang Pam, born in Nigeria, moved to America in 1994 and in
1996 started the Mennonite-related Los Angeles Faith Chapel. Pam described the ethnic diversity of California Mennonites in these words: “If
our search for a new identity is simply to support the existing structures,
we will have questions to answer. If our search for identity is simply to
reinforce our glory, we will be missing the mark. Look at what’s happening right now in Los Angeles. Right now as I talk to you, we are on the
march for full realization of the new Mennonite church. Today the pure
‘Anglo’ churches in southern California are a minority. Today the majority
are people of color—Africans, African-Americans, Hispanics, and Asians.
That to me is just a glimpse into what God in this millennium expects the
Mennonite church to look like.”7 A glimpse of the future, perhaps; however, these late twentieth-century observations were at least a century in
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the making, as Mennonites in California wrestled with and adapted to
changing demographics, social trends, and mission goals.
Embracing changing demographics was to come through making vital choices on how to expend resources, as demonstrated by Mennonite
Community Church in Fresno. This small church, as described by Rod
Janzen, rejected the siren call of building a large theater-style church with
evangelical pop-rock worship music in order to plant a church in Clovis
(Peace Community, 1989–1997), which became the Hmong Mennonite
Church in Fresno.8
The ﬁrst two waves of Mennonite migration came at the turn of the
twentieth century and again in the 1940s for reasons including health,
agriculture, and adventure. As Jeff Wright, Mennonite Urban Ministry
director for Southern California, observed, there was also a third wave of
immigrants who joined Mennonite churches. These immigrants did not
arrive in California with a Mennonite heritage, nor were they of EuroAmerican ancestry. This new wave was so numerous that by the end of the
twentieth century, ethnic Mennonites—descendants of white European
immigrants—were a distinct minority. As late as 1978, there were fewer
than twenty Mennonite churches in Southern California. Bakersﬁeld for
some was the southern border of the Mennonite domain and Southern
California just a “wasteland.”9
The makers of the Mennonite renaissance arrived from across oceans.
Some of these diverse peoples had been denounced by Mennonites for
their beliefs in earlier times or were cited for a host of churchly problems.
Immigrants from Africa, Latin America, and Asia had long-established
communities in Southern California, and by the 1980s, Mennonites made
a concerted effort to plant churches among them. Progressive thinkers on
issues of evangelism and church expansion realized that change was rapidly happening around them, and now Mennonites themselves needed to
change.
Churches were started in numerous communities in order to meet the
needs of Nigerians, Ghanaians, Mexicans, Taiwanese, Japanese, Koreans,
and others. The results were encouraging: the few Mennonite congregations in Southern California in 1978 nearly tripled to ﬁfty-six by 1998
and mostly comprised members of numerous ethnic groups speaking a
variety of languages. By the end of the twentieth century, according to
Jeff Wright, the multiracial mix in Southern California had reduced the
number of Euro-American members in the twenty-nine churches of the
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Paciﬁc Southwest Mennonite Conference approximately to a mere 11
percent!10
Although the numbers are difﬁcult to track, a simple tally of church
names in 2000 shows that nearly half of MCUSA churches in California were Spanish, Hmong, Indonesian, Ethiopian, and Taiwanese congregations and that their members made up nearly one-third of the total MCUSA membership in the state. For the Mennonite Brethren, just
over half of churches in 2000 were Spanish, Japanese, Russian, Slavic,
Korean, Ukrainian, Ethiopian, Indian, and Chinese congregations, composing about one-ﬁfth of the total MB membership.11 By 2012, 44 of the
105 Mennonite churches in California were ethnic minority churches
(or “churches serving ethnic minority populations”). These congregations
combined had approximately 3,000 members, which was nearly onequarter of the total Mennonite membership (12,567) in California that
year.12 The numbers for ethnic and racial minority church membership are
extremely rough and unarguably low as congregations throughout California were racially mixed, indicating that the number of ethnic groups
and their membership was much higher.
