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Preface

We want you to come and learn to love white people.

—Nettie Taylor, African-American head usher,  

Bethesda Mennonite, St. Louis, 1957,  

when asked if “colored people” were welcome 

 in a church with a white pastor

Shifting from the Streets and Sidewalks

I

n a conversation with a white Mennonite leader in 1959, Martin 

Luther King Jr. asked, “Where have you Mennonites been?”

1

 King’s 

theological studies made him aware of Mennonites’ long-term com-

mitment to peacemaking, their racially egalitarian pronouncements, and 

their sacrificial efforts to bring about justice in the United States and 

throughout the world. King posed his question because he was looking 

for resources, both theological and human, to further the work of demon-

strating for civil rights. Mennonites seemed like a logical group to join him 

in protest on the streets and sidewalks. Unbeknown to King, a small but 

identifiable group of Mennonites had been demonstrating for some time. 

They did so, however, in a manner King did not then recognize. They 

demonstrated at home and inside the church.

 The five adults who gathered at Bethesda Mennonite Church in St. 

Louis on a Sunday morning in November 1957 were taking part in a civil 

rights demonstration (see figure P.1). Rather than marching with protest 



signs, the five Mennonites held open bibles and Sunday school quarterlies. 

They did not need to carry placards to attract public attention: a reporter 

from the St. Louis Argus, one of the country’s oldest black newspapers, was 

writing a profile of their interracial fellowship. Like most observers of the 

civil rights movement, the reporter did not identify these Bethesda mem-

bers as civil rights demonstrators. Even as he featured their fellowship, he 

failed to see the meeting as a deliberate action taken to disrupt the status 

quo. As the focused attention of June Schwartzentruber, Louis Gray, and 

Rowena Lark made evident, the carefully staged photo sent the message 

that an African-American woman like Nettie Taylor could command au-

thority in an intimate, interracial gathering. The members of this Sunday 

school class thus took part in a civil rights demonstration, an organized 

event meant to disrupt the lives of a wider audience to bring about an in-

tegrated society. Their demonstration inside the church confronted those 

on the outside with an image of integration achieved.

 The photo of this integrated Sunday school class thus represents Daily 

Demonstrators’ thesis. Civil rights demonstrations that took place in the 

streets have received significant attention. In the intimate settings of 

homes and churches, a different kind of civil rights demonstration took 

place, one that challenged racial segregation in a less dramatic way. By ex-
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Fig. P.1 Nettie Taylor, Susie Smith, June Schwartzentruber, Louis Gray, and Rowena Lark, 

Bethesda Mennonite Church, St. Louis, November 1957

St. Louis Argus, November 29, 1957, 2C. Photo courtesy of St. Louis Argus, St. Louis, MO



amining the actions, beliefs, programs, and pronouncements of Mennonite 

groups like the Bethesda congregation from 1935 through 1971, this book 

shows how relationships, communal boundaries, cultural practices, and 

core religious convictions contributed to societal change. It does so by at-

tending to the actions of Mennonites in their living rooms and meeting-

houses. In those intimate, sacred locations, the slow, often contradictory 

process of religiously motivated, interpersonal exchange made possible a 

historic transition in post–World War II American society.

 In Daily Demonstrators I explore new sites that expand our understand-

ing of demonstration to include off-street action. By shifting attention to 

less public but no less significant environs, I show how racial change un-

folded as co-believers took communion, sat down to dinner, and discussed 

marriages. Rather than sites of escape from the civil rights movement, liv-

ing rooms and sanctuaries become arenas of racial agitation. Those who 

ventured across racial lines in intimate settings displayed courage equal to 

that of demonstrators who faced fire hoses and attack dogs. Children who 

traveled hours to stay in rural homes with strangely dressed white people 

braved unknown dangers as real to them as southern sheriffs were to voter 

registration workers in Mississippi. The pastor who faced down livid con-

gregants after inviting an African-American preacher to his pulpit showed 

as much daring as students who faced down restaurant owners after sit-

ting at a lunch counter. Demonstrators in sanctuaries and on sidewalks 

thus look surprisingly similar. All took risks, challenged assumptions, and 

longed for an egalitarian future. This church history of the civil rights era 

brings together home and congregation to show how religious practice in 

intimate environments interacted with higher-profile movements.

 Because demonstrations on the streets and sidewalks attracted so much 

more attention, this intimate, religious form of demonstration remains 

largely absent from studies of the civil rights era. Historians, social move-

ment theorists, and contemporary activists study the thousands who dem-

onstrated for racial justice to gain fresh insight into mechanisms of change.

 

Scholars and organizers alike examine the charismatic leaders, campaign 

strategies, political maneuvers, and organizational resources that encour-

aged so many to march.

2

 The firefighters who hosed demonstrators off 

sidewalks in Birmingham, the police dogs that attacked activists on the 

streets of the same city, and the state troopers who bludgeoned marchers 

on the road to Selma offer high drama that further fixes historians’ atten-

tion on cement surfaces.
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 The story of the civil rights movement also unfolded, however, in car-

peted sanctuaries and living rooms. By wearing the distinctive costume of 

her religious community to worship services, Rowena Lark, the African-

American Mennonite woman pictured on the right in figure P.1, coun-

tered the assumption that only white people could be Mennonite. June 

Schwartzentruber, in the middle of the same photo, modeled new ways of 

relating across racial lines when she sought the counsel of African Ameri-

cans while sitting in their living rooms. Over meals at the dining table, 

Nettie Taylor, the object of Lark’s and Schwartzentruber’s attention, 

along with her children and other African-American youth, prompted 

white church members to rethink their racial stereotypes. Bethesda mem-

bers and their allies challenged their white co-believers to pay racial repa-

rations as they preached on Sunday morning. These intimate civil rights 

demonstrations challenged racial segregation by upsetting racial norms.

 This study seeks to shift the gaze of civil rights movement historians 

from paved roads and concrete sidewalks to overstuffed couches and hard-

back pews. Although I recognize the importance of marchers, I argue that 

other less dramatic actors within home and church environments also con-

tributed to the civil rights movement by amplifying, modifying, and some-

times opposing pronouncements made in the streets. I attempt to answer 

the question, How did the civil rights movement bring about change? by 

demonstrating that relationships, cultural practices, evangelical initia-

tives, and core religious convictions operated alongside street marches to 

bring an end to legalized segregation. Unless we understand the means by 

which actions in the home and sanctuary intersected with organized racial 

advocacy, our view of the long civil rights movement remains incomplete 

and skewed toward the street.

3

 By observing Mennonites in their living 

rooms and meeting houses across a thirty-six-year span, the slow, often 

contradictory, and messy unfolding of religiously motivated, interpersonal 

change in intimate, sacred locations is brought to light.

Pairing Home and Church

I was prompted to study Mennonites’ daily demonstrations by scholars 

who have broadened our understanding of political resistance and reli-

gious practice. In his book, Race Rebels, historian Robin D. G. Kelley deep-

ens our understanding of how black working-class resistance in the work-
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place, on public transportation, and at sites of commercial entertainment 

supported organized political action. Kelley unifies formal political protest 

with everyday actions like stealing from an employer to protest low wages 

and spitting in the face of a bus driver to challenge segregated transit.

4

 I 

follow Kelley by noting the political significance of daily acts of resistance 

but expand his reach by attending to religious actors in their homes and in 

church buildings. Kelley only briefly mentions religious groups and, like 

many other writers in African-American history, ignores those African 

Americans who went to church with white people. The attention I pay to 

the everyday action of religious adherents was likewise prompted by the 

work of religious historian Robert Orsi on “lived religion.” Orsi argues 

that the best way to understand religion is to study religious practice “in 

all the spaces of experience,” not just in the formal sites of sacred gather-

ing.

5

 Taken together, these writers invited me to explore new sites of dem-

onstration to include off-street action and to show how religious practice 

in intimate environments interacted with high-profile marches.

 To further that exploration, I have deliberately paired home and sanc-

tuary. At first glance the two settings appear disconnected. Home-based 

encounters are marked by an intimacy and close personal contact seldom 

associated with formal Protestant religious practice. Furthermore, al-

though Mennonites’ religious forebears and their contemporary Amish 

cousins held worship services in their homes, the subjects of this study 

went to church at separate meetinghouses designed for this purpose. Lit-

tle seems to link the home with the sanctuary. As I paid attention to the 

interactions of white and African-American Mennonites in the 1930s, 

’40s, ’50s, and ’60s, however, I soon noticed that many white Menno-

nites presumed a physical familiarity with African Americans not lim-

ited to the home environment. African-American Mennonite women, 

for example, referred to white co-congregants who touched their hair in 

both homes and churches.

6

 Other African-American Mennonites recalled 

times, in those same settings, when their white co-believers stared at them 

with unabashed fascination or assumed friendship where none existed.

7

 

Although inappropriate by contemporary standards and at the very least 

insensitive according to period mores, such familiar acts linked the home 

and sanctuary. Therefore, rather than treat the home as a private space 

definitively separate from semipublic worship settings, I have paired the 

two to examine how these presumptions of familiarity affected the inter-

 Gpreface H xi



actions between African-American and white Mennonites.

8

 Among the 

Mennonites studied here, conversation and contact could be just as inti-

mate and intense at a churchwide meeting or Sunday school class as in the 

living room.

 This purposeful connection of home and sanctuary allows for careful 

study of Mennonites’ close social networks. Because by 1970 the commu-

nity included only 180,000 adult members in North America, the effects 

of churchwide decisions can be traced to individual congregations and 

households, a difficult task in large denominations like the Presbyterians, 

which counted more than 4 million members during the same period.

9

 

Historical records connect, for example, the decision by a midwestern 

Mennonite congregation to deny membership status to an African-Amer-

ican young adult with homes and churches in Lancaster, Pennsylvania, 

Goshen, Indiana, and Gulfport, Mississippi. Mennonite social networks 

reveal mechanisms of racial change amid a dense but traceable web of fa-

milial, personal, and congregational relationships.

 The stories chronicled in Daily Demonstrators present homes and 

churches as active sites of, rather than staging grounds for, civil rights ac-

tivity. Most civil rights scholars view racially progressive congregations as 

the support base of the civil rights movement. Historian David Chappell 

traces how “enthusiasm moved out of the church and into the streets.” In 

the same way, Alisa Harrison capably documents how women in home en-

vironments supported street actions.

10

 In both studies, the actions taken by 

civil rights supporters in churches and homes are counted only as staging 

grounds for the real action that took place elsewhere. I treat the intimate 

environments of home and sanctuary as sites of civil rights struggle worthy 

of their own study rather than as ancillary points of inquiry.

 This home- and sanctuary-centered analysis opens up new vistas into 

the mechanisms of change inside intimate environments that have been 

glossed over by otherwise exemplary civil rights scholars.

11

 Actions in liv-

ing rooms and Sunday school classes had political effects. For example, 

short-term, home-based hosting ventures prompted church leaders to 

travel to the White House, and pastors of integrated congregations ap-

peared before Congress. In addition to affecting the political arena, the 

actors featured here changed the church community. Interracial relation-

ships nurtured over cups of coffee, for instance, prompted action against 

sacred segregation. Yet most of the intimate actions described here reveal 
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much more subtle and complex change processes. One couple’s interracial 

marriage prompted some of their co-believers to reconsider folk notions 

about race, while for others it reinforced stereotypes. Vincent and Rose-

marie Harding’s activism called their colleagues to courageous action even 

while complicating the church’s theology of nonresistance. The Menno-

nite church that welcomed African-American members struggled to al-

low their young adults to socialize across racial lines. As these instances 

suggest, the stories told in Daily Demonstrators are fraught with contra-

diction, complicated by imperfection, and indicative of human limitation. 

Nonetheless, those same stories reveal the messy but no less substantive 

contributions to social change of personal relationships, theological com-

mitments, and communal boundaries.

 These richly complex narratives also challenge Mennonite histories of 

the twentieth century by bringing African-American Mennonites from 

the margins to the center of historical inquiry. Two of the most compre-

hensive twentieth-century historical works on Mennonites, Paul Toews’s 

Mennonites in American Society (1996) and Perry Bush’s Two Kingdoms, Two 

Loyalties (1998), refer to African Americans in the Mennonite church only 

in passing and underestimate the impact made by African-American lead-

ers like Curtis Burrell, Vincent Harding, Gerald Hughes, Rowena Lark, 

and Roberta Webb. Rather than sitting silently on the sidelines, African-

American Mennonites vociferously challenged their faith community to 

show integrity of word and deed. Only by incorporating stories like those 

told in this volume does twentieth-century Mennonite history become 

complete.

12

Choosing among Mennonites

Among the many religious communities available for study, I have cho-

sen to examine the two largest denominations of the Mennonite commu-

nity—the (Old) Mennonite Church and the General Conference Men-

nonite Church. The (Old) Mennonite Church was the larger of the two 

denominations during the period of this study, with 88,947 members in 

the United States as of 1971. Although not an official designation, the 

term (Old) Mennonite Church was adopted by many members of both de-

nominations to refer to the larger group. I follow this practice to avoid 

confusion between the two denominations.

13

 By the time this study opens, 
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(Old) Mennonite congregations clustered most heavily along the eastern 

seaboard, particularly in Pennsylvania and Virginia, and in the Mid-

west, in Ohio, Indiana, and Iowa. From these locations, (Old) Menno-

nites eventually came in contact with African-American communities in 

northeastern cities and throughout the South. Culturally, white members 

of this community were predominantly of Germanic-Swiss heritage and 

tended toward more strict interpretations of church doctrines in the area 

of distinct dress and practices such as the holy kiss, a gender-segregated 

greeting given within the confessed community. Similarly, many constitu-

ent groups belonging to or connected with the (Old) Mennonite Church 

employed strong bishop-centered authority structures. Church hierarchy 

and the subsequent ability to enforce a centralized position on racial mat-

ters would prove critical to interracial ministry and church positions.

 By contrast, the General Conference Mennonite Church counted only 

36,458 members in the United States in 1971. Congregations from the 

General Conference were clustered most heavily in Kansas and Nebraska 

but were also found in Ohio, Pennsylvania, and Iowa. Owing to their 

concentration in rural communities in the Midwest, General Conference 

Mennonites came into contact with African Americans far less frequently 

than did (Old) Mennonites. The denomination sponsored some mission 

work among Native American communities but had little formal con-

nection with African-American groups, save through the work of Camp 

Landon in Gulfport, Mississippi. The membership of the General Confer-

ence shared Germanic-Swiss roots with the (Old) Mennonite group but 

also included a large contingent of Mennonites with roots in Prussia and 

southern areas of Russia. The General Conference polity was more con-

gregationally autonomous, was less defined by distinct dress codes, and, 

though committed to missions, worked more extensively in rural than in 

urban settings. A less robust church hierarchy also led to a greater variety 

of theological positions on racial matters among General Conference con-

gregations.

 I selected the homes and sanctuaries within these two denominations 

because the tensions inherent in Mennonite service left a clear record 

of their motivation for working across racial lines. By the middle of the 

twentieth century, these Anabaptist heirs of the sixteenth-century Radi-

cal Reformation, who eventually, in 1683, found their way to German-

town, Pennsylvania, confronted three primary tensions. First, having 
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witnessed many Mennonite men choosing noncombatant or frontline 

status rather than conscientious objection during World War II, church 

leaders redoubled their efforts to promote the community’s historic com-

mitment to peace.

14

 Concurrently, through the 1960s most church leaders 

prohibited members from joining nonviolent street marches because they 

saw all demonstrations as fundamentally coercive and therefore against 

the church’s nonresistance doctrines.

15

 At the very point when Menno-

nite leaders sought to increase congregants’ peace commitments, they de-

creased support for the highest-profile exercise in American nonviolence 

of the twentieth century. For the first time, Mennonites felt a tension be-

tween their commitment to nonresistant principles and their opposition to 

nonviolent marches.

 Second, although they opposed civil rights marches, Mennonite lead-

ers protected their increasingly fragile reputation as racial egalitarians. 

From the colonial period forward, Mennonites opposed the practice of 

slavery and cherished the memory of having done so.

16

 Mennonite leaders 

also referred to having been the first denomination to admit a black stu-

dent to a private Christian college in the South.

17

 Although they took such 

early measures to oppose racial oppression, Mennonites had little success 

in evangelizing African Americans. By the end of the nineteenth cen-

tury, only one African-American family had joined a Mennonite church 

in Pennsylvania, and only a few others trickled in during the first few 

decades of the twentieth century. Through World War II, few other Af-

rican Americans joined the church.

18

 In addition to balking at the sectar-

ian demands placed on converts, African Americans also shied away from 

formally aligning themselves with a group that often displayed overt ra-

cial prejudice.

19

 By the middle of the twentieth century, although more 

than a thousand African Americans worshipped in Mennonite churches 

on Sunday mornings, many fewer had officially joined. As of 1953, Men-

nonite congregations listed only 282 adult African-American members in 

a church that counted nearly a hundred thousand baptized congregants.

20

 

Despite such limited engagement with African Americans, white Menno-

nites continued to consider themselves racial egalitarians because of their 

early opposition to slavery.

 Third, the church leaders who tried to prove their racial tolerance, 

even as they opposed civil rights marches, found their efforts further 

complicated by the Mennonite doctrine of nonconformity. Throughout 



xvi Gpreface H

their history in the United States, Mennonites had struggled to separate 

themselves from sinful social temptations by adopting distinctive cloth-

ing, avoiding worldly practices like dancing and attending movies, and 

refusing to join fraternities, secret societies, or labor unions. Although by 

the 1950s the most visible of these prohibitions had begun to weaken in 

many Mennonite communities, leaders continued to seek out ways to call 

their constituents to faithful, separatist conduct.

21

 As a result, many Men-

nonites felt torn between a desire to serve the African-American commu-

nity and concern that such contact would stain them with worldly conta-

gion.

22

 The tensions born of protecting a reputation as racial egalitarians while 

promoting nonresistance and nonconformity reveal the motivations of civil 

rights–era religious actors. As noted, many Mennonites opposed marches 

because they believed that nonviolent demonstrations relied on coercion 

and, therefore, contradicted their doctrine of nonresistance. Others, like 

African-American convert and Mennonite minister Vincent Harding, felt 

that marching in the streets was the only way to restore integrity to the 

nonresistance doctrine. The ongoing debates within the Mennonite com-

munity over how best to support racial justice while remaining true to 

core tenets left an uncommonly clear record of motivations, beliefs, and 

rationales missing from other racially egalitarian groups. The Methodists, 

for example, focused more on internal integration than on civil rights ac-

tivism owing, ironically, to a relatively successful record of African-Amer-

ican evangelism.

23

 As a result, their motivations for civil rights activism 

are less clear. Likewise, the Society of Friends had long advocated for Af-

rican Americans and, like Mennonites, sought to serve the world while 

remaining separate from it. Unlike Mennonites, however, Quakers read-

ily participated in civil rights demonstrations and therefore had less need 

to debate and clarify their motivations. Amid debate, discussion, and in-

tense soul-searching, Mennonites demonstrated a startling and transpar-

ent honesty about what they did and why they did it.

 Finally, because of accidents of history and deliberate mission strategy, 

white and African-American Mennonites found themselves at revealing 

moments and strategic sites in the history of the long civil rights era. Men-

nonites in Virginia in the 1940s instituted and then struggled against a 

policy of sacramental segregation well before the 1954 Brown v. Board of 

Education ruling. In a deliberate challenge to the civil rights activists who 
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sought racial justice in New York City in the 1950s, Mennonites pro-

moted their own means of achieving an integrated society by organizing 

“Fresh Air” vacations for African-American children in white rural homes. 

Vincent Harding became a close ally of Martin Luther King Jr. and other 

civil rights leaders in Atlanta in the early 1960s. As King brought his civil 

rights campaign to Chicago in 1966, Mennonites sought to integrate previ-

ously segregated congregations. When James Forman threatened in 1969 

to take over white churches and synagogues if church leaders refused to 

pay racial reparations, Mennonites in rural Pennsylvanian congregations 

used the occasion to solidify their commitment to nonresistance, a move 

that displaced racial issues in the church for the next two decades. In all 

of these high-profile locales and historical moments, Mennonites acted 

to bring about change in ways that have long gone unstudied but reveal 

much about the slow, persistent, interpersonal complexities undergirding 

the civil rights movement.

 The particular tensions in Mennonite motivations did not, however, 

make Mennonite action unique. Like many other mainline Protestant 

evangelists in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Men-

nonite missionaries to African Americans practiced paternalism toward 

new converts.

24

 Like most Mennonite churches, individual Protestant 

congregations—as well as many Roman Catholic parishes—had a diffi-

cult time achieving and maintaining racial integration through the period 

of this study.

25

 White Mennonite congregants, like their contemporaries 

in Presbyterian, Methodist, and Episcopal churches, hesitated to support 

the nascent civil rights activism of the 1930s and ’40s and only reluctantly 

lent support to the organizing efforts of Montgomery and Little Rock of 

the late 1950s.

26

 When Protestant and Catholic groups began to support 

the civil rights movement in earnest in the early 1960s, church leaders 

became involved to a greater degree than white grassroots members, a pat-

tern evident in Mennonite churches as well.

27

 Comparative issues aside, Mennonites also proved disproportionately 

influential across the nation. In 1967 U.S. congressional representatives 

heard of the example set by “robust” Mennonites serving sandwiches and 

soda pop to children in inner-city Harlem.

28

 Martin Luther King Jr. met 

with Bishop Paul Landis to learn about the Mennonite commitment to 

nonviolence.

29

 National leaders from the Lutheran and Presbyterian de-

nominations praised the (Old) Mennonite Church’s 1955 race relations 
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statement.

30

 Reporters in Lancaster, Pennsylvania, Moundridge, Kansas, 

and Yankton, South Dakota, wrote favorable articles on Mennonites’ vari-

ous interracial service programs.

31

 Members of this small, often reclusive 

denomination impressed leaders within and outside of the Christian com-

munity with their record of evangelism and service across racial lines. 

Long before tourists flocked in huge numbers to peer at conservatively 

dressed Mennonites and their Amish cousins, Mennonites drew attention 

for their interracial ministry.

 Mennonites opened new windows into the civil rights movement be-

cause they acted like many other Protestant groups but explained their 

motives with uncommon clarity. As they responded to key civil rights 

events in the context of a close-knit community, they revealed intimate 

mechanisms of change in home and sanctuary often obscured in other re-

ligious groups. Although shifts toward a racially inclusive church and so-

ciety seldom came easily or without conflict, both setbacks and successes 

entered the historical record. It is the tumultuous, messy, and at times 

rancorous chronicle of their debate, rather than a pristine record of racial 

equality, that recommends Mennonites for study.

A New Civil Rights Movement Story

From these demonstrations of Mennonite racial exchange a new story ap-

pears, one that highlights a movement less dependent on charismatic male 

leaders focused on legislative change. Following an overview of Menno-

nite racial history, the second chapter of this book shows the emergence 

of African-American and white women as vibrant organizers who often 

flummoxed white male church leaders by pursuing their own means of 

achieving racial integration. Similarly, as chronicled in the third chap-

ter, African-American children challenged white adults to confront the 

church’s racial naïveté and prodded their elders on to the White House 

by bringing the movement into rural environs. When men take center 

stage in chapter 4, charisma becomes less important than the skill of strad-

dling racial and religious borders. In the arena of interracial marriage ex-

amined in chapter 5, the efforts of members of integrated congregations 

to bring about changes independent of Washington officials reveal the 

limits of legislation. Those same congregations, taken up anew in chapter 

6, brought about changes in segregated streets by first integrating pews. 
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As argued in chapter 7, on the Black Manifesto, the unintended conse-

quences of grassroots civil rights actions in rural Mennonite churches ap-

pear as important as the legislative triumphs claimed by national leaders. 

In contrast with the dramatic, heart-thumping marches, the quiet but no 

less forceful actions of women, children, border straddlers, evangelists, in-

tegrated congregations, and rural pastors demonstrate that street-initiated 

change came to fruition amid the complexities of home- and sanctuary-

centered response. This book, then, speaks to a major absence in American 

religious studies, namely, the remarkable role that religious outsiders like 

the Mennonites have had in making possible key transitions in the depth 

and spread of social movements.

 Finally, this history of white and African-American Mennonites 

shows that church leaders who sought to maintain religious boundaries 

during the civil rights era often visited harm while desiring to do good. 

To a degree, those who define sacred space inclusive of some invariably 

exclude others.

32

 Even those church leaders, African-American and white 

alike, who invoked the beloved community as a symbol of inclusion often 

drew clear lines between themselves and committed communists, practic-

ing homosexuals, and professed atheists. The well-documented suspicion 

directed toward organizer and activist Bayard Rustin, a gay man with a 

history of involvement with “red” groups, is only one example of how re-

ligious boundaries could alienate and marginalize.

33

 The beloved commu-

nity, like most religious groups, necessitated exclusion.

 In addition to such overt boundaries, Mennonites also maintained sub-

tler lines of demarcation that thwarted the very goals they claimed to sup-

port. The professed desire to separate from society to form a redeemed 

community that would prove attractive to African-American believers 

often kept those converts from joining. Similarly, nonconformist doctrine 

militated against full confession of racist practice. A community whose 

identity hinged on integrity of word and deed hesitated to acknowledge 

that, in the arena of interracial contact, they were not as separate as they 

claimed. Even in the midst of historically significant support for civil 

rights efforts, the fault lines and fissures of Mennonite race relations re-

veal the manner in which boundaries set by religious communities exacted 

a human cost despite church leaders’ egalitarian aims.

 Although not intended as a guide to transcending racial boundaries, 

Daily Demonstrators does offer a practical message. The stories herein vali-
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date those who care about racial justice but refrain from marching. It is a 

theme that I did not originally intend to develop. As an occasional activist, 

I was initially interested in recounting street drama. Sunday morning wor-

ship services, midweek supper table conversations, and prayer coverings 

held little attraction. Yet the more I studied Mennonites, the more I recog-

nized that they sat in pews and ate at tables to bring an end to segregation. 

As I prepared their narrative, I became concerned that the story of the civil 

rights movement in Mennonite homes and sanctuaries might undermine 

street protest. In the end, I have set that concern aside. The narratives of 

Montgomery, Birmingham, Selma, and Memphis show that nonviolent 

protest has toppled oppressive regimes. Alongside those protestors, the 

Mennonites featured in this book took part in the civil rights movement 

while staying at home and going to church. Their story merits attention 

because it reveals a younger, less street-centered, and more conflicted civil 

rights movement. At the same time, this story provides examples for those 

who by choice, temperament, or conviction do not take to the streets but 

may instead learn to act as daily demonstrators.

 To tell the story of the new kind of civil rights activism featured in 

this text, I have drawn on diverse sources that highlight Mennonites’ 

civil rights experience. To begin, I visited more than a dozen archives, 

libraries, and personal collections in Indiana, Kansas, Mississippi, Penn-

sylvania, and Virginia to examine letters, minutes, diaries, and journals 

of white and African-American Mennonites. Through these sources, I 

placed people in time, sketched the official story of Mennonite race re-

lations, and—in some wonderfully surprising instances—discovered pre-

viously unexamined records of exchanges between white missionaries 

and African-American proselytes. Those records also pointed me toward 

interview subjects. More than forty people answered my queries about 

their motivations, the circumstances of their engagement with the civil 

rights movement, and memories of conversations with friends, family, and 

church members. These personal reflections added detail, internal per-

spective, and illustrative anecdotes that I then checked against the writ-

ten record. To supplement these written and oral sources, I also examined 

hundreds of photographs of white and African-American Mennonites. 

In addition to chronicling the official representation of program support-

ers and church officials, I learned much from accidental photographic 

evidence—the expressions, postures, positions, and arrangements of those 

photographed.

34

 This pictorial evidence, in turn, focused my attention on 
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the material culture of Mennonite costume.

35

 The significance of the color, 

positioning, size, fabric, and shape of the distinctive Mennonite prayer 

covering, for example, tell a story absent from accounts based on written 

and oral evidence. Together, these four sources—written archival docu-

ments, oral histories, photographs, and material culture—open up a narra-

tive of religious actors who participated in the civil rights movement even 

though their contributions, for the most part, have gone unnoticed.

36

 Few desired to demonstrate on a daily basis more than Louis Gray, 

Rowena Lark, Nettie Taylor, June Schwartzentruber, and Suzie Smith at 

Bethesda Mennonite in 1957. They came together in the heart of a hous-

ing development literally falling apart, owing to the very legacy of racial 

inequity that the civil rights movement sought to overcome. Although not 

all Bethesda members opposed marches, they sought racial change within 

the confines of their fellowship as well as on the sidewalks of Pruitt-Igoe. 

In the intimacy of an unadorned Sunday school room, they defied the so-

cial boundaries that made interracial encounters like theirs so worthy of 

attention. Although, as this history shows, Lark and her contemporaries 

knew firsthand the cost of crossing boundaries within the church, they 

nonetheless made such interracial spaces possible through their actions 

and beliefs. The chapters that follow tell how groups like those gathered 

at Bethesda led daily demonstrations in the intimate spaces of living rooms 

and sanctuaries and, in so doing, changed the streets and sidewalks of the 

world around them.
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paring this manuscript. My primary interlocutors have long been Josef 
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brarians Harold Huber, Jim Lehman, Erin Miller, Joe Springer, Dennis 
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A Separated History

It was thought best to have a separate [mission] work for the colored.

—Merle W. Eshleman, white pastor, Philadelphia, 1936

T

he Reverend Rondo Horton understood white Mennonites. Since 

he began working for a Mennonite Brethren evangelist in the Blue 

Ridge Mountains of North Carolina in 1917, Horton moved in a 

religious community he would come to call his own. This ordained Afri-

can-American minister and moderator of the North Carolina Mennonite 

Brethren Conference did not limit himself to one group of Mennonites. 

He thought of himself as “just a Mennonite.”

1

 Demonstrating his com-

mitment to the broader Anabaptist community, Horton traveled to Chi-

cago in 1959 and Atlanta in 1964 to participate in inter-Mennonite race 

relations conclaves. The official assembly photo shows Horton, dressed 

in a three-piece suit and a dapper necktie, sitting in the front row with 

Vincent Harding and Delton Franz, sponsors of the 1959 conference. His 

prominent position reflected his leadership role. Having observed white 

Mennonites evangelize African Americans, he knew that many of his 

coreligionists prided themselves on their racially egalitarian stance.

2

 He 

also knew that white evangelism of black people left the underlying prob-

lem untouched. So Horton challenged the gathered assembly to switch 

directions. “In working for better race relations,” he noted, “we begin at 

the wrong place. We should not begin working with the Negro. Menno-

nites should start working with the white people in the South.” Referring 

to the core Anabaptist values of discipleship and nonresistance, Horton 
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concluded, “Teach them the way of love. Teach them that segregation is 

wrong.”

3

 Horton’s comments focused on southerners but also applied to Men-

nonites across the country. Interlacing their egalitarian record, a history of 

separation kept white Mennonites at a remove from their African-Amer-

ican co-believers. Horton knew this history firsthand. In the late nine-

teenth century a group of Mennonites known as the Krimmer Mennonite 

Brethren emigrated from Russia to the Midwest and on to the West Coast. 

Although they had been in the United States for far shorter a time than the 

African Americans they would soon work among, the Mennonites who 

first affirmed their religious faith in Horton’s home community nonethe-

less labeled their 1886 evangelistic endeavor to North Carolina a foreign 

mission.

4

 The local African-American community welcomed the Menno-

nite Brethren missionaries, who, despite intense opposition from the local 

white community, founded an orphanage for African-American children 

in the Blue Ridge Mountains. By 1925 the white evangelists switched 

from tending orphans to founding churches and developing local African-

American leadership. Eleven churches emerged and eventually formed 

the North Carolina District of the Mennonite Brethren Church.

5

 Al-

though separated by distance—most members of the Mennonite Brethren 

community remained west of the Mississippi—and by designation—the 

community was a foreign mission within the United States—the separa-

tion itself appears to have made the contact possible. Mennonite Brethren 

failed to start missions to African Americans in their home communities 

during this era. What was possible to do at a distance remained too con-

troversial at home.

 Separation also defined the interaction between African-American and 

white Mennonites in the early 1970s, long after Horton’s appeal had been 

forgotten. The Minority Ministries Council, a group of African-American 

and Latino Mennonites, met without white oversight and challenged ra-

cial subordination in the church. Although relatively short lived, lasting 

in official form from 1969 through 1974, the council nonetheless pushed 

African-American and white Mennonites into close contact through sepa-

ration. Because council members had been able to separate, they stayed in 

the church. Members of the Minority Ministries Council talked frankly 

with their white co-believers in part because they could withdraw to 

their own organization after venturing into the white-dominated world. 
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Here again, separation, although of a different kind than that employed 

by the Krimmer Mennonite Brethren, allowed for a measure of interracial 

exchange. In this case, African-American and Latino Mennonite caucuses 

fostered scarce contact with white people amid the racial splintering of the 

late 1960s and early 1970s. If not for the Minority Ministries Council, 

many Mennonites of color would have left the church.

 Mennonites, like most of their Christian cousins in the United States, 

thus embodied racial contradictions through much of the twentieth cen-

tury. As Horton knew, white and African-American Mennonites first 

connected, ironically, through separation. Decades later, the practice con-

tinued. Only a religious group that was also a racialized community could 

engender such paradox. This chapter highlights the religiously motivated 

and racially conflicted history of separation and contact between African-

American and white Mennonites between 1918 and 1971. Although 

this book focuses on the period from 1935 through 1971, the following 

overview of post–World War I Mennonite history provides important 

background to the study as a whole.

6

 As Horton’s ministry as “just a Men-

nonite” spanned more than half a century, so too does this historical over-

view. Through this summary, the paradox of separated contact serves to 

explain the complexity of motives and methods that made daily demon-

strations possible.

 Unlike the other tightly focused chapters of Daily Demonstrators, this 

chapter covers a broad swath of time to trace a theme of racialized sepa-

ration. Although the history told here focuses on African-American and 

white Mennonites, it is not the only racial history of this quietist commu-

nity. White Mennonites also came into contact with Latinos/as, Native 

Americans, and Asians. The work of historian Felipe Hinojosa on the La-

tino Mennonite community in South Texas and of sociologist Jeff Ginger-

ich on Asian and other ethnic communities in Philadelphia tell important 

stories that fill out the history chronicled in this text.

7

 The ironies, con-

tradictions, and continuities of exchanges between African-American and 

white Mennonites nonetheless offer critical insight. After a brief intro-

duction to the Anabaptist roots of the Mennonite community, this chapter 

describes six periods in Mennonite race relations between African Ameri-

cans and whites. The daily demonstrators described herein came from a 

religious community that found ways to connect across many racial lines 

despite and because of a desire to separate from the world.
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Anabaptist Roots

The Mennonites Horton would grow to know so well arose out of the 

Radical Reformation in sixteenth-century Europe. Early Anabaptists ar-

gued that Martin Luther had not pushed his reforms far enough and chal-

lenged other reformers, like Ulrich Zwingli, to separate the church from 

state oversight. By 1525 a small group of believers in Zurich, Switzerland, 

had, in defiance of the local city council, met and rebaptized one another to 

demonstrate their belief. This emergent community of Anabaptists—lit-

erally, rebaptizers—put the authority of the scriptures before the author-

ity of the state. Despite persecution, imprisonment, and execution by Eu-

ropean state authorities, the movement continued to grow throughout the 

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. This free-church tradition eventu-

ally gave rise to the Hutterites, who followed their own path of communal 

living beginning in 1528; the Amish, who broke away from Mennonite 

groups in 1693 over matters of church discipline; and the Brethren, who 

merged Anabaptist and Pietist strands from 1708 forward. In the midst of 

this early diversity of religious practice among Anabaptists, the impulse to 

separate from one another and from the world remained strong.

 The early Anabaptists articulated a set of core beliefs that shaped Men-

nonite doctrine. Menno Simons, an influential early church leader, left the 

Roman Catholic priesthood in 1536 to join the upstart movement that 

eventually bore his name. Simons and other early church leaders first ar-

ticulated their belief in the primacy of the scriptures before all other au-

thority. This belief, in turn, fostered a conviction against bearing arms that 

became known as the doctrine of nonresistance. In the area of church life, 

Mennonites promoted mutual accountability, known as discipleship, to 

encourage all community members to daily replicate the ethic of love mod-

eled by Christ. Perhaps most important for this study, Swiss–South Ger-

man Mennonites felt that they should separate themselves from society’s 

sinful influences, a belief that eventually became codified as the doctrine 

of nonconformity. As governmental officials persecuted those Mennonites 

who refused to bear arms or recognize the state’s authority, church leaders 

sought lands where they could practice their beliefs without interference 

from the world around them.

 By 1683, one group of German Mennonites had settled in German-

town, Pennsylvania, where in 1708 they built the first Mennonite meet-
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inghouse. Members of this community spread to the South and West 

during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries as they sought new land 

and economic opportunities. Other groups of Mennonites, like the Krim-

mer Mennonite Brethren who would go on to proselytize Rondo Horton, 

came to the United States from Russia and settled in the Midwest and 

on the West Coast during the late nineteenth century. By the end of the 

twentieth century, nearly forty different groups of Mennonites populated 

North America, totaling nearly a quarter million members. As noted in 

the preface, I have focused on the two largest Mennonite denominations 

in the United States during the middle three decades of the twentieth 

century, the (Old) Mennonite Church and the General Conference Men-

nonite Church. In comparison to their religious cousins, both groups have 

had relatively greater involvement with African Americans. More strictly 

sectarian Mennonite groups, such as horse-and-buggy-driving Old Or-

der Mennonites, had far fewer interactions across racial lines. As a result 

of a strong interest in service and evangelism to the poor and oppressed, 

(Old) and General Conference Mennonites moved outside communities 

defined by racial and theological homogeneity and encountered African 

Americans.

 Attending to racial dynamics in the (Old) and General Conference 

communities, this project notes the particularities of each and yet contends 

that the racial experience of African Americans within both denomina-

tions was strikingly similar for the span of time under study here. (Old) 

Mennonites, especially in the large and wealthy Lancaster (Pennsylvania) 

Mennonite Conference, led the entire Mennonite community in minis-

try to African Americans by being the first Anabaptist group to baptize 

black converts into the church in 1897, when Robert and Mary Elizabeth 

Carter and their son Cloyd joined the Lauver Mennonite Church in Co-

colamus, Pennsylvania.

8

 Members of that same regional conference body 

also started an industrial training and outreach mission to an impover-

ished African-American community in the Welsh Mountain area of New 

Holland, Pennsylvania, the following year. No similar activity took place 

among the General Conference Mennonites at this time, but African-

American Mennonites testified that their experiences with Mennonites 

from the two denominations did not feel substantively different. Despite 

significant differences in how the two groups evangelized African Amer-

icans and separated themselves from the world, patterns of paternalism 

[1
8.

22
0.

10
6.

24
1]

   
P

ro
je

ct
 M

U
S

E
 (

20
24

-0
4-

24
 1

7:
29

 G
M

T
)



6 Gdaily demonstrators H

and prejudice proliferated in both communities. The brief historical out-

line that follows traces the history of both (Old) and General Conference 

Mennonites as they related to African Americans.

The Segregation Era, 1918 – 1943

The years 1918 to 1943 involved deliberate segregation, overt participa-

tion in the racial order, and initial resistance to change. Even as they sought 

to separate from the influences of a world they deemed sinful, (Old) and 

General Conference Mennonites followed the example of secular society 

by practicing racial segregation. From the end of World War I through 

1943, African Americans like Rev. Rondo Horton would not have been 

welcome at most white Mennonite churches in the United States. Those 

who did venture into white congregations often found themselves 

shunted to one of the “colored missions” opened in this period. At Broad 

Street Mennonite Church in Harrisonburg, Virginia, and Pennsylvania 

mission churches in Lancaster, Philadelphia, Reading, and Steelton, (Old) 

Mennonite mission workers made deliberate decisions to segregate their 

urban mission efforts, usually after failed attempts at racial integration. 

For example, after holding integrated summer bible school classes “for a 

number of years,” church workers in Philadelphia reported in 1936 that 

“it was thought best to have a separate work for the colored.”

9

 During this 

time, General Conference Mennonites sponsored no organized missions 

to African-American communities. Such efforts would not occur until af-

ter World War II. As a result, the General Conference congregations re-

mained racially homogenous owing to the restrictive housing covenants, 

sundown laws forbidding blacks to be out after sunset, discriminatory  

realty practices, and other overt methods that protected white communi-

ties from black infiltration during the segregation era. Throughout both 

Mennonite denominations, the initial welcome promised by early bap-

tism of African-American believers in Pennsylvania dimmed as the reali-

ties of Jim Crow laws in the South and de facto segregation in the North 

confronted the Mennonite community.

 During this period Mennonites drew their evangelistic techniques from 

external sources and also asserted that racial problems stemmed from the 

same. In the former instance, missionaries involved in interracial ministry 

were far more influenced by the methods and theology of evangelicalism 
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than by Anabaptist credos.

10

 Having come relatively late to both domes-

tic and foreign mission fields, Mennonites followed the example set by 

their more experienced white Protestant counterparts.

11

 Early Mennonite 

missionaries thus followed the lead of other evangelists who had set up 

separate stations for blacks and whites. Similarly, Mennonites from both 

denominations described racism as an issue external to the church com-

munity, an irony noted by the African-American Mennonites diverted to 

segregated churches.

12

 Mennonites, declared writers during the period, 

had only to avoid racial epithets and hatred to keep racism from enter-

ing their faith community.

13

 Although fewer than 150 African Americans 

had joined the church by 1943, these members quickly became aware that 

life on the inside of the church often did not match their leaders’ public 

claims of separation from the world’s sinful influence.

14

 In many instances, 

racially oppressive practices loomed even larger in the eyes of African-

American converts because the church claimed to be separate from those 

practices.

 Most white Mennonites in this period accepted the racial norms of 

their day in both the North and South. Despite articles in the church press 

cautioning against such action, overtly racist acts were relatively common. 

In the most dramatic case, the Virginia Conference acted to segregate re-

ceipt of sacraments by race in 1940. Three years later, Daniel Kauffman, 

the white Mennonite editor of the (Old) Mennonite Church national 

weekly, the Gospel Herald, drew upon eugenic thought when he warned 

his readers about the danger of “hordes of colored (and renegade white) 

races” overwhelming white Christians who used birth control.

15

 Through 

1943, leaders of urban missions, bible school programs, and retirement 

communities maintained segregated mission sites. Although a few inte-

grated groups managed to survive, racial segregation prevailed from Phila-

delphia to Sarasota. Even as Mennonite missionaries followed evangelis-

tic methods and mores adopted from outside the church, they followed 

external patterns of racial segregation as well.

16

 A few Mennonites objected to such ready acquiescence to racial subor-

dination by protesting segregation policies and advocating for the rights 

of African-American converts. In the early 1940s, white mission work-

ers Ernest and Fannie Swartzentruber vehemently opposed the Virginia 

Conference’s segregation decision, a stance that eventually led to their dis-

missal. In 1943 another white mission worker, Sem Eby, advocated on be-
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half of an elderly African-American woman who had been denied access 

to a retirement community run by Mennonites in the village of Welsh 

Mountain, Pennsylvania.

17

 New African-American converts such as Ro-

berta Webb and Rowena and James Lark carved out a space for themselves 

within the church through protest and social networking. Long-held 

Mennonite traditions of hospitality, concern for right relationship, and 

service to the poor and oppressed could also lead to egalitarian conduct. 

Values internal to the community did at times call believers to counter 

racial subordination, but the process was as fragile as it was rare.

 Those who resisted and those who cooperated with racial segregation 

during this era seldom received enthusiastic support from mission boards. 

Most of the church’s missions had only begun to develop revenue streams 

before the Great Depression, and they struggled to survive through the 

1930s. Responding to the economic instability of that decade, mission 

boards terminated assignments more often than they extended them.

18

 

Nonetheless, the Eastern Mennonite Board of Missions and Charities of 

the Lancaster Conference did manage to send four missionaries to eastern 

Africa in 1934.

19

 Here, as in the case of the Krimmer Mennonite Brethren 

who witnessed to a young Rondo Horton in North Carolina, evangeliz-

ing dark-skinned peoples at a distance drew significant attention and, in 

many cases, proved more successful than venturing across racial lines close 

to home. The same mission boards that managed to raise funds to send 

personnel across the Atlantic found it more challenging to raise funds in 

support of missions among African Americans in the United States. At 

the same time, mission boards seldom interfered with individually initi-

ated efforts to minister to urban populations, migrant communities in the 

South, or rural communities in the Northeast.

 From 1918 through 1943 church members set relational and institu-

tional patterns that would confront African-American and white Menno-

nites for the next quarter century. White Mennonites from the (Old) and 

General Conference denominations consistently viewed African Ameri-

cans during this time as sullied representatives of the world from which 

they sought to separate. Although a small group of evangelists reached 

across the color line in the (Old) Mennonite community, they brought 

with them the same paternalistic attitudes and assumptions of cultural 

superiority that defined much of white evangelistic contact across racial 

boundaries through World War II. In stark contrast, the Communist 
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Party generated good will and no few allies within the African-American 

community because of its demonstrated commitment to ending racial dis-

crimination and illusions of white superiority. Mennonites would take far 

longer than their communist adversaries to gain similar standing as they 

carried forward the legacy of segregation.

The Era of Evangelism, 1944–1949

During the next six years, Mennonites read reports about churches 

planted within African-American communities, listened to debates over 

the problem of how best to respond to racial diversity in the church, and 

peered at the spectacle made of new converts. Meanwhile, African Ameri-

cans like Rondo Horton struggled to build a home for themselves within 

the Mennonite community. By the end of the 1940s, largely owing to 

stronger mission agencies and the energetic and visionary leadership of 

African-American Mennonites James and Rowena Lark, eight new Af-

rican-American and racially integrated congregations appeared across the 

country.

20

 Although two new congregations were begun in Pennsylvania 

during this period, the center for this new growth and evangelism shifted 

from the East to the Midwest as the Larks founded Bethel Mennonite in 

Chicago in 1944; the following year James Lark became the first ordained 

African-American minister in the Mennonite church. The Larks gener-

ated interest across the church community in their mission efforts and by 

1949 had brought forty-six new African-American converts to full church 

membership.

21

 In Ohio and Illinois, regional conference bodies expressed 

new interest in planting integrated churches, an effort that bore fruit in 

the founding of Lee Heights in Cleveland and Rockview in Youngstown 

in 1947. The Ninth Street Congregation in Saginaw, Michigan, founded 

two years later, also added to the shift westward.

 Although the General Conference denomination did not show the 

same interest in church planting among African Americans at this time, 

individual white members ministered to impoverished African-Ameri-

can families in Gulfport, Mississippi, at the Camp Landon mission. After 

the Civilian Public Service unit in Gulfport closed at the end of World 

War II, Camp Landon administrators switched from constructing priv-

ies to conducting recreation programs, summer bible school sessions, 

and weekly sewing and woodworking classes for children. Although by 
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the 1950s volunteers would work exclusively with African-American 

children, during this period the camp held separate programs and open 

houses for whites and blacks.

22

 Local Mennonite congregations supported 

the camp’s segregated mission and practiced a racial separation of their 

own. Members of Gulfhaven and Wayside did not at that time welcome 

African Americans into their fellowships.

23

 General Conference leaders 

supported the Camp Landon ministry through the Mennonite Central 

Committee, the inter-Mennonite relief and development agency begun in 

1920 to provide famine relief to Mennonites in Russia, and would later 

confront the legacy of segregation when they took full responsibility for 

the project in 1957.

 Mennonites from across the country joined the Camp Landon volun-

teers in grappling with segregation. In Pennsylvania, the Lancaster Con-

ference’s Eastern Board continued to segregate mission work in Steelton in 

1944 and decided to segregate the Newlinsville mission in 1946.

24

 In the 

Virginia Conference, segregated receipt of sacraments remained in force, 

and in 1947 the conference-run Eastern Mennonite College refused to 

admit Ada Webb, a daughter of African-American convert and Broad 

Street member Roberta Webb. In 1944 theologian and professor Guy F. 

Hershberger, speaking on the topic of race relations at Goshen College, a 

Mennonite liberal arts school in northern Indiana, chided white Menno-

nites for expressing attitudes of racial superiority, hesitating to welcome 

African Americans into their fellowships, and espousing a belief in racial 

equality that they did not embody.

25

 Whether enforced through mission 

policy or enacted through individual choice, racial segregation infused the 

church during the 1940s.

 Nonetheless, some Mennonites opposed segregation in their religious 

communities. In 1945 students at Bethel College, a school sponsored by 

the General Conference in Newton, Kansas, raised money for an African 

Methodist Episcopal choir that included a student who had attended the 

college four years earlier.

26

 White Mennonites from both General Confer-

ence and (Old) Mennonite communities called for an end to prejudicial 

behaviors in the church and urged racial unity, noting that “we are all part 

yellow, part brown.”

27

 At the same time, leaders from the (Old) Menno-

nite Church strictly interpreted the doctrine of nonresistance as they cau-

tioned against involvement in “interracial movements and organizations 

who by political pressure or nonviolent coercion seek to raise the social 
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status of the Negro and other racial minorities.”

28

 Such a separatist stance, 

however, allowed for other internal changes. In 1948 the Eastern Board 

of the Lancaster Conference recommended ending segregation in all of 

their retirement communities.

29

 Although not enforced for years to come, 

the conference’s recommendation paralleled the Virginia Conference’s 

decision to admit African Americans in 1948, a decision that led to Ada 

Webb’s enrollment at Eastern Mennonite the following year.

30

 Debates 

over segregation in congregations and sacramental practices continued 

through this period, but tentative signs emerged that African-American 

converts like Louis Gray, Susie Smith, and Nettie Taylor, from Bethesda 

in St. Louis, would be welcome at a few more Mennonite institutions. 

In these initial actions against segregation, Mennonites mirrored similar 

steps taken by other white Protestant denominations.

31

 Concurrent with these small changes, church press editors presented 

African Americans as spectacles for their readers. Staff of regional con-

ference magazines and national journals highlighted photos of mission 

work with African Americans in Illinois, Michigan, Mississippi, New 

York, Ohio, Pennsylvania, and Virginia, with captions that pointed to the 

novelty or exoticism of African Americans’ relating to white Mennonites, 

a pattern common throughout many white-majority denominations.

32

 

Through this period, the (Old) Mennonite Church’s annual yearbook 

identified African-American mission stations with the parenthetical label 

“(Colored).”

33

 Similarly, a photo of a wedding at Broad Street Mennonite 

Church in Virginia appeared beneath the caption, “A Mennonite Colored 

Wedding”; a picture of church planters James and Rowena Lark dressed 

in distinctive Mennonite plain attire appeared above the terse title “Zeal-

ous Larks”; and a 1948 photo caption described “boys and girls with . . . 

big black wistful-looking eyes . . . so polite and orderly” yet not knowing 

“what it is to play a real live game.”

34

 As the Reverend Rondo Horton 

would point out several years later, the novelty of Mennonite missions to 

African Americans underlined a final message of the period: the solution 

to the sin of racial discrimination lay in saving the souls and improving the 

physical condition of the African-American community. Press attention 

emphasized the spectacle of that ministry rather than racial subordination 

within the Mennonite church.

 Alongside the focus on racial spectacle, the doctrine of nonconformity 

came to play a central role in evangelism across racial lines. Although lead-
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ers from both (Old) Mennonite and General Conference denominations 

had long interpreted nonresistance in similar ways, the two groups codi-

fied nonconformity differently. Through this period and beyond, Gen-

eral Conference polity allowed congregations significant autonomy. As a 

result, congregations interpreted nonconformity standards in their own 

terms. The (Old) Mennonites, however, took a more uniform approach. 

In 1943, as Mennonites grew ever more acculturated, one of the denomi-

nation’s national working groups, known as the General Problems Com-

mittee, proposed that nonresistance and nonconformity be established as 

tests of church membership. Members of the committee recommended 

that anyone who bought life insurance, belonged to a union, dressed im-

modestly, wore jewelry, attended the theater, or went to movies should 

forfeit his or her member status.

35

 Delegates eventually tabled the proposal in favor of a more concilia-

tory approach, but the action revealed (Old) Mennonite Church leaders’ 

continued concern about the need to curtail worldly behaviors.

36

 In re-

sponse to these concerns, a few evangelists argued that such an emphasis 

on nonconformity complicated efforts to bring African Americans into the 

church. For example, writing from her work assignment at the Philadel-

phia Colored Mission, white “sister worker” Emma Rudy wondered in 

1945 whether the doctrine of separation had “some bearing on small mem-

berships” at the various African-American missions.

37

 Although white 

Mennonites born into the church tested the limits of the nonconformist 

restrictions, African-American converts discovered quickly that church 

leaders gave them less leeway to challenge the dictate. A nonconformity 

conference held in Chicago in 1948 made no mention of the emerging 

double standard.

38

 In subsequent years, the racial disparity would become 

even more pronounced.

 During the era of evangelism, white Mennonites approached African 

Americans with a mixture of hospitality, fascination, and rigidity. Peggy 

Curry, an African-American member of Broad Street Mennonite Church, 

would later describe the attitude of her white co-believers as an “iron fist 

[in a] velvet glove.”

39

 Although the evangelistic impulse brought Men-

nonites out of their white enclaves to serve and proselytize, their commit-

ment to maintaining a separated order—especially evident among (Old) 

Mennonites—combined with assumptions of racial superiority to result 

in restrictive and controlling behaviors toward African Americans. James 
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and Rowena Lark countered this trend by starting churches in which con-

servative dress standards mattered less, but even their efforts could not 

counter in full the “superiority attitude” that theologian Hershberger as-

cribed to his co-believers.

40

 The promise of evangelism unfolded amid the 

hazards of separatist doctrine and segregationist attitudes. Only a few in 

the church imagined and embodied a more egalitarian community defined 

by the “way of love” that Horton would come to promote.

Racial Interventions, 1950 – 1955

The years 1950 to 1955 were a period of focused racial interventions, in-

cluding organization, conferences, and correction. As the 1950s opened, 

African-American converts demonstrated their allegiance to the church. 

Like Rev. Rondo Horton, the new members claimed that they were “just 

Mennonite[s].” In accord with their assertion of Anabaptist identity, Af-

rican-American Mennonites joined their white coreligionists to start new 

organizations, plan racial conferences, and correct racial grievances. White 

activist and scholar Guy F. Hershberger played an especially prominent 

role in fostering such initiatives. During this time, Mennonites also be-

gan to debate how best to respond to racial inequity. Denominational and 

congregational leaders in both General Conference and (Old) Mennonite 

communities no longer concurred that focused evangelism and provision 

of material resources would suffice. This lack of consensus expressed itself 

in debates over whether nonviolent campaigns like the 1955 Montgom-

ery bus boycott contradicted the Mennonites doctrine of nonresistance.

41

 

In short, discussions about race in the Mennonite church intensified.

 Stronger institutions supported such race-focused conversation. As 

1950 opened, the (Old) Mennonite Church counted only 150 adult Af-

rican-American members, but white Mennonites’ interactions with Afri-

can Americans increased through eighteen African-American congrega-

tions and new home-based mission programs.

42

 With even greater fervor, 

Mennonites founded more than thirty-five new international missions 

through the course of the decade.

43

 Some Mennonites in rural settings, un-

able to leave their farms and businesses for overseas mission work, heeded 

calls to join the burgeoning missions movement by inviting children from 

the inner city into their homes. Most important, the Lancaster Conference 

began to send African-American children and youth into congregants’ 
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homes for short summer stays through a Fresh Air rural hosting program 

enacted by the Colored Workers Committee in 1950. Although white 

children at first outnumbered African-American and Latino participants, 

program sponsors prioritized ministry to African-American children, 

and the program soon reflected that emphasis. The Woodlawn Menno-

nite congregation in Chicago also founded a General Conference–based 

Fresh Air program during this period. In addition to home-based min-

istry, the Lancaster Conference’s Eastern Board expanded their witness 

“to the colored” in 1950 and soon afterward started a racially integrated 

home for the elderly in Philadelphia.

44

 Meanwhile, General Conference 

leaders began to administer the Gulfport, Mississippi, Camp Landon ser-

vice program in 1953, thereby lending stability and legitimacy to the lon-

gest-running African-American mission effort in the denomination. Such 

organizational attention brought new resources to previously cash- and 

resource-strapped mission stations.

 National conferences also lent new authority to race relations minis-

tries. In particular, gatherings organized in 1951 and 1955 by the Com-

mittee on Economic and Social Relations, under the leadership of Guy 

F. Hershberger, attracted the church’s attention. The 1951 event, held at 

Laurelville Retreat Center in western Pennsylvania, concluded with a call 

to “abolish” racial segregation and discrimination “wherever it may exist 

within our brotherhood.”

45

 At the time of the conference, a rumor spread 

that the church’s mission board had refused to rent a property to an Afri-

can American for fear that doing so would reduce the property’s value.

46

 

Whether or not Hershberger had this particular instance in mind when he 

raised his call matters less than the force of his position. He knew of many 

instances of individual and institutional discrimination in the church 

body. Hershberger used the authority of his position and the occasion of 

the conference to excoriate them.

 Although segregation at many mission stations continued despite such 

egalitarian calls, other of his co-believers joined Hershberger in demand-

ing an end to segregation and oppression. Women like white mission 

worker Leah Risser raised objections to racial divisions at the Steelton, 

Pennsylvania, station and elsewhere long before local administrators fi-

nally put an end to mission segregation.

47

 Other congregants from the 

(Old) Mennonite community involved in evangelistic outreach to the Af-

rican-American community pointed out inconsistencies between church 

proclamations and members’ actions.

48

 Appeals based on scripture and on 
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science appeared frequently.

49

 One writer captured a common sentiment 

of the era when he asserted, “Science has . . . confirm[ed] Paul’s view of 

the human race . . . [that] race is a biological unity.

”50

 General Conference 

writers noted similar inconsistencies and appealed to common humanity, 

but they had less practical experience to offer.

51

 With the exception of 

workers from Camp Landon in Mississippi, General Conference members 

faced a far more theoretical than practical question when they called for 

racial reconciliation.

 This national and local attention to Mennonite racism opened the 

door to more extensive discussion during the 1955 Hershberger-initiated 

conference on the campus of Goshen College. At least 120 participants 

gathered in northern Indiana to hear an integrated slate of speakers rep-

resenting the Mennonite church and other Protestant communities.

52

 Al-

though no woman gave a plenary address, African-American Mennonite 

church planter Rowena Lark presented a short testimony, and Rosemarie 

Freeney, an African-American school teacher from Chicago who would 

later marry historian and activist Vincent Harding and figure prominently 

in civil rights work in the South, offered a devotional.

53

 Although clearly 

responding to the 1954 Brown v. Board of Education Supreme Court de-

cision, conference organizers nonetheless dealt forthrightly with a broad 

range of racial issues inside the church based on carefully crafted, bibli-

cally informed presentations.

54

 Conference participants drafted a state-

ment on racism that the (Old) Mennonite Church passed later that year. 

In addition to echoing the biblical and scientific arguments about racial 

unity that had been prominent in church publications for the previous 

four years, the statement called for corporate confession to the sin of rac-

ism and, perhaps most significant, asserted that there was no scriptural 

basis for opposing interracial marriage.

55

 Local and regional leaders acted 

on the statement’s appeal for confession and right conduct by rescinding 

the Virginia Conference’s segregation policy later that year.

 Despite this organizational upswing, church leaders enforced dress and 

grooming codes far more strictly among African-American converts than 

among their white counterparts. The concern for adhering to a strict code 

of nonconformist behaviors had not abated among many (Old) Menno-

nite Church leaders, and the pressure built with particular intensity in the 

Lancaster Conference. In that setting, bishops struggled to maintain their 

authority in the face of growing acculturation and a burgeoning renewal 

movement brought to the United States by missionaries on furlough from 
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ministry in Africa. Returning mission workers like Phebe Yoder and John 

and Catherine Leatherman emphasized grace over works, a message the 

bishops felt undermined their efforts to enforce nonconformity.

56

 Rather 

than follow the mediating influence of the African revivalists, white mis-

sion workers from the Lancaster Conference echoed the bishops. Pastors 

and mission workers used doctrinal statements and Sunday school lessons 

to instruct African-American women to wear the distinctive Mennonite 

prayer covering and cape dress, while church leaders also enforced male 

grooming restrictions. For example, during this period more than one Men-

nonite bishop required an African-American man to shave his moustache 

before baptism.

57

 In one instance, a bishop took an African-American man 

into a separate room and cut off the man’s moustache with a child’s blunt 

safety scissors.

58

 Similarly, during a 1954 Colored Workers Committee meeting, par-

ticipants were asked, “Do we ask our new mission members to dress 

much plainer than members of home congregations?”

59

 The white mis-

sion workers in attendance decided in the affirmative. They stated that 

stricter requirements proffered a “blessing rather than a hindrance” to the 

African-American converts.

60

 Owing to the growth of African-American 

missions—twenty-nine congregations listed African-American members, 

and Sunday morning attendance reached nearly fifteen hundred—more 

African Americans came into contact with church strictures.

61

 By their 

own account, white Mennonites in the Lancaster and Virginia Confer-

ences as well as other regions of the (Old) Mennonite Church thus sought 

to control African-American converts through dress and grooming restric-

tions.

62

 The period from 1950 through 1955 also saw an intense focus on in-

terracial marriage. At this time, an overwhelming majority of white peo-

ple in the United States opposed intermarriage, while African Americans 

proved more tolerant.

63

 A cadre of white Mennonite writers, debating the 

issue in the church press, focused on social rather than theological objec-

tions to couples’ marrying across racial lines and typically used the ex-

ample of a black man marrying a white woman.

64

 The author of a Gen-

eral Conference article articulated the question he heard most often: “Do 

you want your daughter to marry a Negro?”

65

 Such examples reveal much. 

The writers first assumed that men, regardless of their racial identity, 

found white women more desirable than African-American women.

66

 

The writers also accepted the notion that white men did not desire Af-



 Ga separated history H 17

rican-American women, despite centuries of evidence to the contrary.

67

 

The women’s sexual interests did not register on writers who assumed 

that both African-American and white women passively accepted male 

advances.

68

 These assumptions carried a potent message. The writing and 

discussion of the period implied that a white Mennonite woman could 

not remain unsullied if she married an African-American man. Thus when 

committed church workers and life-long Mennonites Gerald and Anna-

belle Hughes celebrated their interracial marriage in 1954, leaders from 

the Ohio Conference expressed their displeasure by refusing to extend 

ministerial credentials to Gerald the following year.

69

 Few who knew of 

the Ohio Conferences’ censure against Hughes missed the irony that the 

national denomination passed a statement the same year removing all bib-

lical censure against interracial unions.

 The racial interventions from 1950 through 1955 often contradicted 

one another. Even as Freeney, Hershberger, Lark, and Risser condemned 

racially oppressive practices in the church, bishops and evangelists from the 

(Old) Mennonite denomination strictly enforced nonconformity dictates 

among African-American converts. While some leaders overturned segre-

gation policies, others sustained objections to interracial marriage. Intensi-

fied discussions of race relations included both assertions of human unity 

and the feared threat of black encroachment. The volunteers who staffed 

the high-profile ministry to African Americans at Camp Landon often at-

tended local Mennonite congregations that rebuffed African Americans. 

The many contradictions of this period sprang from a church theologically 

committed to evangelism and racial equality while culturally immersed in 

separatist behaviors and prejudiced attitudes. No wonder then that Rev. 

Rondo Horton enjoined his coreligionists to discontinue evangelizing Af-

rican Americans in favor of teaching white southerners “the way of love.” 

He knew that the Mennonite church could often prove unwelcoming, if 

not hostile, to the African-American community.

Pastoral Era, 1956  – 1962

More than any other era in the twentieth century, the seven-year stretch 

from 1956 through 1962 held great promise for the hope of racial integra-

tion and the possibility of fresh engagement with racial justice. Pastors like 

Delton Franz, Vincent Harding, Orlo Kaufman, and Vern Miller played 

dominant roles during a time when organizational interventions from the 
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previous period bore much fruit. Such domestic activity matched ongoing 

growth and development of overseas missions by both General Confer-

ence and (Old) Mennonites.

70

 Although leaders from the Lancaster Con-

ference remained concerned that such robust evangelism threatened the 

separated community, missions and missionaries garnered the attention 

and finances of the church.

 The promise loomed large in the church’s periodicals and public pro-

nouncements. During this time the Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. 

moved on to the world’s stage fresh from the success of the Montgomery 

bus boycott, and African-American leaders from across the country lev-

eraged cold-war rhetoric to gain unprecedented access to halls of power, 

even as they distanced themselves from radical calls to economic reform. 

White Mennonites ministered in African-American communities with 

a fervor equal to that shown by King and his contemporaries. Articles 

touted the large number of African-American children attending vaca-

tion bible school programs at mission churches like Diamond Street Men-

nonite in Philadelphia. In 1959, four years after their (Old) Mennonite 

counterparts had done so, the General Conference Mennonite Church 

passed a statement on racism that lacked specificity on issues like inter-

racial marriage but nonetheless represented a significant step forward in 

a denomination with far fewer opportunities for contact with members of 

the African-American community. The Lancaster Conference bishops fol-

lowed suit in 1960 by issuing a race statement of their own. Mennonites 

made public their opposition to segregation, their support for racial equal-

ity, and their belief that, in the words of the Lancaster statement, “no race 

is inferior or superior to any other.”

71

 Church members matched their pronouncements with public action. 

Fresh Air programs continued to proliferate as the Lancaster Conference 

leaders increased their promotional efforts in 1958, and Camp Landon 

staff started their own program in 1960. Faculty at Goshen College in 

northern Indiana hosted King that same year. New and continuing Afri-

can-American leadership also came to prominence as longtime evangelists 

James and Rowena Lark moved to St. Louis in 1957 to plant yet another 

African-American congregation, Bethesda Mennonite; Billy Curry, an Af-

rican-American member of Broad Street Mennonite Church in Virginia, 

where integrated communion services had been allowed to resume only a 

half decade before, took ordination vows as a deacon in the Virginia Con-
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ference in 1961; and evangelist and church planter James Harris spoke on 

the doctrine of separation to other members of the Colored Workers Com-

mittee in Lancaster in 1962. Congregations ministering to African-Amer-

ican communities began in eleven different states: Alabama, California, 

Florida, Georgia, Indiana, Kansas, New Jersey, New York, Ohio, Pennsyl-

vania, and South Carolina.

72

 Groups from the General Conference and the 

(Old) Mennonite denominations traveled to talk with Mennonites in the 

South and to learn of African-American struggles for justice.

73

 This burst of interracial ministry stemmed from evangelistic and po-

litical convictions. Those white Mennonites who brought the gospel mes-

sage to African-American communities held fevered belief in the Great 

Commission to spread Christianity around the world. At the same time, 

other Mennonites echoed cold-war anticommunist sentiment as a reason 

to minister to African Americans and counter racial prejudice. Although 

most Mennonite leaders did not go so far as more patriotic Protestant 

evangelists who equated communism with the “kingdom of Satan,” they 

did express concern that racial segregation at home might undermine over-

seas missions.

74

 One writer applauded leaders of the 1957 Montgomery 

bus boycott for fostering “moral issues” and denying communists “good 

propaganda.”

75

 Although most Mennonites avoided political entangle-

ments, the pairing of evangelism and anticommunism attracted many.

 This programmatic and theological activity received further sup-

port from integrated ministry sites. In particular, Harding and Franz, at 

Woodlawn Mennonite in Chicago, caught the attention of their General 

Conference denomination and the entire North American Mennonite 

community. The two men hosted the race relations conference in 1959 

during which Rev. Rondo Horton called on Mennonites to minister to 

white southerners. The conference also featured the most racially diverse 

slate of speakers the church had yet presented. Similarly, racially inte-

grated congregations such as Bethesda in St. Louis, Lee Heights in Cleve-

land, Newtown Chapel near Sarasota, and Good Shepherd in the Bronx 

received much attention. With the blessing of their congregation, Vin-

cent and Rosemarie Harding left Woodlawn in 1961 to move to Atlanta, 

where they founded and led the integrated Menno House. This center 

for support of the civil rights movement increased the Hardings’ already 

significant profile as Vincent traveled extensively throughout the country 

and gave a speech at the 1962 Mennonite World Conference. On the local 
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level, a previously all-white congregation in Markham, Illinois, received 

their first African-American visitors. Integration had come of age.

 Church leaders concerned about the integrity of a community known 

for its peace stance and, increasingly, its racial egalitarianism began to pay 

more attention to street-based civil rights activity. In 1960, the year Mar-

tin Luther King Jr. visited Goshen College, more than twenty-five articles 

on the civil rights movement and the tactic of nonresistance appeared in the 

church press. The authors brought mixed perspectives. Guy Hershberger 

enjoined his readers to “take an open stand against segregation” even as he 

critiqued civil rights groups like the NAACP and the Congress of Racial 

Equality for promoting strategic rather than ethical nonviolence.

76

 Bud-

ding theologian Norman Kraus noted the lack of uniform attention to the 

“Christian motivation for nonviolent action” even as he expressed admira-

tion for students who maintained self-control when hecklers poured “hot 

soup . . . into their laps.”

77

 In his 1962 address to the Mennonite World 

Conference, Harding invited Mennonites to come to Albany to “share the 

experience” of being arrested with him.

78

 Although they never roused the 

bulk of their community, during this period of promise a few leaders in  

the church experimented with and exercised nonviolent direct action.

 Yet a seam of sobering withdrawal and limitation ran through the pe-

riod. Ongoing debate over the codified standards of conduct stemming 

from some interpretations of nonconformity intensified attention to the 

doctrine and its racial implications. For instance, several leaders noted that 

the nonconformity doctrine supported racial separation by encouraging 

Mennonites to remain aloof from social strife. In 1959 Harding stated, 

“We must confess that we have let a doctrine of separation become an es-

cape from responsibility to our brother men.”

79

 In the same year, Eugene 

Stoltzfus, an undergraduate from Eastern Mennonite College in Harri-

sonburg, Virginia, highlighted the contradiction between bold proclama-

tions about nonresistance and tepid support for a nonconformist “stand on 

the race problem.”

80

 Furthermore, Harding noted, white Mennonites had 

confirmed a tendency to withdraw in the face of racial strife the previous 

year, when leaders of the General Conference seminary moved the school 

from a troubled African-American neighborhood in south Chicago to the 

suburban, small-town environs of Elkhart, Indiana. Harding described 

this seam in his 1962 World Conference address: “We let our Mennonite 

culture become our God, and we refuse to accept outsiders in to our fel-

lowship.”

81

 Harding and a few of his contemporaries called on the church 
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to understand the dangers of separation from the racial struggles of the 

world around them.

 Despite the attempt by Harding, Stoltzfus, and others—including 

Rondo Horton—to harness church doctrine for egalitarian ends, some 

Mennonites continued to market a racial ideology that undercut the 

promise of the period. Although protests against interracial marriage and 

articles debunking the idea of race diminished, congregants continued to 

link church doctrine with racial constructs. In 1960 a constituent wrote 

to Guy Hershberger in support of segregation, explaining that Christ’s 

“pure love” kept the races separate because God had created “pure” racial 

groups as defined by “pigment of hair, skin etc.” and “blood content.”

82

 

Even young children encountered racially charged images. In 1962 a vaca-

tion bible school speaker at a Mennonite church in Reading, Pennsylva-

nia, told a story about a boy named Tom who “gave his heart to Jesus and 

the blood washed it white and pure as snow.”

83

 Embodied color-coding 

linked to church doctrine thus came to emphasize rather than diminish the 

racial hierarchy of the day at the very time when new African-American 

voices had begun to challenge white supremacy in the church.

 Through the remainder of the period surveyed in this study, the church 

would never again experience such high racial promise. The partnership 

of Delton Franz and Vincent Harding symbolized the hope for an egalitar-

ian and inclusive future. Following Horton’s lead, Mennonites from both 

the (Old) and General Conference communities employed nonconformity 

doctrine to counter racial subordination rather than sustain it. Although 

leaders had not arrived at a unified response to the nonviolent tactics of 

the burgeoning civil rights movement, individual members engaged in a 

wide variety of actions to counter the racist attitudes and behaviors yet 

present in the church. Southern tours, integrated worship services, Afri-

can-American deacons, new church plants across the country, and a speech 

by Martin Luther King Jr. at a Mennonite college in a former sundown 

town marked the breadth of that activity. By 1962, few from the church 

may have marched with King in the streets, but many pushed against a 

separatist past by demonstrating in their homes and churches.

Crisis and Debate, 1963–1965

The brevity of the period from 1963 through 1965 belies the far-reaching 

impact of its intense activity. Urban racial rebellion, summer protests, the 
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Birmingham civil rights campaign, and the Mennonite response to these 

events captured the attention of the church. The frequency of race-focused 

articles in the church press reached an all-time high in 1963, as more than 

eighty-five reports, editorials, profiles, and opinion pieces explored the 

racial turmoil in the nation. Because of the Hardings’ involvement in the 

Birmingham campaign, Vincent’s prolific pen, and his ability to use Ana-

baptist theological terms, every church leader in both the General Confer-

ence and (Old) Mennonite denominations had to deal with his critique if 

they wanted to address race relations in the church. In the remaining two 

years of the period, Harding continued to frame much of the debate about 

the manner in which the church should respond to the crisis precipitated 

by the civil rights movement.

 Alongside the internal demonstrations described at length in the fol-

lowing chapters, the church responded to national crisis by calling meet-

ings, sponsoring tours, passing statements, and emphasizing service initia-

tives. Activists and church leaders hosted six race-focused gatherings in 

Georgia, Indiana, Kansas, Missouri, Ohio, and Virginia. Harding spoke 

at the first four, called for the fifth, and was quoted at the sixth. In each 

setting, participants debated how best to respond to the civil rights move-

ment. In response, some poured their energies into challenging vestiges of 

segregation inside the church. Peter Ediger, Vincent and Rosemarie Hard-

ing, Guy Hershberger, and Vern Preheim—church staff and executives 

from both the General Conference and the (Old) Mennonite Church—

toured the South and invariably discussed congregational segregation, 

even when their original intention had been to evaluate Camp Landon’s 

service program. Others responded by passing statements, an action taken 

up by at least four different Mennonite groups in 1963 alone. Mennonites 

also publicized white volunteers assigned to African-American commu-

nities, often in service to African-American children. For example, edi-

tors of the Lancaster Conference’s promotional newsletter, the Volunteer, 

abruptly began to feature many more photos of white volunteers interact-

ing with African-American service recipients.

84

 First and foremost, Men-

nonites responded to the civil rights crisis by intensifying existing service 

and mission activity among African Americans.

 This burst of activity in response to street-based civil rights demon-

strations paralleled the church’s response to independence movements in 

Africa and elsewhere. North American missionaries had to change their 



 Ga separated history H 23

strategies and programs in countries like Congo and Somalia, where inde-

pendence movements and internal warfare undermined their initiatives. 

Those who had once commanded broad authority and local politicians’ re-

spect found their social status diminished and their mission work threat-

ened.

85

 Even as white Mennonites scrambled to demonstrate their racial 

egalitarianism in response to domestic agitation, Mennonite missionaries 

scrambled to demonstrate their openness to indigenous rule in response to 

international agitation. From Birmingham to Mogadishu, quietist Men-

nonites tried to make their way forward in the midst of foment and un-

rest.

 In this volatile environment, a degree of organized political activism 

found traction in the church. In 1963 denominational peace executive Ed 

Metzler called all local peace committees to take new legislative action in 

response to the example set by Vincent and Rosemarie Harding. General 

Conference editor Maynard Shelly and pastor Lynford Hershey traveled 

to Mississippi in 1964 and took part in demonstrations there.

86

 Even par-

ticipants in a 1964 conference, organized to examine race relations in the 

church, that included many of the figures encountered in this historical 

overview—the Hardings, Hershberger, Bethesda Mennonite pastor Hu-

bert Schwartzentruber, Camp Landon staffers Edna and Orlo Kaufman 

and Harold and Rosella Regier, and North Carolina Mennonite Brethren 

moderator Rondo Horton—could not keep from debating whether partici-

pation in street demonstrations was appropriate.

87

 That same year, Missis-

sippi jailers severely beat Eli Hochstedler, a young white Goshen College 

student then studying at Tougaloo College, who had become involved in 

several civil rights demonstrations.

88

 Members of both Woodlawn and 

Community Mennonite congregations in the Chicago area participated in 

marches led by Martin Luther King Jr. Finally, in 1965, Mennonites from 

throughout the East and Midwest attended meetings held in Youngstown, 

Ohio, and St. Louis, Missouri, where participants offered cautious but de-

liberate support for civil rights involvement. Without a doubt, some mem-

bers of the church took to the streets.

 Yet other Mennonites opposed such overt involvement. Most Menno-

nite church members neither actively opposed nor engaged street-based 

activism, although many more participated in demonstrations in their 

homes and sanctuaries. Others took more oppositional stances. The Lan-

caster Conference’s bishop board, for example, continued to oppose in-
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volvement in civil rights demonstrations throughout the period. In 1965 

white Mennonite Sanford Shetler opposed civil rights involvement out-

right and called for Mennonites to stay away from demonstrations of any 

kind, even while declaring his opposition to racial segregation.

89

 Shetler 

joined a sizable contingent of church leaders who raised theological ob-

jections to demonstrations and street marches because such tactics, even 

when strictly nonviolent, still coerced change. Although Guy Hershberger 

expressed deep respect for civil rights leaders like King and nonviolence 

strategist James Lawson, he continued through this period to oppose coer-

cion of any kind.

90

 Like many of his contemporaries, he professed a belief 

that love alone should compel people to repent. Less sympathetic voices in 

the church turned support for a strict interpretation of nonresistance into 

active opposition to civil rights leaders. Also in 1965, a member of a ra-

cially integrated congregation in Harlem declared that “a church of largely 

white members located in a Negro community in contemporary America 

offers potentially greater gains for the claims of Christ than . . . ten civil-

rights marches led by Rev. M. L. King, Jr.”

91

 The debate over the civil 

rights movement had not resolved.

 The intensity of the crises and debates present within the church from 

1963 to 1965 moved racial issues to the center of the Mennonite commu-

nity. Although the promise of the previous period dissipated in the middle 

of discord and turmoil, white Mennonites discussed racial issues more fre-

quently than at any time in the past. Just as they had often reflected the 

racial attitudes of those around them, Mennonites now reflected the new 

attention to race relations. Yet the reflection was particularly Anabaptist. 

Whereas members of other white Christian groups opposed demonstra-

tions because they disrupted law and order, Mennonites disapproved of 

marches because they used coercive methods. Unlike Methodists, who 

lobbied legislators without pause, Mennonites objected to political en-

tanglements. In contrast to Presbyterians, who appealed to patriotic val-

ues to condemn segregation, Mennonites opposed Jim Crow laws with 

biblical injunctions. The new focus on race relations did not displace core 

values that had both supported and blocked movement toward a more 

racially egalitarian community during the previous four decades. Like 

Rondo Horton, Mennonites continued to interweave their racial engage-

ment with clear doctrine.
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Reaction to Black Power, 1966–1971

From 1966 through this study’s finish in 1971, the Minority Ministries 

Council emerged in the (Old) Mennonite Church as a prophetic voice for 

change both emboldened and debilitated by the rhetoric of black power. 

During this period, warmly affirmative comments about white Menno-

nites’ engagement with African Americans gave way to harsher, more ac-

cusatory commentary. The shift toward assertiveness and confrontation 

within the church reflected the rise of black nationalism, the black power 

movement, and a rejection of tactical nonviolence on the part of groups 

like the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee and the Congress 

of Racial Equality. The affinity some white Mennonite leaders felt with 

nonviolent leaders in the racial justice struggle quickly dissipated in the 

face of direct and pointed challenge. Leaders of white mainline denomi-

nations experienced a similar sense of dislocation and, at times, betrayal.

92

 

Even assurances from long-time African-American members such as 

Rondo Horton could not quell the turmoil.

 Three historical developments gave rise to the Minority Ministries 

Council. First, white Mennonite magazine editors turned their attention 

to the black power movement. In 1966 several writers introduced black 

power themes of racial autonomy and power analysis in largely pejorative 

terms.

93

 Their commentary about black power, however, set the stage for 

African-American Mennonites like Lee Roy Berry, Curtis Burrell, Ger-

ald Hughes, and John Powell to gain new power in the church as they 

and their white allies noted how few African Americans sat on church 

boards and committees. The 1968 assassination of Rev. Martin Luther 

King Jr. and subsequent urban turmoil increased interest in racial issues 

as numerous writers lamented the loss of a nonviolent leader and revisited 

themes unaddressed since the previous round of racial rebellions in 1963. 

Most important, however, in 1969 Powell confronted (Old) Mennonite 

Church delegates in Turner, Oregon, with a call based on James Forman’s 

Black Manifesto, asking the church to invest significant financial resources 

in programs for racial justice. Powell and his colleagues in the Minority 

Ministries Council then used the promise of substantial funding to chal-

lenge the racist practices they encountered within the white Mennonite 

community. Although no similar body emerged among General Confer-

ence Mennonites at this time, executives and grassroots members alike 
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paid close attention to council activity and even appointed representatives 

to the group’s advisory committee.

94

 Direct and vociferous critiques of white Mennonites’ racism led to 

African-American withdrawal from the church and increasing criticism 

of the council’s efforts by white Mennonite leaders and their constitu-

ents. In 1967 Harding returned from partial exile to address the Men-

nonite World Conference on the topic of the church’s nonviolent peace 

witness in an age of revolution. His speech both galvanized and divided 

the delegates as they listened to him criticize the “power of whiteness” 

within the Mennonite church.

95

 The positive voices initially raised in re-

sponse to Harding’s critique began to dissipate in the wake of rising black 

nationalism and continued appeals for financial support of the Minority 

Ministries Council. Although the volume of articles on racial themes in 

the church press spiked to a five-year high in 1968, by 1971 they had 

fallen back down to levels not seen since the early 1950s. On the heels of 

this rapid retreat, white church executives ostracized Minority Ministries 

staff members, and a survey revealed that a majority of Mennonites in the 

United States did not yet support racial integration.

96

 By the end of the pe-

riod, the Minority Ministries Council had received less than a tenth of the 

$2.5 million originally sought. Without finances to support its prophetic 

critique, the organization soon collapsed.

97

 The legacy of the council nonetheless remained. Although churchwide 

discussions of racism diminished after 1971, African-American Menno-

nites and their white allies resisted ecclesiastic racism in terms defined 

by Minority Ministries members like Hershey and Powell. Two decades 

later, the church again turned its attention to racial issues and drew on 

the power analysis that council members had originally introduced. At 

that time, Hershey, Powell, and others rejoined the church and took on 

new leadership roles. Those who had been pushed aside and separated 

for challenging the church’s history of separation entered again to renew 

their critique. The story of Mennonites’ daily demonstrations continued 

to unfold.

Changes and Continuities

Significant racial changes occurred during the fifty-three years reviewed 

here. By 1971, fewer Mennonites displayed visible markers of separation  

from society than in 1918. Fewer women wore head coverings or refrained 
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from cutting their hair. A smaller number of men wore the plain coat. 

More Mennonites watched television and listened to the radio, and some 

had begun to attend and appear in plays. As these examples suggest and 

historians of the Mennonite experience in North America have noted, an 

increasing acculturation took place over the course of the twentieth cen-

tury but especially in the post–World War II era. Mennonites looked 

more like those around them than they had at any time in the previous 

seventy years.

98

 When examined through a racial lens, that acculturation looks less dis-

tinct. For most of the twentieth century, white Mennonites had, in the 

main, accepted society’s opinions about, approaches toward, and distance 

from African Americans. Although a group of leaders consistently pushed 

against patterns of racial subordination, prejudice, and overt discrimina-

tion within the church, even they seldom drew on distinctive Anabaptist 

doctrine to make their case. Those who, like Rondo Horton, used princi-

ples of nonconformity and other core theological professions to oppose rac-

ist practice left the church early, as did Rosemarie and Vincent Harding, 

or grew frustrated over the slow pace of change, as in the case of Harold 

and Rosella Regier of Camp Landon. The same church that cherished its 

racially egalitarian image also practiced racial discrimination that, upon 

closer examination, looked very similar to that practiced by their neigh-

bors outside the church community. In the area of race relations, Men-

nonites did not become more acculturated during the twentieth century; 

they already were.

 Yet Mennonites came by their racially egalitarian reputation honestly. 

The (Old) Mennonite Church removed all scriptural objections to inter-

racial marriage in 1955. Theologians like Guy Hershberger became more 

open to the possibility of at least limited involvement in street-based 

activism. Hundreds more African Americans appeared on membership 

roles, and dozens more churches ministered in African-American commu-

nities. In the main, church leaders more readily acknowledged that the 

Mennonite church had “too long overlooked its own racism” than had its 

grassroots congregants.

99

 Although yet token in their representation, Afri-

can-American Mennonites like Gerald Hughes from Lee Heights in Ohio 

overcame resistance to their leadership abilities and accepted appoint-

ments to key national committees. Amid the continuity of acculturation 

to racial discrimination, some in the church embraced new inclusion and 

confession.
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 The changes that kept people like Hughes in the church and the con-

tinuities that kept people like Vincent Harding away shared a theme of 

separation. To be certain, through the course of their history in the Ameri-

cas white Mennonites had been far less socially separated than their dis-

tinct attire would suggest. Attitudes that supported white racial superi-

ority had proliferated since evangelists segregated their mission sites in 

the first half of the twentieth century. Nonconformity dictates amplified 

assumptions of superiority by suggesting that racism existed only outside 

the redeemed community. Harding noted the depth of those attitudes, and 

when he found them intractable, he left. At the same time, separatist val-

ues born of an urge to remain distinct from a sinful world opened doors to 

Hughes. Leaders like Guy Hershberger called for nonconformity to racial 

prejudice and segregation. Other Mennonites, like Hughes’s wife Anna-

belle, ventured beyond homogenous enclaves because a separated church 

had instilled within them the value of service. Hughes gained opportuni-

ties to serve the church because Mennonites also believed that nonconfor-

mity to the world could necessitate opposition to discrimination. In these 

instances and those to follow, the impulse to separate complicated Men-

nonites’ engagement with the civil rights movement, at times supporting 

and at other times diminishing active participation.

 The chapters that follow trace the demonstrations that Mennonites 

mounted during this conflicted history of separation. That white Menno-

nites held many of the same ideas about African Americans as their white 

neighbors through much of the twentieth century makes their demonstra-

tions in home and sanctuary all the more worthy of examination. That 

those demonstrations resulted in identifiable change makes their methods 

historically significant. The drama of civil rights movement street cam-

paigns can no longer receive all our attention. Within the church, where the 

words spoken, relationships built, and actions taken echoed for years, new 

drama awaits. The daily demonstrations of Mennonites who, like Rondo 

Horton, confronted racism inside the church opens a new perspective on 

how this country began to overturn its own apartheid system. Alongside 

those who pounded the pavement, another set of marchers strode through 

sanctuaries and loped through living rooms. Through the history of Men-

nonites, this book tells the story of that latter kind of marching. The lives 

of two women, one black, one white, launches that narrative in chapter 2 

as prayer coverings, communion, and interracial cooperation come to the 

fore.
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Prayer-Covered Protest

I am not challenging the devotional covering . . . but the attempt to introduce our 

particular version into a culture and on hair different from our own.

—Paul Peachey, white Mennonite pastor, 1957

Prayer Covering as Movement Medium

O

n a nameless country road in 1939, Rowena Lark and Fannie 

Swartzentruber stand relaxed and contented in each other’s pres-

ence (see figure 2.1). Lark, on the left, and Swartzentruber had 

been working together for two years at the Gay Street Mennonite Mis-

sion in Harrisonburg, Virginia, when a photographer took their picture. 

Although Lark was nearly two decades older than Swartzentruber, the 

two women had developed a close and lasting attachment, as suggested by 

the photo. Both women smile, their covering-clad heads cocked at oppos-

ing but symmetrical angles. The women appear as comfortable with each 

other as with the clothing they wear. Although the fabric differs, the cut 

and styling of their cape dresses—traditional nonconformist Mennonite 

garments tailored with modesty panels—match as closely as the prayer 

veils they wear on the back of their heads. In a southern county bound by 

Jim Crow practice, Lark and Swartzentruber appear at ease beneath their 

white lace head coverings.

 The prayer coverings these women wore were an integral part of their 

struggle to end segregation within the Mennonite church, as were other 

types of civil rights–era protest taken up by African-American and white 
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Mennonites. Through the interlocking life stories of these two women, 

the history and form of Mennonites’ daily demonstrations emerge. An in-

tegrated group of Mennonites used common religious resources like cloth-

Fig. 2.1 Rowena Lark and Fannie Swartzentruber  

with Homer Swartzentruber (held by Fannie) and  

Nancy Swartzentruber, 1939

R. M. Mullet, “Broad Street Church in Review, part IV,” 

Missionary Light 21, no. 4 (July–August 1961): 8–10. Photo 

courtesy of Virginia Mennonite Conference, Harrisonburg, VA
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ing and ritual to protest racial exclusion. Their demonstrations took forms 

unfamiliar to most students of the civil rights movement, such as wearing a 

religious symbol, as well as forms more familiar, for example, participating 

in street marches—although in the latter case not on the expected scale, in 

the expected place, or at the expected time. Together, these two forms of 

protest—one subtle and understated, the other direct and unequivocal—

extended the reach of traditional civil rights demonstrations into a com-

munity that external observers deemed racially disengaged. In that com-

munity, women transformed the prayer covering into a medium of civil 

rights protest.

 The variously tragic and hopeful story of Swartzentruber and Lark’s 

challenge to their church from 1935 through the end of the 1960s re-

frames women’s resistance to the racial order in the United States. Al-

though other social groups also pursued common goals across racial lines, 

Christian communities often claimed that interracial cooperation should 

be the norm rather than the exception.

1

 Though rarely acknowledged in 

U.S. church history, the expectation nonetheless brought African-Ameri-

can and white Christians together. Scholars of religion have studied high-

profile events such as eighteenth-century Moravians worshipping across 

racial lines in eastern Pennsylvania, early twentieth-century Pentecostals 

hosting interracial gatherings at Azusa Street in Los Angeles, and white 

and African-American Christians working together at Koinonia Farm in 

Georgia in the latter half of the twentieth century.

2

 Those same scholars 

have unfortunately ignored interracial partnerships that, while less visi-

ble, altered religious communities and quite often lasted much longer than 

the high-profile encounters. Lark and Swartzentruber’s story also dem-

onstrates the particular resilience of women’s relationships across racial 

lines. As other scholars have noted, women played a key role in sustaining 

and advancing the civil rights movement.

3

 The narrative that unfolds here 

adds to this growing body of scholarship by demonstrating the complex 

ways in which two women in a long-term interracial relationship faced 

religious and political changes during the long civil rights era. Together, 

Lark and Swartzentruber built a friendship across racial lines that led to a 

different kind of freedom struggle, one marked by distinct yet intertwined 

daily responses to oppression.

 This chapter opens new vistas into the history of the American Men-

nonite experience. The few studies that have attended to racial issues 
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among Mennonites have paid more attention to men than to women.

4

 By 

foregrounding male experience in the Mennonite history of race relations, 

scholars have missed the reasons that African-American women joined 

the church. When undergirded by church doctrine, lifelong interracial 

relationships brought African-American women into an often unwelcom-

ing church. Similarly, the women featured in this chapter excoriated ra-

cial discrimination in the church, did so earlier than many of their male 

counterparts, and sustained interracial fellowship longer than many men.

5

 

Mennonite women resisted the most oppressive forms of racial subjuga-

tion in their day. With their words and bodies, women in the Mennonite 

church thus built a foundation on which race relations in the community 

would both thrive and falter.

6

 Wearing clothing that marked them as Mennonites was one way the 

two friends built that foundation. The prayer covering, in particular, drew 

attention within and without the church. With origins in the Palatinate 

folk custom of eighteenth-century Europe, the covering took on religious 

significance in the late nineteenth century, as church leaders established 

it as an ordinance on par with communion and baptism.

7

 Church leaders 

promoted the covering based on a New Testament passage: “Any woman 

who prays or prophesies with her head unveiled disgraces her head” (1 

Corinthians 11:5). Leaders used the same Corinthians text to assert that 

the covering represented male authority.

8

 In response to this mandate, Lark 

and Swartzentruber wore prayer caps daily, in a practice that two decades 

previously had been limited to church services and personal devotions.

9

 In 

the post–World War II era, women and men would increasingly debate 

the meaning and necessity of the prayer covering, but at the time this story 

opens, Lark and Swartzentruber demonstrated their church membership 

by donning the covering every day.

 Their choice to wear distinctive religious garb required more of women 

than it did men. As in other religious groups, church officials policed 

women’s dress.

10

 Although some Mennonite men wore a collarless “plain 

coat,” church leaders did not enforce this practice as closely as they did the 

prayer covering.

11

 Furthermore, those men who wore the plain coat rarely 

did so on a daily basis. Lark’s husband, James, shed his during business 

trips to town.

12

 By the end of the 1930s, however, few Mennonite women 

on the eastern seaboard had the option of taking off the prayer veil. To 

show proper piety and avoid censure, women wore the prayer covering at 

all times.
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 Yet those who wore the prayer covering did not automatically acqui-

esce to male patriarchy. As scholar of religion Saba Mahmoud points out, 

women who don religious garb also pursue their own interests. Some 

Muslim women, for example, teach others how to embody piety while 

wearing the hijab, a formal religious veil, creating intimate space where 

they decide how they will move in society.

13

 In that space, men, ignorant 

of the practice, have diminished authority. In the same way, Mennonite 

women who wore the prayer covering controlled the shape, size, styling, 

and positioning of the covering. The choices they made about the prayer 

veil challenged the authority of Mennonite bishops and ministers.

 From the start, Lark’s choice to wear the covering differed from 

Swartzentruber’s. Within the African-American community, hats and 

head coverings carried deep cultural significance.

14

 Especially during a 

Sunday worship service in an African-American church, a woman’s hat 

sent both a religious and a fashion message.

15

 Rather than making an un-

complicated switch from one kind of head covering to another, African-

American converts like Lark used a highly symbolic mode of dress as part 

of a strategy to counter racial exclusion.

16

 Because she broke with one tra-

dition to join another, Lark’s choice to wear the covering becomes all the 

more significant. As this chapter makes evident, Lark and other African-

American women wore the covering to claim belonging in a church that 

frequently denied them full status.

 At the time they posed in front of a Ford Slantback in 1939, Lark and 

Swartzentruber sought to create a more racially egalitarian church through 

a shared passion for African-American missions. Swartzentruber’s eldest 

son recalled his parents’ visiting Lark and her husband, James, during the 

Swartzentrubers’ move from Delaware to Virginia in late 1936.

17

 Early 

the next year, soon after arriving in Virginia, Swartzentruber and her hus-

band, Ernest, invited Lark to join their ministry to African Americans in 

the northeast corner of Harrisonburg.