Mennonite work among refugees coming to California has a long history too, as we have seen in MCC work. It continued in the post-1960s era
as the “boat people” exodus from Cambodia to North America took place
in the late 1970s and early 1980s. Though California was not a major
destination, those who came were welcomed, cared for, and given assistance to start life again through the efforts of the West Coast MCC, local churches, and FPC. Combined, these Mennonite institutions had the
resources necessary to respond to human tragedy in Southeast Asia. Here
was one of many intersections of California Mennonites understanding
their place in society as markedly Anabaptist, with the cultural and religious capital at hand to help new “outsiders” navigate new surroundings.13
Mennonites had joined the westward migration to California in the earlier decades of the twentieth century, but now at the century’s end, their role
reversed as they turned their attention to assisting other newcomers. Over
the course of the 1900s, Mennonite attitudes changed on many fronts, including their views of immigration and ethnic minorities. In 1984, West
Coast MCC helped establish an ofﬁce in Glendale at the request of the
Greater Los Angeles Mennonite Council to work with immigration concerns. This service was expanded in 1992 to include refugee issues.14
As we saw earlier, Mennonites engaged in missions with Hispanics
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who were often employed in migrant labor in the valley’s ﬁelds and with
those attending the City Terrace Mission in Los Angeles as early as 1926.
Eventually, numerous Hispanic churches were started; most were in the
Reedley-Dinuba area, but some were in San Jose, Fresno, and Los Angeles.
Hispanic Mennonite Brethren churches typically emerged from a mission
outreach or as an extension of an existing congregation. Regardless of their
origin, the established Anglo Mennonite leaders sought to train Hispanic
leadership from within the ﬂedgling congregations. It was a challenge well
into the 1980s for these new churches to survive, especially economically.
Until 1978 they were not listed separately as Paciﬁc District Conference
(PDC) churches, but were counted under the wing of their “mother”
churches. Even when the Hispanic churches were counted as full-ﬂedged
conference congregations, many still did not have the title to their property and received subsidies from their parent churches into the late 1980s.
Thus, some local Hispanic leaders experienced the ambiguity of being suspended between independent congregation and mission church.15
It was not just in Southern California that new churches were planted.
The PDC of Mennonite Brethren churches in the 1970s and 1980s
started churches or ministries in places such as Bakersﬁeld, Fremont, San
Jose, Sacramento, and Firebaugh. This activity coincided with encouragement from the conference for individual church member participation in
missions of a Mennonite or an evangelical nature—including Youth for
Christ, Campus Crusade, Inter-Varsity Fellowship, and Christian Social
Concerns.16
Part of the Mennonite success with these new church communities resulted from developing economic programs to serve and empower
them. Economic empowerment for both new arrivals and those living in
longer-term poverty was a challenge, and Mennonites decided to take it
on. Furthermore, as the embrace of racial and ethnic diversity developed,
so too did a Mennonite acceptance of charismatic Christianity. The oncecondemned Pentecostalism of the early twentieth century became the
celebrated neo-Pentecostal inﬂuence of the 1980s, which blended charismaticism with Anabaptism.17
As the 1970s and 1980s rolled on, other Mennonite ministries, such as
Home Missions, continued to expand, starting churches throughout the
state, from the Bay Area through the Central Valley and beyond. Shifting from a funding practice of grants and subsidies for new congregations,
Home Missions began to focus on what it called “tent-making” ministries,
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where church ministry is supported by the labor of the worker. That is,
Home Missions trained people in the skills needed for various aspects
of church planting and sent them out to evangelize and start churches.
Through the 1980s, the work expanded to include Spanish-language
training and ministry.18
As Mennonite Brethren had gathered in Reedley in 1960 to work at
unity among various groups and make apologies for an old fracture in Russia (1860), so they met again in 1995 in Fresno, but this meeting was more
divisive. The Canadian and American constituencies found themselves
more and more estranged, the delegates divided over how to even spend
their time together: worship and spiritual exercises or discussions around
conference structures. Furthermore, 1995 in Fresno was a signiﬁcant year
for American Mennonite Brethren education. The Mennonite Brethren
Biblical Seminary (MBBS) was celebrating its fortieth anniversary as it
and the denomination were set to decentralize their operations to points in
British Columbia, Manitoba, and Kansas, while attempting to retain their
“head” in California.
In 2010, MBBS changed its name to Fresno Paciﬁc Biblical Seminary
and was a separate administrative unit of Fresno Paciﬁc University (FPU).
Mennonite Brethren theological education continued in the various regional centers, and by 2012, online instruction reached a global audience
from its perch at FPU in the Central Valley. As late as the mid-1990s,
the majority of students at the seminary were from Canada, but within
ﬁfteen years, Canadian students virtually disappeared from the California location because they could receive a theological education in British
Columbia or Manitoba. As with many other California-based evangelical
enterprises, the Mennonite trend was also dispersion. Decentralizing the
seminary’s outreach, yet keeping its administrative head under the FPU
umbrella, was a pragmatic response to changing times.