18

 With the support of the Virginia 

Mennonite Conference mission board, the couple extended an official in-

vitation to “the colored sister from Washington” to participate in their va-

cation bible school program, an evangelistic effort common in the period 

that focused on providing scriptural instruction to neighborhood children 

through classroom activities, crafts projects, and outings.

19

 Lark led songs, 

told stories, and energized the gatherings.

20

 She would later look back on 

the time spent at Gay Street as “glory-filled days when we labored to-

gether for the Master.”

21
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 The women dressed alike during their shared ministry in Harrisonburg, 

even though they came from different backgrounds. Having been raised in 

the Amish community until her parents joined the more liberal Menno-

nite church, Swartzentruber had long worn the prayer covering. From an 

equally young age, she had expressed sensitivity to the marginalized. Early 

exposure to prejudice directed at an adopted sister of Italian heritage may 

have motivated Swartzentruber to take up the unpaid Gay Street matron 

responsibilities.

22

 Once in Harrisonburg, she entered a community where 

enough Mennonites resided that women who wore the white prayer veil 

attracted little attention. Lark had already been a part of the (Old) Men-

nonite Church for more than a decade when Swartzentruber and her hus-

band contacted her. Lark first began attending Rocky Ridge Mennonite 

Mission near Quakertown, Pennsylvania, in 1927.

23

 When the family 

relocated in 1935 to Cottage City, Maryland, near where Lark taught in 

the public school system, she and James joined the Brentwood Mennonite 

congregation.

24

 By the time the Swartzentrubers recruited her, Lark had 

adopted the prayer covering and cape dress as her daily attire.

25

 When she 

came to Harrisonburg, she entered a community in which a black woman 

wearing the covering was a rare sight.

 The women’s similar dress belied the image of a racially egalitarian 

church. Following early twentieth-century attempts at integrated mis-

sions, Mennonite urban church workers in the North segregated their 

churches.

26

 For example, the Philadelphia Colored Mission in 1935 

started a separate mission for African Americans only two blocks away 

from the first white congregation.

27

 Although African-American children 

had attended summer outreach programs for several years, in 1936 the 

white mission workers wrote that “It was thought best to have a separate 

work for the colored.”

28

 As mission boards became more active following 

World War II, they maintained those patterns of separation, in some cases 

through the early 1960s. Similarly, although they had not yet legislated 

segregation, leaders of the Virginia Mennonite Conference followed their 

northern co-believers by separating white and black Mennonites, as Lark 

observed in her periodic travels to Harrisonburg in 1937.

29

 As a 1939 photo 

from one of Gay Street’s first vacation bible schools attests, church lead-

ers kept African-American children separated from their white counter-

parts on the other side of the city (see figure 2.2).

30

 Nonetheless, Lark and 

Swartzentruber worked side by side and dressed alike. Although church  

leaders segregated churches, they did not mandate different clothing.
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Initial Protest and Response, 1939 –1943

From the start of her time at Gay Street, Lark tested the limits set by her 

adopted church. Some of her co-believers appreciated the solos she sang 

during evening meetings.

31

 Others found her introduction of African-

American musical tradition troubling. Although Mennonites in the area 

enjoyed four-part a cappella singing, they disapproved of the prideful at-

tention solos invited. Lark also used one of the few public speaking op-

portunities open to women to test the boundaries of approved behavior. 

Rather than limit herself to telling children’s stories during vacation bible 

school programs, Lark gave “stirring message[s]” while wearing the prayer 

covering that gained the attention of mission and conference-wide leaders 

Fig. 2.2 Gay Street Vacation Bible School, Harrisonburg, Virginia, 1939

Virginia Mennonite Conference Archives, Papers of the Virginia Mennonite Board of Missions and 

Charities, box Harold Huber’s Papers, Broad Street Mennonite Church Materials (History, etc.).  

Photo courtesy of Virginia Mennonite Conference, Harrisonburg, VA
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alike.

32

 In his 1939 report to the annual meeting of the Virginia Menno-

nite Board of Missions and Charities, the sponsoring body for the work 

at Gay Street, Ernest Swartzentruber made specific mention of only one 

name. He referred to Rowena Lark, the “colored sister from Cottage City, 

Maryland,” who had assisted in the vacation bible school program.

33

 As 

she claimed Mennonite status while wearing the covering and challenged 

Mennonite practice by exercising leadership in song and sermon, Lark 

quickly gained the attention of Virginia Mennonites.

 Lark’s efforts to claim equality with white Mennonites parallel Afri-

can-American laborers’ efforts to defeat racism during the 1940s. Black 

union members participated in the Double V campaign to end fascism 

abroad and racism at home.

34

 They sought to use the social dislocation 

brought about by World War II to realize dual victories on the domes-

tic and international fronts. Like Lark, they offered skilled labor, found 

themselves in high demand, and remained committed to their sponsoring 

organization—in the case of the unionized African Americans, the house 

of labor; in Lark’s case, the Mennonite church. African-American labor-

ers lent their sweat and toil to the country’s war effort in hopes of ending 

racial disparity in society. Lark offered her services to the church’s mis-

sion enterprise in order to stop racial oppression in the church. Although 

no evidence exists that Lark modeled her efforts after those mounted by 

unionized African-American laborers, her efforts inside the church reso-

nate with those exerted by advocates of the Double V campaign.

 Lark and the Double V participants had one more thing in common. 

They all encountered significant backlash, despite demonstrated com-

mitment to church and country. In Lark’s case, leaders from the Virginia 

Mennonite Conference responded to her high-profile ministry by offi-

cially segregating church sacraments. In late 1940 the executive commit-

tees of both the Virginia Conference and its mission board passed “definite 

policies to govern” interracial relationships.

35

 Claiming a desire to promote 

“the best interests of both colored and white,” the joint executive commit-

tees voted to segregate the rites of baptism, foot washing, the holy kiss, 

and communion.

36

 Notably, the official sacramental segregation centered 

on the most physically intimate of the church sacraments. At no point did 

the policy call for racially differentiated prayer coverings, for instance. Al-

though Lark agreed to dress like white Mennonites, she no longer could 

share a communion cup with them.
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 Lark and Swartzentruber responded to the segregation pronouncement 

in different ways. Along with her husband, Swartzentruber challenged 

her supervisors to identify a scriptural basis for the dictate. In response, 

the bishops declared that some decisions did not require scriptural back-

ing, an uncharacteristic statement from leaders who called for biblical 

guidance in all other areas.

37

 Swartzentruber and her husband viewed the 

bishops’ explanation—that “as a matter of expediency we must make some 

distinction to meet existing conditions”—as a significant setback for their 

work.

38

 The latter portion of the mandate particularly irked Swartzentru-

ber, since it broke with the long-standing tradition of sharing a common 

communion cup.

39

 By contrast, Lark chose a less public role. In the diffi-

cult period following the bishops’ mandate, Lark offered to travel to Har-

risonburg to assist the Swartzentruber family after an accident left Ernest 

in the hospital for a stretch of ten days. Lark assured Swartzentruber of 

“the complete sympathy and service of the Lark family” and enjoined her 

to “not worry my dear.”

40

 Rather than direct challenge, Lark supported her 

friend’s efforts while continuing to wear the covering in a subtler kind of 

protest.

 The combined witness of Swartzentruber’s direct protest and Lark’s 

clothing-based strategy drew new members to the mission, despite the 

church’s segregation policy and doctrinal demands. Although by 1942 as 

many as ninety children had begun to attend the congregation’s vacation 

bible school program, many fewer adults participated on a regular basis, 

and men were more likely than women to join.

41

 As already noted, men 

had a less demanding sartorial barrier to overcome in that they experi-

enced greater flexibility in the wearing of the plain coat.

42

 By contrast, in 

addition to facing nonconformist dictates, such as those forbidding life 

insurance policies, women bore the extra requirement of needing to adopt 

the cape dress and covering upon their baptism.

43

 At the beginning of 1942, Swartzentruber reported that seven adults, 

only one of them a woman, had joined the congregation as of that year.

44

 

At this initial stage, the congregation broke the trend common in most 

African-American congregations in which women constituted the major-

ity. Clothing requirements thus may have dampened women’s receptive-

ness to the mission’s early outreach efforts. Nonetheless, during her fre-

quent trips to Harrisonburg, Lark demonstrated that African-American 

women could join the church and wear the veil. In response to her exam-
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ple, Roberta Webb, a talented teacher and community organizer, became a 

member in early 1943.

45

 Following her baptism, Webb began to wear the 

prayer cap and cape dress (see figure 2.3). She explained that she did so 

because of the “very deep desire to treat our people [African Americans] 

as brothers” evidenced by mission workers like Swartzentruber, who on 

June 8, 1943, accepted another year’s reappointment as matron at Gay 

Street.

46

 Lark and Swartzentruber together overcame some of the racial 

barriers constructed by the church.

 This chapter begins by setting out to explain how prayer coverings be-

came a medium of civil rights protest. Lark’s and Swartzentruber’s nar-

rative thus far highlights four developments crucial to that explanation. 

First, during World War II, at least some African-American and white 

women in the church developed strong relationships. Second, during the 

same period, the increasingly high-profile African-American missions that 

grew out of those relationships prompted formalized segregation. Third, 

though a measure of paternalism undergirded their relationships, Lark, 

Swartzentruber, and contemporaries like Webb wore the same clothes 

as they struggled against racist practices in the church. Finally, as they 

wore the same clothes, African-American and white women used dif-

ferent types of protest to counter Jim Crow practice. Swartzentruber di-

rectly confronted bishops about their segregation decision. Lark stepped 

into leadership roles that indirectly challenged gender and racial expec-

tations. Both women pursued their protest strategies while wearing the 

prayer veil. Thus at this point in the narrative, the women wore the same 

religious garb and made similar claims on church membership even while 

pursuing different protest strategies.

Diverging Paths and Intensified Protests, 1944 –1945

Lark continued to mark her Mennonite identity through dress when she 

moved west to minister in Chicago. In the summer of 1944, at the age 

of fifty-two, she and her husband, James, traveled to the Near Southside 

neighborhood of Dearborn Street in Chicago, an impoverished African-

American community, to lead vacation bible school.

47

 Lark’s reputation 

as an enthusiastic and effective leader of children’s programs again drew 

attention. While carrying out her new responsibilities Lark continued to 

wear the prayer veil and cape dress, though Mennonites in the Chicago 
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area did not enforce dress restrictions with the same rigidity as in Virginia 

and Pennsylvania. For example, she and James dressed far more conser-

vatively than their white co-workers even though both couples had relo-

cated to the Chicago area from the more conservative East (see figure 2.4). 

Fig. 2.3 Roberta Webb and daughters, Harrisonburg, Virginia, 

circa 1943

Virginia Mennonite Conference Archives, Papers of the Virginia 

Mennonite Board of Missions and Charities, Box Harold Huber’s Papers, 

Broad Street Mennonite Church Materials (History, etc.). Photo courtesy 

of Virginia Mennonite Conference, Harrisonburg, VA
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Whether Lark continued to dress plain because of her fidelity to church 

teaching or as part of a deliberate, long-term strategy to gain acceptance 

and full-member standing in the church matters less than the impact of 

her dress decision on those with whom she came in contact. As she transi-

tioned from bible school helper at Gay Street in Harrisonburg to pastoral 

leader at the emerging Bethel Mennonite congregation in Chicago, Lark 

made visible her denominational affiliation.

48

 Back in Harrisonburg, Webb followed Lark’s sartorial strategy even as 

she intensified protest against the church’s Jim Crow practice. At the time 

of Lark’s move, the Virginia Conference–sponsored Eastern Mennonite 

College in Harrisonburg maintained a whites-only policy. Administrators 

segregated their institution because they feared that admitting African-

American students would create “trouble.”

49

 Webb, however, viewed the 

policy differently. Her brother John complained that “they accept you in 

the church . . . yet, they won’t accept your children in their college.”

50

 

Webb noted this hypocrisy in letters to church leaders even while con-

tacting other Mennonite colleges to see whether they would accept her 

daughters.

51

 Even as she protested through writing letters, she also made 

clear through the clothes she wore that she was a Mennonite. Her co-be-

lievers had to acknowledge her commitment in part because she dressed 

like them.

 In the midst of her ever bolder protest, Webb lost her most vocal ally 

against the conference’s segregationist policies. Having bid farewell to 

Lark, Roberta Webb said good-bye to Swartzentruber as well but under 

far more controversial circumstances. In the fall of 1944, Swartzentruber 

lost patience with the practice of segregated communion.

52

 She had been 

overruled by supporters of sacramental segregation, watched Lark leave 

the Jim Crow South, and witnessed school administrators deny Webb’s 

daughter’s enrollment bid. At every turn the church’s segregated prac-

tice blocked her efforts to evangelize African Americans. Swartzentruber 

could not fully welcome potential converts into a church that claimed to 

include all but, in its most sacred rituals, excluded some. Even those Af-

rican Americans who, like Lark and Webb, marked their separation from 

society by the clothes they wore could not fully participate in physically 

intimate sacraments where believers kissed cheeks, shared a cup, washed 

one another’s feet, and entered together into baptismal waters. Embold-

ened by Lark’s departure and Webb’s entry, Swartzentruber made a deci-
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sion to take to the streets. Before communion ended on a Sunday morning, 

she gathered her youngest daughter Rhoda into her arms and stormed out 

of the service. Rather than wait for her husband, she walked four miles to 

their farm just north of Harrisonburg. When Ernest joined her, Swartzen-

truber declared that she would never again sit through such a service.

53

 Swartzentruber’s long walk home in her covering and Sunday best 

symbolized a singular entry into a form of protest anathema to most white 

Mennonites but already common among African Americans. In 1941, 

for example, civil rights activists A. Philip Randolph and Bayard Rustin 

made plans for a massive march on Washington to protest the exclusion of 

African Americans from wartime defense industries. In response, Presi-

dent Franklin Delano Roosevelt signed Executive Order 8802, ending ra-

cially discriminatory federal hiring practices. In a move prompted in part 

Fig. 2.4 Paul and Lois King, Rowena and James Lark, Chicago, 1953

J. D. Zehr, “The Brotherhood of the Saints,” Christian Living 3, no. 5 (May 1956): 17–19.  

Photo courtesy of Mennonite Publishing Network, Scottdale, PA
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by this kind of street-fueled activism, the Supreme Court struck down the 

all-white southern primary in Smith v. Allwright in 1944, the same year 

that Swartzentruber protested the segregated communion service.

54

 Al-

though Swartzentruber was not connected to the organizers who brought 

about such legal and political change, her spontaneous march from the 

church into the street reflected organizers’ labor- and legal-focused tactics. 

Swartzentruber modeled a proactive means of challenging racism in the 

church using methods similar to those employed outside the faith com-

munity. For many years few Mennonites would follow her example. Yet 

by marching out of a communion service while wearing sacred garb, she 

set a precedent that others would later follow.

 Leaders from the Virginia Conference responded to Swartzentruber’s 

singular demonstration by shattering her congregational foundation. Al-

though in May 1944 the Swartzentrubers had been reappointed for an-

other year’s term, on January 5, 1945, only months after Swartzentruber 

stormed out of the communion service, the executive committee of the 

Virginia Mennonite Board of Missions abruptly removed the Swartzen-

trubers from their posts as matron and superintendent.

55

 In the space 

of a few minutes, the bishops forced Swartzentruber to leave a church 

community into which she had poured the best of her energy and pas-

sion. Family members expressed concern about the couple’s well-being 

and witnessed their emotional devastation. A niece remembered hearing 

about the dismissal when she was about eight years old and thinking that 

“something awful” had occurred.

56

 Although Ernest continued to work at 

a local hatchery and Fannie and the older children kept the farm running, 

they felt spiritually adrift.

57

 The dismissal from Gay Street left them so 

distraught that the Swartzentrubers contemplated leaving the Menno-

nite church and for a short while considered joining an independent bible 

church in the area.

58

 The bishops’ decision to dismiss Fannie Swartzentruber can thus be 

understood as a move to rid the community of an internal, prayer-veiled 

threat during wartime. Mennonites in Virginia knew that conscientious 

objectors from their community had been imprisoned and harassed during 

the Civil War and World War I.

59

 Those tales of persecution remained fresh 

as church leaders administered a nearby Civilian Public Service camp for 

Mennonite conscientious objectors to World War II.

60

 Although church 

doctrine required that they accept reprisal for their pacifist belief, it made 
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no similar demands that leaders risk antagonistic response for their racial 

convictions. Leaders from the Virginia Conference had already decided 

to cooperate with the “general attitude of society in the South toward the 

intermingling of the two races.”

61

 Swartzentruber’s protests invited racial 

antagonism toward members of the conference when wartime persecution 

remained a possibility. That she made her protests while wearing the cov-

ering only served to emphasize the threat she posed. Church leaders could 

not dismiss her as an outsider. Given that northern Mennonites had not 

yet organized to oppose ecclesiastical segregation in the South, the Vir-

ginia Conference leaders made an easy choice.

62

 By severing Swartzentru-

ber’s official connections to Gay Street, the bishops dismissed the person 

most likely to upset the precarious balance between racial acquiescence 

and military demurral.

 The bishops’ authoritative move also reflected their interest in reining 

in mission workers at home and abroad. Leaders in the Virginia Confer-

ence and the nearby Lancaster (Pennsylvania) Conference felt threatened 

by returning missionaries who introduced cultural relativism as they ques-

tioned the appropriateness of mandating European dress styles in African, 

Asian, and South American contexts.

63

 These bishop groups and others 

like them across the church struggled to protect distinctive Anabaptist 

practices and beliefs from encroaching acculturation. At a time when their 

attempts to codify and enforce nonconformity doctrine met both passive 

and overt resistance from longtime members, the bishops had little pa-

tience for those who advocated for change on behalf of new entries to the 

church.

64

 By threatening to upset the racial status quo, Swartzentruber 

had also disrupted doctrinal stasis. Although she and Lark both cooper-

ated with sartorial dictates, the pressures resulting from African converts 

who did not cooperate with those practices seems to have led to stricter 

enforcement of all doctrines at home.

65

 In 1946 Swartzentruber further 

diminished the threat she posed by moving with her husband to Green-

wood, Delaware.

66

Spectacle, Success, and Outspoken Women, 1946 –1952

While the bishops tightened racial restrictions and dismissed their most 

vocal critics, white Mennonite leaders in the Virginia Conference and 

elsewhere highlighted African Americans dressed in nonconformist garb. 
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As Lark and Webb had demonstrated, conservatively dressed African-

American women claimed belonging by showing that they looked like any 

other Mennonite. Church leaders initially confounded the women’s strat-

egy, however, by putting dark-skinned converts on display. Countering 

any assumption that only older African-American converts like Lark and 

Webb wore the prayer veil, a 1947 denominational magazine featured 

a photo of a conservatively dressed wedding party beneath the head-

ing, “a mennonite  colored wedding” (see figure 2.5). In the photo, the 

bride’s covering stands out with particular clarity atop her bowed head. 

Through his racially specific caption, the editor emphasized the rarity of 

an African-American wedding. Moreover, the photo amplified the spec-

tacle of African-American Mennonites dressed in nonconformist attire. 

The photographer stood in front of the congregation during the ceremony 

to take the picture, a practice at odds with Mennonite rules of decorum. 

As the surrounding text made evident, the couple’s race, rather than the 

photographer’s ritual violation, made the event notable. Other Mennonite 

editors also featured prominent photos of plain-dressed Lark and her hus-

band.

67

 The attention given to photos of African Americans in sectarian 

garb suggested that they merited public display but not full inclusion.

 Amid such visual spectacle, Swartzentruber and Lark fostered their re-

lationship and their connections with Broad Street as they sought to end 

Jim Crow in the church. In 1948 Swartzentruber stayed at home with her 

children to make it possible for her husband to serve as the vacation bible 

school superintendent at Lark’s congregation in Chicago.

68

 In a reversal of 

their previous assignments, the Swartzentrubers had become Lark’s help-

ers, a position that placed them under the authority of African Americans. 

At the time, few white Mennonites would willingly have accepted such 

arrangements.

 Lark also nurtured connections with the Broad Street congregation by 

assisting Webb’s daughter Ada. Despite Webb’s protests, officials from 

Eastern Mennonite College had refused to admit the young woman in 

1945. Undaunted, Webb arranged for her daughter to study at Hesston 

College, a two-year school in rural Kansas.

69

 In November of 1947, Ada 

moved to Chicago, where the Larks welcomed her to their congregation. 

The following year, again with the support and encouragement of Lark, 

Ada took evening courses at Roosevelt College in Chicago.

70

 While she 

studied in the Windy City, other parts of the church began to challenge 
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segregationist policies. In 1948, for example, white mission workers in 

the Lancaster Conference appealed to their mission board to allow Afri-

can Americans into the Welsh Mountain retirement facility.

71

 Changes 

in Pennsylvania foretold changes to come in Virginia. In early 1949 Ada 

returned home to Harrisonburg and became the first full-time African-

American student enrolled at Eastern Mennonite College.

72

 Through 

careful maneuvering within the Mennonite community, Swartzentruber, 

Lark, and Roberta Webb witnessed the end of one expression of segrega-

tion within the Virginia Conference at a time when other Protestant de-

nominations in the South had not yet integrated their educational institu-

tions.

73

 In the wake of Eastern Mennonite’s desegregation decision, Lark chal-

lenged the racial and gender stereotypes then restricting women’s roles. In 

Fig. 2.5 Ruth Peachey, Estella Lang, Lewis Madden, Paul Yoder, Harrisonburg, Virginia, 1947

S. Shenk, “A Mennonite Colored Wedding,” Gospel Herald 40, no. 36 (December 2, 1947): 782, 

Virginia Mennonite Conference Archives, Papers of the Virginia Mennonite Board of Missions and 

Charities, box “Harold Huber’s Papers, Broad Street Mennonite Church Materials (History, etc.), folder 

“Broad Street History.” Photo courtesy of Virginia Mennonite Conference, Harrisonburg, VA
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Chicago, a city grown increasingly African American in the aftermath of 

white flight, Lark donned her prayer covering each morning as she ran a 

woman’s sewing circle, conducted bible studies, and kept “[the missions at] 

Dearborn St. and the work at Bethel going” when her husband took ill for 

a period of several weeks.

74

 In 1949 the Bethel congregation, a group that 

then accounted for nearly a third of the adult African-American members 

of the (Old) Mennonite Church, had begun to outgrow its facility.

75

 Be-

fore the mission board produced a fund-raising brochure, Lark mobilized 

the women of Bethel’s sewing circle. Through rummage sales on March 

12 and April 9, the women raised more than $150.

76

 With evident pride 

Lark noted that this was the “first time in the history of the church” that 

a group of African-American Mennonites had contributed to a church-

building project or major mission endeavor.

77

 Even though some white 

Mennonites in Chicago resented the Larks’ leadership and marketed in 

stereotypical descriptions of African-Americans’ “emotional extremes,  

. . . poor housekeeping, . . . lassitude, and immorality,” Lark continued to 

invite other African Americans to join the Mennonite church.

78

 Lark extended her ministry to African Americans outside Chicago and, 

in so doing, rivaled the authority of white bishops. For the summers of 

1952 and 1953, as Jim Crow ruled the land, Lark traveled from Chicago 

to Philadelphia to assist in vacation bible school programs. One church 

leader recalled Lark’s “vivacious” presence as she encouraged young Afri-

can-American women to wear their hair “naturally” under the prayer cov-

ering.

79

 In her atypical commitment to natural hair styling, Lark not only 

challenged the standards of respectability that had prompted many mid-

dle-class African-American women from the 1920s forward to straighten 

their hair but also claimed cultural space outside the bishops’ purview.

80

 

The bishops could demand that female converts wear the covering and 

refrain from cutting their hair, but they had no knowledge of hair relaxers 

or how to discuss African-American hair care, a culturally specific practice 

steeped in history and tradition.

81

 In the vacuum created by the bishops’ 

ignorance of culturally specific hair care, Lark led where the bishops could 

not follow.

 Lark’s support for natural hair styling also bolsters the argument that 

she deliberately chose to wear the covering and cape dress as a strategy 

to claim church membership. As of the early 1950s, Lark expressed little 

interest in conforming to white norms. Her opposition to hair-straighten-
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ing practices makes this evident. As she chose hair treatment on her own 

terms, so she chose dress standards. She dressed in plain attire even when 

not required to do so in order to establish religious rather than racial cre-

dentials. That is, Lark embraced a Mennonite dress code, not a white one. 

Unlike the many white women in the church who sought ways to circum-

vent clothing directives during the early 1950s, Lark embraced the cover-

ing. Although the historical record does not indicate whether Lark ever 

articulated this strategy, her actions leave a convincing trail. It appears that 

Lark wore a cape dress and a covering, at least in part, to send the message 

that she was a Mennonite even though many in the church did not treat 

her as one.

 Lark’s sartorial strategy to claim belonging in the church inspired other 

members of the growing African-American Mennonite community to 

do the same. Although in 1950 only 150 African-American adults had 

joined the (Old) Mennonite Church, by 1953 that number had doubled, 

and Sunday morning attendance had risen to more than one thousand.

82

 

Several decades would pass before African-American Mennonites ap-

proached the 10 percent membership mark achieved by black members 

of many white majority Protestant denominations at the time, but Lark 

nonetheless helped bring about a significant increase.

83

 Lark spoke in con-

gregations, led vacation bible school programs, and organized bible clubs 

and sewing circles among the burgeoning African-American Mennonite 

community.

84

 Photos from the period show both young and older African-

American women in Pennsylvania, Virginia, and Illinois having adopted 

the dress patterns Lark had long chosen to model.

85

 Yet Lark did not dic-

tate her strategy. Neither she nor her husband required converts to dress 

plain, and some of the newcomers demurred.

86

Double Standards, Testing Grounds, and Women as Objects, 

1953 –1955

During Lark’s high-profile ministry, discussions about race in the Menno-

nite church intensified. During the early 1950s, many white Mennonites 

recognized that African-American converts had come to stay. Church 

leaders and mission workers responded by tightening restrictions on Af-

rican-American women’s dress and using African-American churches as 

missionary testing grounds while also passing church statements against 
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racism and channeling new resources into African-American missions. 

Mennonite leaders also discussed how best to respond to the burgeon-

ing civil rights movement. Denominational and congregational leaders en-

countered new divisions in the church over whether evangelism and ma-

terial relief or lobbying and direct action offered the best witness to their 

faith. Such internal discord intensified as leaders and lay members alike 

debated whether support for nonviolent campaigns like the 1955 Mont-

gomery bus boycott upheld Mennonites’ doctrine of nonresistance.

87

 In 

brief, race commanded the church’s attention.

 During this period Lark and her African-American contemporaries fo-

cused less on street-based strategies and more on church-based change. 

They first encountered racial double standards in the church’s dress codes. 

White mission workers in the Lancaster Conference admitted in 1954 

that they required African-American converts to “dress much plainer than 

members of home congregations,” but they decided that the restrictions 

offered “a blessing rather than a hindrance.”

88

 Workers at the Andrews 

Bridge congregation in southern Lancaster County corroborated the dou-

ble standard, as did a 1955 nonconformity survey distributed in Vir-

ginia.

89

 African-American converts also struggled to garner formal leader-

ship posts. In 1953 white workers serving in African-American mission 

stations contended that turning leadership over to new converts would 

“loose the bears to ruin the world.”

90

 Not much had changed three years 

later when a church leader objected to African-American leadership by 

declaring that “A good thing can be overdone.”

91

 Personal slights added 

to the institutional restrictions. At a conference on race relations in 1955, 

Lark reported that her white co-believers frequently asked to touch her 

hair. Although she could not understand their request, Lark explained 

that she “graciously let them feel it.”

92

 In the wake of the 1954 Brown v. 

Board of Education Supreme Court decision that struck down “separate but 

equal” legislation, her anecdote influenced delegates to pass a race rela-

tions statement in 1955 that called the church to repent of “prevailing 

customs of discrimination.”

93

 Supported by such a proclamation, Lark and 

her contemporaries confronted those who treated their bodies as mate-

rial curiosities rather than the sacred tabernacles symbolized by the prayer 

coverings that many of them wore.

 Lark’s African-American coreligionists in Virginia and Pennsylvania 

also encountered white missionaries preparing for African field service. 
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Throughout the first half of the twentieth century, Mennonites followed 

the example of their Protestant contemporaries by channeling human and 

financial resources into overseas missions. The African mission field, in 

particular, captured white Mennonites’ attention, imagination, and pock-

etbooks.

94

 That fascination fueled mission efforts throughout the African 

continent during a period when dozens of mission workers were getting 

ready to cross the Atlantic in a missions boom.

95

 To prepare workers for 

service in Ethiopia, Kenya, Somalia, Tanganyika, and other overseas mis-

sion posts, Mennonite agencies began to apprentice neophyte missionaries 

at African-American mission churches. Some African-American members 

noted the pattern and felt that their congregations had become “testing 

ground[s],” an observation confirmed by congregational records.

96

 Iron-

ically, while church leaders attempted to use black Mennonites to pre-

pare white missionaries for African evangelism, African leaders requested 

that the Mennonite church send African-American missionaries to work 

alongside them.

97

 Rather than African-American missionaries, however, 

the church sent more white Mennonites, a significant number of them 

white women who had prior experience with African-Americans in the 

church.

 Mennonites concerned about ending segregation and racial discrimi-

nation in the church had plenty to do. In addition to countering stringent 

dress codes, they built churches open to integration. When not challeng-

ing restrictions on African-American leadership, they counseled overseas 

missionaries. If no one was groping their hair, African-American converts 

still had to prove they belonged. Such activity required time, energy, and 

thoughtful consideration. Well before street activism drew the attention 

of the nation, African-American Mennonites and their white allies dem-

onstrated daily. On the inside of the church, they ran their own move-

ment.

Two Types of Protest, 1956 and Beyond

In the middle of this activity, the African-American Mennonite commu-

nity blossomed. Especially during the later half of the 1950s and the first 

several years of the 1960s, new congregations arose, and church agencies 

invested money in domestic missions. From 1952 to 1962, mission work-

ers planted more than twenty-six African-American congregations, many 
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of them supported by funds from the newly flush coffers of the national 

Mennonite Board of Missions and Charities, an evangelistic arm of the 

(Old) Mennonite Church.

98

 While President Dwight D. Eisenhower 

stepped up federal support for public school desegregation efforts in Ar-

kansas to counter criticism from his cold-war adversaries, Mennonite mis-

sion administrators increased domestic evangelism budgets as African 

partners and returning missionaries found fault with domestic evangelism 

efforts.

99

 Some Mennonites also called for an end to segregation in the 

church to counter “communist propaganda.”

100

 Leaders of both the fed-

eral government and the Mennonite church wanted to restore integrity to 

their initiatives abroad by addressing racial inequities at home. By 1964, 

53 of the 818 Mennonite congregations in the United States listed Afri-

can-American members, a fourfold increase over the 13 African-American 

missions in place as of 1950.

101

 More than any other era in the twentieth 

century, the seven-year stretch from 1956 through 1962 held great prom-

ise for the hope of racial integration in the church.

 Lark and Swartzentruber kept on challenging the church and dressing 

plain even though the geographic and experiential distance separating the 

two women grew wider. From 1956 through 1962, Lark and her husband 

completed their ministry in Chicago and then moved through St. Louis 

and on to Fresno, California. Just before this period, Swartzentruber and 

her husband had relocated to Schuyler, Virginia, where they engaged in 

a low-profile rural ministry. In Schuyler, Swartzentruber groused about 

the dress standards placed on women but continued to wear the cover-

ing. In Fresno, Lark offered no complaint about the distinctive clothing 

and veil she donned each day.

102

 The contrast between Swartzentruber’s 

complaints and Lark’s compliance belied an underlying unity of purpose. 

Both women sought to challenge racial exclusion in the church and the 

patriarchy that helped maintain it.

 In particular, Lark’s long-term strategy to claim church membership by 

wearing Mennonite attire bore fruit. In 1959 Lark marked her sixty-sev-

enth birthday, in Fresno. She continued to wear a prayer covering, though 

few Mennonite women in that part of the country did the same. Following 

her example, many other African-American Mennonite women donned 

the prayer veil. Photographs from this period show African-American 

women in Cleveland, Harrisonburg, and Chicago wearing prayer cover-

ings in both church and home (see figures 2.6, 2.7, 2.8).

103

 Lark had con-
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tact with women in each community.

104

 At a Colored Workers Committee 

meeting in 1962, where memory of Lark’s trendsetting example contin-

ued to loom large, African-American mission worker Willie Mae Thomas 

led a session promoting the prayer veiling.

105

 Rather than chafe against 

prayer covering dictates, as had become even more common among white 

Mennonite women during the 1960s, African-American women donned 

the church’s most visible symbol of church membership in order to call 

other Mennonites to treat them as bona fide members. Peggy Curry of 

Broad Street and Mattie Cooper Nikiema of Diamond Street, two more 

African-American converts, both affirmed that they wore the covering as 

a sign of inclusion and belonging.

106

 Like Lark, many African-American 

women during this period viewed wearing plain dress as an opportunity 

to establish membership rather than a hindrance to the same.

 Swartzentruber and Lark continued to nurture their friendship despite 

different approaches toward issues of patriarchy and racial exclusion in the 

church. In an early 1963 exchange of letters, the two women described the 

details of their respective ministries.

107

 A mutual affection shone through 

as the seventy-year-old Lark wrote to Swartzentruber, who was then in 

her early fifties, that she thanked “God upon every rememberance [sic] 

of you.”

108

 Even though Swartzentruber carried the burden of her abrupt 

Fig. 2.6 Claudia Watkins and Lee Heights Sunday school class, Cleveland, 1961

V. Vogt, “Emergent Church in Cleveland,” Christian Living 8, no 7 (October 14–17, 1961): 34–35. 

Photo courtesy of Mennonite Publishing Network, Scottdale, PA



52 Gdaily demonstrators H

dismissal from Gay Street and remained disengaged from African-Amer-

ican ministry in Virginia, she stayed connected with Lark through such 

regular correspondence. In Lark, a woman by then widely respected and 

valued by church leaders, Swartzentruber found a sympathetic listener 

ready to reminisce with her about their shared “beautiful days of old” and 

“fine Christian fellowship.”

109

Fig. 2.7 Peggy and Billy Curry and their children, Broad Street 

Mennonite, Harrisonburg, Virginia, 1961

Virginia Mennonite Archives, Box Broad Street 1936–1979 Richard & 

Virginia Weaver Billy and Peggy Curry & Family, 1961. Photo courtesy 

of Virginia Mennonite Conference, Harrisonburg, VA



 Gprayer-covered protest H 53

 Even as the two women connected across diverse experiences and geo-

graphical distances, white and African-American women around them 

pursued various paths in response to the prayer covering. Swartzentruber 

and Lark had long before helped clear those disparate trails. In Swartzen-

truber’s case, she had repeatedly railed against the covering in the inti-

macy of her home by noting that “God put the mark on the man, not the 

women,” an allusion to the Genesis passage where Abraham underwent 

circumcision as a sign of separation from the world.

110

 Although Swartzen-

truber continued to wear the prayer covering as mandated by church of-

ficials, the unequal, gender-based dress restrictions struck her as inappro-

priate and unjust. Acting on similar sentiment in the early 1960s, some 

white women reduced the covering’s size, styled their hair beneath the 

covering, and repositioned the covering on their heads. One Mennonite 

bishop strenuously objected to those “Christian women” who made use 

Fig. 2.8 Seymour family at devotions, Chicago, 1962

K. Aschliman, “Living Family Worship,” Gospel Herald 55, no. 24 (June 12, 1962): 538. Photo  

courtesy of Mennonite Publishing Network, Scottdale, PA
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of the “services of professional hairdressers.”

111

 The length and specificity 

of his instruction on how to cut hair and wear the covering indicate that, 

by 1962, enough women had begun to challenge nonconformist dress dic-

tates as to evoke official response.

 White women’s overt protest contrasted with African-American wom-

en’s covert strategy. From 1963 through 1965, African-American women 

accepted the prayer veil, as had Lark before them, but embraced the cov-

ering with an aesthetic sensibility unimagined by Lark or white church 

leaders. Even as officials in 1964 expressed approval of “the chaste and 

simple European veil as the most suitable application of the New Tes-

tament command for women to be veiled,” new converts reinterpreted 

the covering as a fashion accessory.

112

 An African-American convert to 

the Diamond Street Mennonite congregation in Philadelphia asked for 

a covering with strings because she thought that the “ribbons,” consid-

ered a conservative sign by established Mennonites, looked pretty.

113

 In 

the same community, other African-American Mennonite women refused 

to wear the strings because they did not like how they looked.

114

 An Af-

rican-American member of a Kansan congregation wore a prayer covering 

to church one Sunday morning in the early 1960s along with dangling 

gold earrings.

115

 Throughout the United States, African-American women 

transformed the church’s primary symbol of separation from the world on 

their own terms.

 Even as African-American women appropriated Mennonite religious 

costume to serve their purposes, white women objected to the covering 

in new ways. Some wore the covering but coiffed their hair.

116

 Others 

stopped wearing the covering to work but not to church.

117

 Some stopped 

wearing it altogether, although through the 1960s few took this riskier 

step.

118

 In one instance, a member of a youth ministry team appeared on 

the front cover of a national Mennonite magazine with an airbrushed 

covering; at the time the photographer snapped the picture, the church 

worker had not been wearing a prayer veil. The editors, deeming the veil 

mandatory, airbrushed a prayer covering in place (see figure 2.9).

119

 They 

were willing to misrepresent the truth of the original photograph to pro-

mote the wearing of a religious symbol that white women had begun to 

challenge.

 A Mennonite in Atlanta followed Lark’s example as late as 1970. Betty 

Gwinn, the spouse of the incoming pastor of Berea Mennonite, wore a 
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black covering when she posed before a newspaper photographer along 

with her husband and the outgoing pastoral couple (see figure 2.10). The 

reporter assumed Gwinn chose the black covering to make a racial state-

ment.

120

 Gwinn later attested, however, that the she had donned the black 

covering simply because she liked the color.

121

 Although she had a white 

covering as well, she chose the black one because of personal preference 

Fig. 2.9 Vel Shearer (with John Shearer), with air-brushed 

covering, 1966

Faith at Work, January–February 1966, 1. Photo courtesy of Mennonite 

Publishing Network, Scottdale, PA
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rather than religious conviction. Fashion again displaced doctrine. Rather 

than a statement about her status as an African American, Gwinn’s dress 

made a statement about her status as a Mennonite.

122

 Gwinn did not aban-

don the covering, she merely adapted the way she wore it. Gwinn wore 

the covering, she later said, because she had “given her heart” to the Men-

nonite church.

123

 To wear the covering was to stake her claim as a Men-

nonite. Lark’s legacy survived.

 The white woman who posed alongside Gwinn also made a state-

ment. Like Swartzentruber before her, Marian Jane Martin pushed ra-

cial boundaries while wearing the covering. She supported Gwinn and 

Gwinn’s husband despite resistance from leaders in the Lancaster Con-

ference. Those same leaders later forced the Gwinns to leave Berea after 

Fig. 2.10 Gary and Marian Jane Martin, Betty and Macon Gwinn, Atlanta, 1970

“Countian Pulled Down Atlanta’s Racial Bars,” Intelligencer Journal, March 19, 1970, 48. Reproduced 

with permission from Intelligencer Journal, Lancaster, PA
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the couple introduced African-American music and worship to the in-

tegrated congregation.

124

 In a moment of promise before the suspension, 

Martin posed with Gwinn wearing a covering that also challenged the 

status quo.

125

 Against the bishops’ wishes, Martin coiffed and styled her 

hair and, in the process, moved the covering forward. In comparison to the 

traditional setting of the prayer covering on the back of the head, the cov-

ering now sat perched much higher. Although she had not removed the 

covering, she challenged tradition by repositioning it. While not obvious 

to most outsiders, Martin had nonetheless registered an internal protest. 

Swartzentruber’s legacy also survived.

 On March 5, 1970, the same month the photo and article featuring 

Gwinn’s black and Martin’s repositioned prayer coverings appeared in 

print, Rowena Lark died at the age of seventy-eight, leaving behind her 

husband, six children, and multiple grandchildren. The bulletin distrib-

uted at her funeral featured a photo of her wearing a covering.

126

 A life 

of service and commitment to the Mennonite church had been capped 

through to the end by the prayer covering, demonstrating her commit-

ment to the church.

 Swartzentruber grieved the passing of her longtime friend but lived 

another twenty-nine years, most of them while wearing a prayer covering. 

Following a tearful reconciliation with representatives of the conference 

that had dismissed her so abruptly in 1945, Swartzentruber mourned the 

death of her husband in 1986.

127

 Swartzentruber continued to wear the 

covering until she retired to a new community in northern Indiana. Once 

settled, Swartzentruber walked away from her church just as half a cen-

tury earlier she had walked away from a communion service. For the six 

years following her departure from the Mennonite church until her death 

in June of 1999, Swartzentruber attended a Baptist congregation where 

leaders did not require women to cover their heads.

128

 Although she chose 

to adhere to the dictate to keep her hair long, she finally found space to act 

out her lifelong complaint about the covering.

Protests Initiated, Amplified, and Modified

Rowena Lark, Fannie Swartzentruber, and their contemporaries open a 

conversation about the nature of protests in homes and sanctuaries during 

the civil rights era. These women first show that actors inside the religious 
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community initiated protests in places untouched by traditional civil 

rights strategies. Swartzentruber’s protest against segregated communion 

services drew attention to a form of segregation left unchallenged by the 

demonstrations then being mounted against civic Jim Crow practices. Ada 

Webb’s matriculation at Eastern Mennonite College, an act made possible 

by Webb, Lark, and mission workers like Swartzentruber, came six full 

years before the 1954 Brown v. Board of Education decision. The women 

featured in this chapter thus protested and planned strategies when and 

where civil rights movement leaders had not thought to look.

 The women’s actions also amplified initiatives taken by civil rights 

leaders. When Lark testified that other Mennonites touched her hair, 

she presented evidence of racism inside the church to a community that 

had heard only distant echoes of racial injustice from outside the church. 

White Mennonites could ignore civil rights challenges when promoted 

by external activists like Ella Baker, Fannie Lou Hamer, and A. Philip 

Randolph but found it much more difficult to do so when a member of 

a conservative Mennonite church confronted them. Lark thus amplified 

Baker, Hamer, and Randolph’s critique of white exclusivity in a way that 

demanded the attention of white Mennonites.

 Lark’s challenge to white Mennonites also amplified the risk she took. 

Unlike some African-American activists who had long since broken ties 

with white organizations, Gwinn, Lark, Webb, and their contemporaries 

maintained relationships with their white co-religionists even while ad-

dressing racism in the church. Although many high-profile civil rights 

leaders challenged the white church while worshipping in the safety of 

black congregations, African Americans in majority-white denominations 

challenged their white co-believers and then kept on worshipping with 

them.

129

 Lark, Webb, and Gwinn not only refused to conform to the obse-

quious stereotypes often associated with African-American women who 

worshipped in white organizations, they also confronted the church from 

the inside and braved the resulting backlash.

130

 The daily demonstrations of the women profiled in this chapter also 

reveal modified forms of civil rights protest. Rather than carry a placard 

for a demonstration that lasted a few hours, Lark wore a covering for days 

on end. In so doing she used religious symbolism to craft a lasting kind 

of demonstration. Although other African Americans brought civil rights 

rhetoric to bear on a variety of cultural practices including hairstyles, hats, 
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and haberdashery, few moved beyond Afros, kofias, and dashikis to bring 

African-American identity to bear on the religious symbolism of a major-

ity-white Protestant denomination.

131

 The African-American women who 

transformed the prayer veil into a fashion accessory by calling conservative 

covering strings pretty and matching coverings with worldly earrings also 

modeled new forms of protest. Although less obvious to outsiders than 

street marches, they nonetheless brought about significant change. The 

incongruity of coverings set off by gold earrings and prayer veils called 

fashionable often led to a relaxing of rigid dress requirements.

132

 Rather 

than counter the growing threat directly, ministers in some parts of the 

Mennonite church simply let the covering go.

 When seen as culturally creative resisters, Lark and her African-Amer-

ican coreligionists have much in common with Ron Karenga, founder of 

the black nationalist Organization US and creator of the Pan-African cel-

ebration Kwanzaa. Like Karenga, these women countered white domi-

nant racial norms by creating new forms of cultural protest. Karenga did in 

secular academic settings what Lark and her contemporaries did in the re-

ligious milieu: they used clothing to assert identity. Although the women 

were not Afrocentric black nationalists, they nonetheless acted in ways 

that resonated with Karenga’s cultural movement when they wore Men-

nonite garb without denying their racial identity. They created religious 

practices as a way to be “black and Mennonite.”

133

 Once converts like Rowena Lark and Roberta Webb joined the church, 

they defined themselves as Mennonites through the protest strategies 

identified in this chapter. Lark’s example makes the point. Thanks to her 

quarter-century tenure as a public school teacher and her husband’s suc-

cess as a church planter and entrepreneur, Lark did not draw on the ma-

terial aid that Mennonites offered service recipients and new converts. 

Lark instead financed missions and prompted African-American converts 

to contribute financial and human resources to the church. She also chal-

lenged racial and gender assumptions by daily dressing in conservative 

attire. The covering and cape dress did more to establish her credentials as 

a Mennonite than did any other aspect of her church life. More than the 

words she spoke, the songs she led, or the money she raised, the clothes she 

wore and the religious symbol she donned each morning sent the message 

that she was a Mennonite. She continued to dress in a plain manner even 

when other church members stopped using clothing to mark Mennonite 
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identity. Lark remained faithful to core church markers even as others dis-

carded them.

 At root, Lark’s and Swartzentruber’s gender, avocation, clothing, and 

interracial friendship undergirded their protest strategies. As women, 

they cooked and raised children together during vacation bible school so-

journs. As mission workers, they brought African-American converts into 

the church. Both also wore plain attire in public, a practice that connected 

those so dressed. While washing dishes, evangelizing new believers, wear-

ing the covering, and leading others to do the same, Swartzentruber and 

Lark forged a long-term relationship that supported their protest against 

racial and gender-based restrictions. Although the women protested in 

different ways, they supported each other through shared activities and 

regular correspondence. Throughout their lives, they reminded each other 

that it was, indeed, worthwhile to stay in the church. As a white per-

son, Swartzentruber offered Lark the same kind of support that moder-

ate white southerners offered civil rights activists during campaigns in 

Birmingham, Little Rock, and Montgomery.

134

 Swartzentruber played a 

similarly supportive role in Lark’s campaign to establish herself as a full-

fledged Mennonite. Friendships, clothing, and shared ministry thus con-

tributed to changing racially oppressive practices in the church.

 Swartzentruber’s and Lark’s narratives also explain the reasons for 

Mennonite women’s resistance to the racial order in the United States. 

The relationships themselves called the women to take risks. Mennonite 

bishops dismissed Swartzentruber from her appointment at Gay Street 

Mennonite Mission because she protested communion restrictions placed 

upon her friend, Rowena Lark. Lark stayed in the church despite numer-

ous encounters with Mennonite racism because there she found friends 

like Swartzentruber. Yet relationships alone do not explain the multiple 

motivations for resistance evident in the women’s lives.

135

 Religious con-

victions also account for why the women spoke up, walked out, and stayed 

within the church. Swartzentruber cared deeply about demonstrating in-

tegrity in her testimony and action. Lark ordered her dress and speech 

based on church teachings. These religious values acted in various ways 

upon the women. At times they pulled both women out from society by 

separating them from a sinful world. That movement away from the world 

also brought them together as they shared dress styles and head coverings. 

Such a nonconformist impulse also pushed them apart, however, as they 
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sought racially appropriate means to counter oppression in the church. 

They thus joined their daily demonstrations with various and at times 

contradictory efforts to follow the church’s teachings.

 Lark, Swartzentruber, and those they emboldened left a legacy. With 

the support of her white ally, Lark showed that an African American could 

live and die as a Mennonite. In so doing, Lark invited African Americans 

to stay in the church. Some of them responded. As of August 2006, Cal-

vary Community Church in Newport News, Virginia, a predominantly 

African-American congregation located a few short hours from Harrison-

burg, where Lark and Swartzentruber first worked together, listed more 

members than any other Mennonite congregation in the United States.

136

 

Although leaders from that congregation struggled to establish themselves 

as legitimate Mennonites, they made those claims based on strategies mod-

eled by Lark.

137

 Calvary members did not wear coverings, cape dresses, or 

plain coats, but they did claim membership by staying in the church, pro-

moting church doctrine, evangelizing other African Americans, and draw-

ing attention to white Mennonites’ prejudice. Lark had done the same.

 In the chapter that follows, the story of four young African Americans 

reveals additional protest strategies within the Mennonite church. Unlike 

Swartzentruber and Lark, the children who participated in Mennonite-

run Fresh Air programs had little opportunity to enter into sustained rela-

tionships across racial lines. The intrepid young visitors who entered the 

homes of white strangers disrupted the lives of their hosts to such an ex-

tent, however, that they changed their hosts’ racial attitudes and prompted 

some of them to support the civil rights movement. Although their story, 

like those of Lark and Swartzentruber, abounds with contradiction, irony, 

and the uncertain interplay of egalitarian intention and prejudiced con-

duct, new forms of civil rights protest nonetheless emerged.
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Fresh Air Disruption

When Gulfport comes into our homes, we have a problem.

—Dr. Henry A. Fast, white church leader, Newton, Kansas, 1963

Disruptive Demonstrators

M

argie Middleton could not contain herself. The unexpected 

separation from her best friend, Pat, was too fresh. During 

the weeks leading up to her country vacation from New York 

City in the early 1950s, no one explained to Middleton why her previ-

ous year’s hosts only invited Pat to return. Despite her disappointment, 

Middleton entered into the lives of a new Fresh Air family in rural south-

eastern Pennsylvania. Part way through her two-week visit, she attended 

yet another Mennonite church service where she expected to be “the only 

black person” in the sanctuary. As the hymn singing began, however, Mid-

dleton noticed new faces around her. Several congregations had combined 

for an extended worship program. As she turned to see who else sat in the 

sanctuary, she caught sight of Pat several rows behind her. The two girls 

leaped up without thought to the service proceeding around them, rushed 

to the center aisle, and started “jumping up and down and hugging and 

kissing each other and saying how good it was” to see each other.

1

 Their 

two host families quickly moved to quell the commotion. As the rest of 

the congregation looked on, the hosts informed the girls that they should 

have waited to express their joy. Middleton and her friend returned to 
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their pews, and the congregants returned to their singing. The hosts had 

contained yet another Fresh Air disruption.

 Nearly twenty years later, another African-American Fresh Air child 

caused a different kind of disruption. As a participant in a rural hosting 

program based in Gulfport, Mississippi, Jerry Smith had traveled far to 

spend two weeks with his host family.

2

 Twenty-four hours in a school 

bus with no air-conditioning left him sweaty, tired, and eager to join the 

four Voth children on their Newton, Kansas, farm. Smith delighted in 

playing with toy tractors, taking rides on real tractors, and joining in the 

bustle of farm life. His host mother commented to an acquaintance that he 

got along so well with their family that “his hair might turn blonde one of 

these days.”

3

 Toward the end of his stay, however, that close connection 

threatened to become more demanding than his hosts had anticipated. 

With one short phrase, Smith pushed against the eleven-day time bar-

rier built into the program: Smith asked his hosts to adopt him. Whether 

offered lightly or with serious deliberation, the request caught his hosts’  

attention.

 Children like Middleton and Smith and their white hosts tell a civil 

rights–era story of intimate demonstrations that unsettled rural lives. Be-

tween 1950 and 1971, Fresh Air children left the familiar surroundings 

of their homes to travel to unknown rural Mennonite families for one- 

to two-week stays. The actions they took during those stays met all the 

marks of a demonstration: intention, organization, dramatic production, 

and disruption.

4

 The children easily met the first three marks by inten-

tionally showing that they knew their manners, organizing themselves to 

deflect personal inquiries, and recognizing that an observant Mennonite 

audience watched their every move. In disrupting that audience, how-

ever, they excelled. In Kansas, Pennsylvania, South Dakota, and Virginia, 

they confronted adults who did not know how to comb the children’s 

hair, used racially offensive epithets like “niggers in the woodpile,” and 

assumed that their young charges had little intelligence.

5

 As the children 

taught their hosts proper hair care, shamed the adults into forswearing of-

fensive speech, and displayed their mental aptitude, the children brought 

a new kind of demonstration into the home—one marked most clearly by 

the disruption of daily life and prior expectations.

6

 Although the adults 

held significant power over their young charges, the children nonetheless 

changed their hosts’ racial stereotypes, challenged the adults’ racial na-
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ivete, and, in a few cases, prompted their hosts to advocate for civil rights 

legislation.

 At the same time, Fresh Air program promoters used the children’s 

presence in the host home to protect the church’s racially egalitarian sta-

tus. During the 1950s and ’60s, civil rights advocates within and without 

the church challenged white Mennonites to set aside concern for separat-

ist conviction and embrace racial struggle. In the face of such a threat to 

nonconformist practice and belief, church administrators used visits from 

young, deloused, and meticulously vetted African-American children to 

claim that their methods of building relationships through short-term 

hosting programs trumped activist measures taken by civil rights organiz-

ers. Under the innocuous guise of home-based missions, Fresh Air leaders 

sent children into Mennonite homes and sanctuaries to protect themselves 

from mounting criticism in the streets.

 The two programs featured in this chapter used the children in differ-

ent ways but to the same protectionist end. The first program—hosting 

children like Middleton—relied on white Mennonites from the Lan-

caster Conference, the (Old) Mennonite Church regional body that en-

compassed the largest geographical grouping of Mennonites in the United 

States during the years of this study. Although administrators in this pro-

gram had earlier treated the children as dangerous and corrupt influences 

in the home, the program promoters increasingly spoke of their charges as 

unblemished innocents capable of overcoming racial unrest.

7

 In keeping 

with their denomination’s hierarchical and authoritative structures, Fresh 

Air administrators from the Lancaster Conference began to limit visits, set 

age caps, and discipline the children’s bodies and minds. As they did so, 

program promoters amplified the image of the children’s innocence and 

in so doing created an even more effective guard against external criti-

cism. The second program—sponsoring Smith and other children like 

him—came out of the General Conference–run Camp Landon ministry 

in Gulfport, Mississippi. Rather than respond to the children’s actions 

through restrictive program policies, leaders of the Camp Landon Fresh 

Air programs protected their racially egalitarian status by rotating the 

children through a series of Mennonite communities, thereby avoiding 

the frictions that arose from long-term relationships. General Conference 

leaders maintained a positive public image by shifting the children from 

community to community and household to household across the Mid-
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west. One-time visits allowed for maximum public attention and minimal 

internal disruption.

 The record of these Fresh Air ventures unearths a seldom-told civil 

rights–era story of children changing adults and adults changing chil-

dren. With a few exceptions, historians of this period have focused on 

adult actors at both national and local levels.

8

 Children do appear in dra-

matic accounts of Birmingham sheriff Bull Connor turning water canons 

and attack dogs on young marchers in 1963, but even these narratives play 

down the children’s agency by focusing on the strategists who sent them 

“into the streets.”

9

 The children are presented not as courageous and sig-

nificant actors in their own right but as powerless puppets used by lead-

ers to heighten civil rights tensions. By contrast, the narratives presented 

here treat children as central actors in the civil rights story by emphasiz-

ing the process of mutual exchange between African-American children 

and their often racially naïve Fresh Air hosts as they determined living 

arrangements and work expectations.

 Four children’s stories organize this chapter and bring to light the in-

timate home and sanctuary environments where adults and children dis-

rupted each other’s lives. Margie Middleton first entered Lancaster Men-

nonite households in the 1950s. Albert Potts traveled from Mississippi to 

a Kansas home in 1961. Four years later, an article about a fictional Fresh 

Air child named Sammy opened a window onto the experiences of chil-

dren like him who traveled to Lancaster farms in 1965. Like Potts, Jerry 

Smith also traveled from Mississippi to stay with a Kansas family, but his 

trip in 1969 came at a time when the programs appeared ready to fizzle 

and die. At key turning points across the two decades of this study, these 

stories reveal the source of the children’s Fresh Air enthusiasm, the means 

of their in-home demonstrations, and the details of the adults’ response to 

the children’s actions. By highlighting the children’s disruption of the sta-

tus quo and the adults’ protection of the same, these four stories show how 

demonstrations in homes and churches at times supported and at other 

points collided with demonstrations taken in the streets.

Margie Middleton and the Mennonites

Margie Middleton came to disrupt a rural Pennsylvanian church service 

in the 1950s through a century-old Victorian belief. Social reformers of 
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the mid-nineteenth century held the conviction that the natural world 

offered inherent benefits to urban dwellers.

10

 Based on that belief, late 

nineteenth-century philanthropists, Protestant urban evangelists, and 

their rural ministerial partners began to send children from the city for 

short stays in the country. Dubbed Fresh Air programs in recognition of 

the salubrious benefits of the country environment, the short-term host-

ing programs proved popular from the start. One of the largest programs 

in the nation, the New York Herald Tribune’s Fresh Air Fund, began send-

ing children from New York City to the country in 1877. Rapid growth 

in that program mirrored similar efforts by Mennonite church workers in 

Chicago. Five years after his organization first sent children to the coun-

try in 1896, Mennonite mission worker George Lapp bemoaned the chil-

dren’s reunion with their parents because they had again come under “the 

contaminating influences of this city.”

11

 Like their Protestant mission part-

ners, the Mennonites who hosted Middleton and her peers also believed 

in nature’s cleansing power.

 The nature-centric program in which Middleton participated focused 

from the start on African-American children. Lancaster Mennonites like 

John Mellinger brought white ethnic children from New York City to 

their home in the 1890s but did so through the Fresh Air Fund rather 

than their own church-based program.

12

 The Great Migrations of African 

Americans from the South to urban centers in the North and West had not 

yet changed the complexion of the inner city. When racial demograph-

ics began to shift in the first half of the twentieth century, Mennonites 

changed their mission efforts as well. The evangelistic efforts led by Ro-

wena and James Lark and stronger post–World War II mission agencies 

made race-specific church starts possible. African-American children soon 

began to attract church workers’ attention. As the church press reported 

on Fresh Air ventures operated by the Larks’ Bethel Mennonite congrega-

tion and by other Chicago churches, program administrators in Pennsyl-

vania began to pay attention.

13

 By the time Lancaster Conference leaders started their own program, 

city demographics had, in their minds, transitioned from white to black. 

On October 11, 1949, members of the Lancaster Conference’s Colored 

Workers Committee called for a Fresh Air program “for colored chil-

dren of our city missions” by appealing “to the brotherhood to open their 

homes.”

14

 Although white children would participate in the program 
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through the first ten years and at times outnumber the African-American 

participants, the focus from the start was on the black children.

15

 More 

than any other program in the history of the (Old) Mennonite and Gen-

eral Conference denominations, this venture brought African-American 

and white people within the church into close and intimate contact. Fol-

lowing a publicity blitz that promoted Fresh Air programs as a way to win 

“the Negro of America to Christ,” forty-two African-American children 

from Mennonite city missions prepared to visit white rural hosts in the 

summer of 1950.

16

 The start of Fresh Air programs by the Lancaster Conference brought 

African-American children closer to white Mennonite constituents. 

In 1929 the conference’s mission board appropriated funds to provide 

“warm meals to the colored children” in the geographically isolated Af-

rican-American community of Welsh Mountain, Pennsylvania.

17

 Soon 

after committing their support for this relatively distant mission effort, 

white Mennonite missionaries founded South Christian Street Menno-

nite Church in the late 1930s in the heart of Lancaster, Pennsylvania. Five 

siblings from an African-American family had attended a series of evange-

lism meetings, requested baptism, and needed a church home. Rather than 

send the Jones children to the Rawlinsville Mennonite congregation in 

the town where the children lived, mission workers in 1933 transported 

the children thirteen miles north into Lancaster City to attend a racially 

segregated Sunday school class organized for their benefit.

18

 Other chil-

dren from the neighborhood around South Christian Street began to at-

tend the Sunday school class and thereby forced the conference to invest 

more time and money into a segregated mission effort. Although they wor-

shipped in the heart of a county densely populated by Mennonites, the 

children remained separated by race.

 Similarly, in 1936 Lancaster Conference mission workers in Philadel-

phia segregated their mission efforts because of the large number of Afri-

can-American children that had begun attending their church.

19

 As they 

took part in Sunday schools and vacation bible school programs, African-

American children continued to appear in church periodicals and receive 

attention during mission board meetings, but they remained at a distance 

from most white Mennonites, a pattern prevalent in the few other Men-

nonite missions focused on the African-American community.

20

 When 

conference leaders began their own Fresh Air program in 1950, they 



68 Gdaily demonstrators H

brought African-American children from segregated missions and distant 

communities into Mennonites’ bedrooms, living rooms, and sanctuaries. 

Because of these efforts, for the three decades following the inception of 

the Lancaster Conference Fresh Air program white Mennonites in rural 

congregations came into closer contact with African Americans through 

these exchange programs than through any other means.

21

 Middleton and her peers responded to the new program with unbri-

dled enthusiasm. From 1950 onward, children eagerly vied for the oppor-

tunity to spend a coveted vacation in the rural homes of Mennonites from 

the Lancaster Conference. Children chosen for their attendance records, 

good behavior in church, and recommendation by local mission workers 

gathered en masse before setting off for the country (see figure 3.1). Al-

though they often did not know their host families, they anticipated the 

visits for weeks. Writing as an adult, Middleton mused that “the best part 

of Fresh-Air was the families . . . We had a lot of good times with them.”

22

 

She praised her hosts for the deep concern they showed her. “By the end of 

two weeks I was calling them Ma and Pa and I was crying because I didn’t 

want to leave,” she added.

23

 For many children, the most important thing 

about a Fresh Air vacation was that they had fun.

 The Mennonite hosts operated from a set of more racially focused inter-

ests. As noted in chapter 1, Mennonites had long nurtured a reputation as 

racial egalitarians, stemming from their participation in the 1688 formal 

written protest against slavery in the colonies.

24

 Mennonite leaders also 

referred to having been the first denomination to admit a black student to 

a private Christian college in the South in 1948.

25

 At the same time, their 

doctrines of nonconformity and nonresistance left Mennonites concerned 

that service to the African-American community would lead to coercive, 

worldly ways. Bringing African-American children into their homes for 

short visits afforded white Mennonites the opportunity to express their 

commitment to racial justice without compromising their beliefs. As a re-

sult, hosts paid close attention to the children’s racial identities. In 1951 a 

Brother Gehman contacted program administrator Paul Kraybill about his 

interest in “[hosting] Colored to prevent racial barrier.”

26

 That same year, 

E. G. Horst wrote of her experience hosting an African-American child, 

“It has been a blessing to us as it makes us feel there is no difference in color 

or race.”

27

 While many of the hosts paid first attention to the children’s 

urban genesis, they frequently commented on the children’s color. The 
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contrast between conservatively dressed white Mennonites and African-

American children from the city rarely went unremarked.

 Middleton’s story thus begins with the interwoven interests of three 

groups: the hosts, the children, and the children’s parents. When Middle-

ton and her peers arrived at their destinations, they were greeted by hosts 

eager to demonstrate their willingness to risk crossing racial lines. In keep-

ing with the burgeoning zeal for missions then present in the Lancaster 

Conference and through the (Old) Mennonite Church, the adults sought 

to be “missionaries right in our own homes.”

28

 The prevailing mission 

model present at the time thus guided the hosts’ actions. They assumed 

that they could correct, clean, and save the children and, in the process, 

Fig. 3.1 Fresh Air children from Seventh Avenue Mennonite Church awaiting departure, 

Harlem, circa 1960s

EMM Record Room, file cabinets middle aisle, drawer marked Information Services Picture File, file 

cabinets—Home Ministries, Children’s Visitation Program. Photo courtesy of Eastern Mennonite 

Missions, Salunga, PA (www.emm.org)
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maintain their egalitarian reputation. The children, however, expressed 

far more interest in the adventure, escape from segregation, and free travel 

of a country vacation. Seldom did they evince excitement about staying 

with a white family. Unlike their hosts, they focused far more on the rural 

setting. As one participant exclaimed, “A farm is the most interesting life 

I have ever lived for just 10 days.”

29

 The guest children simply enjoyed 

their country vacations on their own terms.

 Finally, the children’s parents sent their offspring to Mennonite mis-

sions to provide them with bible instruction, to obtain short-term child 

care, and—in some cases—because the African-American parents had 

come to trust the earnest, oddly dressed white people who moved into 

their neighborhoods.

30

 Although owing to the demands of relocation and 

work as well as remaining uncertainty about Mennonite worship norms 

many of the children’s parents did not attend mission services, they none-

theless expressed concern about the attitudes of their children’s tempo-

rary caretakers. Middleton’s mother, for example, instructed her daugh-

ter, “Any questions they ask you about your homelife, don’t answer them. 

If they persist, tell them what goes on in our house stays in our house.”

31

 

She and the other parents knew that Fresh Air hosts assumed their young 

guests came from poor, sinful, and worldly households.

 The very queries that Middleton’s mother anticipated would come 

her way dampened Middleton’s excitement about the Fresh Air visits. 

Many of the hosts she stayed with during the 1950s asked incessant ques-

tions about the kind of house she lived in, where she went to school, and 

whether her parents lived together. Middleton could not understand why 

anyone would need such detailed information. She noted, “There were 

parents who lived together quite naturally and there were parents who 

didn’t live together; mothers who raised their children alone and fathers 

who raised their children alone.”

32

 Like most of her peers, Middleton re-

fused to quench her hosts’ thirst for more and more personal information.

 Middleton had less patience with the judgments her hosts made about 

her life and her community. She remembered overhearing a conversation 

between her mother and one of the white members of the Seventh Avenue 

Mennonite Church in Harlem. Her mother expressed her appreciation for 

the trips Middleton and other children took each year to the country-

side but explained that she and other parents “felt the Fresh-Air parents 

shouldn’t implant in . . . [children’s] minds that the city was wicked.” The 
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children returned home bothered by activities like dancing and mixed 

bathing that had never before concerned them. Middleton soon came to 

realize, however, the inconsistency of her hosts’ judgment. She noted that 

her hosts “said it was possible to be a Christian and live in the city, but all 

of them remained in Pennsylvania on farms.”

33

 Although only six the first 

time she visited a Fresh Air farm in the early 1950s, Middleton had to 

figure out the best way to respond to her hosts’ judgments about life in the 

city. She grew tired of having to decide, upon returning from each Fresh 

Air visit, whether she would wear earrings, listen to the radio, or go to a 

public swimming pool.

 Middleton’s peers in the Fresh Air program faced similar judgments. 

In the second year of the Lancaster program, a host noted, “These children 

should be encouraged to help [and] learn to work, lest we encourage lazi-

ness, which I have learned since the New Yorkers are noted for.”

34

 That 

same year, a host in Lancaster who had worked with African-American 

children since 1939 bitterly complained of a Fresh Air child who purport-

edly stole a handkerchief.

35

 Whatever the truth behind the accusation, 

hosts such as these often made assumptions about their charges based on 

the language used by Fresh Air program administrators to promote the ex-

changes. Promotional materials referred to “these needy children,” “these 

needy city children,” and “these underprivileged children” in 1951 and 

for many years to follow.

36

 Although Middleton and many others came 

from homes where they received more than adequate nutrition, clothing, 

and love, the young children had to interact with adults who assumed 

from the start that they would steal, avoid chores, and arrive in need of 

nourishment.

37

 Yet the harshest judgment against Middleton and her peers came from 

the program’s administrators. Administrators did not conduct background 

checks or health tests on the hosts or their children, but they required 

Middleton and all the Fresh Air children to undergo humiliating exami-

nations for lice and other communicable diseases, a practice in keeping 

with white stereotypes that cast African-American city dwellers as disease 

carriers.

38

 Although lice checks may have made sense based on past experi-

ence, program administrators still did not conduct background checks on 

host homes, even after a host parent sexually abused his charges.

39

 The 

administrators moved decisively to reduce the chance of disrupting host 

homes with a lice infestation but did far less to ensure that the children’s 
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lives would not be damaged by inappropriate behavior on the part of their 

hosts.

 Within two years of the Lancaster program’s start, this double standard 

became even more pronounced. In 1952 Paul N. Kraybill, a program ad-

ministrator from the Lancaster Conference, wrote to the Fresh Air Fund 

to see whether their personnel tested participating children for sexually 

transmitted diseases. Apparently some Mennonite hosts had contacted 

Kraybill to express concern that the young Fresh Air children might bring 

venereal disease into their homes.

40

 In his letter Kraybill did not discuss 

the manner in which a six- or eight-year-old child might have contracted 

or might spread such a disease, but he carefully queried program adminis-

trators about their practices. Again, the hosts’ concerns came first.

 Middleton soon came to realize the irony of these efforts to protect 

Fresh Air homes from outside influences. She recognized that many homes 

already had problems of their own. Looking back on her experience as a 

young Fresh Air child, Middleton emphasized two things. First, she once 

thought that all Mennonite families embodied perfection. Middleton 

wrote, “My impression of Mennonites, each time I came back, was that 

they had lots of money, big cars, and lots of children, they never spanked 

their children, the husband and wife never had any arguments, and they 

were a perfect family.”

41

 Yet Middleton came to understand at a young age 

that other problems stood alongside that apparent perfection. The impres-

sion left by her hosts “that only Mennonites went to heaven” rankled her 

even then.

42

 More specifically, she remembered that the first family she stayed with 

abruptly separated her from her best friend. During that first visit, Mid-

dleton and Pat stayed with the same hosts. The following year, as men-

tioned in the anecdote that opens this chapter, the host family asked Pat 

alone to return. Middleton could not understand what had happened. She 

and Pat had both enjoyed their visit; both came from African-American 

families; and both had made decisions to accept Christ as their savior. At 

the time, the hosts offered no explanation for excluding Middleton. Only 

years later did Middleton learn of the reason for their decision. Pat had 

started to wear the traditional white, Mennonite prayer covering. Mid-

dleton had not.

43

 As a young girl, Middleton knew only that hosts she had 

come to trust had punished her unjustly.

 Middleton’s disappointment highlights an additional inconsistency 
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in her hosts’ behavior. The devotional prayer covering stood for church 

membership and male hierarchy; moreover, especially during the first half 

of the 1950s, as one of the community’s most visible signs of separation 

from the world it bestowed special status on women. A national church 

statement passed in 1955, however, instructed church leaders to refrain 

from pressuring children to join the church until they became responsible 

for their moral decisions, at or about twelve years of age.

44

 Although the 

hosts knew that some white Mennonite girls did start wearing the cover-

ing before they turned twelve, their decision to exclude a seven-year-old 

child because she chose not to wear a covering flew in the face of offi-

cial church doctrine. Evidently, Middleton’s hosts held her to a stricter 

standard than the broader church held white Mennonite girls.

 Middleton’s story therefore ends where it began, inside the sanctu-

ary. When Middleton greeted her friend Pat in the midst of a worship 

service, the two young girls revealed tensions implicit within the early 

Fresh Air programs among Mennonites in Pennsylvania. The girls’ dis-

ruptive reunion after an extended separation in an all-white environment 

can hardly be blamed on lack of social graces or proper manners. Rather, 

Pat’s hosts’ overzealous application of church doctrine created a situation 

in which the girls felt a strong need to reunite, regardless of how disrup-

tive it might be to the adults around them. That moment of disruption 

and containment captured the conflicting interests of the children and 

adults. The children had come to enjoy a country respite but had to deal 

with adults who sought to minimize disruption in their home and church 

lives. The adults desired to evangelize their guests but had to deal with 

children who refused to share information about their homes and carried 

the perceived threat of contagion. The children accepted the tensions as 

part of their payment for a summer vacation. The adults sought to lessen 

the tensions by tightening restrictions. In the ensuing years, repeat visits 

like the one enjoyed by Middleton’s friend Pat became less common. As 

the repeat visits declined, so did the possibility of forceful disruption. The 

story that follows traces these initial signs of change to a second Fresh Air 

program, where children like Middleton experienced both love and dis-

appointment.
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Albert Potts and Country Living

Albert Potts proudly held his camera as he perched on a bike next to a 

cement-block garage in Inman, Kansas. Potts had reason to be proud. He 

had braved a twenty-four-hour bus trip from his home in Gulfport, Mis-

sissippi, to spend two weeks with Elmer and Linda Voth and their sons, 

Stanley and Eugene, in July of 1961. Rather than sit timidly inside, Albert 

prepared to venture out into the small, rural town of Inman to chronicle 

what he saw there with the help of a camera given to him by his host par-

ents (see figure 3.2). As a Fresh Air child from another Mennonite-run 

rural hosting program, Potts came to stay with hosts who had been told 

only of his need. As in the case of Margie Middleton, Potts refused to meet 

their expectations.

 Potts traveled to Inman under the sponsorship of a high-profile Men-

nonite program that had been working with African-American children 

in Mississippi since the mid-1940s. Camp Landon, situated just outside 

the town of Gulfport, Mississippi, only a few miles from the Gulf of 

Mexico, began in 1945 as a program site where young Mennonite men 

served out alternative military service assignments. Although program 

volunteers first worked to improve sanitation in the area by construct-

ing outdoor privies, within a year of Camp Landon’s founding volun-

teers began to work with children.

45

 After the alternative service pro-

gram ended, other young adult Mennonite volunteers conducted weekly 

metal shop and sewing classes, Sunday afternoon bible classes, and, in the 

1950s, release-time bible instruction and recreational periods in the pub-

lic schools.

46

 By 1957, long-time Camp Landon director Orlo Kaufman 

had begun to recruit volunteers by centering on the camp’s outreach to 

children.

47

 Through the 1950s, the larger Mennonite church, with the 

General Conference denomination offering the most consistent backing, 

supported Camp Landon by contributing money, sponsoring volunteers, 

and sending Christmas gifts to Gulfport children from as far away as Il-

linois, Kansas, and Pennsylvania.

48

 As the Southern Christian Leadership 

Conference drew the attention of white people across the country for their 

high-profile organizing campaigns, so Camp Landon drew the attention of 

thousands of white Mennonites in the Northeast and Midwest for their 

service programs.

49

 By the end of the 1950s, Camp Landon had built a 

reputation for work with children in the Gulfport community that ap-
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pealed to the ethnically homogenous and racially insulated General Con-

ference constituency.

 Albert Potts came to Inman courtesy of a Fresh Air program initiated by 

Kaufman in 1960. Kaufman sought to bring African-American children 

from Gulfport into contact with white Mennonite families in the North as 

a means to encourage interracial relationships. Although the administrator 

of a similar program run out of Woodlawn Mennonite Church in Chicago 

warned Kaufman that many of the Fresh Air children’s parents expressed 

Fig. 3.2 Albert Potts outside the home of Elmer and Linda Voth, 

Inman, Kansas, 1961

L. Voth, photo of Albert Potts with camera and bike, July 24, 1961, 

Mennonite Library and Archives, VII.R.GC Voluntary Service, Series 

11 Gulfport VS Unit, box 5, folder 196, Photographs. Photo courtesy of 

Mennonite Library and Archives, Bethel, KS
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great reluctance to send their offspring to unknown white Mennonite 

families, Kaufman’s record of work with children through Camp Landon 

assuaged the fears of parents in Gulfport.

50

 Whereas parents of children 

involved in the Lancaster-based program appear to have researched rela-

tively unknown Fresh Air organizers through informal inquiries, Gulf-

port parents seemed to have felt less need to do so, given their long experi-

ence with Kaufman and Camp Landon. For the program’s debut in 1960, 

Kaufman and his staff gathered twenty-one children, including three 

with the Potts surname, to travel to Kaufman’s home territory in Goessel 

and Moundridge, Kansas, nearly a thousand miles to the north.

51

 Potts had a grand time during his stay. He did not go to the same town 

as his relatives had the previous year but instead stayed with the Voth 

family in the nearby town of Inman. Soon after his arrival, Potts teamed up 

with the Voths’ son Eugene to ride bikes around town, swim in the local 

pool, and attend church and Sunday school at a Mennonite congregation. 

During the Voth family’s daily devotions, Potts joined in the discussion 

and shared insight he gained from attending Camp Landon’s bible study 

classes. He also earned money by feeding chickens, sweeping the Voths’ 

garage, pulling weeds, and mowing the Voths’ lawn.

52

 Potts joined in the 

celebration of Elmer and Linda’s silver wedding anniversary, where he 

met the couple’s relatives. Like Middleton before him, Potts greatly en-

joyed his Fresh Air host family (see figure 3.3).

 Potts had heard others’ glowing reports about their Fresh Air trips, 

so the Voths’ warm reception came as no surprise. Upon returning from 

Kansas the year before, the Gulfport children had heaped praise upon 

their hosts.

53

 They exclaimed over the rural sights they encountered and 

the good food they ate. Indeed, many young people gained weight in the 

course of their stays. Others returned home proud to have learned how 

to milk a cow, steer a tractor, or drive a car.

54

 The children’s interest in 

these agrarian pursuits pleased their rural hosts and fit well with those 

influenced by the Booker T. Washington school of thought, which empha-

sized trade and agricultural training over intellectual scholarship. Many 

children mentioned that they wanted to go back again the following year, 

often for a longer period of time.

55

 Although Potts had not learned to drive 

a car, as had some other children, he had learned how to shoot a camera. 

His pride in the accomplished task came through clearly as he posed for a 

picture holding the camera by the Voths’ garage (figure 3.2).
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 Such glowing reports did not mention, however, the manner in which 

the children disrupted their hosts’ expectations. As had Middleton, Potts 

remained silent when his hosts queried him about his home life.

56

 Potts’s 

hosts also expressed surprise at his polite behavior, noting that he put them 

“to shame at times” with his proper conduct.

57

 Other Fresh Air children 

from Gulfport encountered similar reactions when they took good care 

of themselves and worked as hard as the white children they visited. In 

1960 one host expressed surprise at the cleanliness of the children spend-

ing time in their community: “We found that they were just as lovable and 

clean as our white friends.”

58

 Another was enthusiastic about the “clean 

shiny black faces scattered thru out the Eden Church on Sunday morn-

ing.”

59

 In addition to proving their ability to maintain basic hygiene, the 

children also surprised their hosts by demonstrating their intelligence. 

Fig. 3.3 Stanley Voth, Albert Potts, Eugene Voth, Linda Voth, Elmer Voth,  

Inman, Kansas, 1961

L. Voth, photo of Albert Potts with host family, July 24, 1961, Mennonite Library and Archives, 

VII.R.GC Voluntary Service, Series 11 Gulfport VS Unit, box 5, folder 196, Photographs. 

Photo courtesy of Mennonite Library and Archives, Bethel, KS
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One child’s host showed him how to do various tasks around the farm, 

with the assumption he would have to repeat himself before the child 

completed them correctly. When the Fresh Air child finished the tasks 

without error the first time, the host replied in wonder, “He is a very smart 

boy.”

60

 Through their actions, the children challenged their hosts’ assump-

tions that African-American children had inferior intellects and did not 

know how to care for themselves.

 In some cases Potts’s peers also had to contend with adults who blamed 

their guests for unsettling their own children and for failing to express 

adequate appreciation. One Fresh Air participant enjoyed telling ghost 

stories that left at least a few of the host children in his household “scared 

to sleep alone at night.”

61

 His stories provoked understandable correction. 

Other children, however, dealt with host parents who offered less rea-

sonable criticism. Host parents criticized the children’s play, their interest 

in dancing, and their “onery” personalities.

62

 One girl’s host felt that her 

guest “came from too wealthy a home to really appreciate” the family’s pos-

sessions and material provisions.

63

 The young girl responded by behaving 

as properly as she knew how and demonstrating once again that she un-

derstood the basics of good hygiene. In the end, the host conceded that her 

guest had been “well behaved,” “very neat and clean,” and “never caused 

any trouble while she was here.”

64

 Many of the children in the Gulfport 

program struggled with hosts who assumed from the start that the chil-

dren would bring disorder to their household.

 The challenge of living in households that both welcomed and judged 

them left the Gulfport children with mixed emotions as they prepared 

to return home in the summer of 1961. Some looked forward to being 

relieved of work demands placed on them by adults who apparently had 

a very different idea of what a “vacation” entailed.

65

 A few of the Gulf-

port children cherished positive memories and tried to forget judgments 

made on them for dancing, having “wild imagination[s],” or spending 

their money “foolishly.”

66

 They grew sad at the end of an enjoyable time 

spent in recreational activities with new friends. Others, like Potts, looked 

quietly back at their host families as the prospect of a twenty-four-hour 

return trip in a hot school bus loomed.

67

 A few Fresh Air participants chat-

ted excitedly about the prospect of returning again to host homes that had 

welcomed them particularly well.
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Reverend Arnold Nickel and the Freedom Riders

Such return trips did not, however, appeal to those local planners who 

expressed greater interest in besting civil rights demonstrators than in 

developing long-term relationships with the children. At the time Potts 

visited with the Voths, freedom riders captured the nation’s attention. As 

these groups of African-American youth and their white allies took orga-

nized trips through the South in bids to test Jim Crow laws, they often 

encountered violent reprisals. Mennonites in Kansas and throughout the 

country paid attention. In an article that appeared in a local Kansas news-

paper soon after Potts and the rest of the Gulfport Fresh Air children ar-

rived, the Reverend Arnold Nickel, pastor of Eden Mennonite Church 

in Moundridge, Kansas, told a newspaper reporter that Mennonite Fresh 

Air hosts approached “the racial problem with moderation” in contrast to 

the direct challenge posed by the freedom riders. Nickel added, “We work 

toward creating better relationships and better understandings.”

 Although Nickel made clear that Kansas had its own racial problems, 

he also pointed out that Mennonite hosts gave the Gulfport children ex-

periences they would never have in the South, such as living with a white 

family or worshiping in a white church.

68

 Yet Nickel’s desire to promote 

“better relationships” with the children did not extend past the period of 

eleven days. In a letter to Camp Landon administrator Orlo Kaufman that 

same year, Nickel cautioned against sending children to the same home 

year after year because “familiarity in this case might lead to certain prob-

lems.”

69

 In particular, Nickel appeared to fear interracial sex, a particularly 

unsettling prospect to Mennonites during this period as is noted in chap-

ter 4. The better relationships Nickel promoted in public evidently lasted 

no longer than a week or two.

 Nickel’s fear of disruptive “problems” thus dampened any desire ex-

pressed by Potts to return to the Voth family in Inman, Kansas. Although 

Nickel left the naming of those fears to other less circumspect Fresh Air 

hosts, his words resonated with concerns expressed by adults involved in 

hosting and planning the trips.

70

 In the following years, Camp Landon 

continued to shift children among Mennonite towns and, by the end of 

the 1960s, to states even farther north. Seldom did any Fresh Air child 

from Gulfport, regardless how clean or well-behaved, get a chance to re-

turn to the same home twice. Even though General Conference members 
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emphasized relational solutions to the racial unrest then sweeping the 

country, their most prominent interracial program intentionally curtailed 

long-term relationships.

71

 Nickel’s 1961 letter to Kaufman demonstrated an assumption funda-

mental to the Fresh Air program: a little went a long way. Administrators 

did not regularly recruit host families interested in bringing children into 

their homes for months at a time. They recruited hosts willing to bring 

small children into their homes for short stays. Ultimately, the Fresh Air 

program focused more on limiting interaction than creating relationships. 

If Potts wanted to travel again to Kansas, he would have to risk enter-

ing a new home that could prove to be as relatively welcoming as the one 

he visited or as overtly judgmental as those experienced by many of his 

friends. Short stays at multiple sites limited relationships that might oth-

erwise have proved sustainable. By contrast, many of the freedom rid-

ers criticized by Nickel developed longer-term relationships across racial 

lines while organizing protest rides, participating in sit-ins, and conduct-

ing voter registration drives in southern Mississippi under the auspices of 

the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee.

72

 Ironically, committee 

members may have been best suited to boast of better relationships. Fresh 

Air programs built on small children and short stays could rarely outdo 

an organization that attended to entire communities—children and adults 

alike—for months at a time.

 Potts traveled back to Mississippi with a new camera, good memories, 

and the prospect of racial change sandwiching him between civil rights 

leaders and his Mennonite hosts. In 1961 much seemed possible as civil 

rights leaders planned strategies to force a new president to intervene in 

segregated southern towns like Albany, Georgia, or Potts’s home in Gulf-

port. The Mennonites who hosted Fresh Air children in Kansas that year 

also placed great hope in their strategy. Although the relationships they 

touted as a better alternative to politically focused street marches may not 

have been as superior as they claimed, Fresh Air administrators would 

come to recognize that the children they brought into their homes even for 

such short stays still managed to wrest change from a quiescent commu-

nity. Like their Fresh Air sponsors, Potts and the other Fresh Air children 

did not realize what they had done and would yet do through their daily 

demonstrations in Mennonite homes. As he took pictures and rode bikes, 

surprised his hosts with good hygiene and remained mum about his home 
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environment, Potts created a temporary living environment where neither 

adult nor child entirely controlled the agenda. Although he did not bring 

about civil rights legislation by traveling to Inman in 1961, Albert Potts 

did disrupt adults’ lives enough that they began to pay more attention to 

the segregated world from which he came.

Sammy and the Innocence of Children

Four years after Albert Potts climbed back on the Camp Landon bus and 

nearly ten years after Margie Middleton caused a commotion in a Sunday 

morning service, a story about a young Fresh Air child and his host family 

made race the central issue of the ongoing Pennsylvanian program. The 

1965 article in the Lancaster Conference’s flagship missions magazine de-

scribed how one family decided to invite an African-American child to 

their home: Anne Smith, the host family daughter, exclaimed one evening, 

“Mother, let’s have a Negro child this year.”

73

 Her proposal highlighted a 

change since Middleton first began visiting Lancaster Mennonite homes. 

By 1965, African-American children had come to dominate the Fresh Air 

program. White flight from the inner-city New York locales where Men-

nonite mission outposts vetted Fresh Air participants left few white candi-

dates. So common had the presence of African-American children become 

that at least one editor in 1965 refrained from adding a caption to a photo 

of two Fresh Air visitors and their white Mennonite hosts (see figure 3.4). 

The editor assumed that readers knew why two African-American boys 

would walk across a swinging bridge with a white Mennonite woman 

and her daughter. In the 1965 fictionalized account, Anne and the rest of 

her family joined hundreds of other white Mennonites in welcoming an 

African-American child into their home.

 The article appeared at a time when racial rebellions destabilized many 

urban communities and Mennonite leaders and lay people alike debated 

how best to respond to criticism from civil rights movement activists. By 

the mid-1960s in nearby Philadelphia, movement leaders had begun to 

turn toward self-help strategies that had little room for white-run host-

ing programs.

74

 African-American adults in Baltimore, New York, Phila-

delphia, and other urban centers from which Fresh Air children traveled 

grew increasingly impatient with white service providers, regardless of 

how well intentioned.

75



82 Gdaily demonstrators H

 Within the Mennonite community, the debate in 1965 often proved 

intense. African-American Mennonites publicly queried, “Why do white 

folks hate us?”

76

 In response, some white Mennonites advocated walk-

ing on picket lines, while others proclaimed that the solution would “not 

Fig. 3.4 Fresh Air children and members of unidentified 

host family

D. Harly, Volunteer 8, no. 6 (June 1965): cover. Photo courtesy of 

Lancaster Mennonite Historical Society, Lancaster, PA
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come through marches and picketing” but by evangelizing “underprivi-

leged Negroes.”

77

 Within the Lancaster Conference and (Old) Menno-

nite denominations more broadly, the debate over activist involvement in 

the civil rights movement merged with disagreements over nonconformity 

dictates. Some argued that to join a march was to countermand biblical 

injunctions to separate from the world.

78

 For a people long known for 

their racial egalitarianism, the emerging debate over the problem of how 

to maintain that reputation and respond with integrity to racial unrest left 

many grasping for ways to move forward.

 Young Fresh Air children like Sammy offered a particularly attractive 

way to uphold Mennonites’ record of racial egalitarianism while avoid-

ing complications introduced by older Fresh Air participants. Like their 

co-religionists in Kansas, Mennonites in Pennsylvania stayed true to their 

belief in nonviolence and their commitment to bridging racial divisions 

by continuing to host Fresh Air children, staying away from marches, and 

emphasizing the benefits of “practical experience in race relations” gained 

through the rural hosting programs.

79

 As the earlier expressed fears that 

Fresh Air children might carry sexually transmitted diseases suggest, how-

ever, African-American children from the inner city still posed a threat of 

sexual entanglement with host siblings and neighbors. Especially as the 

children grew older and, in the Lancaster-based program, returned to the 

same homes over time, that threat increased. Adolescent Fresh Air guests 

thus introduced a new set of problems even as they helped protect white 

Mennonites from activists’ criticism. Program administrators soon found a 

way to keep the Fresh Air benefit without introducing teenage complica-

tions by turning to ever-younger children.

 The author who described Sammy captured the innocence sought by 

Fresh Air program promoters. By the mid-1960s, administrators no longer 

expressed concern that the city children would bring venereal disease into 

host homes. Instead, they emphasized the children’s innocence. During 

the Fresh Air visit described in the 1965 article, Sammy listened to “the 

wind talking to the ripened wheat,” found a nest of rabbits, collected eggs, 

drank fresh milk, explored a groundhog burrow in clean earth, and lay 

on his back to gaze at puffy, white clouds.

80

 The wholesomeness of these 

agrarian activities and of the child who experienced them proved singu-

larly appealing to white Mennonites. They found it easy to welcome such 

innocent children into their homes and did so with renewed vigor.

81
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 As a purported seven-year-old, Sammy represented a shift toward 

sending younger participants into host homes while shunting teenagers 

and preteens to camps. Already in 1961, a host in Kansas recommended 

that the program administrator not place teenage boys in homes with girls 

near their age.

82

 In another instance, a longtime host family in Pennsyl-

vania stopped inviting a female Fresh Air guest to their home after the 

hosts’ teenage daughter grew jealous of their Fresh Air guest’s budding 

physical maturity.

83

 By the mid-1960s, African-American preadolescents 

and early teens rarely received invitations to Fresh Air homes.

84

 In lieu of 

home visits, mission administrators gave the young people applications to 

attend camp. The teens and preteens responded with an enthusiasm that, 

in turn, raised another alarm. As African-American youth began to travel 

to church-sponsored camps, church leaders expressed some fear at the 

perceived encroachment. A white Mennonite mission worker lamented 

in 1963, “Missions Camp at Hebron is getting darker and darker each 

year.”

85

 Yet most mission staff and Fresh Air administrators supported 

the shift of older children to the structured and somewhat more distant 

camping environment. The following year a missions newsletter featured 

a photo of one of those preteen African-American campers fishing by the 

side of a pond (see figure 3.5). Like the author of the article who described 

Sammy’s agrarian innocence, the photographer of the straw-hatted angler 

emphasized the rustic though stereotypical innocence of the boy’s fishing 

pursuit. At camp, older children could still gain the benefit of country life 

without threatening Mennonite homes.

 The six- and seven-year-old children who did spend time in family 

homes prompted Fresh Air hosts to change the length of the program. To 

be certain that their readers got the message that the Fresh Air program 

placed only young children in family homes, the editors of the 1965 ar-

ticle about Sammy and his host family included a photo of four kindergar-

ten-age children, two white girls and two dark-skinned boys.

86

 As pro-

gram personnel placed such children in family homes, the young visitors 

showed greater signs of exhaustion at the end of their two-week stays than 

had the older children during the previous decade. As the children grew 

tired more quickly, hosts complained, and, in response, program admin-

istrators reduced most stays to one week.

87

 The shorter visits led hosts to 

wonder whether they should continue expending energy on exchanges 

only seven days long.
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 The children who tired so quickly of Fresh Air living proved irresist-

ible to their hosts, however, because the adults came to believe that their 

young charges could lead the way through racial tumult. The author who 

described Sammy and the Smiths made that belief apparent. In the sum-

mer of 1965, the Smith family decided to invite Sammy and one other 

Fresh Air child to their home. Host daughter Anne wanted a girl to play 

with, while the Smiths’ son Bob wanted a boy. In compromise, “Mother” 

Smith offered a solution. “Well, why not both?” she asked.

88

 Nevertheless 

“both” did not mean two African-American children. Against the statis-

tical odds—white children made up less than 10 percent of the partici-

Fig. 3.5 Unidentified camper fishing at Camp Hebron, Halifax, Pennsylvania, 1964

“It’s Quiet Now at Camp Hebron,” Volunteer 7, no. 10 (October 1964): 11. Photo courtesy of 

Lancaster Mennonite Historical Society, Lancaster, PA
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pants in the Lancaster-based program by this point—blonde-haired Jen-

nie also appeared in the story.

89

 She, too, became part of the Smith family 

for a short while and learned of the wonders of agrarian bliss alongside 

Sammy. The message of the story came through clearly. Very young Fresh 

Air children could draw the church forward to a better world as headlines 

warned of race riots and made white Mennonites wary. Mennonite hosts 

placed great stock in their young charges and the innocence they had come 

to represent.

 Children like Sammy did offer change and hope to their hosts but often 

not in the form the hosts expected. Although the program administrators’ 

decision to invite younger participants had removed the older children 

most capable of challenging their hosts’ prejudices, the younger children 

still forced their hosts to come to terms with their racial naïveté. One host, 

for example, could not at first bring herself to comb and plait the hair of 

her Fresh Air guest. As she struggled to overcome her reticence to touch 

the hair of an African-American child, the host “grew” from the experi-

ence and came to a new realization about her racial conditioning.

90

 Such 

encounters often left hosts feeling uncertain about their interracial com-

mitments. Although the hosts had removed older Fresh Air children from 

their homes, they had not removed a source of ongoing challenge. In the 

midst of the agrarian bliss so cherished by the Fresh Air program admin-

istrators, white Mennonite hosts found that even the youngest of their 

charges upset their lives and caused them to reconsider assumptions about 

their racial progress.

Smith, Adoption, and the Possibility of Return

By the time Jerry Smith asked his hosts to adopt him, white Mennonites in 

the Midwest showed less enthusiasm for Fresh Air ventures. Eight years 

after Albert Potts snapped pictures from the streets of Inman, Kansas, 

Smith arrived in nearby Newton to a church and in the middle of a coun-

try unsettled by criticism from black power advocates. By the summer of 

1969, the racial dynamics, even in a small rural Kansas town like Newton, 

had undergone significant change. As black power advocates raised their 

voices, white Mennonites came under new criticism. The General Con-

ference’s publications featured articles that referred to the threat of “revo-

lution” against the “white racist institution” of the church and called for 
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sending money into the city rather than taking children out of it.

91

 Facing 

challenges similar to those encountered by white missionaries overseas at 

the end of the 1960s, those who had dared to call Fresh Air efforts supe-

rior to freedom rides in 1961 offered no similar boast of dominance over 

the black power movement in 1969.
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 In the face of direct challenge to 

their record of race relations, some white Mennonites began to question 

their involvement in the Fresh Air program.