During the 1980s and 1990s, the seminary developed a highly regarded marriage and family counseling program in addition to its already
established programs in biblical studies and ministry training. Over the
decades, biblical scholars did not simply contribute to their scholarly disciplines, but readily engaged the issues and struggles in the MB churches
throughout North America. Though the MBs delayed dealing with
the issue of women as senior pastors longer than some other Mennonite
denominations, it was not for a lack of thoughtful reﬂection, theological
examination, and careful biblical exegesis. Already in the 1960s and
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1970s, professors such as Alan Guenther wrote serious articles for the
MB Herald on the issue of gender and church work. Through the 1980s,
the study papers and denominationally oriented publishing continued,
with some of the academics cast as “liberal” and others as “conservative”
on the issue, many of whom were working at the same small seminary in
the valley. The culmination of this gender work for the denomination was
the publication of Your Daughters Shall Prophecy (1992), which provided
a range of perspectives, grounded in biblical scholarship, for churches to
use in their own study groups as congregations wrestled with the issue of
gender and pastoral leadership.
Meanwhile, Paciﬁc Bible Institute, founded at the end of World War
II, becoming Paciﬁc College in 1960, then Fresno Paciﬁc College in 1976,
was renamed Fresno Paciﬁc University in 1997. The ﬁrst, and only, solely
Mennonite Brethren–sponsored university in North America boasted expanding enrollments, programs, and graduate studies in the last quarter of
the twentieth century.
During its institutional journey, the college went through several iterations of Mennonite identity—changes signiﬁcant enough to warrant
revisiting the ﬁrst “Fresno Paciﬁc College Idea” of 1965. That identity
statement deﬁned the essence of FPC and served as a landmark for institutional decision making with seven descriptors: Christian, community,
liberal arts, experimental, Anabaptist Mennonite, nonsectarian, and prophetic. During the 1970s, FPC beneﬁted from federal Title III funding
to expand its professional programs and graduate studies. Furthermore,
the Paciﬁc District Conference (PDC) took ownership of the college from
the national denomination, localizing its administration and governance.
These developments led to higher enrollments, increased hiring, and
questions about the continuing relevance of the 1965 “Idea.”19
President Edmund Janzen, in the late 1970s, motivated in part by a
looming accreditation visit, initiated a process to review the “Idea” and
propose any needed changes. After much deliberation and debate, a revised identity statement adopted in 1982 reduced the descriptors to three:
Christian, liberal arts, and community. Most striking was the dropping of
Anabaptist Mennonite. Much of the debate surrounding FPC’s identity,
future orientation, and mission was about the meaning of Anabaptism,
Mennonitism, and evangelicalism. While a number of faculty argued for
carrying the Anabaptist torch, others at the college, including board members, Mennonite Brethren pastors, and general constituents, wanted FPC
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to go the route of Wheaton College (Illinois) or BIOLA (the Los Angeles
educational bastion of evangelicalism) and be an inclusive evangelical college and not a restrictive Mennonite college that relied on denominational
identity. This debate had roots in the creation of Paciﬁc Bible Institute
in 1944, but with the ownership of the college now transferred to the
regional PDC, the time was ripe to revisit it again. The 1982 statement
effectively made Anabaptism and Mennonite identity invisible. Those arguing for a clear evangelical identity won the day by associating Anabaptist ideas that were embedded in the 1960s “Idea” with the hippie-style,
unpatriotic paciﬁsm of the 1960s counterculture heyday.20
In 1995, however, the “Idea” was once again revised with the reinsertion of “Anabaptist-Mennonite” into the text, although not as a separately
highlighted distinctive of FPC’s identity. In the opening decade of the
twenty-ﬁrst century, Fresno Paciﬁc University established centers in
North Fresno, Merced, Visalia, and Bakersﬁeld and revised the “Idea” a
fourth time as the “Fresno Paciﬁc University Idea,” which mentions not
only the Anabaptist Mennonite roots of the school, but an active relationship with the Mennonite Brethren denomination.21 These iterations of
theological identity since 1944 ﬂag the contested ground between evangelical and Anabaptist currents swirling about in the MB churches since
the mid-twentieth century.