 Yet Smith faced larger concerns than growing criticism of the Fresh Air 

program. He had traveled twenty-four hours north from Gulfport for re-

spite from a segregated and threatening environment. The previous year 

Albert Potts had outgrown Fresh Air vacations and joined a local pro-

gram also designed to give him new opportunities. As in the case of the 

Fresh Air program, however, those opportunities often came fraught with 

trauma. In the summer of 1968, Potts and a group of five other African-

American boys had accepted a ride home from a white boy who worked 

with them at a high school summer employment program. Not long into 

their trip, a county patrolman stopped the car. Evidently, the teen had 

been driving erratically. The patrolman listened to the young driver ex-

plain that his car lacked second gear but did not ticket him. Instead, the 

officer ordered the six African-American boys out of the car, used offen-

sive racial epithets against them, and ordered them to start running back 

to North Gulfport. As the boys left, the officer fired two shots above their 

heads. Upon hearing the gunfire, Potts and the other five young men ran 

as fast as they could to their homes. The story spread through the entire 

Gulfport community and eventually led to a cursory apology from the pa-

trolman’s supervisor, but county officials allowed the policeman to keep 

his job.

93

 As Smith prepared to travel to Kansas the following year, the 

opportunity to leave behind the kind of harassment experienced by Potts 

overshadowed the dangers pointed out by critics of Camp Landon’s Fresh 

Air program.

 No wonder then that Smith thrilled to a farm experience free of the 

threat of police harassment. He quickly learned the names of his four new 

host siblings and followed them around the farmyard even before eating 

breakfast on the morning of his arrival. He got to perch behind the wheel 

of the Voth family’s diesel tractor, to ride bikes with the Voths’ sons, and 

to meet their extended family.

94

 Smith even received a visit from one of 

his former vacation bible school teachers who, like Marietta Voth herself, 
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had traveled from the Newton, Kansas, area to serve in the Camp Landon 

ministry. Smith, confronted with the same kind of prying questions about 

his family life that Potts and Middleton had faced before him, tactfully 

evaded the questions. Such small nuisances seemed a fair trade-off for a 

few weeks away from Gulfport.

 Smith’s positive experience with the Voths appeared to offer an ideal 

rebuttal to the Fresh Air program’s multiplying critics. Everything 

seemed to have gone well. Marietta Voth, Smith’s host mother, later wrote 

to Kaufman that she thought they had “gotten about the best one on the 

bus” and that hosting Smith had given them “a rich and rewarding ex-

perience.”

95

 She did admit that, owing to harvest demands, her husband 

spent little time with the family during Smith’s stay and that Smith and 

their middle son did not always get along. Voth also noted that she felt “on 

edge” during Smith’s stay, as she did whenever her children had overnight 

guests. Nonetheless, she concluded her letter to Kaufman by emphasizing 

again how positive the experience had been. “Before the bus was out of 

sight,” she added, “our children were all 4 begging and making plans to 

have Jerry back.”

96

 After hosts and Fresh Air administrators learned of 

Smith’s matching enthusiasm, as made clear in his request to be adopted, 

they had all the more reason to ignore the program’s critics. In lieu of adop-

tion, a return visit seemed certain.

 Yet Smith and the Voths did not know how unrealistic return visits 

had become. Already in 1966, Kaufman and his staff from Camp Landon 

found it difficult to recruit host families. As the years progressed and re-

ports of bad experiences spread through the Mennonite community in 

Kansas, fewer and fewer hosts volunteered, while more and more Gulf-

port children applied.

97

 Exaggerated tales of theft, misbehavior, clashes 

over appropriate dress, and other cross-cultural misunderstandings di-

minished the enthusiasm of potential hosts. Even after relatively positive 

visits like Smith’s, hosts in the Gulfport program seldom invited Fresh 

Air children to return. Evidently the visits had proved more disruptive to 

some of the hosts than to the Voths. Rather than accept that a once popular 

program had run its course, Kaufman looked even farther north to Men-

nonite communities in South Dakota as potential hosting sites. The same 

year that Smith and a smaller group of Gulfport children entered host 

homes in Newton, a group of fourteen children traveled thirty-six hours 

to Freeman, South Dakota, where their hosts and the local press welcomed 
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them.

98

 Although Kaufman allowed a few teens to travel to Kansas and 

South Dakota, he had begun to send older children to camps and retreats. 

As fewer white host families volunteered and Camp Landon staff sent 

children farther north, Smith’s return to the Voth family seemed less and 

less likely.

 The possibility that Smith would return to a Fresh Air home further 

diminished owing to waning support for both the Camp Landon and 

Lancaster Conference programs. By 1971, Lancaster administrators lim-

ited their program to six- to eight-year-olds.

99

 They made official what 

Sammy’s 1965 story had already implied: Lancaster Mennonites would 

take only the very young and innocent into their homes. With the drop 

in age came a reduction in overall numbers. After an initial spike in host 

participation that mirrored the move to younger children, hosts dropped 

off quickly. By 1971, the Lancaster program had decreased in size by more 

than 35 percent, from a high of 302 participants in 1951 to 191 in 1971.

100

 

That same year, critics within the Lancaster Conference echoed a grow-

ing black nationalist critique by calling for the program’s end. They stated 

that Fresh Air ventures reinforced “patterns of racism in our brotherhood” 

and proved “detrimental to the self concept of participating children.”

101

 

Reduced numbers and internal criticism likewise plagued the Gulfport 

program. Echoing concerns similar to those of parents in the Northeast, 

Marietta Voth wrote to Kaufman that two-week stays kept hosts from 

requesting return visits because the visits lasted “too long.”

102

 Subject to 

criticism both external and internal, the Fresh Air programs seemed ready 

to fade away.

 Yet the children kept the programs active well beyond their prime. 

Hundreds of children at both sites continued to clamor for an opportunity 

to visit a Fresh Air home. Despite growing criticism about the program’s 

length, implicit paternalism, and extent of required commitment as well 

as increasing reluctance from white families to invite even the youngest of 

African-American children into their homes, administrators kept on dis-

tributing applications to the children and invitations to the host families. 

Camp Landon staff continued to send children to the North through the 

mid-1970s, and Lancaster administrators placed children from the city in 

rural homes through the mid-1990s.

103

 Those children, in turn, encour-

aged their own offspring to visit Fresh Air homes. When Margie Middle-

ton sat for an interview in 1977 to describe her Fresh Air experiences, a 
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photographer snapped a picture of her with her daughter Karen who, like 

Middleton, also had traveled to a Pennsylvanian farm for a Fresh Air visit 

(see figure 3.6); and in 1972, a graduate of the Camp Landon program 

asked staff to include her young child in the group that would travel north 

that year.

104

 If not for generations of Fresh Air children inundating pro-

moters with requests, administrators would have long before shut down 

the programs as too expensive, exhausting, and fraught with contradiction 

to continue.

 Smith cared little about the critique mounted by civil rights activists. 

He had found a place where he did not have to worry about police officers 

forcing him to run home beneath a hail of bullets and a community that 

welcomed him because of his racial identity rather than in spite of it. The 

Voth family farm beckoned him with fresh air, exercise, and mechanized 

marvels of midwestern farm life. One of his peers considered walking back 

to his host family. The following year Smith’s fellow participant asked of 

his trip to South Dakota, “How long does it take to walk 1400 miles?”

105

 

Smith may have considered a similar thousand-mile trek to return to his 

rural haven in Kansas. He thought a permanent relocation to live among 

white Mennonites would be ideal.

 Yet no one told him what might happen if he did stay longer. African-

American teens who traveled north to build on positive Fresh Air ventures 

rarely experienced the same welcome. During weekend visits to friends’ 

homes, students at Bethel College in Newton, Kansas, encountered racial 

slurs.

106

 To be served in segregated Newton during the 1950s, one student 

had to pretend he was Japanese.

107

 Members of a Mennonite church in that 

same town told several Bethel students from Gulfport in 1963 that they 

would not be allowed to become associate members there.

108

 Although 

by 1969 some African-American students felt welcomed at Bethel, oth-

ers continued to feel that they were “not always treated fairly.”

109

 Similar 

evidence of overt prejudice by white Mennonites emerged when African-

American students began to attend Lancaster Mennonite High School 

from the mid-1950s forward.

110

 While some completed coursework at 

Mennonite colleges in Kansas or at Lancaster Mennonite High School in 

Pennsylvania, other students left early or refused to return after a semester 

or two.

111

 For those who returned to communities that had once welcomed 

them, memories of the Fresh Air experience grew stale quickly.

 Unfamiliar with these older students’ encounters with white Menno-
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nite racial prejudice, Smith traveled back to Gulfport, where an uncertain 

future awaited him. Some Fresh Air children went on to succeed in high 

school and college.

112

 Others dropped out of school and married at a young 

age.

113

 A few remained in contact with Camp Landon staff into adult-

hood.

114

 Others no longer maintained connections with Gulfport Menno-

nite personnel after their trip, in part because their presence at local Men-

nonite churches caused great controversy and therefore limited ongoing 

relationship.

115

 Smith’s future, as promising as some and as imperiled as 

others, remained uncertain. Whether his Fresh Air trip would contribute 

negatively or positively to the path before him was equally unclear.

 Yet as the summer of 1969 came to a close and the Camp Landon bus 

Fig. 3.6 Margie Middleton and her daughter Karen, Harlem, 1977

M. Middleton and R. Y. Wenger, “Fresh Air Reminiscences,” Missionary 

Messenger 54, no. 3 (July 1977): 12. Photo courtesy of Eastern Mennonite Board 

of Missions and Charities, Salunga, PA (www.emm.org)
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pulled away from Newton, Smith faced at least one near certainty: he 

would not be adopted by the Voth family. Voth had already hinted in her 

letter that, despite the children’s enthusiasm, Smith would not be return-

ing. She expected that Smith’s mother would not respond to her letter 

and closed out the relationship by looking for a way to return a shirt and a 

pair of Smith’s jean shorts.

116

 Voth gave no indication that she knew of the 

intense opposition to interracial adoptions within the African-American 

community that would gain widespread attention through a 1972 state-

ment by the National Association of Black Social Workers.

117

 She focused 

instead on how Voth’s visit with them, though fulfilling, was nonetheless 

exceptional, a one-time event. The rest of Smith’s future—his prospects 

for good schooling, the possibility of a steady job, and the duration of his 

Fresh Air memories—would unfold without the Voths to intervene or 

Smith to change their minds. With a thousand miles between them, they 

would live out different futures.

The Fruit of Disruption

Many of the hosts mentioned in this chapter remained disinterested in the 

racial lessons proffered by their young guests. In most cases, children like 

Middleton, Potts, Sammy, and Smith entered homes where white Men-

nonite adults knew little about relating across racial lines. When it be-

came apparent that their guests had much to teach them, the hosts often 

resisted further learning. Some hosts, including many of those involved 

in the Camp Landon program, simply did not ask the children to return. 

Other hosts sent older children to the less intimate camp settings where 

professional staff restrained interracial contact across gender lines. As they 

withheld invitations, shunted older children to camps, and denied their 

naïveté, the adults made clear that they did not always appreciate the les-

sons taught by their young charges. Given the tremendous control the 

adults exercised over their guests, it is astounding that the children coun-

tered their hosts’ assumptions at all. That so many of them failed in their 

efforts to challenge the adults’ racial assumptions does not surprise.

 By resisting their young guests’ instruction, Fresh Air hosts and ad-

ministrators responded to civil rights initiatives like many of their white 

peers. African-American activists already noted that many white people 

in both the South and the North seemed to be more concerned about law 
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and order than ending segregation.

118

 When African Americans threat-

ened to transcend racial boundaries by breaking laws and refusing to con-

form to segregation, even liberal and moderate whites objected to the dis-

ruptive behavior. In the same way, adult Fresh Air hosts often appeared 

to be more interested in maintaining ordered lives than pursuing racial 

justice. Rather than opening their homes to African-American children 

on a recurring basis, the hosts limited stays and catered to young children, 

whom they assumed would be least disruptive.

 Despite their similarity to those white people who balked at the meth-

ods used by civil rights activists to end segregation, white Mennonite Fresh 

Air hosts nonetheless ventured down one of the few integrated avenues 

accessible to them. At the grassroots level, practicality mattered most. In 

most cases, adults opened their homes out of genuine interest in the young 

children. The hosts frequently expressed concern about the burgeoning 

racial crisis in the United States and welcomed an opportunity to minister 

to young children affected by that calamity. The task proved especially 

appealing because, by the mid-1960s, the young children appeared much 

less threatening than older African-American city dwellers. Furthermore, 

few hosts could interrupt their exhausting summer farm tasks to attend 

a civil rights march. Fewer still had the desire or ability to develop adult 

interracial relationships outside their immediate community. Tied to the 

demands of farm life, the hosts had found a practical way to become in-

volved in a kind of civil rights initiative. Fresh Air program promoters 

did not need to proclaim that hosting African-American children would 

protect hosts against civil rights critics. In the end, Fresh Air hosts became 

involved because a two-week visit fit more readily into the practical de-

mands of rural living than did a trip to participate in an organized street 

march.

 Fresh Air ventures did, however, offer a deliberate measure of protec-

tion to the leaders who planned, promoted, and sustained the programs. 

Like most Mennonite church leaders in both the General Conference and 

the (Old) Mennonite communities during this period, the Fresh Air pro-

gram administrators found themselves in a bind. They sought to protect 

and promote a nonresistance doctrine that called the Mennonite com-

munity to abstain from coercive demonstrations and at the same time to 

demonstrate their concern for racial harmony.

119

 Caught between the de-

sire to minister to “the least of these” and the concern that they might be-
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come compromised in doing so, the leaders had limited options.

120

 Fresh 

Air programs provided a means to satisfy both desires. By hosting young 

African-American children, Mennonites could minister to those they per-

ceived to be in need without being compromised in the process. Having 

found an excellent solution to their evangelical dilemma, church leaders 

promoted the program most heavily at a time when their lack of involve-

ment in civil rights initiatives came under heaviest attack. A month before 

the 1965 article about Sammy came out, for example, another author ex-

coriated white Mennonites for remaining “aloof from the larger civil rights 

movement.”

121

 Fresh Air programs allowed administrators to demonstrate 

race-related action, if not civil rights advocacy.

 Yet the protection sought by the Fresh Air promoters disrupted the 

children’s lives. As noted throughout this chapter, the hosts exercised sig-

nificant power over their charges. They required their guests to work ac-

cording to their schedule and style, dress by their standards, refrain from 

dancing, eschew earrings, and return home as required. Throughout the 

two decades of the Fresh Air ventures sampled here, administrators kept 

the visits short, the children deloused, and the host homes free of inspec-

tion. Such control exacerbated the hosts’ overt prejudice as they used ra-

cial epithets, expressed surprise at the children’s appearance, and some-

times refused to invite children to return. Although the children gained 

experience in travel and adventure, they did so at the cost of having their 

lives upset by hosts who often tried to make them conform to a worldview 

based on prejudice and racism.

 The children nonetheless disrupted the lives of thousands of adults 

across the church community. As they entered unfamiliar spaces, Fresh 

Air children defied racial stereotypes that cast them as dirty, ill-mannered, 

slovenly waifs. When they arrived on a rural farm, the Fresh Air travelers 

surprised their hosts by demonstrating good hygiene, proper conduct, and 

careful grooming. The children from Gulfport and New York City also tu-

tored some adults in crossing racial boundaries. The rural host mother who 

did not know how to care for African-American hair eventually gained 

proficiency through her young guest’s instruction. Every time they con-

founded their hosts’ preconceptions, the children forced the adults to 

move beyond their racial naïveté and enter an unfamiliar world. During 

the two decades of this study, Fresh Air programs brought more white 

Mennonites into intimate contact with African Americans than any other 
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church initiative. By 1970, only fifty-six Mennonite congregations in the 

United States listed African-American members, but hundreds of congre-

gations and thousands of individuals had hosted African-American Fresh 

Air children.

122

 Despite hosts’ efforts to control the children and keep the 

disruption to a minimum by inviting only the youngest participants, the 

Fresh Air guests refused to be ignored.

 Even those young children, however, forced the adults to live with lim-

its. Middleton, Potts, and many other Fresh Air children refused to sup-

ply the intimate home details their hosts craved.

123

 Although they rarely 

showed disrespect toward the adults, the children resisted white Menno-

nites’ efforts to control them. Like Rowena Lark and other African-Ameri-

can converts, the children exercised power in ways often unacknowledged 

by their contemporaries. Every time young Fresh Air participants refused 

to give intimate information in exchange for their vacations, they con-

trolled a small but significant measure of the interracial exchange. Rather 

than acquiescing to pressure from their hosts, the children set limits that 

the adults eventually came begrudgingly to accept. The hosts found their 

lives disrupted once again.

 The adults who found their lives and perspectives unexpectedly al-

tered by the Fresh Air children who came to live among them responded 

with a surprising mixture of activism and withdrawal. Most often, their 

interactions with Fresh Air children did not lead white Mennonites to 

protest the racial inequities faced by the children in Gulfport, Lancaster, 

New York City, and Newton. They continued living out their lives with 

little thought of taking to the streets or writing letters to Congress. Some 

wrote checks to Camp Landon; others, to Lancaster Conference’s Fresh 

Air program. Once in a while, Fresh Air hosts gave a small gift to their 

guest during the home stay or at Christmas time.

124

 Most hosts responded 

with actions that remained separate from the world of politics.

 The Fresh Air children did, however, motivate a few hosts to take de-

liberate political action. This chapter closes with one of the most strik-

ing of those instances. On December 4, 1963, a group of Mennonite men 

gathered in Newton, Kansas, the rural town that Jerry Smith had visited. 

The men had come together to discuss the churches’ response to the race 

crisis in a tumultuous year for the civil rights movement, one that had seen 

Birmingham fire hoses turned on young people and adults, witnessed the 

deaths of four young girls at Sixteenth Street Baptist, and marked the as-
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sassination of President John F. Kennedy. Among those who gathered in 

the room were Orlo Kaufman, the Camp Landon Fresh Air program coor-

dinator; Delton Franz, a Fresh Air coordinator from Chicago; and several 

pastors who had helped host Fresh Air children. The rest of the twenty 

members of the Board of Christian Service came from congregations that 

had either sent or hosted Fresh Air children.

 Although no children joined the conclave, the presence of Fresh Air 

youth was nonetheless clear. At a meeting that would provide the theo-

logical and programmatic basis for many General Conference and some 

(Old) Mennonite Church members to write letters to government offi-

cials in support of civil rights legislation and even take to the streets in 

years to come, the board’s executive secretary, Dr. Henry A. Fast, voiced 

his motivation for seeking to become more involved in civil rights activ-

ism.

125

 He stated simply, “When Gulfport comes into our homes we have a 

problem.”

126

 In 1963 Gulfport, Mississippi, came into the homes of white 

Mennonites in Kansas in one way only, through the Fresh Air program. 

Fast recognized that he and his racially egalitarian fellow church members 

had failed in their attempts to cross racial lines in the intimate settings of 

their homes. He remembered the disruption more than the fanfare.

 The failure troubled him and other Mennonites so greatly that he knew 

something had to change. Less than six months later, for the first time in 

the church’s conflicted race relations history, a white Mennonite leader 

participated in a national civil rights event. Although at that time mem-

bers of the General Conference remained more open than (Old) Men-

nonites to political involvement, Fast nonetheless entered a new arena 

of politics. Prompted by the experience of Fresh Air children to enter a 

struggle from which he and his colleagues had sought to remain separate, 

this same Henry Fast attended a civil rights meeting for national religious 

leaders in Washington, D.C., two months before the vote on the 1964 

civil rights bill. During the gathering, Fast attended a smaller meeting 

with President Lyndon B. Johnson. Fast gave Johnson “a good mansized 

handshake” and told the president, “ ‘We are all for you’ (meaning on the 

civil rights issue).”

127

 The children had pushed Fast to the highest levels of 

government and, in the coming months, they prompted other Mennonites 

to match such public affirmation with letter writing and lobbying for the 

1964 civil rights legislation.

 Henry Fast, a white Mennonite church leader, was moved to enter 
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the civil rights arena by his experience with children thought to be too 

young, too powerless, too innocent, and too invisible to matter. His case 

shifts our gaze to the intimate home environments where a more expan-

sive understanding of the civil rights movement begins to emerge. To be 

certain, the movement primarily relied on and worked through mass pro-

tests and forceful, adult-centered organizing and oratory. Yet alongside 

those dramatic, high-profile events, African-American children nonethe-

less prompted at least a few white religious actors to take new action in 

support of a racially integrated and just society. Although the adults often 

used the children for their own purposes, they did not stop the children’s 

interpersonal, deliberated, disruptive, and focused activity.

 The next chapter focuses on an activist whose ministry gripped Men-

nonites in part because of Fresh Air children. Although African-American 

Mennonite Vincent Harding did not participate in Mennonite-run Fresh 

Air programs, he found an audience prepared to listen to him because of 

children like Middleton, Potts, Sammy, and Smith. White Mennonites 

initially engaged with Harding because the children had carved out a 

space where race mattered in new ways. As the children challenged their 

hosts to look at their prejudices, the young participants established a prec-

edent: white Mennonites had begun to learn—even if on a limited and 

contingent basis—from African Americans. The four children highlighted 

in this chapter may have protected some Mennonites from critics in the 

civil rights movement, but they also prepared the community to attend 

to a voice that could stir them to venture beyond the protection that the 

children offered.
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Vincent Harding’s Dual Demonstration

This revolution will never be complete until the church does what it was called 

upon to do in the first place.

—Vincent Harding, African-American Mennonite pastor, Newton, Kansas, 1963

On the Border

O

n September 14, 1963, at a hastily organized civil rights meet-

ing at Prairie Street Mennonite Church in Elkhart, Indiana, four 

African-American men spoke before Vincent Harding ever said 

a word. Each of them called for action. Ed Riddick, a member of Wood-

lawn Mennonite Church in Chicago, cajoled the assembled midwestern 

Mennonite leaders to “apply the gospel to the whole man . . . [includ-

ing his] civil rights.”

1

 Gerald Hughes, a Lee Heights Community Church 

leader from Cleveland, Ohio, spoke of the “agonies of the racial problem” 

that required “action programs.” Following Hughes, seminarian and future 

Woodlawn pastor Curtis Burrell proposed interracial exchanges to bring 

about “greater faithfulness.” Burrell’s fellow seminarian Warren Moore 

enthusiastically urged those assembled to “get the church on the move.”

2

 

All of the participants at the Prairie Street gathering spoke with passion, 

fervor, and clear vision. They evinced, in a word, charisma. Yet after Afri-

can-American Mennonite pastor and activist Vincent Harding spoke, the 

direction of the conversation shifted. Largely on the basis of Harding’s 

appeal, those attending the Prairie Street meeting agreed to break with 
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the long-standing practice of the (Old) Mennonite Church and “influence 

legislation even as we do . . . the [military] draft.”

3

 Although the four other 

African-American speakers had also proposed action plans with energy 

and passion, in the end—as was the case in scores of other Mennonite set-

tings in the late 1950s and early 1960s—Harding’s voice prevailed.

 This chapter explores how Harding bridged the gap between the streets 

and Mennonite homes and sanctuaries. Unlike most other African-Amer-

ican civil rights leaders, Harding expended as much energy demonstrat-

ing for an end to segregation in the street as he did in his church. These 

dual demonstrations gave Harding a unique influence on Mennonite at-

titudes toward interacting with the state. Although a gifted and charis-

matic speaker, Harding’s influence derived from his ability to straddle the 

border between traditional Mennonite quietism and civil rights activism. 

As he negotiated boundary lines, Harding connected the internal legacy 

of Rowena Lark, Fannie Swartzentruber, and Fresh Air children to the 

external action of Fannie Lou Hamer, Martin Luther King Jr., and other 

civil rights activists. More than any other Mennonite leader, white or Af-

rican-American, Harding shaped the Mennonite church’s response to the 

Second Reconstruction.

 The narrative of Harding’s straddling sojourn with the Mennonites 

from 1958 through 1966 challenges those historians who debate Martin 

Luther King Jr.’s role in terms of Weberian charisma.

4

 Following the terms 

of this debate, historians have attempted to decide, for example, whether 

King created the civil rights movement or the civil rights movement cre-

ated King.

5

 Such debate tends to occlude the contributions of women, 

local communities, and faith-based change efforts. This chapter seeks to 

reframe bipolar charisma-centered inquiry not by expanding the field of 

scholarship to study gender, grassroots organizing, or belief but by analyz-

ing those who straddled boundary lines.

6

 From a bordered perspective, 

Harding’s charisma appears less important than his position between a 

sectarian religious community and the civil rights movement. In the same 

way, King’s personal charisma seems less salient when he is cast as a border 

dweller. King confounded the preconceptions of white people who ex-

pected buffoonery and servitude while also refusing to conform to the ex-

pectations of African Americans and white people who anticipated calls to 

violence. Like Harding, this nonviolent, well-educated African-American 

minister attracted the attention of the nation not only because his oratory 
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proved arresting but also because he had a place in both African-American 

and white communities. Civil rights historians can thus use the study of 

borderers as presented in this chapter to analyze the movement anew.

7

 This study also repositions Mennonite historiography of the civil rights 

period. Perry Bush and Paul Toews acknowledge Harding’s charisma but 

fail to ask why Mennonites centered on Harding in an era when several 

charismatic African-American men had risen to prominence.

8

 Charismatic 

African Americans in the Mennonite church at the time included Bishop 

James Lark, James Harris, Ed Riddick, and others. Lark and Harris both 

led revivals and spoke at church meetings and, especially in the case of 

Lark, asked provocative questions of the church. Yet even the highly char-

ismatic and widely respected Bishop Lark never reached the national and 

international prominence of Harding. Although Lark also moved between 

the church and the world, his evangelical mission was squarely lodged 

within the church. Harding, however, maintained equal footing in both 

the church and the movement. Whereas Lark worked from a church base 

to bring converts off the streets and into pews, Harding stood abreast both 

the church and the movement to get church members off pews and into 

the streets. This chapter suggests that Harding achieved greater attention 

not because he was more charismatic than Lark but because he was more 

evenly divided between two worlds.

 Similarly, other treatments of Mennonite engagement with the civil 

rights movement have either ignored Harding’s wide-reaching impact 

entirely or explained his intervention in terms of the growing influence 

of black power.

9

 During Harding’s most influential years, however, he 

moved in circles far more influenced by King than by the Student Non-

violent Coordinating Committee’s Stokely Carmichael. In 1963, for ex-

ample, John Lewis, just elected the committee’s chairperson, actively pro-

moted a Christian nonviolent agenda.

10

 Carmichael’s and Willie Ricks’s 

call for black power would not enter the national scene until mid-1966.

11

 

Furthermore, a regional study of Camp Landon in Gulfport, Mississippi, 

puts far more emphasis on visits by white church administrators in 1963 

than on a visit by the Hardings, though local staff referred to the latter visit 

more frequently and with deeper appreciation.

12

 Harding, a Mennonite 

convert, challenged the church on its own terms even while gaining the 

trust of civil rights leaders. Setting a new direction in Anabaptist history, 

this chapter explains why Harding’s border-straddling position as an Af-
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rican-American Mennonite allowed him to rise from a field of charismatic 

African-American male leaders to critique the church without relying on 

black power rhetoric.

 The true measure of Harding’s unique role at the border between the 

Mennonite and civil rights communities became most apparent in 1963. 

During that year, every aspect of the relationship between white and Af-

rican-American Mennonites and of their engagement with the broader 

issues of the day became the focus of intense conversations. Mennonites 

debated what it meant to nonconform to the world in a time of social crisis. 

They explored the meaning of legislative advocacy for a more just society 

as cities erupted in racial tensions and violence. Discussions surfaced in 

church publications and denominational meetings about the sins of rac-

ism, the realities of Mennonite prejudice, and biblical passages that alleg-

edly supported African-American servitude. Church leaders issued state-

ments to their congregants and national political leaders. Although the 

years leading up to and following the momentous events of 1963 frame 

the story, this chapter focuses on Harding’s words and actions during that 

year of “racial revolution.”

13

 Harding’s sojourn among the Mennonites, and his challenge to the 

church on issues of race, turned on his status as someone who could move 

with integrity between two very different communities. On the one hand, 

Harding brought sterling Mennonite credentials. He knew Mennonite 

history, led a Mennonite voluntary service unit, and had served as a Men-

nonite pastor. He embodied Mennonite virtues of humility, frugality, ser-

vanthood, and integrity. Harding did not just talk about the need for racial 

reconciliation; he and his wife Rosemarie demonstrated it through the in-

tegrated ministry they led at Mennonite House in Atlanta.

14

 Harding also 

claimed full-fledged membership because he spoke like a Mennonite. His 

presentations appealed to love, long-suffering, and nonconformity. More 

forthright than Guy Hershberger, the leading Mennonite theologian and 

social ethicist of the time, Harding articulated a rationale for, and practical 

theology of, sustained social engagement that, he argued, would save the 

church from destruction. In his service, speech, humility, and theology, 

Harding thus could legitimately claim a Mennonite identity, even as he 

actively challenged Jim Crow practices, spent time in jail, and earned the 

respect of civil rights movement leaders. In the precarious posture of a car-

penter straddling a roof crest, Harding kept one leg in the world of separa-
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tion and another in that of engagement. Although his charisma prodded 

people to action, it was his ability to straddle two worlds that got their 

attention and kept it.

A Congregational Camelot

Harding was drawn to Mennonites by the witness of the early Anabaptist 

community. Born in 1931, he was raised by his mother in the West Indian 

community of New York City, where his mother worked in a variety of 

domestic jobs. In his youth, he attended the Victory Tabernacle Church in 

Harlem, “an offshoot of the Black Seventh-Day Adventist denomination,” 

where his pastor made early reference to peace activists like Mahatma 

Gandhi but not to Mennonites.

15

 Harding served in the Army at Fort Dix 

in New Jersey from 1953 through 1955, and his time in the armed service 

left him “deeply disturbed” by the dehumanizing power of the military.

16

 

Having developed a love of history while earning his bachelor’s degree at 

City College of New York, he went on to pursue his master’s in history at 

the University of Chicago, where he began to encounter the writings of 

sixteenth-century Anabaptists.

17

 Harding was struck by “their discipline, 

self-sacrificing love, . . . [and] willingness to accept death rather than in-

flict suffering.”

18

 While studying for his master’s degree Harding encountered contem-

porary Mennonites at Woodlawn Mennonite Church on the south side 

of Chicago. In that congregation he also met his future wife, Rosemarie 

Freeney, a teacher in the Chicago public schools who had earned her de-

gree from Goshen College, a Mennonite liberal arts school in northern In-

diana.

19

 By 1958, the Woodlawn congregation had called Harding to serve 

as its associate pastor while he worked toward a doctoral degree in Ameri-

can history at the University of Chicago. During those years, Harding and 

lead pastor Delton Franz received attention from the General Conference 

Mennonites for their integrated pastorate (see figure 4.1). Although by 

1958 the (Old) Mennonite Church included more than two-dozen con-

gregations with significant African-American memberships, none of those 

churches could boast such a high-profile integrated pastoral team.

20

 What 

the General Conference lacked in African-American congregational mem-

bership it made up for in pastoral balance. Indeed, the two men captured 

the imagination of the church to such an extent that a Mennonite historian 
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later referred to Woodlawn as a “congregational Camelot.”

21

 Never before 

had the General Conference denomination included an African-Ameri-

can leader.

22

 In the summer of 1958, Harding, fellow African-American Mennonite 

Ed Riddick, and three of their white coreligionists—Franz, Glen Boese, 

and Elmer Neufeld—traveled through the South in an effort to gain new 

insight into the “Negro’s demands” and the “white man’s fear.”

23

 Unlike 

most of the Mennonite groups who also toured the South to learn more 

about racial issues during the latter half of the 1950s and the early 1960s, 

the Woodlawn group connected southern segregation with northern sep-

aration.

24

 Both Franz and Harding emphasized that white Mennonites 

throughout the country had denied African Americans “a place in our fel-

lowship” and, in so doing, had “denied Christ” as well.

25

 The denomina-

tional editors and reporters who profiled much of the activity emerging 

from Woodlawn at that time made no exception regarding this trip. The 

men’s visit to the South received significant public attention.

 The five men also sought to connect Mennonite nonresistance to nonvio-

Fig. 4.1 Vincent Harding and Delton Franz, Woodlawn Mennonite, Chicago, 1957

E. Neufeld, “That the World Might Recognize Christ,” The Mennonite 72, no. 45 (November 12, 1957): 

709. Photo courtesy of Mennonite Publishing Network, Scottdale, PA
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lent strategies then gaining traction in the emerging civil rights movement. 

At the time, many church leaders felt that the doctrine of nonresistance 

entailed an absolute rejection of all coercive force—including nonviolent 

public protest. Guy F. Hershberger, the most vocal and informed propo-

nent of a consistent Anabaptist approach to nonresistance at the time, ap-

plied that vision of noncoercive nonresistance to the civil rights agenda by 

promoting a middle road. Although Hershberger encouraged Mennonites 

to “take an open stand against segregation,” advocated “a ministry of con-

cern, of sympathy, and of love” to African Americans, and called for a “wit-

ness” to segregationist or unconcerned white people, he also criticized civil 

rights groups for promoting nonviolence as a tactic rather than a biblical 

principle.

26

 Here, as elsewhere, Hershberger and his coreligionists used 

witness to indicate any morally substantive exchange with an outsider, not 

just evangelically specific interactions.

 By contrast, the Woodlawn contingent called for direct action. Harding 

in particular urged Mennonites to protest publicly “the inaction of Con-

gress and the President on the segregation controversy in the schools.”

27

 At 

least one other promising young church leader from the (Old) Mennonite 

community raised similar concerns. J. Lawrence Burkholder, a Princeton 

Theological Seminary doctoral student and future Goshen College presi-

dent, also challenged the validity of Hershberger’s position.

28

 Nonviolent 

measures like street marches, Harding and Burkholder maintained, did 

not coerce, and, Christians concerned about racial oppression were there-

fore free to participate in nonviolent direct action.

 Hershberger countered the young men’s critique by returning to core 

Mennonite principles even while remaining open to further dialogue. In 

a chapter devoted to race relations in his 1958 text, The Way of the Cross 

in Human Relations, Hershberger made no mention of the 1954 Brown v. 

Board of Education Supreme Court desegregation decision, the subsequent 

Montgomery bus boycotts in 1955 and 1956, or the Reverend Mar-

tin Luther King Jr., who had long since entered the national and world 

stage.

29

 Despite his somewhat inexplicable avoidance of these national 

events, Hershberger did evaluate the biblical basis for equality of the 

races and enjoined the Mennonite community to enact scriptural man-

dates in their daily lives. Although he unfailingly opposed racial subordi-

nation and dampened his public criticism of King so as not to encourage 

reactionaries in the church, Hershberger continued to critique the kind of 



 Gvincent harding’s dual demonstration H 105

direct, nonviolent action proposed by Harding. In light of conversations 

with Harding and other civil rights leaders like Fellowship of Reconcili-

ation staffer and King confidant Bayard Rustin, Hershberger eventually 

expressed openness to nonviolent action taken in a spirit of suffering love 

rather than tactical coercion. In 1959, Hershberger even participated in 

a spontaneous sit-in of sorts, during which his integrated traveling party 

asked for and eventually received service at a segregated restaurant in the 

Atlanta airport.

30

 Although Harding continued to disagree with Hersh-

berger’s theological opposition to coercive street demonstrations, the two 

men remained in conversation through the period of this study.

 Following the group’s sojourn through the South, Harding increas-

ingly challenged Hershberger and the entire Mennonite community on 

the principle of integrity. In an essay titled “To My Fellow Christians: An 

Open Letter to Mennonites,” Harding called upon his readers to bring 

such cherished Mennonite values as discipleship, nonresistance, and con-

sistency of belief to bear on the urgent reality of racial oppression. “Can 

the voices which once sounded so loudly in opposition to warfare,” Hard-

ing asked, “ . . . now be silent when men are destroying other men (and 

themselves) with hatred?” He enjoined his co-believers to demonstrate 

the same integrity of “words and deeds” they had shown when Menno-

nite men faced mandatory military training.

31

 In the past, leaders from 

the church had met with high-level governmental officials to negotiate 

nonviolent options like alternative service in Civilian Public Service dur-

ing World War II and I-W service during the Korean and Vietnam con-

flicts. As Harding observed his coreligionists, they seemed far less eager 

to lobby on behalf of racial justice. Undaunted, he called white Menno-

nites to leave secluded communities and align themselves with African-

American struggles as an expression of “the way of the disciple.”

32

 For the 

first time before a national Mennonite audience, Harding employed core 

Anabaptist concepts to support civil rights goals. He continued to focus 

the church’s attention on civil rights issues in dozens of articles, hundreds 

of speeches, and countless conversations with white Mennonites through 

the next four years.

 Eight months later, Harding and Franz hosted a seminar on race re-

lations at which Harding stated his position squarely at the boundary 

between the Mennonite church and the civil rights movement. Held at 

Woodlawn from April 17 through 19, 1959, the conference drew lead-



106 Gdaily demonstrators H

ers from the hosts’ General Conference denomination but also from the 

Lancaster Conference, the Mennonite Brethren, and the (Old) Menno-

nite Church.

33

 In a departure from other meetings on race relations held 

up to that point and, in many cases, subsequent to that point, nearly 30 

percent of the approximately fifty participants were African Americans.

34

 

Harding addressed this diverse audience as a Mennonite but also spoke 

from his commitment as a movement activist. In a plenary address he ques-

tioned how Mennonites could profess nonconformity to a sinful world 

while “slavishly and silently” acquiescing to racial segregation. From his 

perspective, nonconformity should lead believers to oppose racially unjust 

laws and practices. Even as he called Mennonites to move forward into 

the world he also pointed back to the Mennonite church itself. Having 

noted how “the cultural stereotype of Mennonitism” excluded non-Eu-

ropeans, he called his audience to bring African Americans “into the deep 

places” of Mennonite fellowship. In his most direct challenge to Hersh-

berger’s separatist nonresistance, Harding closed his speech with a series 

of laments that Mennonites had “too long” remained separate.

35

 At the 

crest between separation and engagement, Harding directed Mennonites 

to demonstrate against segregation within and without the church.

Menno House in Atlanta

Harding’s position at the boundary of the Mennonite church and the civil 

rights movement stabilized in the following years as he moved into lead-

ership in both circles. In 1960 the Hardings celebrated their marriage at 

the Woodlawn congregation and, within a year, started a Mennonite Vol-

untary Service unit in Atlanta under the auspices of the Mennonite Cen-

tral Committee’s Peace Section, the peace advocacy arm of the Mennonite 

family of churches (see figure 4.2). Rosemarie resigned from her teach-

ing post and Vincent took a leave from his dissertation project in order 

to direct a new voluntary service unit, which Vincent later described as 

“a combination residence for an interracial team of local Movement par-

ticipants and social service volunteers, a house of refuge for field workers 

from the various Movement organizations, an ecumenical community, and 

a base of operations for our own ministry of reconciliation.”

36

 The Hard-

ings located Mennonite House—as locals dubbed the unit—only a block 

away from Martin and Coretta Scott King’s home. Harding had met King 
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during his trip to the South three years earlier, and they soon developed a 

close friendship. By moving to Atlanta, he solidified his relationship with 

key civil rights leaders and established a base from which to become more 

engaged with the activism he called on the church to embrace.

 Soon after their arrival in Atlanta, King invited the Hardings to join 

the Southern Christian Leadership Conference’s protest work in Albany, 

Georgia, to “help keep this a Christian movement.”

37

 From December 

1961 well into 1962, the Hardings repeatedly traveled to Albany to hold 

discussions with white and African-American community leaders about 

“the way of reconciling love.”

38

 During one of their Albany sojourns in 

1962, Vincent spent three days in jail for praying in public as part of a 

demonstration at city hall, an action that blurred the boundaries between 

Christian piety and social activism.

39

 King and Albany sheriff Laurie 

Pritchett then urged Harding to accept release so that he could help calm 

anger roused in the local African-American community after police offi-

cers beat a prominent black lawyer.

40

 Harding accepted their counsel and, 

Fig. 4.2 Vincent and Rosemarie Harding, 1962

V. Stoltzfus, “A Talk with Vincent Harding,” Christian Living 9, no. 10 (October 

1962): 11. Photo courtesy of Mennonite Publishing Network, Scottdale, PA



108 Gdaily demonstrators H

once Pritchett signed Harding’s bond, visited “bars, pool halls, [and] bar-

bershops” to call “for a Christian response to violence.”

41

 Although the 

Albany protests saw little success, the Hardings’ efforts gained the trust 

of civil rights movement leaders. Through the remainder of 1962 the 

Hardings regularly hosted civil rights leaders at Mennonite House and 

attended meetings to help craft movement strategy.

 Harding brought the high drama of his Albany experiences to the Men-

nonite church. While in jail he considered his speaking assignment at the 

Mennonite World Conference, less than two weeks away. He pondered 

how to address a community still uncertain about involvement in worldly 

pursuits of any kind, let alone political agitation. Despite the activist ex-

ample of white Mennonites like Woodlawn co-pastor Delton Franz in the 

General Conference denomination and Lee Heights (Cleveland) pastor 

Vern Miller among (Old) Mennonites, most members of the community 

viewed integrationist activity with suspicion and, in some cases, outright 

antagonism. Harding knew his audience, however, and used biblical imag-

ery to make his case, a strategy he had used many times before. He mulled 

over the possibility of forgoing his speaking responsibilities because he 

was “weary . . . of talking and talking and talking about the church and 

race.” He considered instead sending “a short, gracious note of invitation, 

urging” Mennonites to join him in Albany in his jail cell. Although he left 

his cell to maintain peace in Albany, Harding mentioned his weariness at 

the Mennonite World Conference and concluded his talk with one of his 

harshest indictments to date. Drawing on the prophetic imagery of the 

book of Revelation, he said, “We . . . are insipidly lukewarm on the chal-

lenge of racial brotherhood and human justice.”

42

A Revolutionary Year, 1963

Vincent and Rosemarie, however, had not left the Mennonite world. 

Early in 1963, they described their work among Mennonites as “mean-

ingful, frustrating, and rewarding.” Among the most meaningful of their 

activities came the opportunity to act as “sympathetic confessors” to white 

church leaders. In addition to writing for all of the publications in both 

the General Conference and (Old) Mennonite Church denominations, 

the Hardings listened to the “untold inner agonies” of white church lead-

ers, tried to “understand them,” and called them to costly response.

43

 Al-



 Gvincent harding’s dual demonstration H 109

though their calls for public action clearly troubled those committed to 

separatist nonresistance, the Hardings’ personal engagement also appealed 

to Mennonites committed to maintaining right relationships.

 At the same time, Harding’s impatience with the church became increas-

ingly evident. On February 5, 1963, for example, he published an article 

in which he called on his readers to let go of their “Swiss-German Men-

nonite” identity. Unlike other featured writers, Harding also pressed the 

church to move beyond good intentions to interracial “fellowship, neigh-

borhood life, school comradery [sic], and job relationships.” Yet even here, 

Harding wrote as an insider. He used plural pronouns twenty times in the 

article, repeatedly referring to “our problem,” “our captivity,” “our life in 

one body,” “our thinking.”

44

 Concurrent with such strong claims of mem-

bership, white church news reporter Daniel Hertzler lauded the Hard-

ings for their courageous action in Atlanta.

45

 Other editors had heaped 

praise on the Hardings in the previous year as well.

46

 Although his claims 

of Mennonite identity would dissipate as the year progressed, Harding 

soon proved so influential that any Mennonite leader who hoped to speak 

about the racial tumult of 1963 had to address issues Harding raised.

 At least one white Mennonite leader found Harding’s growing influ-

ence objectionable. Following a visit by the Hardings to Eastern Men-

nonite College in Harrisonburg, Virginia, Mahlon Blosser, a local white 

Mennonite church executive, objected to Harding’s observation that the 

Virginia Conference had acquiesced to Jim Crow practices. Blosser bris-

tled at Harding’s proposal that the conference host a race relations meet-

ing to better equip Virginia Mennonites to oppose segregation.

47

 “Can 

one person go into a [M]ennonite community of about 2000 members,” 

Blosser queried, “and have one meeting with less than 200 present, then 

have a meeting with the student body at E.M.C. and then write an ac-

curate evaluation of the race situation in the community?” He answered 

his own question by declaring that such a race relations gathering would 

prove harmful.

48

 Other white Mennonite leaders found Harding’s words challenging 

but remained open to his activist message. For example, as Bishop Blosser 

penned his letter, Vincent, Rosemarie, and their infant daughter, Rachel, 

were spending time with the staff of Camp Landon in Gulfport, Missis-

sippi, where General Conference church executives had asked them to 

assess the camp’s twenty-year-old program. The conscientious objectors’ 
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work in constructing sanitary privies at Camp Landon during World War 

II had garnered local respect.

49

 By 1950, church administrators had built 

on that respect to create a ministry to African Americans in the form of 

public school religious education, recreational leadership, and youth bible 

education.

50

 By 1963, the voluntary service workers also administered 

rural visitation programs, staffed a weekly radio broadcast, ran a lending 

library, and served on a variety of local ministerial groups.

 From all reports, long-term white staff members Edna and Orlo Kauf-

man and Harold and Rosella Regier nervously awaited the Hardings’ 

visit. Orlo Kaufman had heard Harding speak at Woodlawn’s 1959 race 

relations conference in Chicago and knew firsthand his ability to chal-

lenge the status quo. In response to a query about the Hardings coming 

to work at Camp Landon in 1960, Kaufman wrote that he would accept 

the idea only if they agreed to do “personal work”—by which he meant 

service rather than civil rights activism. Explaining his objections, Kauf-

man stated, “I’m not sure that Vincent fully understands [the southern 

reality], and being a Northerner could get into . . . serious difficulty.”

51

 At 

that time, the local African-American community had begun to agitate for 

access to the Gulfport beaches.

52

 Kaufman and other Camp Landon staff 

had sought to be mediators in the dispute by participating in an integrated 

ministerial alliance.

53

 For these efforts and their work with African-American children, staff 

faced local harassment in the form of name-calling, suspicion, and both 

overt and covert attention from the Mississippi State Sovereignty Com-

mission, a state-sponsored vigilance committee tasked with identifying 

and intimidating supporters of integration.

54

 Local tensions rose to new 

heights in advance of the Hardings’ visit as white members of the Gulf-

port community expressed their support for Governor Ross Barnett’s re-

fusal to enroll James Meredith at the University of Mississippi.

55

 In light 

of these prior exchanges and local conditions, Edna Kaufman requested 

prayer that the Hardings’ visit would be “beneficial for all of us.”

56

 Despite the collective nervousness and a full schedule—Orlo Kaufman 

scheduled Vincent to speak seven times and to visit numerous local lead-

ers—the Hardings spent most of their four-day visit with Camp Landon 

members.

57

 In three extended sessions, they discussed every aspect of the 

camp program. According to Kaufman, the exchanges made a profound 

impression. He later wrote that Vincent “never leaves one the same.”

58

 No 
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wonder then that Kaufman wrote to the national offices on April 30 ex-

pressing concern that the Hardings’ report had not yet arrived.

59

 In the 

interim, Orlo Kaufman wrote an article in which he described Harding’s 

challenge to relate to white segregated churches, support civil rights activ-

ity, and reconsider where staff lived and worshipped.

60

 When Harding’s report did arrive, it gave Camp Landon administrators 

and staff much to consider. The recommendations touched on all the issues 

Kaufman had named in his article, but with greater intensity. The Camp 

Landon group, Harding wrote, needs “to resolve its schizophrenia of week 

day work with Negroes and Sunday worship where Negroes cannot go.”

61

 

Although he recognized that Camp Landon staffers had mentored Afri-

can-American children and young adults, Harding lamented the absence 

of a Mennonite church that would welcome them. The two Mennonite 

congregations in the area, Gulfport and Crossroads, practiced segregation 

and, in the latter case, did so vociferously. As in previous speeches and 

articles, Harding called the Camp Landon staff to pay attention to racial 

dynamics within their organization. Not surprisingly, he also called for 

greater involvement with civil rights groups outside the church. Admit-

ting that the “swirling, often confused patterns” of civil rights changes 

made it difficult to know exactly how to become involved, Harding urged 

staff to “take our heritage seriously” and act on the belief that God would 

make it clear how to join in the racial “revolution.”

62

 Such an invitation 

contrasted with the gradualist, relationship-centered approach advocated 

by Kaufman.

63

 Yet the Hardings’ visit clearly had an impact. On June 27, for example, 

Kaufman urged the Gulfport mayor to appoint a biracial committee as a 

proactive measure to avoid violence.

64

 In that same month, Harold Regier 

broadcast a Sunday school lesson on the radio in which he discussed the 

murder of Medgar Evers and Governor George Wallace’s refusal to admit 

African-American students to the University of Alabama.

65

 Kaufman and 

Harold Regier’s resolve was strengthened by their attendance, in Decem-

ber 1963, at an NAACP dinner where a group of white protestors threw 

rocks and debris at the banquet hall.

66

 These and other new initiatives 

continued, so that by March of 1964 the interracial activities of the Camp 

Landon staff brought them under renewed investigation by county and 

state officials.

67

 Five years later, staff continued to reference Harding and 

seek his counsel.

68

 Such public engagement represented a significant shift 
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for Kaufman and his staff as they began likewise to straddle the Menno-

nite church and the civil rights movement.

 Almost immediately, the Hardings paired this Mennonite encounter 

with another venture into civil rights activism. On the heels of their visit 

to Camp Landon, they traveled to the Mississippi Delta to visit white 

and African-American community leaders. Working from the home of 

African-American activist Amzie Moore in Cleveland, the Hardings met 

with a plantation owner, a white businessman, an Episcopalian minister, 

an African-American businessman, and several Franciscan monks. Even 

more notable than the breadth of their contacts was the manner of their 

initial invitation. The Hardings refrained from identifying themselves as 

African Americans when first requesting meetings over the phone. They 

explained, “We decided to move about and converse with individuals just 

as if Mississippi were well.”

69

 Occasionally during these grassroots ventures, the two worlds the Hard-

ings straddled overlapped. While on a similar trip to the Delta that same 

year, the couple arranged to meet Titus Bender, a white Mennonite pastor 

seeking to support civil rights activity in the town of Meridian. Given 

the racial tension in the region, Bender told the Hardings not to ask locals 

where he lived, since such a query could draw dangerous attention. In-

stead, they planned to rendezvous at a local gas station where, when he 

saw them, Bender would start driving and the Hardings would follow. 

When the Hardings approached the gas station, however, Bender got out 

of his car in front of the older white men gathered at the station and gave 

Vincent the Holy Kiss, a traditional Mennonite greeting. Harding later 

recalled Bender’s salutation as a bold “kind of risk-taking” at the juncture 

of Mennonite identity and civil rights activism that encouraged him to 

continue the difficult work of mediating between the two worlds.

70

 Such contact with grassroots civil rights activists influenced how Hard-

ing spoke when he returned to the Mennonite community. In April, fol-

lowing his travels during the previous month with Rosemarie and their 

infant daughter, Rachel, he went to Broad Street Mennonite Church in 

Harrisonburg, Virginia, where congregational leaders promoted him as 

an evangelist.

71

 He did not, however, act like one. Speaking at this small 

church, the first racially integrated congregation in the Virginia Confer-

ence, Harding preached each evening for seven days on the “challenge of 

the cross” (see figure 4.3).

72

 Rather than direct his comments toward per-
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sonal evangelism and end his sessions with an altar call, however, Harding 

concluded each evening’s service with open discussion, an unusual prac-

tice for an event billed as a “spiritual life conference.”

73

 Although inter-

est in the tent revival ministries of charismatic evangelists like Virginia 

Conference minister George R. Brunk II had passed its peak by the time 

Harding traveled to Harrisonburg, audiences still expected to be called 

forward to repentance, not invited into open conversation. Once again, 

Harding created a new form of witness as he straddled two worlds.

 Harrisonburg Mennonites continued to discuss Harding’s challenges 

after he left the area, especially the idea of hosting a meeting on race rela-

tions. On March 31, 1964, a year after the Broad Street meetings, minis-

ters and lay members from the Virginia Conference gathered at Chicago 

Avenue Church in Harrisonburg to discuss “the Christian and race.”

74

 Sig-

nificantly, however, whites dominated the meeting, despite the fact that a 

number of gifted African-American speakers served within the Virginia 

Conference, including Billy Curry, an ordained deacon at Broad Street, 

and Leslie Francisco, pastor of the Virginia Conference congregation in 

Fig. 4.3 Flier for Broad Street Spiritual Life Conference, Harrisonburg, Virginia, 1963

Virginia Mennonite Archives, uncatalogued box, Broad Street 1936–1979, Richard & Virginia 

Weaver, “Hear Vincent Harding . . . ,” Broad Street Mennonite Church, 1963, March 31–April 

7. Photo courtesy of Virginia Mennonite Conference, Harrisonburg, VA
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Newport News. Both men had significant speaking experience within 

and beyond their congregations and regularly spoke to large audiences. Yet 

rather than invite either of these local charismatic African-American lead-

ers, the Virginia Conference brought in Paul G. Landis, a white bishop 

from the Lancaster Conference. Ironically, only Landis mentioned Hard-

ing in public session.

75

 The Virginia Conference leaders’ refusal to invite 

or even refer to Harding—even though the meeting emerged from his ear-

lier visit—suggests a fear that Harding would further disrupt their inter-

nally focused and nonconfrontational approach to racial integration. It also 

suggests that even those who opposed Harding’s call for more involvement 

in social activism could not ignore his challenges.

Into the Battle

Rather than wait for the Virginia Conference to discuss race relations, the 

Hardings continued to deepen their civil rights work. With responsibili-

ties complete in Harrisonburg, they returned to Atlanta on April 7 to at-

tend a baptismal service led by Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. at Ebenezer 

Baptist, King’s home congregation. At the end of the service, King con-

tacted Rosemarie and requested that she and Vincent travel to Birming-

ham to act as intermediaries between civil rights demonstrators and white 

community leaders. After considering the request for several days, on 

April 10 the Harding family drove to Birmingham, where they played 

a critical mediating role with white “clergymen, lawyers, businessmen, 

[and] political leaders.”

76

 Behind the scenes, they helped keep communi-

cation channels open between Southern Christian Leadership Conference 

leaders and the local white establishment in the midst of violence, incrimi-

nation, and large-scale unrest.

 In accepting this assignment, the Hardings drew on skills honed 

through their work at the border with the Mennonite church. In these 

engagements, however, they did not display the weariness that had be-

gun to creep into their work with white Mennonites. Here, the drama 

and deep sense of engagement with matters of historical import proved 

invigorating. Owing to the sensitive nature of the contacts, for example, 

the Hardings often attended secret meetings and private negotiations.

77

 

And they willingly refrained from participating in the actual Birmingham 

demonstrations in order to better facilitate their negotiations between the 
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white leaders and civil rights demonstrators, which lasted well past Eas-

ter. In Birmingham, the Hardings evinced a new level of sophistication 

and gravitas in their civil rights work. Working out of the public eye, they 

supported civil rights street activism with the Mennonite-modeled skills 

of daily demonstration.

 These intense civil rights negotiations, in turn, led to new public ap-

pearances in the Mennonite church and beyond. After returning to At-

lanta on April 20, Harding left for a speaking engagement in Connecti-

cut followed by additional meetings in Nashville, Tennessee, and Akron, 

Pennsylvania, headquarters of the Mennonite Central Committee. He 

returned to Atlanta on April 25 and, by order of his doctor, went on bed 

rest from April 28 through May 5. The second day back on his feet, Hard-

ing traveled to Birmingham with Mennonite minister Paul Peachey, staff 

member for Church Peace Mission, an organization of Protestant peace 

groups. Peachey had come to Atlanta to meet with Harding, King, and 

other movement leaders, but upon his arrival he received a message from 

King that he should go to Birmingham and meet with committee members 

there.

78

 Harding traveled with Peachey to participate in the ad hoc peace 

meeting but quickly entered into negotiations between demonstrators and 

city officials. At one point Harding went into the streets to “help stop the 

battle between the fire hoses and the Negro crowd.”

79

 Through May 10 Harding stayed in the city to mediate between the 

two sides. Before he returned home, he drafted the press release King 

would read upon completion of the negotiations.

80

 When bombs exploded 

the night of May 11 at the home of King’s brother, the Reverend A. D. 

King, and at the Gaston Motel, where King had been staying, Harding 

got back on the phone with civil rights leaders and white officials, urging 

them to keep their agreement. Shuttling between activism in the streets 

and speeches in churches, Harding stayed connected to both Mennonites 

and movement leaders.

 In events at Birmingham, Harding played a role that affected the na-

tion. As reporters broadcast images of fire hoses, police dogs, and batons 

battering civil rights marchers, the rhetoric of democracy lost credibility. 

Although he had been hesitant to address previous civil rights campaigns, 

President Kennedy expressed outrage at the brutality in Birmingham and 

growing concern over increasing levels of violence.

81

 In a nationally tele-

vised broadcast on June 11, Kennedy appealed to the nation’s moral sensi-
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bility and asked American citizens to accept changes to the racial order.

82

 

The skills and experience Harding had gained working at the border be-

tween white Mennonites and civil rights leaders allowed him to play a 

significant role in this broader shift in national perception.

 As the struggle for civil rights in Birmingham continued, Mennonites 

across the church began to pay new attention to racial oppression within 

their own communities. Incidents of overt racial discrimination came un-

der new scrutiny and received swift, public condemnation. For example, 

Mae Schrag, a white staff member at Camp Landon, reported on conversa-

tions she had with five African-American girls who had attended Menno-

nite colleges. In May, she informed Camp Landon supporters that white 

Mennonites had used offensive racial epithets in front of the girls, de-

nied the young women associate membership status in local congregations, 

and housed the girls in separate rooms by race.

83

 News of these incidents 

spread far beyond Gulfport and eventually entered the national Menno-

nite press.

84

 At a time when both the General Conference and (Old) Men-

nonite communities had begun to define their identity by emphasizing 

selfless service and the pursuit of social justice rather than visible marks 

of nonconformity, such overt evidence of racism inside the church proved 

troubling. Mennonite claims of racial egalitarianism weakened in the face 

of such reports and brought renewed attention to Harding’s increasingly 

high-profile ministry.

 At the same time, the growing visibility of national civil rights activ-

ism prompted Mennonite church officials to promote the Hardings’ work. 

Mennonite leaders noted the rising intensity of racial struggle, marked 

by the June 12 murder of civil rights activist and NAACP field secre-

tary Medgar Evers.

85

 Five days later, Ed Metzler, executive secretary of 

the Peace Section of the Mennonite Central Committee (MCC) and the 

Hardings’ supervisor, contacted every Mennonite peace committee in the 

country to inform them of the Hardings’ work in Atlanta and to encour-

age lobbying for civil rights. Although he stopped short of calling for mass 

street action, Metzler nonetheless moved away from Guy Hershberger’s 

posture of separatist nonresistance, thanks largely to the influence of the 

Hardings. Metzler knew his audience. Before suggesting a new departure 

he had to demonstrate the couple’s integrity in word and deed. Thus in his 

appeals Metzler first described how the Hardings served “as a reconciling 

bridge between the white and Negro communities.” Only after establish-
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ing their credibility in traditional Mennonite language did he advocate for 

“witness to government on civil rights legislation.”

86

 As the year progressed, Harding spent less energy on Mennonite con-

tacts while simultaneously moving ever closer to an embattled civil rights 

community. The summer of 1963 saw 1,122 civil rights demonstrations 

throughout the country and some twenty thousand arrests in the South.

87

 

White southerners responded by incarcerating and beating demonstrators. 

Police officials and other segregationists attacked women in the movement 

with particular intensity.

88

 For example, Mississippi state police arrested 

Fannie Lou Hamer—the voting rights activist who would later captivate 

the attention of the nation at the 1964 Democratic National Convention—

and a group of her co-workers from the Student Nonviolent Coordinating 

Committee while they traveled home from a June voter registration work-

shop.

89

 During her time in jail, the police officers forced African-American 

inmates to beat Hamer with a blackjack. After her release, Hamer traveled 

to Atlanta to meet with staff members from the Southern Christian Lead-

ership Conference and to recover from the brutal beatings. She stayed at 

Mennonite House while in Atlanta, where she spoke and laughed long 

with the Hardings.

90

 Through such encounters, Vincent’s commitment to 

the civil rights movement grew stronger.

 Harding’s increasing civil rights involvement drew even more attention 

from Mennonite church leaders as the summer months progressed. While 

on a tour of the South, Guy F. Hershberger met with Harding in late July. 

The two men spent less time on their theological differences than on the 

“urgency of the [civil rights] situation.” Harding felt that the “integrity 

of the church” would be irreparably damaged if Mennonites did not act 

soon. Once again, he advocated for interracial bible schools and summer 

camps, vocal stands against public school segregation, and direct nonvio-

lent action in support of civil rights.

91

 Although Hershberger’s own sub-

sequent recommendations focused on matters of education, missions, and 

personal reconciliation rather than the public advocacy proposed by Hard-

ing, he nonetheless quoted Harding at length. Goshen College professor 

and theologian C. Norman Kraus also spent three weeks in Atlanta from 

mid-July through early August. Harding put Kraus in touch with a broad 

range of civil rights activists, including Southern Christian Leadership 

Conference executive Ralph Abernathy, Student Nonviolent Coordinat-

ing Committee communications director Julian Bond, Koinonia Farms 
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founder and author Clarence Jordan, and leaders of the White Citizens 

Council.

92

 Thanks to Harding’s contacts, Kraus enjoyed a level of access 

unusual for a white northerner.

 Ironically, the more Harding turned his face toward civil rights activism, 

the more leaders from both the General Conference and the (Old) Men-

nonite Church denominations regarded him as the church’s spokesperson 

on race relations. By August of 1963, denominational officials regularly 

called on Harding to attend their meetings and to challenge Mennonite 

listeners. Early that same month, David Augsburger, the host of a nation-

ally broadcast radio program known as the Mennonite Hour, interviewed 

Harding on air.

93

 Several weeks later, (Old) Mennonite Church delegates 

passed a resolution on “reconciliation” at a national assembly where leaders 

challenged their constituents to follow the Hardings’ example.

94

 In corre-

spondence with Guy Hershberger following the assembly, home missions 

secretary Nelson Kauffman proposed a meeting with African Americans, 

“in addition to Vince Harding,” to instruct white church leaders in how 

to relate to civil rights groups.

95

 Kauffman underlined Harding’s promi-

nence by referring to him repeatedly. Hershberger followed suit. When 

he released a report on his southern trip to more than thirty groups and 

individuals, Hershberger included only one African American, Vincent 

Harding, in the distribution list.

96

 Harding’s profile rose even higher in the Mennonite press. On August 

6, 1963, editors of both The Mennonite and the Gospel Herald—the weekly 

national publications of the General Conference and the (Old) Mennonite 

Church denominations, respectively—referred to Harding. On the Gen-

eral Conference side, Maynard Shelly quoted Harding’s bracing speech 

at the 1962 Mennonite World Conference that challenged his audience 

to engage in civil disobedience. Gospel Herald editor John M. Drescher 

noted that Harding had influenced his thoughts on segregation. Drescher 

also printed an article by Harding challenging the church to be true to its 

calling of nonconformity to “prejudice and discrimination.”

97

 In the five 

months that followed, the editors of these two magazines included ap-

peals to legislative action no less than five times, a significant departure 

from the relationally based efforts promoted by Hershberger and other 

supporters of a less politically engaged Anabaptism.

98

 Once again, Hard-

ing’s agenda guided the church’s response.

 Harding ended the summer at the center of national civil rights activ-
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ity. On August 28 he joined a quarter of a million civil rights demonstra-

tors at the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom, where King gave 

his “I Have a Dream” speech.

99

 Unlike their antagonists, the interracial 

demonstrators did not resort to violence.

100

 In subsequent weeks, the Stu-

dent Nonviolent Coordinating Committee and other civil rights groups 

built on the success of the national protest by conducting nonviolent voter 

registration drives in Mississippi and throughout the South.

101

 Despite 

the tactical nature of the nonviolent action, the public, disciplined display 

of the peaceful protests drew the attention of the nation and challenged 

those Mennonite leaders who continued to criticize King and his associ-

ates for using nonviolence but not committing their lives to it. Nonethe-

less, the nonviolent discipline of the activists offered an implicit critique 

of Mennonites’ quiet withdrawal.

 In the face of such critique, Mennonite officials who had previously 

given scant notice to civil rights activity began to pay attention. On Sep-

tember 14, two weeks after the March on Washington, Harding attended 

the hastily organized meeting on civil rights at the Prairie Street Men-

nonite Church in Elkhart, Indiana, that opens this chapter. The meeting, 

originally proposed by Kauffman and supported by Hershberger, pur-

ported to “inquire of our colored brethren what in their mind should be 

the role of the Mennonite churches in the current racial revolution.”

102

 

Twenty-five leaders gathered on that Saturday, all but two of whom were 

men.

103

 At least seven of the twenty-five leaders were African Americans, 

and five of those “colored brethren,” besides Harding, opened the meeting 

with statements of concern. Their comments encouraged dialogue, love, 

educational initiatives, interracial church fellowship, church-based evan-

gelism, and interracial visitor and pulpit exchanges. Although the men 

spoke with passion and fluency akin to Harding’s own, none of them ad-

vocated involvement in civil rights demonstrations.

 Harding, by contrast, insisted on a more activist approach. Once the 

other speakers had concluded, Harding called for immediate, concrete 

political action. Rather than focusing on pulpit exchanges or generic ad-

monitions to love, Harding turned his attention to employment, housing, 

and equality, topics central to the March on Washington. “It may be that 

God is ready to use revolution as a prelude to resurrection,” he proclaimed. 

“Most of our people will never be ready for the requirements of the hour, 

and we cannot longer wait for them.”

104

 Harding’s mention of “the re-
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quirements of the hour” appears prescient in retrospect. The next day four 

girls died from a bomb thrown into a crowd of African-American youth at 

the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church in Birmingham. Such horrific events 

only increased the frustration already evident in Harding’s comments at 

the Woodlawn conference in 1959. Harding seemed to be on the verge of 

abandoning Mennonites if they could not at least join him in public dem-

onstration, when he and his civil rights colleagues were considering even 

more revolutionary measures.

 Ironically, even as Harding’s frustration with Mennonite disengage-

ment neared a breaking point, white Mennonites began to take tentative 

action. In northeast Indiana, Mennonites mobilized to write letters, lobby 

representatives, and distribute the church’s race relations statement to ev-

ery member of Congress.

105

 Congressman John Brademas later said that 

Elkhart Mennonites gave more support to the 1964 Civil Rights Act than 

any other religious group.

106

 Although they did not take to the streets, 

their legislative initiatives signaled a more profound shift toward engage-

ment than Harding realized. As Harding himself often noted, white Men-

nonites had previously lobbied only for conscientious objector status in 

the military. By September of 1963, however, some church members had 

followed Harding across the boundary of Mennonite quietism toward 

civil rights activism.

 The group gathered at the September 14 meeting at Prairie Street also 

moved closer to active engagement than perhaps even Harding had an-

ticipated. Despite the participation of Guy Hershberger and other leaders 

who had opposed organized street protest, those present called for action 

that went beyond the standard emphasis on church constituent education. 

The group recorded their support of limited but definitive involvement 

in civil rights marches. An anonymous quote from the day’s proceedings 

stated, “The disciple must be on the side of the oppressed, and this may 

have many ramifications, possibly even marching, sitting-in, and jail.”

107

 

This succinct encapsulation of a position long advocated by Harding sug-

gested an openness to new tactics. Later on that year, Hershberger drafted 

a widely distributed pamphlet on race relations in which he encouraged 

Mennonites to consider becoming involved with civil rights organiza-

tions, a significant shift in his position.

108

 Although he stopped short of 

advocating for direct street action, Hershberger joined other white Men-

nonite leaders who moved closer to activism as a result of conversations 
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with Harding. Across the church, members considered the new calls to 

action, and some responded by shifting their action to the streets. Many 

more, however, continued to focus on demonstrations inside their homes 

and sanctuaries.

 In the wake of the limited Prairie Street shift toward public and 

confrontational forms of protest, Harding pressed his activist message 

throughout the church with even more zeal. A week after the event, Hard-

ing attended a regional gathering of the Indiana-Michigan Conference 

where, once again, he provided the only racial diversity. Guy F. Hersh-

berger noted that “we had Vincent Harding there for these people to see 

and talk to.”

109

 Yet despite the awkward mix of deference and paternalism 

surrounding the event, Harding continued to challenge Mennonites with 

direct, uncompromising, and increasingly stark language.

110

 At this point, 

he remained committed to bringing together his work with Mennonites 

suspicious of politically oriented, tactically nonviolent activists and his 

engagement with civil rights organizers wary of quietist, sectarian, reli-

gious communities. The balancing act continued.

Disengagement

Eventually, Harding’s high-profile itinerancy elicited special scrutiny 

from church officials on the Mennonite Central Committee board re-

sponsible for Harding’s work. From January through the end of Septem-

ber 1963, Harding had written or been cited in seventeen separate items 

in the national Mennonite church press in a spate of articles that looked 

surprisingly similar across both General Conference and (Old) Menno-

nite publications.

111

 In light of this attention, Peace Section board mem-

bers asked for more detail about Harding’s day-to-day activity.

112

 Given 

that other Mennonite Central Committee administrators, like voluntary 

service director Edgar Stoesz, had already relayed constituent concerns 

about Harding’s civil rights involvement, it is likely that board members 

had begun to hear criticisms about Harding’s activism.

113

 Although Hard-

ing’s supervisor, Ed Metzler, did not explain why board members made 

their request, Metzler’s requirement that Harding keep a journal for the 

last three months of 1963 demonstrates an uncommon level of scrutiny of 

Harding’s activity.

114

 From October through December, Harding met with Martin Luther 
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King Jr. and Southern Christian Leadership Conference associates such 

as Andrew Young and Fred Shuttlesworth, hosted Ella Baker from the 

Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, spent a day talking with 

author James Baldwin, and visited with white civil rights activist and 

Baptist pastor Will Campbell. During the same period, Harding met 

with representatives from at least twelve additional groups, including the 

Georgia and Alabama Councils on Human Relations, the National Coun-

cil of Churches, the Anti-Defamation League, and a local White Citizen’s 

Council. This period of intense activity also included a keynote address 

at a national conference on race and religion.

115

 Board members concerned 

that Harding had strayed too far into civil rights territory found little com-

fort in the report he offered on his high-profile straddling of church and 

secular contacts.

 Despite an increasingly demanding schedule, Harding continued to 

speak with a broad range of Mennonites. On October 12, only a month 

after he had declared his deep impatience with Mennonite passivity on 

the question of racial justice, Harding agreed to meet with the leaders of a 

Mennonite Voluntary Service unit in Atlanta, based in Berea Mennonite 

Church, a congregation opposed to the “crusade for individual rights for 

the Negro.”

116

 Unit leaders John and Beth Miller asked to discuss their 

relationship with Mennonite House, the Mennonite Central Committee 

service unit led by the Hardings, where unit members, by contrast, regu-

larly participated in civil rights organizing and tested extant segregation 

laws.

117

 The Millers’ request to meet with Harding and his subsequent 

consultations with them show the extent of Harding’s influence within 

the church; both those who found his activist message suspect and those 

who embraced it sought his counsel.

 So influential had Harding become that he received speaking requests 

from outside the United States. From late October into early Novem-

ber, Harding traveled to southern Ontario to speak to Mennonites in the 

Kitchener-Waterloo area.

118

 Consistent with his overall approach, he chal-

lenged Canadians as directly as U.S. citizens. In his writing, he returned 

again to familiar theological territory of selflessness and discipleship by 

calling on white Mennonite Canadians to surrender their lives and face 

the prospect of “social ostracism and economic deprivation” in pursuit of 

racial justice.

119

 Upon completion of meetings at Sterling Avenue Menno-

nite Church, Harding traveled to Mennonite Central Committee head-
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quarters in Pennsylvania, where he led multiple discussions for volunteers 

preparing to serve overseas and throughout North America. Unbeknown 

to those who sought his insight, such international influence and high-

profile connection had already begun to sow the seeds of his departure.

 While such seeds of discontent remained hidden, Harding’s energetic 

and persistent appeal to the church began to show results. As the year 

progressed, Mennonite church leaders acknowledged the political, as 

well as personal, dimension of the racial problems inside the church and 

throughout American society. Within the General Conference denomina-

tion, for example, a November 1 staff report by administrator Vern Pre-

heim summarized meetings held “to discuss Mennonite involvement in 

the social and racial revolution.”

120

 Toward the end of the year, members 

of the Mennonite Central Committee’s Peace Section approved Hersh-

berger’s civil rights pamphlet, “From Words to Deeds in Race Relations,” 

that listed twenty-eight concrete actions church members could take in 

“response to the challenge of the racial revolution.”

121

 Harding had long 

used such politically charged terms and continued to do so even with 

the most conservative of Mennonite church leaders. For instance, on No-

vember 22—the day of President Kennedy’s assassination—Harding met 

with bishops and pastors from congregations sponsored by the Lancaster 

Conference in Alabama, Georgia, and Florida to discuss “our churches and 

the racial revolution.”

122

 Now, in the South and across the church, a few 

Mennonite leaders used political language strikingly similar to Harding’s 

own.

 Harding’s tireless efforts to shape the church’s racial agenda, however, 

came at a cost. During the past year, he had spent much of his time away 

from Rosemarie and their daughter, Rachel. In the month of December 

alone, Harding attended fifteen conferences and gave four plenary ad-

dresses, enjoying only four days free of meetings or speeches.

123

 The strain 

of his schedule and on-going frustration with Mennonite reluctance to 

support visible and confrontational witness began to show itself in Hard-

ing’s growing impatience. The benefit of his doctor-ordered bed rest ear-

lier in the year had long since worn off. Harding needed rest but instead 

got more meetings.

 Harding finally erupted at a national meeting in the Midwest. On De-

cember 4, leaders from the General Conference Board of Christian Ser-

vice gathered in Newton, Kansas, for conversation with Harding and Her-
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shberger. Harding sat yet again through a meeting dominated by white 

Mennonites. With growing impatience he listened to another round of 

talk about racial intermarriage, education, and the tension between non-

resistance and demonstration. By the end of the afternoon, Harding had 

had enough. After Guy Hershberger described plans for yet another series 

of educational meetings on race, Harding let loose. In his longest speech of 

the day, he pled with his fellow Mennonites to speak to him directly, to 

even get “angry as hell” with him. He admitted to his own anger that Men-

nonites played “games with this issue so often.” That anger then turned 

into biting critique as he lamented that God had to bring about change 

through the Supreme Court, the Communist Manifesto, and the NAACP 

rather than the church. In the depth of his lament, he asked his co-believ-

ers to become the “front light” to the world rather than the “rear light.”

124

 

No one interrupted as he spoke.

 Even in such passion Harding chose his closing words carefully. As in 

his essay in the February Gospel Herald, he consistently used plural pro-

nouns when he spoke of Mennonites. “We,” “our,” “us,” and “ourselves” 

appear more than one hundred times in his recorded comments. Clearly, 

Harding still considered himself a Mennonite. His relationship with the 

church, however, had become strained. Although he clarified that he was 

“not quite” ready to leave the Mennonite community, he nonetheless was 

“tempted pretty much when I hear us talking about so many things that 

seem so important to us and yet in terms of the living and the dying of the 

people in the world it seems so unimportant to me.”

125

 With that sobering 

comment still ringing in the room, Harding then challenged the church to 

embrace all people rather than give “preference to whites.” The Menno-

nite community, in Harding’s mind, had a particular responsibility to step 

into the racial revolution with the selfless courage shown by Mennonite 

martyrs in the sixteenth century. The Mennonite theological commitment 

to nonconformity, love, and selfless sacrifice, he argued, lost all its integrity 

if church members held back from a forceful engagement with the civil 

rights struggle. From his perspective, he had done nothing more than call 

upon his white co-believers to live out their professed commitment to join 

word and deed. Harding concluded with a challenge to the white male 

church leaders in the room: “This revolution will never be complete until 

the church does what it was called upon to do in the first place.”

126

 The response to Harding’s impassioned plea proved disheartening. 
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Chair Robert Kreider sidestepped Harding’s criticisms and returned the 

discussion to educational initiatives by asking, “What about the joint sec-

retariat idea?” Committee member David Habegger suggested that a few 

members of the group draft “some sort of statement” in response to the 

racial crisis.

127

 No one leapt up and called for a march, a demonstration, 

or a letter-writing campaign. Even in the relatively more politically ac-

tive General Conference environment, church officials suggested the same 

sort of educational and pronouncement-focused strategies promoted by 

their (Old) Mennonite cousins. The meeting concluded with a tentative 

commitment to appoint church staff to educate Mennonites on racial is-

sues. Among this group of General Conference leaders—some of whom 

had personally lobbied politicians to obtain conscientious objector status 

for young white men—Harding’s call for political advocacy on behalf of 

African Americans went unanswered.

 Other Mennonites less entrenched in church institutions did move to-

ward active political engagement by year’s end. Harding again prompted 

their action. In his last formal interaction with Mennonites in 1963, Hard-

ing attended an all-day planning meeting on December 17 at Mennonite 

House to prepare for a conference on race and the Mennonite churches of 

the South, which would be held in Atlanta in the coming year. The initia-

tive for the 1964 conference emerged from conversations the Hardings 

had with Orlo Kaufman during their visit to Camp Landon in March. 

Although Harding was again the only African-American Mennonite to 

speak at the February 25–26 conference, local African-American lead-

ers including C. T. Vivian of the Southern Christian Leadership Confer-

ence and Charles Demere, an African Methodist Episcopal minister in 

Atlanta, also addressed the assembly.

128

 The Atlanta meeting opened up 

space, perhaps for the first time among southern Mennonites, for members 

within the church to support a more activist response to the racial revolu-

tion. Although conference participants remained divided on the question 

of involvement in street marches, many made enthusiastic declarations of 

their commitment to boldly oppose segregation upon return to their home 

communities.

129

 The race-focused gathering in Atlanta marked the end of Harding’s 

long effort to straddle the border between activism inside and outside the 

church. Following a trip to visit European Mennonites during the sum-

mer of 1964, the Hardings returned to Atlanta in August and requested 
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a six-month leave of absence.

130

 In the midst of the heavy travel schedule 

and rigorous public presentations Harding had, like his friend and men-

tor, Martin Luther King Jr., been unfaithful to his spouse. Unlike King, 

however, Harding took direct and immediate action to end his infidelity 

of “thoughts, words and deeds.” He abruptly stepped aside from active in-

volvement with civil rights organizing to salvage his marriage and “make 

as clear a break as possible with the duplicity of the past.” At the end of the 

leave in early 1965, Harding gave frank witness to what he called “sexual 

undiscipline and lack of honesty,” claimed cleansing and renewal, resigned 

his post with the Mennonite Central Committee, and accepted a teaching 

assignment at Spellman College.

131

 Having cut institutional ties with the 

Mennonite church, Harding moved to further distance himself from the 

Mennonite community. He signaled his departure in 1966 by quoting col-

leagues who asked him, “Are you going to stay with those nice white Men-

nonites, Anabaptists, Christians? Are any of them going to join the fight, 

Vince? Where do they stand, Vince? Where do they stand?”

132

 Other than 

a controversial address Harding gave at the Mennonite World Conference 

in 1967 and a few equally provocative articles he published in the Men-

nonite press that same year, Harding left the Mennonite world.

133

The Dual Demonstration

Harding’s abrupt departure reveals dynamics introduced by his dual dem-

onstration. Harding resigned for a combination of reasons. He had clearly 

grown frustrated with the church’s hesitant, half-hearted, and unenthu-

siastic response to his plea to join the movement. But behind the obvious 

frustrations with the church’s response loomed other, more personal, rea-

sons. The physical demands of an itinerant schedule left him exhausted. 

He and Rosemarie requested their six-month leave of absence “for pur-

poses of personal spiritual rehabilitation and family reasons.”

134

 Although 

the couple used that time to restore their marriage, they did not seek to 

take up their previous leadership roles within the Mennonite commu-

nity. Rather than follow a process of “confession and forgiveness” within 

the church, Harding chose to move away from the church. The language 

Harding used to explain his abrupt departure drew on a principle he 

learned from Mennonites. In his resignation statement, he confessed to 

inconsistency of “words and deeds” and expressed a desire for personal in-
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tegrity. Although he did not include details of his “sinful past,” he felt that 

he had been “unfaithful” to his religious community by not showing in-

tegrity in his personal and professional life.

135

 In the end, regardless of his 

frustration with the apparent lack of integrity among white Mennonites 

in their response to the racial revolution, Harding could no longer tolerate 

personal inconsistencies in his own life. The desire for integrity that had 

attracted him to Mennonites had truly become his own.

 Harding had proved attractive to Mennonites precisely because of that 

commitment to integrity. He called for sacrificial service while leading a 

voluntary service unit. He spoke about the values of nonviolence after per-

sonally helping to calm angry mobs in the streets. He demanded that Men-

nonites love their enemies at the same time that he counted a southern, 

white, prosegregationist sheriff as “a personal friend.”

136

 Given his high 

profile, Harding had little trouble attracting Mennonites’ attention. Dur-

ing his sojourn among these daily demonstrators, he often acted more like 

a Mennonite than the Mennonites themselves.

 Yet that same concern for integrity, when joined to the lessons he had 

learned from the civil rights community, kept Harding at the church’s bor-

der. The civil rights community had taught him to embrace activism, ex-

ercise leadership, and claim his racial identity. Those lessons made Hard-

ing hard to describe. He served as a Mennonite minister, but he marched 

and spent time in jail. Neither birthright Mennonite nor child convert, 

he nonetheless spoke like other Mennonite leaders. Unlike other African 

Americans active within the Mennonite community in the late 1950s and 

early 1960s, Harding had not come into the church as a recipient of Men-

nonite missions or service outreach. Instead, he called Mennonites to in-

clude activism in their service in order to remain true to the Anabaptist 

values of discipleship and peacemaking. Thus Mennonites at the church’s 

center could claim Harding as their own, even as his activist leadership 

and racial identity moved him to the periphery.

 Harding’s concern for integrity thus reconfigures the relationship 

of the church and the civil rights movement. As previously mentioned, 

many historians have identified how African-American congregations in-

spired activists, provided infrastructural support for demonstrations, and, 

at points, offered sanctuary from racial tumult. Other historians note that 

some white congregations provided similar support and many lobbied for 

civil rights legislation in 1963 and 1964. Still others remind us that many 



128 Gdaily demonstrators H

white churches distanced themselves from activism or opposed the civil 

rights agenda entirely. All these scholars assume that energy and resources 

flowed in one direction, from the church toward the streets. Harding’s 

sojourn at the border of church and movement reveals a bidirectional ex-

change. Harding learned lessons from demonstrating in the streets that 

shaped how he demonstrated in the sanctuary. And lessons learned from 

his adopted church influenced how he participated in the movement. 

Harding’s concern for integrity, for instance, showed up in his writing for 

King and other civil rights leaders. In short, the church conversed with the 

movement.

 More important, Harding’s story reveals civil rights struggles unfold-

ing within the church. Not just a staging ground, the church was a bat-

tleground. Harding argued, cajoled, and agitated on a daily basis to get 

Mennonites to end segregation and discrimination inside the church. He 

never stopped pushing his co-believers to join social protests, but those 

calls to action emerged from his critique of Mennonite racism. Like Lark, 

Swartzentruber, and the Fresh Air children who entered Mennonite 

homes before Harding ever heard the word Mennonite, Harding chal-

lenged the church to act in keeping with its professed doctrine. Rather 

than a separate or ancillary tale, the narrative of such church struggles is 

central to civil rights history.

 In the end, white Mennonites found Harding so attractive and so trou-

blesome precisely because he attempted to hold together the stories of the 

church and the civil rights movement. His charisma helped bring those 

stories together, but his position as a Mennonite–African American, an 

insider-outsider, and a church leader–civil rights activist gained him an 

audience. Harding challenged the false divisions between church mem-

bers and outsiders, between withdrawal and engagement, and between 

whites and blacks precisely because he himself straddled two communi-

ties. In some cases his actions and words successfully transcended these 

divisions in ways that led to new forms of action. Intense contact with 

Harding led Mennonite leaders like church theologian Guy Hershberger 

and Lancaster Conference bishop Paul Landis to modify their perspectives 

and to promote new strategies of social engagement.

137

 In other instances, 

Harding’s actions unnerved his fellow Mennonites. White leaders like 

Mahlon Blosser of the Virginia Conference and Orlo Kaufman of Camp 

Landon initially found Harding’s activism threatening. As southerners, 
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Blosser and Kaufman feared shifts in the social order to a greater degree 

than did Hershberger and Landis in the North. Nonetheless, encounters 

with Harding unquestionably shaped Blosser’s and Kaufman’s responses. 

Although they disagreed with his new application of church doctrine, 

they could not ignore him. Ironically, they often enacted the initiatives 

Harding proposed.

 Harding never entirely gave up his dual demonstration. He contin-

ued to contribute to the struggle for racial justice and, periodically, to the 

Mennonite church. In 1969, a Newsweek reporter dubbed him the “pope” 

of black studies in an article describing Harding’s efforts to unify African-

American scholars from his post as the director of the Institute of the Black 

World at the King Memorial Center in Atlanta.

138

 Once again, Harding 

balanced between two worlds, this time between the academy and the 

activist community. Following his work at the King Center and several 

teaching posts, Harding went on to write an influential history of ante-

bellum African-American resistance, served as senior adviser to the Eyes 

on the Prize civil rights documentary series, and, along with Rosemarie, 

moved freely between the academic and activist communities by leading 

workshops and giving speeches.

139

 White and African-American Menno-

nites continued to seek out Harding for advice and counsel well into the 

1970s and beyond.

140

 In 1996 the Hardings and their daughter, Rachel, 

returned to Atlanta to celebrate thirty-five years of Mennonite Central 

Committee work in the city and to mark the formal closing of the service 

unit, a termination stirred in part by the same tensions between activism 

and withdrawal that Harding had brought together.

141

 At the gathering, 

Harding offered words both pastoral and prophetic to the gathered ad-

ministrators and former volunteers.

142

 Once again he joined the sanctuary 

with the street.

 Harding’s struggles as a dual demonstrator parallel the difficulties faced 

by interracial couples in the Mennonite church. Like Harding, African-

American men and white women who became romantically involved often 

straddled two worlds. Their perch was no less precarious than Harding’s. 

Like him, they demonstrated on a daily basis to end segregation and rac-

ism among Mennonites. The chapter that follows shows how civil rights 

struggles about interracial marriage inside the church also brought about 

significant social change.
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The Wedding March

Once . . . we have come to know each other as brethren . . . even the bogey of 

intermarriage begins to lose its meaning.

—H. Ralph Hernley and Guy F. Hershberger, white church leaders, 1955

Getting Beyond the Bogey

A

nnabelle and Gerald Hughes thought the worst was over. The 

pastor at Oak Grove Mennonite Church in Smithville, Ohio, had 

supported their interracial marriage, on November 21, 1954, de-

spite objections from members of the all-white congregation.

1

 The Hughes- 

es had found a replacement for the men’s quartet member who withdrew 

because of concerns about their union. The business meeting held to dis-

cuss whether they could be married on church property had gone in their 

favor. College friends, interested observers, and a returning missionary 

with no previous connection to the couple replaced those who shunned 

the celebration.

2

 The Hugheses’ ceremony went forward without visible 

interference.

 The disruption came several days later. Rather than take a honeymoon, 

the couple returned to Cleveland. Gerald needed to return to his job at 

Hawthorne State Hospital, where he served as the only African-American 

conscientious objector in a group of Mennonite men completing alterna-

tive service terms. As the newlyweds traveled the fifty miles from Smith-

ville to Hawthorne, they anticipated living in their own apartment on the 
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hospital grounds. Annabelle looked forward to starting a new job at the 

facility as well. Soon after their arrival, however, hospital administrators 

dismissed Gerald without explanation. Only later did he discover that a 

leader from the Ohio Mennonite Conference, a regional governance body 

of the (Old) Mennonite Church, had protested the hospital’s support of 

an interracial couple. Despite the objections raised by other alternative 

service workers and national church officials, Hawthorne administrators 

sided with the Ohio Conference leader. Gerald and Annabelle returned 

to Annabelle’s mother’s home until Gerald received word that he could 

serve out the remainder of his term at Gladstone Mennonite Church in 

Cleveland, where he and Annabelle first met.

3

 Thirteen years later, Annabelle’s and Gerald’s names again came to the 

attention of church officials. On August 28, 1967, Mennonite theologian 

and peace activist Guy F. Hershberger nominated Gerald and three other 

men for service on the (Old) Mennonite Church’s Committee for Peace 

and Social Concerns. Annabelle’s name appeared alongside her husband’s 

in the nomination penned by Hershberger: “Gerald Hughes . . . Married 

to Anabelle [sic] Conrad (white).”

4

 Although Hershberger described the 

pedigree of all four men in terms of their church involvements and com-

mitment to racial justice, he identified the wife of only one other African-

American nominee, Curtis Burrell. About a decade after church leaders 

had objected to Gerald’s interracial marriage, different church leaders 

sought him out precisely because he had married a white woman. The re-

ception given an African-American man who had married into the white 

Mennonite community had changed dramatically.

 The white church leaders who expressed interest in Gerald contra-

dicted earlier church claims. From the late nineteenth century forward, 

Mennonite writers supported racial equality and opposed interracial 

marriage, usually without specific scriptural reference. Between 1950 

and 1955 alone, six Mennonite writers had taken that position in church 

publications.

5

 By the time Hershberger nominated Gerald while referenc-

ing his marriage to Annabelle, however, a change had taken place. Rather 

than racial threats to the church, African-American men had become racial 

saviors. Those who married white women provided white church leaders 

with the means to counter a growing perception that the Mennonite com-

munity lacked integrity in their professed support of racial equality. This 

chapter explains how an interracial wedding march from 1930 through 
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1971 in homes and sanctuaries shifted Mennonites’ opinion of African-

American men from threats to prized participants and brought about sig-

nificant changes alongside those realized by legislators and street demon-

strators.

 The story of Annabelle and Gerald Hughes challenges existing histori-

cal literature about interracial marriage by pointing past legality to inter-

nal church dynamics. The white Mennonites who wrote about interracial 

marriage in the twentieth century did not concern themselves with leg-

islation. Although more than 180 Mennonite congregations sanctioned 

interracial marriages in states subject to antimiscegenation statutes, white 

Mennonite writers paid no attention to legal questions regarding inter-

racial marriage.

6

 Indeed, the only mention of antimiscegenation legisla-

tion through the period of study was in an article by an African-American 

writer, a reprint from a 1926 edition of a church periodical.

7

 By contrast, 

historians writing about interracial marriage have focused first and fore-

most on legislative changes.

8

 Those studies have, in turn, ignored the place 

where interracial marriages were conducted and the people conducting 

many of them—congregations and church officials.

9

 Mennonites offer 

historians of interracial marriage a unique opportunity to study how a 

religious community unconcerned with legislative issues modified theo-

logical commitments, negotiated conflicting reactions, and responded to 

church leaders’ tactics. This study thus opens up new lines of inquiry into 

interracial marriage absent from legislatively centered literature.

 A narrative about Mennonite interracial marriage reveals historical dy-

namics obscured by more visible trends. For example, some scholars argue 

that, owing to biblical injunctions, the Christian community did not wel-

come interracial couples or promote the value of marriage across racial lines 

in the 1940s and ’50s.

10

 While this conclusion is borne out in the Men-

nonite community, scholars who promote this viewpoint miss the efforts 

of Mennonites and other Christians to hold together strong assertions of 

racial equality and repeated cautions against interracial marriage. Scholars 

likewise contend that legislative changes in the 1960s increased interra-

cial socializing that, in turn, led to a new openness among white people 

toward interracial marriage.

11

 Yet as early as the 1940s and ’50s, white 

and African-American Mennonites socialized through church-planting 

efforts. Among Mennonites, theological contradiction and evangelical 

impulse brought about changes as dramatic as those precipitated by more 

overtly political forces.
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 Mennonite historians have largely ignored the topic of interracial mar-

riage. Other than seminary students and the author of a history on the 

Camp Landon ministry in Gulfport, Mississippi, historians of the Ameri-

can Mennonite experience have written as if Mennonites never discussed 

the issue.

12

 Yet every decade in the period of this study saw at least one and 

as many as twenty-four different published articles referring to interracial 

marriage. Similarly, fifteen years after (Old) Mennonite Church delegates 

stated in 1955 that the Bible did not forbid interracial marriage, activists 

in the church continued to report difficult conversations with congregants 

on the subject.

13

 In comparison to other race-related issues, whether con-

gregational integration, social equality, or civil rights legislation, the topic 

of interracial marriage troubled white Mennonites for a longer period, 

proved more difficult to discuss, and involved fewer appeals to scripture. 

Given the prominence of interracial marriage discourse, a complete his-

tory of Mennonite race relations requires an explanation of the manner in 

which white Mennonite leaders came to support interracial marriage by 

the end of the 1960s, even as congregational members continued to op-

pose the practice.

 The lives of Annabelle and Gerald Hughes thus open a window onto 

changes in Mennonites’ approach to interracial marriage. Alongside 

the record left by published writers and official church statements, the 

Hugheses’ story reveals a church community conflicted over whether to 

follow social wisdom or biblical mandate.

14

 White Mennonite leaders like 

Gerald’s nominator, Guy F. Hershberger, advocated a response grounded 

in scripture. At the grass roots, a half century of church teaching on the 

foolishness of interracial marriage bore fruit as congregational members 

continued to raise grave concerns about unions like the Hugheses’. Only 

as Hershberger and other church leaders began to pay more attention to 

the broad justice concerns of the civil rights movement rather than to the 

narrow internal “bogey of intermarriage” did a measure of change begin to 

appear.

15

 The story of how that change was brought about begins in the 

decade Annabelle and Gerald were born.

From Connection to Union

At the time Gerald Hughes and Annabelle Conrad entered the world, 

Mennonites were expressing their opposition to interracial marriage in 

terms supplied by eugenicists. Born in 1930 in Philadelphia to Vertell and 
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Henry Hughes, Gerald knew little of Mennonites or their opinions about 

interracial marriage during the first ten years of his life. Although white 

Mennonite missionaries labored to evangelize African Americans at the 

Philadelphia Colored Mission during the 1930s, the missionaries there 

did not encounter Gerald’s family. Had they met, Gerald’s Presbyterian 

grandfather might have pointed out that white Mennonites drew more 

from eugenic thought than from scripture to articulate their perspectives 

on interracial marriage. Eugenics, a highly influential social movement 

and academic pursuit in the first half of the twentieth century, sought to 

protect society from inferior “genetic stock” through forced sterilization, 

support of antimiscegenation laws, and immigration restrictions.

16

 As Ja-

cob and Sadie Conrad prepared for and then welcomed their daughter 

Annabelle in 1932, they surely encountered eugenics-influenced articles 

by Mennonite editors and writers arguing that interracial partners came 

from “entirely different race stock, habits and ways of thinking” and their 

children inherited “the worst qualities of their parents.”

17

 Rather than 

scriptural arguments, writers in these years accepted the stated scientific 

assumption that interbreeding between races would result in “foolish” 

and “backward” offspring.