The 1990s also saw California Mennonites become more active in the
arts. For one example, nationally recognized poet Jean Janzen wrote elegantly and poignantly about her Mennonite heritage. Janzen, who lived
in Fresno and attended the College Community Mennonite Brethren
Church, linked her spirituality to signiﬁcant places in her own experience
and those of her ancestors. While her Mennonite Brethren heritage informed much of her writing positively, though not without the critical eye
of the poet, other Mennonite writers spoke with more of an edge. North in
the Bay Area, Sheri Hostetler of Oakland, a member of a progressive Mennonite church in San Francisco, founded the magazine Mennonot (1993–
2003) with Steve Mullet of Elkhart, Indiana. Mennonot was a magazine
for “Mennonites on the Margins,” and its pages were ﬁlled with interviews, poetry, satire, essays, and jokes.22 Here a social justice–informed
spirituality was resiliently Mennonite, if not post-modernist iconoclastic,
and coming from California, it helped to stir a vital conversation among
disaffected younger Mennonites.
Even as transportation and communication technology expanded ex-
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ponentially in the post-1960s world, it did not close the geographic gap
between California and the eastern Mennonite centers of power. In early
1975, MCC created a new separate regional body—West Coast MCC—
because the former regional California ofﬁce at times had strained relationships with the MCC headquarters in Pennsylvania due to geographic
distance and cultural differences. The new body made ofﬁcial the independence that in reality had existed for decades. Nonetheless, some leaders worried that this development might break apart the national agency.
That did not happen; rather, regional administration increased support
for MCC generally. West Coast MCC was also the ﬁrst regional ofﬁce to
register as a corporation, in 1979, and it went on to expand its work with
the disabled, including developing residential programs in Oregon and
California.23
Other service ministries were transformed even more dramatically. At
KVH a Chaplaincy Program was eventually started, and by 1975, the
hospital had opened day centers for developmentally challenged persons
in Atwater and Los Banos. Despite establishing an addictions treatment
center in Fresno in the late 1980s, KVH’s time in Reedley was about to
end. In 1990 the hospital portion of KVH closed for economic reasons
and was transformed into a home for troubled adolescents. The adolescent home in turn closed and was sold in 2001. Though the brand Kings
View continues today, headquartered in Fresno and with some Mennonite connections remaining, the Reedley enterprise founded by Jost had
ﬁnished.24
Other changes at the regional conference level included women increasingly sitting on PDC boards, including the executive committee in
1985. At the local level, churches began sending more women delegates to
regional conferences. In 1975, 1.6 percent of the delegates were women,
but women made up 12.5 percent of the delegates in 1985. By the mid1980s, most churches included women in their delegations, with a number regularly sending delegations of at least 25 percent women.25
The fragmentation and frenzy of the urban milieu did not necessarily
negate neighborhood community building. Mennonites in Fresno, for example, formed a community on Kerkhoff Avenue. It was a regular grassroots neighborhood gathering started by members of College Community
Church in Clovis. They hosted refugees, held potlucks, observed Christmas and Easter, and even set up a swimming pool for community use. They
prided themselves on nurturing a relational “urban community” to such an
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extent that on the twentieth anniversary in 1992, more than 230 people
from across the country came for a weekend of events.26
As they entered the twenty-ﬁrst century, Mennonites, now diverse in
ethnicity and in their understandings of Christian faith and Mennonite
identity, continued to articulate a sense of place and identity as they encountered and responded to California’s urban and natural environments.
They now hailed not only from the Canadian prairies, American Midwest,
and Russia but from Korea, Japan, Central America, and dozens of other
cultural homes. This astonishing cultural diversity within the Mennonite
world, which had mostly emerged since 1975, forever changed the Mennonite experience in California. Added to the changes in the ﬁrst three
quarters of the twentieth century—involving religious pluralism, race,
gender, paciﬁsm, institutional building, and higher education—the new
diversity will leave a lasting mark on the Mennonite experience in California. Moreover, it raises the question of whether any kind of common
Mennonite identity in California will be possible, if desired, in the future.
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of the Mennonite Church of North America (1931–1946), and Handbook of Information of the
General Conference of the Mennonite Church of North America (1947–present).
Paciﬁc Bible Institute Catalog, 1944–1957. Alternative titles used include Paciﬁc Bible Institute,
Fresno, California, Catalogue With Announcements for [academic year listed], Catalogue of
Paciﬁc Bible Institute [academic year listed], [Academic Year] Catalog, Paciﬁc Bible Institute
and Junior College
Reedley Exponent, 1903–1954
Steinbach Post, 1915–1923
The Welfare and Public Relations Newsletter
Zionsbote
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