18

 Accepted scientific opinion discouraged even 

the thought of Annabelle’s and Gerald’s future union.

 The Mennonites who opposed interracial marriage on scientific grounds 

in the 1930s followed in the tradition of Mennonite opinion before them. 

As early as 1889, Abram B. Kolb expressed his opposition to interracial 

marriage “for many reasons,” none of them scriptural. Although he also 

maintained that people of all racial groups should “be equal and enjoy the 

same” God-ordained privileges, he articulated this egalitarian principle 

without appeal to scripture.

19

 As assistant editor at the Herald of Truth 

and a leader in early Mennonite mission efforts, Kolb established an oft-

repeated pattern: support for racial equality and opposition to interracial 

marriage.

20

 More than thirty years later, in 1924, the Virginia Mennonite 

Conference, another regional governance body of the (Old) Mennonite 

Church, took a similar position when it accepted African Americans as 

members but opposed “close social relationships” and “marrying between 

the colored and white races.”

21

 Kolb and leaders from the Virginia Con-

ference articulated a position the Mennonite church followed through the 

middle of the twentieth century.

 Annabelle and Gerald came into closer proximity in the 1940s, when 
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Gerald and his three brothers relocated to Andrews Bridge, Pennsylvania, 

at the same time white Mennonites began to evangelize African Ameri-

cans. After Gerald’s parents separated, when he was about ten years old, 

Gerald and his three brothers joined the Thompson household in south-

ern Lancaster County, where members of the Mellingers Mennonite 

congregation had held services since 1938 (see figure 5.1).

22

 As he wor-

shipped with the conservatively dressed Mennonites, Gerald soon real-

ized that African-American converts came under greater scrutiny in their 

dress and demeanor than did white converts.

23

 Yet he eventually joined 

the fledgling Andrews Bridge congregation, where his singing ability 

quickly gained attention. By 1948, eighteen-year-old Gerald had begun 

to lead songs at the Lancaster Conference gatherings of the Colored Work-

ers Committee, a group dominated by white mission workers serving in 

African-American communities but also attended by African-American 

Mennonite proselytes.

24

 Gerald had found a new home among the Men-

nonites.

 Gerald thus became intimately involved with white Mennonites at a 

time when eugenics-driven arguments had begun to lose favor. The only 

instance of eugenic thought to relate to interracial marriage in the 1940s 

appeared in 1943, when church statesman Daniel Kauffman argued 

against birth control for white people because it could lead to “race sui-

cide” and being “overwhelmed” by the “hordes of colored (and renegade 

white) races.”

25

 In light of his lament over low white reproduction rates, 

Kauffman saw no need to mention interracial marriage. As World War II 

ended and Nazi atrocities became public, however, white Mennonites fol-

lowed the lead of scientific and political leaders around them by shedding 

vestiges of eugenic thought. They focused instead on “Negro Missions” 

as the solution to the “sin” of racial discrimination.

26

 During these same 

years, Gerald and his brothers became ever more involved in a church that 

claimed unity of the human race as expressed in “one blood” and opposed 

“any practices which are based on an assumption of white superiority” and 

acknowledged that young white Mennonite men in rural communities 

sometimes harassed African-American pedestrians.

27

 Amid such univer-

sal claims and prejudicial practice, Gerald worshipped with church lead-

ers who had not yet considered that their evangelistic efforts might lead 

to interracial marriage.

 The absence of attention to interracial marriage during the latter half 



Fig. 5.1 Andrews Bridge Mennonite Church Sunday school classes with Gerald Hughes in second row on far left,  

Andrews Bridge, Pennsylvania, circa 1940s

Lancaster Mennonite Historical Society, box Andrews Bridge Cong, unmarked green folder, A. Rohrer. Photo courtesy of  

Lancaster Mennonite Historical Society, Lancaster, PA
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of the 1940s comes as no surprise. Mennonites during this period placed 

great doctrinal weight on marrying within the faith community. From the 

turn of the century forward, Mennonite confessions of faith supported 

only unions between believers.

28

 From the beginning of the twentieth 

century through the 1940s, confessional statements and Mennonite writ-

ers also opposed interdenominational marriages.

29

 During a time of war, 

when Mennonites experienced persecution for their nonresistant belief, 

the prohibition against interfaith marriages kept young white Menno-

nites marrying within their religious community. As a result, Mennonite 

leaders offered scant commentary on interracial marriage. Even as Gerald 

traveled to Goshen College in northern Indiana in 1949, to study music 

education and live with more white Mennonites, the threat of African-

American men marrying white Mennonite women seemed worthy of only 

minimal concern.

 Annabelle and Gerald married in the early 1950s, a period of unprec-

edented attention to interracial unions. They first crossed paths in 1950, 

when Annabelle attended Goshen College for one year. Although they 

did not begin dating at that time, the two young people met again during 

the summer of 1951, when Gerald moved to Cleveland, Ohio, in hopes of 

working in the steel industry and serving Gladstone Mennonite Church 

during evenings and weekends. Because of a strike, however, Gerald ended 

up working for the Mennonite mission board as a staff member at Glad-

stone. Annabelle had accepted an assignment with the church as a volun-

tary service worker before Gerald’s arrival. After Annabelle completed 

her assignment, she stayed on to support the Gladstone ministry while 

working in the offices of a local manufacturing company. In the pages of 

the national church news magazine, Annabelle avidly recruited young 

people to join her at Gladstone.

30

 Although Gerald returned to Goshen 

College during the school year, he also served as leader of the congrega-

tion’s voluntary service unit during the summers of 1952 and 1953.

31

 An-

nabelle’s and Gerald’s courtship had begun.

 The couple’s mutual interest developed at a time when church leaders 

began again to publicly oppose such interracial attraction. In early 1951 

Esko Loewen, editor of the youth section of the General Conference news 

magazine, The Mennonite, cautioned against racial intermarriage because it 

“is not generally wise” owing to “many barriers to be hurdled.”

32

 Although 

he chided church leaders for promoting racial inclusiveness while prac-
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ticing racial prejudice, his opposition to interracial marriage remained. 

Like Abram Kolb in 1889, Loewen replicated a familiar formula: support 

for racial inclusion based on scriptural mandate combined with caution 

against interracial marriage based on social convention. Loewen offered 

no encouragement for the prospects of Annabelle and Gerald’s budding 

romance.

 Other leaders from the General Conference and the (Old) Menno-

nite denominations mounted stronger social arguments against interracial 

unions. At a 1951 churchwide conference, John R. Mumaw, president of 

Goshen College’s sister school, Eastern Mennonite College, in Harrison-

burg, Virginia, declared his opposition to interracial marriage without ap-

pealing to scripture.

33

 Writing several months later, Mary Toews, a Men-

nonite missionary with ten years’ experience “working side by side with 

the African,” passionately objected to the idea of interracial marriage with-

out giving the slightest nod toward the biblical text. She asked, “What has 

the colored family to contribute to my happy married life? One marries 

the family, Granny, Aunt Jemima and all.” Toews also stressed that chil-

dren of interracial unions should, like all Africans and African Americans, 

keep with “others of like skin and custom.” Toews concluded that a white 

mother of a dark-skinned child would find her offspring so “strange” that 

she would then “divorce” her child.

34

 In short, Toews offered commen-

tary indistinguishable from that of an ardent segregationist. Despite sub-

sequent efforts by editors at The Mennonite to distance themselves from her 

article, Toews took a position substantively similar to other Mennonite 

writers in the early 1950s.

35

 Like Loewen and Mumaw, Toews favored 

equality for the African-American community while opposing interracial 

marriage. Toews simply delineated her opposition while trafficking in ste-

reotypes avoided by more cautious authors. Such critique again did not 

bode well for Annabelle and Gerald’s growing attraction.

 Yet the young people’s courtship did receive support from some of those 

involved in interracial ministry. Within the African-American neighbor-

hood where Gladstone members ministered, church workers and commu-

nity residents supported Annabelle and Gerald. As they made community 

visits, distributed evangelical tracts, and handed out church bulletins, An-

nabelle and Gerald encountered no local opposition. In the national Men-

nonite community, a white Mennonite writer associated with the inte-

grated Woodlawn congregation in Chicago also expressed his support for 
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interracial marriage.

36

 Just over a month after Toews’s article appeared, 

William Keeney wrote an article for The Mennonite that, for the first time 

in the Mennonite church’s publication history, supported interracial mar-

riage without reservation. Rather than withdraw from interracial contact 

for fear of negative reprisals, Keeney maintained, Christians should chal-

lenge the prejudicial attitudes that fostered such fears. Keeney called sin-

ful those who opposed interracial marriage based on race prejudice. Quot-

ing Colossians 3:9–11, Keeney enjoined Mennonites to become blind to 

color and so transcend the divisions of Jew and Greek, circumcised and 

uncircumcised, citizen and slave. Even more strikingly, Keeney brought 

core doctrine to bear by stating that some may be called to the “life of suf-

fering love by intermarriage.”

37

 Mennonites committed to the church 

doctrine of pacifist nonresistance and patient love could not ignore such 

commentary. Although uncharacteristic of other white Mennonites at the 

time, Keeney and Gladstone members supported Annabelle and Gerald as 

their relationship matured.

38

 Other white Mennonite workers at African-American mission sites of-

fered less support for interracial marriage. In July of 1952, from his mis-

sion station in Philadelphia, minister Luke G. Stoltzfus took up the ques-

tion, Is Christianity a hindrance to race relations? After arguing strongly 

for congregational integration, racial equality, and just treatment for all, 

Stoltzfus asserted that African Americans’ interest in marrying white 

people decreased as racial equality increased.

39

 Four months later another 

writer queried, “Would you like for your daughter to marry a Negro?” 

Like Stoltzfus, this writer claimed that African Americans lost interest 

in marrying white people when their economic and social situations im-

proved. He concluded that, despite those few individuals who married 

outside their group, fears about intermarriage were “imaginary.”

40

 By the 

end of 1952, however, Annabelle and Gerald had begun to show enough 

interest in each other that the prospect of their union became quite real.

 In the fall of 1954 the couple announced their plans to marry. Despite 

decades of written opposition to interracial marriage in Mennonite church 

periodicals, Annabelle’s only living parent, her mother Sadie Conrad, wel-

comed Gerald without concern. Conrad had met Gerald during a previous 

summer, when she lived and worked with the voluntary service workers 

in Cleveland. According to Annabelle, Conrad liked Gerald because of 

his education and his interest in teaching. Although Annabelle’s mother 
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had discouraged a previous suitor by telling him he was “too pushy,” Con-

rad supported Annabelle’s and Gerald’s relationship. Early on, Conrad 

admitted that the church’s past teachings had influenced her, applauding 

her daughter for doing something that she herself “couldn’t do.”

41

 Ger-

ald’s family also supported his relationship with Annabelle. Two of his 

brothers later married women from other racial groups. Although some 

of Annabelle’s relatives expressed initial reservations, Gerald won them 

over through conversation and, in one instance, the shared task of cutting 

wood “with a cross-cut saw.”

42

 The opposition Annabelle and Gerald en-

countered came from the church at large, not their families.

 Annabelle and Gerald’s mutual attraction fit a consistent trend in 

American history. Despite periodic setbacks and laws in twenty-two 

states in both the North and the South outlawing interracial marriage into 

the 1960s, African-American and white partners continued to marry.

43

 

Following a brief period of relative support for interracial marriages dur-

ing the Reconstruction era in the South, the odds of a couple marrying 

across racial lines decreased between 1880 and 1930. The likelihood 

then increased through 1940, held steady through the 1960s, and then 

increased precipitously from the 1970s forward.

44

 By 1970, more than 

three hundred thousand couples had entered into interracial marriages, 

a number that more than doubled by 1980.

45

 A significant portion of 

those unions had joined African-American and white partners. As of the 

1960 census, 148,000 couples had married across racial lines, with black-

white unions numbering 51,000 of the total. Of the latter couples, about 

26,000 involved black women marrying white men, and 25,000, white 

women marrying black men.

46

 Such gender parity countered the norm. 

From 1960 forward, the period during the twentieth century when most 

of those unions were celebrated, black male–white female marriages pre-

dominated.

47

 Although church statisticians never compiled data on inter-

racial marriage within the Mennonite church, anecdotal evidence suggests 

that, of the interracial unions celebrated in Mennonite congregations, es-

timated at fewer than one hundred, a substantial majority involved Afri-

can-American men and white women.

48

 Annabelle and Gerald heralded 

this trend.

 On one point, however, Annabelle and Gerald proved an exception. 

As they prepared for their wedding in the company of thousands of other 

interracial couples across the country, they sought recognition of both the 
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state and the church. Period evidence suggests that, at least through the 

1960s, interracial couples sought out civil ceremonies but less commonly 

celebrated church weddings.

49

 The social and ecclesial reservations pres-

ent in the church at the time deterred many couples from seeking the 

blessing of clergy and faith communities. By choosing to celebrate their 

wedding in a sanctuary, Annabelle and Gerald forced a discussion that 

would not have taken place in the same way had they chosen to exchange 

vows before a justice of the peace. They took the sanctioning of their rela-

tionship into the one place where many similar couples refused to go. In so 

doing, they participated in yet another demonstration.

Exile

Annabelle and Gerald enjoyed their wedding despite the controversy. 

Although Annabelle’s home congregation met separately, and without 

the couple’s knowledge, to vote on whether they could be married in the 

church building, with the support of their pastor the ceremony went for-

ward as planned. Although some refused to take part in preparing the wed-

ding meal and others voiced their disapproval, still other church members 

volunteered to prepare food for the reception and blessed the union.

50

 A 

large crowd gathered to witness Annabelle and Gerald exchange vows on 

November 21, 1954 (see figure 5.2). The couple felt far more supported 

and encouraged by those who came to wish them well than discouraged 

by those who chose to stay away.

51

 The large turnout and attendant controversy is not surprising, given 

that the wedding took place only six months after the Supreme Court’s 

May 17, 1954, Brown v. Board of Education decision. Following Brown, a 

flurry of articles, all written by white men, took up the problem of ra-

cial prejudice in the church and presented theological arguments for racial 

equality and inclusion.

52

 Although no one articulated a new position on 

interracial marriage, the issue remained current. A group of Mennonite 

students participating in a Chicago-based study program on industry dis-

cussed, for example, whether “intermarriage” solved “the race problem.”

53

 

As Annabelle and Gerald returned to Cleveland after their wedding, in 

anticipation of several years’ work at Hawthorne State Hospital, they had 

gained a level of notoriety that would only increase in the following year.

 Annabelle and Gerald first gained wide attention as church leaders 
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decided how to respond to the Hawthorne administrators’ decision to 

fire Gerald. A church official from the Ohio Conference contacted Haw-

thorne administrators to object to Gerald’s placement, even though he 

Fig. 5.2 Gerald and Annabelle Hughes, Oak Grove Mennonite Church, 

Smithville, Ohio, 1954

Tobin Miller Shearer, “Laws of Attraction vs. Sentiments of Separation,” 

Mennonite Historical Bulletin 68, no. 4 (2007): 3. Photo courtesy of Gerald and 

Annabelle Hughes
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had worked successfully at the hospital before his and Annabelle’s wed-

ding. After deciding not to invite the local chapter of the activist group 

Congress of Racial Equality to advocate on their behalf, the Hugheses re-

turned to the Conrad homestead in Smithville, Ohio, to await the deci-

sion of mission board executives and Selective Service personnel. Shortly 

thereafter, the couple received word that Gerald had been transferred to 

the Gladstone congregation. The Hugheses gladly returned to the congre-

gation that had brought them together.

54

 They would never again leave.

 The Hugheses began to participate in the life of the broader church from 

their base at Gladstone. In a year that began with yet another white Men-

nonite editor raising social objections to interracial marriage, the young 

couple took part in a conference that would come to define the church’s 

official position on interracial marriage.

55

 From April 22 to 24, 1955, the 

Hugheses joined more than one hundred church leaders and congregants 

on the Goshen College campus for a meeting planned by the (Old) Men-

nonite Church’s Committee on Economic and Social Relations, an educa-

tion and advocacy group led by the same Guy F. Hershberger who would 

come to nominate Gerald at a later date.

 Two presentations established the central role interracial marriage 

would play at the conference. The Hugheses and other attendees listened 

to two plenary addresses on interracial marriage. Conference organizer 

Guy Hershberger and H. Ralph Hernley, chair of the social relations 

committee, raised the topic of interracial marriage in their introduction 

to the assembly proceedings. The two men said that through mutual ac-

quaintance and brotherhood across racial lines, “the bogey of intermar-

riage” would lose “its meaning.”

56

 Conference planners did not, however, 

leave participants with only this assurance. The Hugheses also listened to 

a lengthy and exhaustive exegesis of key Old Testament and New Testa-

ment passages by church theologian C. Norman Kraus, noting that Mo-

ses married outside his group and had not broken any biblical commands 

by doing so. Kraus’s call for unity based on Pauline texts also addressed 

concerns about the mixing of the races.

57

 Kraus first established the bibli-

cal basis of his argument before suggesting any application. Indeed, Kraus 

left it to subsequent speakers to comment on practical matters regarding 

marriage across racial lines. Yet he brought specific scriptural texts into a 

conversation long dominated by social arguments.

 The Hugheses also heard an official report about their wedding. Al-
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though he did not mention their names, conference attendee D. Richard 

Miller, from Smithville, Ohio, supplied sufficient detail to make clear 

about whom he was speaking. In his report about “the incident which has 

attracted the most attention” in his area, Miller identified the Hugheses’ 

congregation, the debate over whether to allow them to marry in the Oak 

Grove church building, and the church they attended (Gladstone). Miller 

closed his report by mentioning that the groom had led music at Oak Grove 

Mennonite following their wedding but that many members continued to 

express concern about “the welfare of the couple and the problems which 

confront them and will confront them as they take their place in society.”

58

 

If the Hugheses had not previously captured the attention of the partici-

pants at the Goshen conference, they had done so by the end of Miller’s 

presentation.

 Toward the end of the gathering, the Hugheses and the rest of the con-

ference participants had the opportunity to respond to a new race relations 

statement. Paul Peachey, a sociologist and incoming pastor at Broad Street 

Mennonite, the African-American congregation in Harrisonburg, Vir-

ginia, where Rowena Lark and Fannie Swartzentruber labored together, 

presented a statement that undermined scriptural objections to interracial 

marriages.

59

 Although he earlier had objected to mixed race marriages, cit-

ing their “foolish” and “inadvisable” nature, Peachey put scripture before 

social objections in the official document.

60

 In “The Way of Christian Love 

in Race Relations,” Peachey took a small but significant shift away from 

past writing. Giving more attention to this topic than to any other specific 

point of application, Peachey wrote, “On the question of interracial mar-

riage we [will] help our people to understand that the only Scriptural 

requirement for marriage is that it be ‘in the Lord’; that there is no valid 

biological objection to interracial marriage.” This clear statement of sup-

port did come with a caveat. The clause ended with the caution that “as in 

all marriages, the social implications of any proposed union should receive 

careful consideration.”

61

 As thus amended, the 1955 document pointed to 

social considerations but placed interracial unions on equal footing with 

all marriages. With little debate, conference participants approved the 

document in Goshen, and churchwide delegates did the same four months 

later in Hesston, Kansas. Unlike several mainline Protestant groups at the 

time, the (Old) Mennonite Church removed explicit scriptural barriers to 

marriage across racial lines.

62
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 Couples like the Hugheses thus made concrete a previously intangible 

issue. Having participated in the 1955 race relations conference, other 

attendees could not ignore the flesh-and-blood presence of interracial 

couples within their churches. The newlyweds from Cleveland made 

clear that the church would have to deal with marriage across racial lines. 

Leaders responded quickly. Less than a month after the release of an initial 

draft of “The Way of Christian Love in Race Relations,” administrators 

at Bluffton College, a Mennonite college in northwestern Ohio, issued 

a statement on race relations that encouraged racial equality but discour-

aged interracial dating.

63

 Hershberger received several letters suggesting 

changes to the statement’s marriage clause. One correspondent advocated 

stronger wording in support of interracial couples; others expressed cau-

tion.

64

 The section on interracial marriage received far more attention than 

any other portion of the document. Regardless of where they stood on the 

issue, white Mennonite church leaders could not ignore the fact that more 

than a decade of church evangelism among African Americans had led to 

unexpected results.

 Some church leaders did not agree with the direction taken by Hersh-

berger, Peachey, and others at the race relations conference. When Vern 

Miller, the Hugheses’ pastor and co-worker, prepared to request ministe-

rial credentials for Gerald from the Ohio Conference in 1955, conference 

leaders told him not to proceed. They made clear that because he had mar-

ried a white woman, Gerald could not be considered.

65

 As a woman, An-

nabelle had not even been considered as a recipient of ministerial creden-

tials. Although the couple did not learn of the blocked request until much 

later, their lives had again been pushed in a different direction by those 

opposed to their union. The couple continued in ministry at Gladstone 

but without official recognition by the Ohio Conference.

 The Hugheses’ marriage and reactions from members of their religious 

cohort marked the end of a six-year period, from 1950 to 1955, notable for 

at least three transitions. First, leaders of the (Old) Mennonite Church re-

versed a fifty-year tradition and gave priority to scriptural support for in-

terracial marriage over social objection. After relying on secular rationales 

for fifty years, the church put scripture first. With the passage of the 1955 

“Way of Christian Love in Race Relations” document, the (Old) Men-

nonite Church went on record in support of interracial marriage. Second, 

this shift highlighted a new fissure between (Old) Mennonites and their 
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General Conference denominational cousins. The silence of the (Old) 

Mennonite Church’s sister denomination, which did not act on interracial 

marriage until 1962, emerged from different congregational demograph-

ics. Leaders of the General Conference Mennonite Church hesitated to 

speak on interracial marriage in part because their membership included 

few couples like the Hugheses. Finally, a gap widened between church 

leaders and grassroots members on the question of interracial marriage. Al-

though few voiced public opposition to marriage across racial lines, many 

white Mennonites raised private objections at the local level when inter-

racial couples announced their wedding plans.

 Only two of these three transitions stabilized during the next seven 

years, from 1956 through 1962. The denominational divide continued in 

place as the General Conference delegates debated the question of inter-

racial marriage but passed a race relations document in 1959 that made 

no mention of the issue. The gap between lay members and denomina-

tional leaders remained, even as church leaders and activists attempted to 

educate their constituencies. Following official approval of the 1955 race 

relations document, however, the first transition noted above reverted to 

its prior state as social objections to interracial marriage again dominated 

church press articles. Members of both denominations returned repeat-

edly to the question of interracial marriage, even as they began to address 

a wider range of racial issues.

 As the Hugheses settled into their lives and work in Cleveland, they 

continued to read articles debating their union. A writer in 1956 stated 

that the “Bogey of Intermarriage” broke no religious laws but nonetheless 

led to persecution and was therefore “unwise.”

66

 The following year a vol-

untary service worker in Chicago penned a cautionary tale about the hard 

life of a child of an interracial union whose mother would not let him live 

with her.

67

 In 1958 a Mennonite editor again commented that those who 

married across racial lines lacked wisdom.

68

 Yet the Hugheses continued 

to live, work, and worship in a community that welcomed them and other 

interracial couples. When they read articles opposing their marriage, they 

responded as they had to those who expressed disapproval at the time of 

their wedding. In Annabelle’s words, “I never paid [them] too much at-

tention.”

69

 She and Gerald claimed the church as their own despite such 

judgments.

 That same forbearance manifested in comments Gerald made at another 
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major conference where interracial marriage received fresh attention. 

During a gathering hosted by the Woodlawn Mennonite congregation in 

Chicago from April 17 to 19, 1959, Gerald reflected on his experience at 

Goshen College and noted that, with time, his classmates came to see him 

as an individual (see figure 5.3).

70

 That individual recognition, however, 

still had not resolved white Mennonites’ concerns about marriages across 

racial lines. Rev. Vincent Harding, at that time Woodlawn’s associate pas-

tor and a doctoral student at the University of Chicago, gave a plenary ad-

dress in which he introduced the topic of interracial marriage. For a leader 

who would soon express exasperation at being called constantly to address 

the issue, Harding conceded a surprising point. After expressing disap-

pointment in white Christians who had not yet overcome their prejudices, 

Harding allowed that one could engage in “the ministry of reconciliation” 

without “full-hearted approval of interracial marriage.” Harding also ar-

gued that most African Americans did not seek to become “part of our 

blood families” because, employing a phrase that had been used by other 

African Americans in the period, “Negroes generally seek to be Christian 

brothers rather than brothers-in-law.”

71

 Gerald’s presence in the audience 

suggested otherwise.

 Neither Hughes nor Harding successfully prompted the General Con-

ference members at the Woodlawn conference to rally their denomination 

on the question of interracial marriage. Although the topic of interracial 

marriage attracted the attention of delegates at the General Conference 

national assembly in August of 1959, the delegates took no action. Af-

ter heated and substantial debate, church leaders presented a draft of “A 

Christian Declaration on Race Relations” to the delegate body gathered 

in Bluffton, Ohio.

72

 Delegates read a shorter, more circumspect document 

than the (Old) Mennonite Church analogue.

73

 The document’s authors 

offered only tentative confession and presented shorter, less encompass-

ing suggestions for action. Most notably, the General Conference position 

paper passed on August 17 made no mention of interracial marriage. The 

General Conference writers simply lapsed into a silence on the matter that 

would last for three more years.

74

 Without the high-profile, concrete wit-

ness of a couple like Annabelle and Gerald Hughes, the General Confer-

ence Church set the matter aside.

 In the following year Gerald joined a host of other Mennonite writ-

ers who focused on interracial marriage. Unlike many, however, Gerald 



Fig. 5.3 Participants in the Mennonite Churches and Race seminar, Gerald Hughes in second row, fifth from the right; 

Vincent Harding in first row, fourth from right; and Delton Franz in first row, third from right, Woodlawn Mennonite 

Church, Chicago, 1959

Peace Section Photographs of the Mennonite Central Committee Photograph Collection, IX-13-2.4, box 2, folder 108, file Race 

Relations, Seminar 1959, Conference 1964, Mennonite Church USA Archives. Photo courtesy of Mennonite Church USA 

Archives, Goshen, IN
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spoke from firsthand experience. In a January 28 reply to a white Men-

nonite pastor from Chicago who supported racial segregation and opposed 

interracial unions, Gerald wrote that he and Annabelle were “deeply dis-

turbed” by the pastor’s commentary and referred him to official church 

statements on the matter.

75

 After rebutting the author’s segregationist 

arguments, Hughes closed by expressing his gratitude for “those in our 

brotherhood who have given a positive Christ-inspired witness in this 

area.”

76

 His reply typified the gentle forbearance typical of his and An-

nabelle’s engagement with their fellow church members. Others followed 

Hughes’s lead by stating that ongoing debates about integration stemmed 

from white evangelicals’ and Mennonites’ fear of interracial marriage.

77

 

Although they and their allies had not convinced the entire church of the 

value of their union, many began to listen to the Hugheses with new at-

tention.

 The Hugheses also helped build a congregation where other interracial 

couples felt welcome. In 1961 a young white Mennonite woman studying 

at the Carnegie Institute in Cleveland met and began dating an African-

American man. Because interracial couples like the Hugheses belonged 

to the Cleveland congregation, then known as Lee Heights, the young 

woman and her boyfriend began attending there as well. When the wom-

an’s parents received word of their daughter’s interracial relationship, 

they became “very much upset” and urged her to withdraw from classes 

at Carnegie and end the relationship.

78

 Following an intervention by Guy 

Hershberger and Vern Miller, the pastor at Lee Heights, the young wom-

an’s parents calmed down considerably and tried “to take a constructive 

attitude” toward the pairing.

79

 Based on his long-term relationship with 

the Hugheses, Miller had earlier assured Hershberger that interracial 

unions were “not that bad.”

80

 Thus through their witness to Miller and 

others at Lee Heights, the Hugheses quietly calmed the “unnecessary fears 

concerning interracial marriage” that, according to Hershberger, hampered 

Mennonites’ ministry.

81

 Although by 1961 Gerald had still not received 

ministerial credentials, he continued to lead choirs and preach in Miller’s 

absence and, with Annabelle, to support a church community that loved 

and respected them.

82

 Other than members of integrated congregations and the denomina-

tional executives who supported them, many Mennonites continued to 

oppose interracial marriages during this period. By 1962 more than fifty 
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(Old) Mennonite churches reported African-American membership.

83

 In 

these settings, interracial couples often found a home. The white Men-

nonites involved in integrated congregations like Lee Heights faced their 

fears of interracial marriage and came to cherish couples, like the Hughe-

ses, who made the idea concrete. The General Conference congregants 

had far fewer opportunities to learn to know integrated couples. Only a 

handful of congregations from the General Conference reported African-

American membership in 1962.

84

 The white majority from both denomi-

nations rarely had contact with African-American Mennonites or those 

who married them. Although church leaders and administrators learned 

to drop their social objections after 1955 and, as in the case of Hershberger, 

actively worked to educate white constituents, grassroots members’ fears 

increased as they learned of interracial marriages come to pass. In the Gen-

eral Conference setting, where fewer African-American members had 

joined the church, the issue remained present but somewhat less urgent. 

For many (Old) Mennonite congregants, interracial marriage continued as 

the primary threat associated with accelerated integration.

 The period from 1963 through 1965 nonetheless began with an ex-

plosive turn away from the issue of interracial marriage by leaders in both 

the (Old) Mennonite and the General Conference Mennonite denomina-

tions. The Hugheses found themselves temporarily out of the spotlight as 

attention turned from interracial marriage to the civil rights movement 

with a deluge of writing on the topic. The number of articles on race-re-

lated themes published by the Mennonite press in 1963 exceeded that 

published in the previous five years and nearly tripled the previous high 

set in 1953.

85

 More than one hundred writers in eighty-eight different 

articles addressed various civil rights questions, many of them focusing on 

Mennonite integrity. Delton Franz, the white pastor of Woodlawn Men-

nonite Church in Chicago, captured this latter concern when he suggested 

that white Mennonites unable to demonstrate peacemaking should stop 

calling themselves a “peace church and hand the title over to our Negro 

Christian brothers who have surely earned it.”

86

 Only one article, by a 

writer from outside the Mennonite church, took up the question of inter-

racial marriage.

87

 A second article, published first in an (Old) Mennonite 

Church magazine and then a General Conference publication a few days 

later, reported on a meeting in which participants reiterated the church’s 

1955 position on interracial marriage but offered no new commentary.

88
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As was the case in other denominations during this period, civil rights is-

sues displaced concern about interracial marriage.

89

Return

Church leaders’ attention thus turned away from Annabelle and Ger-

ald Hughes, the interracial couple, and toward Gerald Hughes, the Af-

rican-American Mennonite. Although Mennonite church leaders had 

prompted Hughes’s dismissal from his alternative service assignment and 

refused to give him ministerial credentials, from 1963 forward church 

leaders recruited Hughes and other African-American men married to 

white women for churchwide leadership positions. On August 6, 1963, 

the General Mission Board of the (Old) Mennonite Church elected 

Hughes as secretary of an urban pastors’ subcommittee.

90

 A month later, 

Hughes offered one of the opening statements at a September 1963 meet-

ing held to discuss the church’s response to “racial and civil rights ten-

sion.”

91

 The meeting, held at Prairie Street Mennonite Church in Elkhart, 

Indiana, featured Curtis Burrell, another African-American man married 

to a white woman, whom Hershberger would later nominate, along with 

Hughes, for a national church position.

92

 During their opening statements, 

Hughes and Burrell spoke at greater length than the other three speak-

ers combined and displayed a more nuanced understanding of the white 

Mennonite community. Other participants appear to have noticed the dif-

ference. Soon leaders from both the (Old) Mennonite and the General 

Conference denominations began to ask African-American men married 

to white women to fill church leadership positions. Hughes and Burrell 

had set a trend.

 The very men feared by a majority of the Mennonite community thus 

entered church leadership circles, a trend that continued on into 1971. 

Hughes in particular rose to new prominence. On December 4, 1963, Her-

shberger referred to Hughes as “the music secretary of the Christian Edu-

cation Cabinet of the Ohio conference” and mentioned that he, Annabelle, 

and “their three little chocolate girls” gave music programs throughout 

the Ohio Conference.

93

 The 1963 proceedings of the annual conference 

of the (Old) Mennonite Church also referred to Hughes alongside early 

church pioneers James and Rowena Lark.

94

 By July 29, 1968, Hughes, 

Lee Heights pastor Vern Miller, and Lee Roy Berry, another African-
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American man who would soon marry a white woman, agreed to convene 

a meeting of the church’s first interracial council.

95

 Hughes came to that 

assignment as the only African-American man serving on the church’s 

national church mission board.

96

 In 1969 Hughes chaired the executive 

committee of the Urban Racial Council, the predecessor to the Minority 

Ministries Council that figures prominently in the narrative in chapter 

7.

97

 Three of the four African-American members of that committee had 

also married white women.

98

 Hughes also chaired the first annual meet-

ing of the Minority Ministries Council in 1970.

99

 In (Old) Mennonite 

Church leadership circles, the threat posed by Hughes and others like him 

had diminished by the end of the 1960s.

100

 Yet white church leaders continued to confront grassroots sentiment 

opposing mixed marriages. Articles in 1964, 1967, 1968, and 1970 men- 

tioned interracial marriage as an ongoing concern among Mennonite 

church members.

101

 Members of the Colored Workers Committee of the 

Lancaster Conference discussed “The Bible and Interracial Marriage” in 

1969.

102

 White church activists and leaders in 1968, 1970, and 1971 

also complained about white constituents’ frequent mention of the is-

sue.

103

 One of those activists, Lynford Hershey of the Minority Ministries 

Council, reported on March 23, 1971, on a race relations survey of 2,694 

Mennonites. A majority of the respondents did not support the church’s 

official position on interracial marriage. Some respondents asserted, “Even 

the blackbirds and robins know better and do not cross-mate.”

104

 Hershey 

replied, “I . . . hope we can think on a much higher plane than of animals” 

and noted that the more apt analogy within the animal kingdom was that 

cows and dogs mated without regard to color.

105

 Leaders from the Lan-

caster Conference tried to educate their constituents on the matter by 

publicly confessing in July of 1971 that they had not “been supportive 

and accepting of interracial marriage.”

106

 Leaders in the (Old) Mennonite 

Church came to recognize that simply including African Americans like 

Hughes on church committees would not change the opinions of all their 

constituents.

 The shift to embrace African-American men bonded to the church by 

marriage most clearly marked the division between the (Old) Mennonite 

and the General Conference denominations. African-American leadership 

on a national scale failed to materialize within the General Conference 

following the departure of Vincent Harding in the mid-1960s. Owing 
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primarily to a paucity of African-American congregations, leaders in the 

General Conference had a smaller pool from which to draw.

107

 Although 

they might have developed leaders from the dually affiliated Woodlawn 

Mennonite Church in Chicago, the General Conference leaders distanced 

themselves from the congregation and its pastor, Curtis Burrell, following 

a series of “disruptive actions against the church” described at length in 

the next chapter.

108

 The decision to limit the General Conference’s Camp 

Landon ministry in Gulfport, Mississippi, to service rather than evan-

gelism likewise forestalled the possibility of bringing in African-Amer-

ican leadership through church planting.

109

 Without leaders like Gerald 

Hughes to prod the church forward, the General Conference leaders lost 

interest, and by 1971 only a handful of articles addressed race relations 

issues.

 The transitions regarding interracial marriage that had been made evi-

dent sixteen years earlier came to fruition by 1971. Leaders from the Gen-

eral Conference and the (Old) Mennonite Church took different paths 

toward race relations in general and interracial marriage in particular. The 

former group opted for a more proactive engagement with legislative is-

sues and a decidedly less proactive stance regarding evangelism within 

African-American communities. The (Old) Mennonite Church remained 

more committed to evangelism within the African-American community, 

which led to increased African-American membership in the church and, 

eventually, to a greater incidence of interracial marriages. Although (Old) 

Mennonites’ evangelistic efforts did not usually lead to legislative action, 

the cross-racial exchange did prompt some white Mennonite leaders to 

support interracial couples.

110

 Such support helped ameliorate discomfort 

with racially mixed marriages. As Hershey’s 1971 survey made clear, sen-

timent against interracial unions predominated in the (Old) Mennonite 

Church at the grassroots level, despite education by white leaders and ac-

tivists. Even as Annabelle sent Gerald off to chair churchwide committees 

and sit on national boards, she and Gerald continued to face negative reac-

tions to their interracial marriage.

The March Continued

As 1971 came to a close, the Hugheses traveled through a church that they 

had helped change. Through their persistence and willingness to relate 
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to those who found their union objectionable, the Hugheses altered the 

(Old) Mennonite white community. While this change was realized most 

clearly at the leadership level, the Hugheses also transformed the perspec-

tives of Annabelle’s extended family and white congregants at Oak Grove 

in Smithville, Ohio. Furthermore, even General Conference members 

had to debate interracial marriage, with the knowledge that their sister 

denomination supported reputable couples like the Hugheses. Simply by 

showing up, the Hugheses brought the Mennonite community to a new 

understanding of the theological concerns and social realities surrounding 

interracial marriage.

 The Hugheses and other couples like them did not, however, shift the 

church’s approach to mixed marriages by themselves. The marked dif-

ference in opinion between leaders and constituents stemmed from four 

other influences: church doctrine, secular rationale, evangelism, and civil 

rights debate. Each influence shaped the church, alongside the quotidian 

efforts of interracial couples like the Hugheses.

 The first historical theme shaping change in Mennonites’ approach to 

interracial marriage carried the greatest weight. A biblically centered peo-

ple rarely based their objections to interracial marriage on scriptural pas-

sages. Even the most vocal opponents of interracial marriage shied away 

from mounting theologically grounded objections. An editorial by Levi C. 

Hartzler in 1955 came closest to arguing that scripture forbade interracial 

marriage, but even he referred only to the tepid declaration that God in-

tended for there to be distinct races and humans should not interfere with 

that plan.

111

 Otherwise, Mennonite writers did not rely on scripture to 

oppose interracial marriage in any of the periods outlined here. Although 

male church leaders used scriptural dictates to keep women out of church 

leadership positions, they seldom relied on biblical mandates to prohibit 

interracial unions.

 The same church leaders who refrained from mounting scriptural ob-

jections to interracial marriage offered little scriptural support for those 

who married across racial lines. Only one writer discovered in the course 

of this study applied core Mennonite theological values to the issue of in-

terracial marriage. William Keeney’s 1952 article paired the call to inter-

racial marriage with the value of “suffering love.”

112

 He took what he had 

been taught as an adult convert to the Mennonite community and applied 

it to a pressing issue of his day, though longtime members did not find 
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the need to do so. Beginning in the first half of the 1950s, writers in the 

church press instead noted that the scriptures posed no specific barriers to 

marriage across racial lines, a tack taken in the 1955 race relations state-

ment and echoed in church press documents through the 1960s. With the 

exception of Keeney, church leaders turned away from scripture in both 

opposing and supporting interracial marriage, a tactic that often left them 

in a defensive position within a biblically centered community.

 The second theme flowed from the first as post-1955 church leaders and 

activists spent much of their energy refuting the social objections raised 

by their predecessors. Because biblically based objections had never been 

a consistent part of the discussion, the resulting dialogue about interra-

cial marriage centered on social arguments. Church members had listened 

well to the writers who claimed that the children of interracial marriages 

would live troubled lives, that such unions invariably ended in divorce, 

that African-American men did not desire to marry white women, and, 

by implication, that only aberrant individuals did.

113

 Though most church 

leaders stopped emphasizing secular rationales in the wake of the 1955 

(Old) Mennonite Church race relations statement, grassroots church 

members continued to employ the same set of social objections taught to 

them by church leaders for more than fifty years.

 Those who debated social objections to interracial marriage also had to 

reckon with the influence of evangelism. The (Old) Mennonite Church 

invested more resources in African-American evangelism than did their 

General Conference counterparts, which led to an increase in interracial 

marriages in the 1950s and ’60s. Those couples, in turn, intensified the 

debate. The Goshen College students and overseas mission workers who 

filled the pews at the Hugheses’ 1954 wedding demonstrated their sup-

port to Oak Grove congregants still uncertain about their decision to host 

the celebration.

114

 The concrete circumstance of a specific interracial mar-

riage called congregants and leaders alike to define their positions. Cor-

responding to a less proactive record of evangelism in African-American 

communities, leaders in the General Conference backed away from claim-

ing a public position on interracial marriage in 1959 and seldom took up 

the topic through the subsequent years of this study. Evangelism thus 

shaped discussions about interracial marriage in both communities.

 Finally, civil rights debate changed the church. After 1963 leaders 

from the General Conference and their colleagues in the (Old) Mennonite 
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Church both shifted their attention to nonresistance and the civil rights 

movement. Debates over the problem of how best to respond to civil rights 

leaders’ challenges pushed discussion of interracial marriage to the side 

as fewer and fewer writers addressed the topic. Although congregational 

members continued to express fears of African-American encroachment 

through interracial marriage, church leaders turned their attention else-

where. A torrent of more than 250 articles, editorials, news reports, and 

official church statements between 1963 and 1971 focused on the civil 

rights movement, while only six mentioned interracial marriage. A new 

threat had drawn the attention of white Mennonite leaders in the United 

States. They did not want to be seen as lacking in integrity on the question 

of nonresistance. Concerns about interracial marriage seemed less urgent 

by comparison.

 Forces internal to the Mennonite community thus played a greater role 

than did outside influences. First, the wedding march beat the law. On 

the topic of this study, church leaders and grassroots members paid far 

more attention to theology than to legal precedent. The 1955 (Old) Men-

nonite race relations statement on interracial marriage challenged many 

more white Mennonites than did the 1967 Supreme Court ruling that 

struck down antimiscegenation legislation. Second, the wedding march 

overcame popular opinion. Mennonites supported the principle of racial 

equality independent of shifts in broader social thought. From the nine-

teenth century forward, church leaders had written about the importance 

of racial equality before such egalitarian measures found wide purchase 

across the country. Finally, within the context of the Mennonite commu-

nity, the wedding march trumped the street march. Mennonites social-

ized interracially as a result of church-based evangelism rather than civil 

rights activism. Those Mennonites who crossed racial lines did so most 

consistently in congregations integrated by evangelical efforts rather than 

in schools or neighborhoods integrated by marches and demonstrations. 

Although the civil rights movement did help turn Mennonites’ atten-

tion away from interracial marriage, the intensity of subsequent discus-

sions about nonresistance arose from within the community. White Men-

nonites articulated positions about interracial marriage while discussing 

church doctrine, promoting racial equality, and worshipping across racial 

lines rather than while marching in the streets.

 Internal demonstrators like the Hugheses and other interracial couples 
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influenced the church to such an extent because they challenged a central 

symbol of Mennonites’ separation from society. White Mennonite women 

such as Annabelle Hughes and Fannie Swartzentruber came to represent 

Mennonites’ separatist status through their attire and social position, an 

association that reached its height at the time of the Hugheses’ wedding. 

Women who wore prayer coverings symbolized the manner in which the 

church defined itself as separated, sanctified, and free of contagion from 

the outside world. The virginal status of unmarried white Mennonite 

women intensified their symbolic role.

115

 As this narrative makes clear, 

church leaders and congregants identified men like Hughes as the most 

persistent threat to the symbolic status of white Mennonite women. Al-

though other interracial pairings also took place during the 1950s and ’60s, 

the union of an African-American man and a white woman received the 

most attention. Church leaders and grassroots members alike felt threat-

ened by African-American men who, from their perspective, would sully 

white Mennonite women and, through them, the entire church commu-

nity. Couples like the Hugheses nonetheless refused to be bound by such 

assumptions. Every time an interracial couple walked down the wedding 

aisle, they called into question the church’s association of separation from 

the world with the attire, sexual activity, and racial relationships of young 

white women.

 Through the wedding marches led by interracial couples, the threat of 

racial contact represented by African-American men morphed into the 

promise of restored integrity. This study of white Mennonite responses 

to interracial marriages shows that a man like Gerald Hughes, formerly 

feared as a threat to white Mennonite women, came to be seen as a val-

ued resource for restoring ethical integrity to the church’s race relations 

record. Church leaders across denominations, but most actively in the 

(Old) Mennonite Church, employed those they had previously rejected. 

In the course of four decades, a racialized menace had become a welcome 

asset. The specter of African-American males sullying the church by mar-

rying the community’s white daughters diminished as the former black 

encroachers deepened relationships, served in leadership roles, and would 

not leave. Annabelle, Gerald, their children, and other integrated fami-

lies transformed a threat into a resource by unremittingly promoting and 

embodying the racial reconciliation that had become a central symbol of 

Anabaptist integrity.
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 The wedding marchers thus encouraged substantive changes. To be 

sure, the few assimilated African-American men who joined church-

wide committees did not overthrow the ecclesiastical structures that gave 

power and privilege to white Mennonites. Furthermore, white church 

leaders readily referred to the African-American men who joined their 

committees as evidence that they had begun, as enjoined by their critics, 

to “do something to stop this present system of racism!”

116

 Neither the men 

who joined the committees nor their wives, who made it possible for them 

to serve, allowed others to use them so easily. The Hugheses, for example, 

continued to attend church conventions, visit other congregations, and re-

main active in the church well past the period of this study. Along with 

other interracial couples and members of the Minority Ministries Council 

featured in chapter 7, they defied the label of threat, critiqued ongoing 

racism in the church, and, for at least a season, created an arm of the church 

where interracial unions mattered less. Through their challenges and per-

sistent presence, the Hugheses changed what it meant to be a Menno-

nite.

 Nonetheless, the Mennonite church as a whole had not yet fully rec-

ognized the contributions made by interracial couples at the end of the 

1960s. At the same church in Smithville, Ohio, where the Hugheses ex-

changed their vows in 1954, a second interracial couple celebrated their 

wedding in 1969. Like the Hugheses before them, Beth Hostetler and Lee 

Roy Berry also had the support of the pastor of Oak Grove Mennonite 

Church, even though a different man held the position. During the fif-

teen years between the two weddings, most of those who had opposed 

the Hugheses’ wedding, including Hostetler’s father, had learned to ac-

cept the couple and ceased their opposition.

117

 Not everyone had. One of 

Hostetler’s cousins continued to oppose interracial marriages, as did the 

person who placed an anonymous phone call to Hostetler’s brother-in-law 

warning him that “something bad was going to happen at that wedding.” 

Berry recalled, “I got on my knees at the altar [and] I kept one eye opened 

to see if someone was going to come into the church to shoot me.”

118

 Al-

though no one opened fire or even disrupted the wedding, the threat re-

mained real as the couple entered into marriage that day.

 Such threats took many forms. The following chapter chronicles how 

two congregations in and near Chicago dealt with threats found within 

neighborhoods transitioning from white to African-American. External 
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racial threats again figured prominently in the stories of Community Men-

nonite Church in Markham, Illinois, and Woodlawn Mennonite Church 

in Chicago as did painful and tumultuous years of transformation. The 

question before those congregations was not, however, how to gain in-

tegrity. Members of Community Mennonite and Woodlawn Mennonite 

wanted their beloved fellowships to survive. Rather, the congregations 

dealt with a volatile mix of politics, racial tension, and, in one case, inter-

racial marriage as they struggled to stay alive. Racial threats and the inter-

nal marchers who confronted them emerged afresh when internal racial 

turmoil threatened the lives of these two cherished congregations.



Gchapter 6H

Congregational Campaign

It has been nearly two years since our church had its first Negro visitors . . . The 

persons who made up our congregation at that time had mixed feelings about 

having Negroes coming to our church—some had moved to Markham from 

Chicago for the express purpose of getting away from Negroes.

—Larry Voth, pastor of Community Mennonite Church, Markham, Illinois, 1963

Community Mennonite: A Congregational Convulsion

C

ommunity Mennonite convulsed the first time a black preacher 

stood behind the pulpit. In early 1959 pastor Ron Krehbiel in-

vited Vincent Harding to speak to his congregation in Markham, 

a suburb just south of Chicago. Soon after the African-American Menno-

nite pastor and activist finished preaching, members of the small, all-white 

church inundated Krehbiel with objections. They declared, “If you’re go-

ing to do this, then we’re going to leave.” At meetings in Kansas City the 

following day, Krehbiel told colleagues that he “didn’t know how much of 

a church” would remain upon his return.

1

 Six years later another Mennonite congregation hosted an African-

American pastor and activist. In September of 1965, Pastor Delton Franz 

welcomed Martin Luther King Jr. and his colleagues from Operation 

Breadbasket to a fried-chicken lunch meeting.

2

 As they ate their meal at 

Woodlawn Mennonite on the south side of Chicago, a dozen police of-

ficers kept crowds of curious onlookers from gaining entrance.

3

 Unlike 
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their co-believers in Markham, members of the racially integrated con-

gregation in North Kenwood did not raise a ruckus in response to King’s 

visit. Instead, they opened their building to weekly “civil rights training 

sessions.”

4

 With the support of his congregation, Franz called on Menno-

nites across the country to “thank God for the protest” movement led by 

King.

5

 Although these two Mennonite congregations reacted differently to-

ward African Americans in their midst, the pastors who invited Harding 

and King to visit their congregations shared King’s assumption that inte-

grated churches would support the civil rights movement. A year before 

Harding preached at Community Mennonite, King observed that Sun-

day at 11:00 a.m. was the “most segregated hour of Christian America.”

6

 

In his struggle to end Jim Crow segregation, King gave little attention to 

the implications of his critique. He simply assumed that those involved in 

integrated churches would be effective in their “attack on outside evils.”

7

 

From King’s perspective, attendance at an integrated congregation led to 

civil rights activism. Clergy from the liberal, white church community 

joined King in holding up a vision of congregational integration as the 

most desirable of the civil rights movement’s various ends.

8

 This chapter complicates that assumption by examining how two Chi-

cago area congregations integrated their pews and served in their streets. 

Between 1956 and 1971, the leaders and congregants of Woodlawn and 

Community Mennonite churches tried to move past discussion of mere 

integration and live out “total acceptance.”

9

 The stories of these two rare 

integration attempts demonstrate the manner in which congregational in-

tegration supported and detracted from the goals of the civil rights move-

ment.

10

 For both congregations, the internal march toward integration 

encouraged social ministry. At the same time, the external resources and 

internal commitment necessary to sustain integration discouraged long-

term activism. As black nationalists equated integration with oppression, 

Mennonites at Community and Woodlawn faced new challenges that led 

to the demise of one congregation and the continuation of the other.

11

 The 

following narrative highlights the primary historical factors behind those 

two outcomes and explains how they challenge King’s assumption about 

the beloved community.

 Historians of the civil rights and black power movements have rarely 

taken up questions about change and longevity in racially integrated 
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congregations. Most often, they have accepted Martin Luther King Jr.’s 

statement about the “most segregated hour” and ignored a less well known 

passage of his 1958 text, in which he conceded that a small number of 

Protestant congregations were “actually integrating their congregations.”

12

 

Historians have avoided studying such integrated groups and only glanced 

at the assumption behind King’s critique of segregated churches.

13

 Al-

though several historical works have interrogated the assumptions behind 

integrationist ethics in studies of education, housing, government, and the 

military, they have let stand King’s assumption that integrated churches 

would lead to integrated society.

14

 Lacking a thorough understanding of 

congregations that worshipped across racial lines, they fail to note the fra-

gility of the vision of the “beloved community” and the effect of integrated 

congregations on the struggle for civil rights and black power.

15

 Nestled in the narrative of racially integrated churches sit Mennonite 

stories in need of retelling. Mennonite historians have told the stories 

of racially integrated congregations in much the same way. Of the two 

congregations featured here, Woodlawn has received by far the greater 

historical attention. No less than six different historians refer to portions 

of Woodlawn’s story.

16

 All these writers correlate conflict at Woodlawn 

with the rise of the black power movement. I suggest that a range of re-

ligious convictions proved more influential than black power rhetoric 

in shaping the resolution of that conflict. Advocates of black power at 

Woodlawn remained in conversation with the larger Mennonite commu-

nity for far longer and with greater deliberation than previously assumed, 

but they eventually found their dialogue disrupted by ongoing concerns 

about Mennonite doctrine. Furthermore, the few historians who have at-

tended to Community Mennonite have told the story as the effort of one 

man, Larry Voth.

17

 To be certain, Voth shaped the congregation. Yet the 

arc of Community Mennonite’s congregational life includes the contribu-

tions of African-American and white members who weathered significant 

controversy. Together, these retold stories challenge the assumption that 

the failure or success of integrated congregations in this era turned on the 

influence of black power alone. In the end, they also signify the influence 

of passionate commitment, poor judgment, and collective perseverance.
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Woodlawn: Happening upon Integration

The story of Woodlawn Mennonite’s integration opens on the campus of 

Mennonite Biblical Seminary in late 1957. Delton Franz, only twenty-

five at the time and with fewer than two years of pastoral experience, 

wrote an impassioned appeal to the General Conference constituency to 

support the six-year-old Woodlawn Mennonite Church.

18

 He feared that 

the impending exodus of the seminary from the Southside Chicago neigh-

borhood of Woodlawn to the city of Elkhart, located in rural north central 

Indiana, would lead to the demise of his congregation.

19

 Franz challenged 

the broader church to support Woodlawn as he and his congregation faced 

a “decision between life or death.”

20

 Franz wrote his appeal to a denomination that by the end of the 1950s 

had become increasingly acculturated. As noted in chapter 1, the polity 

of the General Conference allowed for greater congregational autonomy 

that, in turn, mediated against the stricter dress and lifestyle dictates of 

the (Old) Mennonite community. While (Old) Mennonite leaders fret-

ted over prayer coverings, jewelry, plain coats, and cut hair well into the 

1960s, General Conference staff at Camp Landon in Mississippi, for ex-

ample, stepped out for a night on the town in 1960 bedecked in pearls 

and bowties, coifed and covering free.

21

 Along with loosening sartorial 

guidelines, leaders of the General Conference remained generally more 

open than their (Old) Mennonite cousins to political entanglements. As 

we have already seen, however, that relatively more politically engaged 

stance did not always translate into more racially egalitarian action. Franz 

wrote with clear knowledge that in the constituency he addressed, stated 

commitments did not always guide their actions, however acculturated 

they might have become.

 A brief account of the congregation’s relationship to the departing 

seminary explains Franz’s anxiety. When Woodlawn began, white Men-

nonite missionaries in Chicago paid little attention to race relations. Of 

the eleven Chicago mission sites active in 1953, only one—Bethel Men-

nonite Community Church—served African Americans.

22

 A second con-

gregation served Mexican migrants, but members there had little contact 

with other Mennonites in the city.

23

 The remaining nine mission sites, 

sponsored by both the General Conference and (Old) Mennonite mis-

sion boards, ministered to church members who did not come from tra-
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ditional Mennonite backgrounds but shared a common white racial pro-

file.

24

 Although church leaders hinted at demographic changes affecting 

congregations in Chicago, few yet spoke of those shifts in racial terms.

25

 

Those who did mention race took no clear position on whether churches 

should leave, stay, or embrace the impending change.

26

 The national Gen-

eral Conference denomination likewise offered little in the way of incen-

tive to evangelize African Americans. Denomination-sponsored mission 

efforts focused on service to African Americans rather than evangelism.

27

 

In 1953 most Mennonites in Chicago expressed little interest in racial 

integration.

 The seminary students who ran the Woodlawn congregation in 1953 

likewise had few questions about integration. As they studied in a neigh-

borhood that one long-time African-American resident described as 

“rather rough,” the students responded to the growing needs of the in-

creasingly crowded, poor, and African-American community around 

them.

28

 For example, having purchased an entire city block worth of real 

estate for $200,000 in the wake of white flight, the seminary had plenty 

of property. Seminary leaders shared that space with neighborhood chil-

dren through church programs.

29

 In connection with this programming, 

adults began to participate as well.

30

 Woodlawn’s 1954 vacation bible 

school attracted more than thirteen white and fifty-five African-American 

children and was led by eight white and two African-American adults.

31

 

Without having set out to do so, the seminary students stumbled unwit-

tingly into racial integration.

 In 1957 Delton Franz thus feared losing a practice of racial integra-

tion and a cohort of seminary students committed to Woodlawn. A na-

tive Kansan and graduate of Bethel College and Mennonite Biblical Semi-

nary, Franz had little experience in urban communities before coming to 

Woodlawn.

32

 Yet serving as he did in a neighborhood troubled by crime, 

overcrowding, and property abandonment, he quickly gained a passion for 

urban ministry. Franz feared the seminary’s departure because Woodlawn 

had depended on the institution for both members and facilities. Ministry 

in a demanding neighborhood like Woodlawn already taxed the congre-

gation. Franz sent a plea to the General Conference constituency because 

he needed outside help to continue work inside the neighborhood.

 Franz felt the crisis keenly because he believed the seminary’s lead-

ers had abandoned their interracial ministry. Already in 1953, rumors 
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spread among church leaders that the African Americans entering the for-

merly all-white Woodlawn area would “slowly crowd Mennonite Bibli-

cal Seminary out of the neighborhood.”

33

 Seminarians experienced theft 

and vandalism that, at least in the minds of some, came to be associated 

with integration.

34

 Although administrators cited changes in leadership, a 

developing relationship with Goshen Biblical Seminary, and city officials’ 

interest in their property as reasons for relocating, those who stayed felt 

that seminary leaders had fled because of the neighborhood’s racial com-

position.

35

 In his 1957 appeal to the broader church, Franz declared that 

the seminary’s move put the Mennonite church “on trial.”

36

 From where 

Franz stood, the future of race relations in the church seemed to ride on 

Woodlawn’s success or failure.

 The broader church met Franz’s challenge with a steady gaze during 

the following decade. For the three years following Franz’s 1957 appeal, 

church reporters showered attention on Franz and his co-pastor, Vincent 

Harding, in more than thirty articles. During the years of their integrated 

partnership, Franz and Harding toured the South, became ever more in-

volved with the civil rights movement, and hosted a 1959 conference on 

race relations attended by representatives from the General Conference, 

(Old) Mennonite, and Mennonite Brethren denominations.

37

 In addition 

to contributing to a dozen church press articles as writers or interviewees 

during their joint tenure, Franz and Harding spoke throughout the church 

and served on denominational committees. Church leaders highlighted 

this “congregational Camelot” as proof of their collective racial egalitarian-

ism.

38

 Attention to Woodlawn Church meant attention to the North Ken-

wood neighborhood. Under Franz and Harding’s leadership, Woodlawn 

members and voluntary service workers posted at the congregation wrote 

articles and spoke about the difficulties of serving an urban environ-

ment, using phrases such as “overcrowded jungle,” “dirt and filth,” and “a 

world of dark strangers.”

39

 If white Mennonite readers knew anything 

about North Kenwood, they knew that dangerous African Americans sur-

rounded earnest white workers there.

 Heightening the rhetoric of racial contrast, African-American lead-

ers at Woodlawn praised white Mennonite volunteers. Although more 

than thirty local African-American members served under Harding and 

Franz’s leadership, white outsiders received disproportionate attention.

40
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For example, Harding lauded the self-sacrifice of two Mennonites who 

left jobs in Mountain Lake, Minnesota, to serve the Woodlawn congrega-

tion. According to Harding, Arthur and Helen Ross felt they could no lon-

ger discuss voluntary service in Sunday school unless they “were willing 

to offer their own lives.”

41

 The Rosses expressed that self-sacrificial spirit 

by moving to Chicago. To be certain, such praiseworthy examples showed 

Woodlawn’s white members as exemplifying the best of Mennonite self-

sacrifice. Yet the equally courageous efforts of African-American Men-

nonite members received scant attention. With the exception of Harding, 

Woodlawn’s African-American members took second place behind the 

white Mennonites who had relocated to North Kenwood.

Community Mennonite: Deliberate Distance

Another congregation marched toward integration from deliberate segre-

gation. In 1956, the same year that Delton Franz began pastoring at Wood-

lawn, a group of Mennonites purchased property in the white Chicago 

suburb of Markham. Led by John T. Neufeld, longtime pastor of Grace 

Mennonite Church in Chicago, and supported by local and national mis-

sion commissions, the group sought to evangelize new converts and reach 

Chicago Mennonites who had moved to the suburbs.

42

 As they purchased 

property for a new church building, Neufeld and his associates agreed to 

exclude “any one who is not a Caucasian” from the premises.

43

 Although 

unenforceable under United States law following the 1948 Supreme 

Court ruling Shelley v. Kraemer, the restrictive covenant drew the group’s 

attention. Neufeld wrote to the sale agent that the clause would “cause 

no difficulty.”

44

 Although several months later Neufeld asked whether 

there was “anything we should or can do about” the clause, the congrega-

tion’s leaders signed the contract without addenda.

45

 Regardless of the 

legal issues involved, the congregation’s founding members accepted the 

covenant as necessary.

46

 From the beginning, the leaders of Community 

Mennonite intended to serve only white people.

 The emerging church at Markham then turned its attention to more 

pressing issues. Between 1956 and 1960, board members struggled to pay 

a pastor, build a sanctuary, and administer programs. At the same time, 

congregants contributed to overseas mission projects in Paraguay and the 

Belgian Congo but paid less attention to domestic outreach.

47

 By 1959 the 
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congregation had dedicated a new church building in a public ceremony 

attended by local Markham officials.

48

 Members invited newcomers to 

join their “active and energetic group” (see figure 6.1).

49

 Charter members 

recall the early years as a time of warm fellowship, strong family bonds, 

and great appreciation for children in a church where “we were all close  

. . . [We trusted one another so much that] my kids are your kids.”

50

 That friendly congregation, however, soon gave a chilly reception to an 

African-American guest. As noted above, shortly after the congregation 

dedicated their new church building pastor Ron Krehbiel invited Vin-

cent Harding to speak. Krehbiel had met Harding while taking classes at 

Mennonite Biblical Seminary in the North Kenwood neighborhood. As-

suming that his congregants would welcome an African-American speaker 

as readily as had the white Mennonites at the congregations Krehbiel at-

tended as a child, Krehbiel invited Harding to speak without consulting 

congregational leaders. Although he did not notice rejection during the 

service, Krehbiel observed “very disturbed” expressions as he shook peo-

ple’s hands afterward. Later on that afternoon, Krehbiel’s phone began to 

ring. Many of the congregants who had been raised in the South called 

Krehbiel to inform him, “If this ever happens again, we cannot come to 

your church anymore.”

51

 Rather than wait for further dissension to build, 

Krehbiel organized a congregational meeting that evening.

 The meeting set a decade-long course. Despite short notice, most of the 

church’s sixty-five congregants attended. Those who had voiced their ob-

jections on the phone again threatened to leave the congregation if Afri-

can Americans were invited back to the church. Following the gathering, 

church council members prayed, discussed, and arrived at a decision. In 

particular, council member Al Levreau lobbied for not placing “restric-

tions” on visitors or new members. The council concurred and passed an 

“open door policy” by unanimous vote.

52

 Krehbiel’s example, denomina-

tional teaching, and the council members’ personal experiences trumped 

the restrictive covenant. In response to the leaders’ decision, nearly a third 

of the congregation left. Most of those who departed had been raised in 

the South outside of white Mennonite enclaves and, although active par-

ticipants, had not officially joined the congregation.

53

 Community’s open-door policy came to the test a few years later as the 

neighborhood around the church began to change. Between 1950 and 

1960 Markham’s African-American population had grown from 67 to 



Fig. 6.1 Community Mennonite Church members, Markham, Illinois, circa 1959

Photo by Don Burklow. Photo courtesy of Community Mennonite Church, Markham, IL
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2,524, accounting for more than 25 percent of the suburb’s census.

54

 By 

1964 the African-American cohort in Markham had expanded to nearly 

30 percent of the population and ballooned to 45 percent by 1969.

55

 At 

the outset of that burgeoning change, pastor Krehbiel completed his ten-

ure and the church welcomed a new pastor, Larry Voth.

 Voth invigorated the fledgling group. He came to the congregation 

in December 1960 while still a student at the Mennonite seminary in 

Elkhart, formed in 1958 when Mennonite Biblical Seminary left the 

Woodlawn community.

56

 Like Franz, Voth hailed from Kansas and had 

little prior urban pastoral experience.

57

 Yet he dove into the work. Begin-

ning in January of 1961, Voth commuted between the seminary and the 

church for the next six months until he, his wife Jane, and daughters Lau-

rie and Leslie moved to Markham in June.

58

 From the start, Voth brought 

abundant energy and a vision for new initiatives even as the congregation 

at times struggled to meet payroll.

59

 Despite a small building, member-

ship rolls counting no more than thirty-two, and Sunday morning wor-

ship census in the forties, Voth aimed to involve lay members in commu-

nity service.

60

 Congregants realized they had hired a visionary.

 Voth soon faced a significant challenge to his leadership. In response to 

Voth’s initiative, Markham residents took notice of the small church on 

Kedzie Avenue. Some who visited were white. Others were members of 

the growing African-American population. On a Sunday in 1961, only a 

few months after Voth’s arrival, three African-American women entered 

the brick-walled sanctuary and sat down in a pew.

61

 They came because 

Voth had stopped by their homes and invited them to church. Faye Mitch-

ell, Ola Mae Smith, and Johnetta Wooden, who arrived “well-dressed and 

well-mannered,” drew the attention of the entire congregation.

62

 Despite 

the church’s open-door policy, real African Americans in the sanctuary 

proved threatening. As a result, Voth soon faced a congregational crisis.

 Racial tensions at Community stemmed from Markham’s demograph-

ics. Although by 1961 many African Americans had moved to Markham 

in pursuit of better schools and housing, the neighborhood around Com-

munity remained white.

63

 Several miles away, the Kingston Green sub-

division included many African-American homeowners, but Canterbury 

Gardens, directly across from the church, had none.

64

 Streets, toll roads, 

and industrial sites demarcated the two subdivisions.

65

 Despite such geo-

graphical boundaries, dozens of white families had already left Canter-
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bury Gardens. But Canterbury’s local property manager refused to sell 

the vacant homes to African-American buyers.

66

 The three women who 

entered the congregation thus represented the potential for racial change 

within both the congregation and the surrounding neighborhood.

 Voth witnessed his congregation waver in their commitment to wel-

come all people. In response to the women’s stated intention to return, 

some members declared that they had moved to Markham because they 

did not want to live near African Americans.

67

 Others expressed concerns 

about interracial marriage.

68

 Some claimed the congregation would soon 

become all African American if the three women continued to attend.

69

 

The congregation’s theoretical commitment to inclusion had become real 

in a way that made many white congregants uneasy. In response to the tu-

mult, Voth visited with members to articulate his belief in the importance 

of a church open to members of all races. As threats to leave mounted, Voth 

called a congregational meeting to discuss how church members could 

help African Americans “feel a part of our fellowship.”

70

 The subsequent meeting led to new action and unsettled emotion. By 

all accounts, members made their perspectives known without apology.

71

 

Following an intense round of discussion and scripture study, a majority of 

the congregation voted to welcome any African American who professed 

Christian belief and desired to become a part of their fellowship.

72

 Jerry 

Mares, a charter member and church leader, summed up his reasons for 

supporting racial integration with a heavenly reference. He said, “God 

wasn’t going to create two heavens, one for the blacks and one for the 

whites, so we better deal with [integration] right now.”

73

 Yet the congre-

gation had not settled the issue. Many white members remained uncon-

vinced that Community Mennonite had chosen the correct path. Some 

searched for a new congregation even as African Americans asserted that 

Community belonged to them.

 Tension thus roiled through the church and surrounding neighbor-

hood. Following President John F. Kennedy’s November 1962 Executive 

Order 11063 outlawing discrimination in the sale of federal property, 

some African-American families expressed interest in Canterbury Gar-

dens properties, more than thirty of which had been repossessed by the 

Veterans Administration.

74

 Less than a year after Kennedy’s intervention 

an African-American family purchased a home in Canterbury Gardens, 

but unidentified arsonists set it on fire before the family moved in.

75

 Other 
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African Americans succeeded in integrating the surrounding neighbor-

hood, however, and at the invitation of pastor Voth they began to attend 

Community. By the end of 1962, African Americans participated in all 

aspects of church life. William Smith, husband to one of the first three 

African-American women to attend the congregation the previous year, 

was proud to serve on the board.

76

 Other African Americans participated 

in the youth group, women’s fellowship, and Sunday school classes.

77

 Not all Community members welcomed the change, however. Such 

rapid integration fostered conflict even as it strengthened relationships. 

Youth group members fought.

78

 White adults accused an African-American 

Sunday school instructor of teaching false doctrine.

79

 During one church 

board meeting, a white member started the racially offensive rhyme, “Ee-

nie, Meenie, Miney, Moe . . . ,” only to hear an African-American member 

reply, “Finish your thought.”

80

 Although board members laughed about 

the exchange, tension hummed in the room. Amid such tension, African 

Americans nonetheless developed strong relationships with the pastor 

and other white members.

81

 The relationships made church attendance 

worthwhile.

 Such congregational tension prompted Voth to seek external support. 

The men who counseled him on September 24, 1963, came from outside 

Markham. Like Voth, they carried a passion for racial integration. Del-

ton Franz brought seven years’ experience pastoring Woodlawn.

82

 Peter 

Ediger came as field secretary for city churches on behalf of the General 

Conference Home Missions Commission.

83

 Pastor Harry Spaeth hailed 

from First Mennonite in the Southside Chicago neighborhood of Engle-

wood, another community facing rapid racial transition. Like Voth, these 

General Conference leaders reflected their denomination’s politically in-

formed approach as together they laid plans for a “Mennonite strategy for 

Chicago.”

84

 These acculturated pastors employed the militarily derived 

terms of strategy and tactics then popular among civil rights movement 

leaders.

85

 Rather than travel alone, Voth sought like-minded partners who 

would counter congregational and conference leaders’ cautionary appeals. 

Although he invited William Smith, Community’s sole African-American 

board member, to report on African-American recruitment, Voth relied on 

white men to integrate his church.

 Crisis finally erupted at Christmas time. In December of 1963, about 

three months after Ediger, Franz, and Spaeth met with Voth, Commu-



172 Gdaily demonstrators H

nity Mennonite staged a Christmas pageant featuring an interracial holy 

couple.

86

 Less than a month later, on January 17, 1964, the church board 

listened as Ediger affirmed their integration efforts. In response to Edi-

ger’s comments and the Christmas pageant, board chair Al Levreau—the 

same council member who had supported the church’s open-door policy—

stated his objection to interracial marriage. As would become increasingly 

the case from the mid-1960s forward, the gap between Levreau and Edi-

ger reflected the ever-wider disparity between church leadership and 

grassroots members in both the General Conference and (Old) Mennonite 

communities on the question of interracial marriage. The ensuing debate 

ended when Levreau resigned from the council and declared he would no 

longer attend worship services.

87

 A few other white congregants followed 

suit.

88

 The departures this time, although fewer in number than after 

Harding’s sermon, stemmed from greater acrimony. One departing mem-

ber told a fellow congregant who was also his employee that he would “go 

to hell” for worshipping with African Americans. The employee retorted, 

“You’re going to go to hell because you left.”

89

 As such exchanges made 

evident, feelings remained raw in the aftermath of Levreau’s resignation, 

and some wondered whether Ediger believed interracial marriage would 

solve racial strife.

 Voth responded by drawing the larger church into Community’s crisis. 

This time he invited his denomination’s president to meet with him. Dur-

ing that meeting, on February 17, 1964, another member of the congre-

gation, Margaret Carr, threatened to leave because she thought integra-

tion would lead “to inter-marriage.” In response, President Walter Gering 

asked African-American board member Smith to comment. Smith ex-

plained that the African-American members of the congregation did not 

want to marry across racial lines. He and other African-American members 

found the discussion puzzling. They had joined the church to worship, 

not to intermarry.

90

 Apparently intending to deflect criticism of national 

staff, Gering stressed that the General Conference’s personnel had never 

encouraged “intermarriage.”

91

 When apprised of Gering’s statements, for-

mer chair Levreau refused to rejoin the congregation owing to continued 

fears about “who and what kind of people” might come to Community as a 

result of integration.

92

 By March the board accepted Levreau’s resignation 

and declared, “The church body welcomes continued growth on a racially 

integrated basis.”

93

 Voth then asked every pastor in the Central District 
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Conference to pray for the white members of his congregation who found 

it “hard to accept people of a different color.”

94

 Like the voter registration 

drives and school integration efforts then captivating the nation, the inte-

gration process at Community captivated a denomination.

Congregational Comparison: Two Paths Emergent

Through articles and personal contact, members from both congregations 

challenged the church to support integration. By 1963 Franz and his con-

gregants had written about racial integration and their ministry at Wood-

lawn a dozen times.

95

 At national church meetings that year, Voth asked 

denominational leaders what “total acceptance” would entail.

96

 In the same 

way, Franz prodded church leaders to “become true peacemakers in this 

revolution against the evil of segregation.”

97

 Franz believed that integra-

tion could not be sustained without civil rights activism. Unlike activists 

who questioned the viability of racial integration in 1963, Voth and Franz 

promoted the ideal even as they tested its limits.

98

 Given that most white 

Mennonites found discussions of integration at best foreign and at worst 

threatening, the two men and the congregations they represented walked 

a lonely path. Yet both Voth and Franz tirelessly invited members of their 

denomination to join them.

 For the following three years, these two white Mennonite pastors bal-

anced denominational contact with congregational outreach. From 1963 

through 1965, Franz and Voth developed interracial service opportuni-

ties. Although the two congregations had only sporadic contact with each 

other through their pastors, both groups poured their energies into vol-

untary service, youth programming, and various neighborhood services. 

Woodlawn and Community supported the civil rights movement during 

this era, but efforts to develop local ministry gained the most attention. As 

in the early years of both communities, mission and service came first.

 Community Mennonite served the surrounding neighborhood through 

a children’s day-care center. To build this program, Voth turned again to 

the broader Mennonite church. Rather than draw on local resources, Voth 

invited Mennonite education students to move to Markham, find local 

teaching jobs, and develop the center in their spare time. Nearly a dozen 

teachers responded to this charismatic and demanding vision.

99

 The con-

gregation founded the center in 1964 with the teachers’ help, the assist-
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ance of Mennonite Voluntary Service workers, and the leadership of the 

center’s first director, Carol Selman, a local church member.

100

 Although 

the ministry introduced new frustrations as congregants shared the build-

ing with day-care staff, it also encouraged church growth.

101

 African-

American members such as Ivorie Lowe and Mary Ann Woods, who 

would later emerge as pivotal leaders, joined after having made use of the 

day-care facilities. White congregants like R. A. and Florence Ekstrom 

did the same.

102

 Service raised the congregation’s profile.

 In the same way, Woodlawn built relationships in their neighborhood 

through creative service. In 1963 Franz initiated a new ministry that cap-

tured the imaginations of workers and community members alike.

103

 Rep-

licating a model developed by the Church of the Savior in Washington, 

D.C., the congregation opened a coffeehouse in a former family-owned 

laundry.

104

 Known as the “Quiet Place,” the combination coffeehouse 

and bookstore offered coffee, donuts, and reading material to all who en-

tered.

105

 Franz described it as an effort to share “faith in a way that is not 

repugnant” to the “man on the street.”

106

 Like Community Mennonite’s 

day-care center, Woodlawn’s coffeehouse increased the congregation’s 

neighborhood profile. Relationships built over coffee and donuts fostered 

bible study and small support groups.

107

 Likewise, the Quiet Place and 

other Woodlawn ministries relied on voluntary service workers from 

across the country.

108

 Volunteers from afar also staffed youth programs at both congregations. 

From its start, Woodlawn sponsored Sunday school and vacation bible 

school programs attended by local African-American youth.

109

 The con-

gregation’s Fresh Air program sent hundreds of children from Woodlawn, 

Markham, and other Chicago neighborhoods for short stays in Mennonite 

country homes.

110

 As of 1964, Mennonite voluntary service workers con-

tinued to staff summer youth programs at Woodlawn.

111

 In addition to 

running Sunday schools and participating in Woodlawn’s Fresh Air ven-

ture, Community Mennonite initiated new youth ministries. In October 

of 1965, Voth helped found Markham’s Youth Services Council, in con-

cert with local African-American churches, to reduce youth violence and 

gang activity.

112

 Community Mennonite then obtained a grant of $2,500 

from the regional Mennonite conference to staff the council with a vol-

unteer.

113

 Throughout the period of this study, outside resources fueled 

integration efforts at Community and Woodlawn.
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 From late 1965 forward, Community and Woodlawn took different 

paths as Martin Luther King Jr. focused on Chicago. At Community, civil 

rights activism drew less attention than neighborhood service.

114

 Voth 

participated in the occasional demonstration but spent more time inviting 

African-American residents from nearby Canterbury Gardens and other 

parts of Markham to join the congregation.

115

 During a time of racial un-

rest, members of Community thus practiced integration without agitating 

for it.

116

 At Community, both white and African-American members kept 

integration and civil rights activism separate.

 Woodlawn members, however, linked integration and civil rights. As 

noted above, in September of 1965 Franz hosted Martin Luther King Jr. 

at the Woodlawn Mennonite Church (see figure 6.2). In addition to writ-

ing about Mennonites’ racial prejudices, dozens of church members par-

ticipated in protests.

117

 At one point the Woodlawn congregation, along 

with Voth and a few members from Community Mennonite, took part in 

a nonviolence workshop led by Jesse Jackson.

118

 Later they marched with 

King into a white, segregated neighborhood.

119

 Such high-profile activ-

ism attracted press attention. Reporters covering Woodlawn’s involve-

ment in civil rights activities quoted both white and African-American 

leaders and mentioned local church members and external volunteers.

120

 

Woodlawn members promoted the nonviolent tactics that other Menno-

nites found problematic.

 The reports that highlighted Woodlawn’s integrated activism also 

introduced Woodlawn’s summer pastor, Curtis Burrell. Although as a 

younger man Burrell had assured Mennonites that salvation took prior-

ity over integration, by 1965 Burrell advocated for racial justice.

121

 Like 

many of the white church leaders around him, Burrell had been radical-

ized by the street activism of the 1960s. He defended his arrest during an 

early summer demonstration in Chicago in forthright biblical terms. Cast-

ing himself and his codefendants in the role of Old Testament prophets, 

Burrell stated, “Like Jeremiah who had a burning message in his heart and 

could not help but shout, we too have to shout our message.”

122

 The cau-

tious integrationist had become a passionate activist. Burrell’s high-profile 

activism signaled a change that would soon transform Woodlawn.

 That change had not yet come about as fall turned into the winter of 

1965. The three years from 1963 through 1965 had been good ones for 

both congregations. New programs turned local neighbors into commit-
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ted members. Strong leaders emphasized traditional Mennonite service, 

publicized their ministries, and gathered human and financial resources 

for their neighborhoods. The two churches demonstrated to Mennonites 

throughout the United States that racial integration could be achieved. 

After long absence, the presence of African Americans at the two churches 

assured members of the General Conference church that they might in-

deed be able to keep pace with their (Old) Mennonite cousins in the racial 

arena. As Burrell prepared to minister at Woodlawn and new African-

American members joined Community, the future looked bright for both 

groups.

Woodlawn: Departures

In particular, Curtis Burrell made that future shine. He came to Woodlawn 

in the summer of 1966 with widely respected Mennonite credentials.

123

 

He earned those credentials after having contacted respected Mennonite 

pastor Hubert Schwartzentruber in early 1958 while yet incarcerated in 

the Missouri state penitentiary.

124

 Upon his release, Burrell plunged into 

the life of the Mennonite community. He attended the Ontario Menno-

Fig. 6.2 Martin Luther King Jr., center, and Delton Franz, standing, Woodlawn  

Mennonite Church, Chicago, 1965

D. Franz, “King Comes to Woodlawn,” The Mennonite 80, no. 35 (September 28, 1965): 607.  

Photo courtesy of Mennonite Publishing Network, Scottdale, PA
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nite Bible Institute in 1959 and continued his Mennonite school edu-

cation at Hesston College (Kansas), Goshen College, and Goshen Semi-

nary.

125

 In addition to contributing articles to various Mennonite church 

publications, he spoke at numerous church events and served for a short 

while with the Hardings in Atlanta.

126

 By 1963 church officials ranked 

him alongside the Hardings and longtime African-American church lead-

ers James and Rowena Lark as exemplars of the church’s race relations 

ministry.

127

 With Burrell’s arrival, some hoped that a second era of inter-

racial leadership had come to Woodlawn.

 The integrated leadership that had worked so well in 1959 could not, 

however, be transplanted to 1966. In inner-city Chicago, as throughout 

much of the nation, black power had arrived. In the summer of 1966, Bur-

rell and other African-American church leaders listened closely as Stokely 

Carmichael urged African Americans to seize power. Soon Burrell was 

promoting black self-determination. Like his predecessor Vincent Hard-

ing, Burrell confronted Mennonite racism. Unlike Harding, however, 

Burrell questioned the value of integration. As he embraced black nation-

alism, Burrell challenged the precept that racial integration supported ra-

cial justice.

 Although his partnership with Franz did not usher in another era of 

robust integrated leadership, Burrell nonetheless remained in conversa-

tion with white Mennonites throughout his tenure at Woodlawn. In the 

fall of 1966 he declared freedom from white norms but proclaimed that 

all believers, white and African-American alike, could be transformed in 

Christ.

128

 One month later he emphasized both “black political represen-

tation” and traditional Mennonite values of “love, courage, peace, toler-

ance, faith, spiritual . . . good deeds, redemptive suffering.”

129

 By the mid-

dle of the following year, Burrell lauded Muhammad Ali’s conscientious 

objection to war.

130

 White Mennonite readers did not appreciate Burrell’s 

perspective on Ali, an outspoken prizefighter who explained his refusal 

to bear arms in a manner antithetical to Mennonite humility.

131

 When 

faced with Burrell’s wholehearted embrace of Ali, one white Mennonite 

responded, “I am disgusted.”

132

 She could not countenance how any Men-

nonite could support such a controversial figure. Despite such reaction, 

Burrell continued to engage white Mennonite audiences.

 In his critique and conversation, Burrell followed Franz’s example. Bur-

rell’s co-pastor had long advocated for more active involvement in the civil 
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rights movement. Franz called on Anabaptist values, quoted Karl Marx, 

and urged Mennonites to offer their bodies as a “living sacrifice” to the 

cause of justice.

133

 In 1959 Franz prodded the church to fulfill its “duty 

to work against social injustice.”

134

 His message had sharpened by 1966. 

He accused the church of stalling in order “to think out pious religious an-

swers to ugly and practical problems.”

135

 Franz had criticized Mennonites 

for their inaction and acquiescence to the status quo far earlier than Bur-

rell.

 Despite his radical rhetoric, Franz nonetheless anchored Woodlawn 

to the broader church. He first drew on a racially homogeneous network 

of family and friends to support the North Kenwood ministry. Likewise, 

as the examples above suggest, Franz used Mennonite theological terms 

with ease. He drew on traditional values of nonconformity and separation 

from the world to urge sacrificial action. He also demonstrated integrity, 

another value important to Mennonites, by living in a racially oppressed 

community. These social, theological, and personal values connected Franz 

and his congregation to the national denomination even as he criticized 

and cajoled church leaders.

 The same church officials who tolerated Franz ostracized Burrell. In 

December 1967 the congregation decided to remain integrated and sup-

port black power, an approach rare among integrated congregations at the 

time and suggestive of the Anabaptist value of reconciliation.

136

 Although 

they expressed scant awareness of the unique path they blazed, Wood-

lawn members committed themselves to an integrated ministry while pro-

fessing black nationalist values, a tack that even as experienced a group 

as the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee could not sustain. 

Six months later, Franz resigned to accept a position with the Mennonite 

Central Committee in Washington, D.C.

137

 After Franz departed, national 

white church leaders scrutinized Woodlawn, and white congregational 

members reconsidered their participation. Questions were raised about 

Burrell’s viability as a pastor of an integrated congregation. The same lead-

ers who rewarded Franz’s critique with a national leadership post rejected 

Burrell’s prophetic words. Denominational leaders grew uncomfortable 

with Burrell’s black power rhetoric and apparent disavowal of nonvio-

lence.

138

 Soon after Franz’s departure, a regional Mennonite reporter de-

scribed Burrell as an ineffective leader of a “puzzled, uneasy congregation.” 

By contrast, despite his theologically suspect alliances with local political 
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officials in Markham, Voth received accolades from the same writer.

139

 In 

her review of four Chicago congregations and their pastors, the reporter 

criticized Burrell alone. Burrell found himself on the church’s margins.

 Burrell nonetheless continued to be a voice in the Mennonite church. 

Concurrent with Franz’s summer 1968 departure, Burrell called white 

Christians to “repent of their racism” and declared that “America” needed 

to follow “bold black leadership.”

140

 At the national General Conference 

assembly that same year, he challenged white Mennonites to convert to 

“blackness” and pronounced, “The black man is better equipped [than 

white people] to lead mankind morally.”

141

 Although he no longer ap-

pealed to Christian unity, Burrell persisted in his correspondence with 

white co-believers.

 Burrell’s hesitancy to promote racial unity stemmed from his growing 

commitment to the North Kenwood community. Although the Menno-

nite press described Woodlawn’s neighborhood as a mission site, Burrell 

eschewed a traditional service model.

142

 To begin, Burrell transformed the 

Quiet Place coffeehouse into a restaurant training program for African-

American young adults known as the Palace Restaurant. Rather than re-

lying on white voluntary service workers for staff needs, Burrell brought 

in local neighborhood members so that they could gain skills in restau-

rant management, cooking, bookkeeping, and hosting.

143

 Building on the 

success of local initiatives, Burrell moved in circles outside the confines 

of Woodlawn Mennonite. Through his elected position as president of a 

powerful neighborhood association, the Kenwood Oaklawn Community 

Organization, Burrell laid plans in 1969 to improve housing, schools, and 

medical facilities through African-American leadership.

144

 He also con-

fronted leaders of the Blackstone Rangers, a youth gang that had intim-

idated the neighborhood through violence, petty theft, and burglary.

145

 

Burrell poured his energy into meeting the needs of the African-American 

community where he lived (see figure 6.3). Union with white Christians 

continued to be important but only insofar as those relationships helped 

support his Woodlawn-based ministry.

 Of all the problems he addressed, gang violence presented Burrell with 

his most daunting and irresistible challenge. From their start in 1966, the 

Blackstone Rangers had galvanized the attention of police, church, and 

community organizations.

146

 After white officials removed African-Amer-

ican police officers from the North Kenwood community, gang-related 
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crime increased.

147

 In the absence of black police officers, the Rangers re-

cruited new members until they counted more than two thousand youth 

in their “super gang.”

148

 In response, community-based groups like the 

Woodlawn Organization offered job-training programs, and Woodlawn’s 

First Presbyterian Church opened up their building to Rangers parties 

and meetings.

149

 These positive efforts notwithstanding, numbers of both 

African-American and white congregants from Woodlawn Mennonite 

left the area because of the gang-related violence.

150

 Burrell, however, felt 

called to work directly with “the hard core” youth like the Rangers.

151

 Burrell’s vision, passion, and ability to articulate the need for African-

American self-determination lifted him to citywide leadership. In 1969 

Burrell hired several Blackstone Rangers, by that point known as the Black 

P Stone Nation, to work for the Kenwood Oaklawn Community Organi-

zation.

152

 That same year Burrell resigned his position as cochair of Mayor 

Richard J. Daley’s Model Area Planning Council because he claimed it 

Fig. 6.3 Curtis Burrell, Chicago, 1971

J. Fairfield, “Curtis Burrell: A Bullet Hole in the Window,” Christian Living 18, no. 5 (May 1971): 21. 

Photo courtesy of Mennonite Publishing Network, Scottdale, PA
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was “stacked against the interests of the people.”

153

 With this bold action 

Burrell attracted the attention of Jesse Jackson and other political lead-

ers.

154

 At the same time, Burrell’s political work further estranged him 

from most white Mennonites.

 Yet Burrell sought Mennonite support in the midst of tensions in his 

congregation. Even as he entered ever more dangerous and controversial 

territory, Burrell kept Mennonites abreast of his activity. In early 1969 

Burrell spoke with a reporter from the Central District Conference, 

Woodlawn’s conference body, about his vision for a black-led ministry. 

Four months later, a second account described his congregants’ concern 

and unease.

155

 Although Burrell gained citywide attention as he hired gang 

leaders to staff his community organization, members of his congregation 

expressed discomfort with his organizing efforts. They disapproved of his 

scheduling meetings at the church with men who did not have “the best 

reputations.”

156

 Though he based his activism on the Mennonite theology 

espoused by Franz, Schwartzentruber, and seminary professor John How-

ard Yoder, Burrell’s relationship with his own congregation showed signs 

of stress. The merger of integrationist and black power perspectives had 

begun to come apart.

 Eventually his connections with the Mennonite world would attenu-

ate and snap. His final demise came through his work with gangs. Un-

like Franz or Voth, Burrell related to the most dangerous members of his 

church’s neighborhood. Such gang ministry proved volatile when he held 

the young men accountable for their work assignments. He subsequently 

fired three gang members, and the Rangers responded with violence. On 

June 10, 1970, Burrell put his family in hiding. Shortly thereafter un-

known assailants bombed his offices, and on June 22 gang members shot 

nine times into his home.

157

 As Burrell rallied community support through 

neighborhood marches, the harassment increased. Following gunfire ex-

change at Woodlawn Church between the Rangers and Burrell’s body-

guard, on July 30, 1970, an arsonist set fire to the church.

158

 The Rangers chose a target that should have unified Burrell and his 

Mennonite sponsors.

159

 At first both the Mennonite community and the 

local Woodlawn neighborhood rallied around Burrell and his congrega-

tion. Four days after the fire, Burrell organized an outdoor worship service 

before an audience of five hundred that included an address by civil rights 

activist Jesse Jackson.

160

 Delton Franz returned from Washington, D.C., 
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and sat on the outdoor platform along with Burrell and other community 

leaders.

161

 Franz’s inclusion on the makeshift dais symbolized Mennonite 

support, as did the presence of white Mennonite church leaders, includ-

ing future Bluffton College president Elmer Neufeld, incoming Central 

District Conference minister Jacob T. Friesen, General Conference Com-

mission on Home Ministries chair David Habegger, community activist 

and academic Don Schierling, and Mennonite Central Committee Peace 

Section executive secretary John Lapp.

162

 The entire Mennonite commu-

nity appeared to support Burrell’s efforts to rebuild his church.

 Burrell remained in the public eye during the next two years. Men-

nonite reporters covered Burrell’s appearance before the Senate Sub-

committee on Permanent Investigations on August 4, 1970, where he 

testified about confronting the Black P Stone Nation.

163

 Another writer 

highlighted Burrell’s efforts to “apply the historic Mennonite faith” to a 

“poor black community” and noted that Burrell and his wife Lois often 

hosted white Mennonites.

164

 In May of the following year, a reporter re-

ferred to Burrell’s interracial marriage, a point made salient by the Menno-

nite church’s turn toward embracing marriage between African-American 

men and white women.

165

 The article also mentioned Burrell’s ongoing 

appreciation of white Mennonites like Franz, Yoder, and Schwartzentru-

ber. More so than Mennonite connections, however, the reporter focused 

on Burrell’s black power rhetoric and his willingness to use violence in 

self-defense.

166

 According to this reporter, Burrell carried a handgun in his 

briefcase.

 These denominational reporters underplayed Burrell’s political and 

ecclesiastical struggles. One writer claimed that in Chicago’s African-

American community, only Jesse Jackson held more power than Burrell.

167

 

The assertion, however, rang hollow. By the end of 1971, the board of the 

Kenwood Oaklawn Community Organization dismissed Burrell from his 

position as executive secretary, the remaining members of the Woodlawn 

church—both African-American and white—raised questions about his 

leadership, and Central District mission board members fretted about his 

theology.

168

 In particular, reports about Burrell’s possession of a handgun 

alarmed mission board members. Despite Burrell’s protests that the Gen-

eral Conference denomination made no effort to “understand the theology 

we express,” the Central District mission board cut off his salary in August 

of 1971.

169

 Lacking support from the conference and without a director’s 
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income, Burrell could not keep the church open. Woodlawn Mennonite 

closed its doors.

Community Mennonite: Introductions

Community Mennonite took a different path. Free of the scrutiny focused 

on Woodlawn, Community’s members promoted racial integration rather 

than black self-determination through the 1960s. By 1965 Markham had 

become 30 percent African-American, and community leaders, includ-

ing pastor Larry Voth, expressed concern that Canterbury Gardens across 

the street from Community would become a “Negro ghetto.”

170

 Leaders 

feared that such a concentration would lead “to political and economic 

exploitation.”

171

 Voth served on the town’s Human Relations Commission 

and joined in efforts to pursue a “dream of integration” through education, 

personal contact, and response to acts of violence and intimidation toward 

African-American families.

172

 Community Mennonite lived that same 

dream on a weekly basis as the congregation’s African-American member-

ship rose from five in May of 1964 to thirty-three of seventy-nine mem-

bers by 1969.

173

 Sunday mornings found both white members and Afri-

can Americans scattered through the pews (see figure 6.4).

 African-American members came to the church on Kedzie Avenue de-

spite its white majority and white pastor. Mary Ann Woods joined be-

cause members welcomed her and offered their support during a financial 

crisis. Mertis Odom appreciated receiving meal invitations from white 

congregants like Dave and Marlene Suter.

174

 Such individual experiences 

reflected a congregation-wide commitment to interracial ministry. Having 

weathered significant controversy, the congregation claimed its integrated 

status.

175

 African-American members continued to join the congregation 

through 1971.

176

 Other African-American residents of Markham, such 

as Lee King, attended church services but never became members.

177

 In a 

community known for its racial balance and relative lack of public unrest, 

no singular African-American voice rose from within the congregation 

calling for black self-determination. The African-American members in 

attendance focused instead on making the church their own.

 The congregation worshipped across racial lines even while supporting 

ministries dominated by white volunteers. White church members Jerry 

and Dolores Mares attested to a communal spirit evident in the congre-
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gation’s worship and outreach ministry.

178

 That communal spirit did not, 

however, translate into fully integrated programs. A white pastor led the 

integrated congregation; white volunteers carried out much of the congre-

gation’s day-care programming; and a white Mennonite volunteer staffed 

the Markham Youth Committee, an employment program for troubled 

youth.

179

 Yet the congregation did develop some local leadership. In 1970 

the church hired African American Phyllis McKemey, a local resident, as 

the day-care center’s first paid staff person. She went on to become the 

facility’s director.

180

 In both service and worship Community Mennonite thus navigated ra-

cial tensions in the community and the congregation. By 1970 the nearby 

Canterbury elementary school had become 60 percent African-American, 

an indication of demographic changes throughout Markham.

181

 Although 

public reports touted successful integration in the police force, schools, 

and Community Mennonite itself, a different story emerged in daily in-

teractions.

182

 For example, a Markham housing activist accused the city 

council of disbanding the Human Relations Commission on which Voth 

served because the commission confronted racial inequity. The activist also 

Fig. 6.4 Larry Voth, standing, and Community Mennonite Church members, Markham, 

Illinois, circa late 1960s

CMC pastor’s office, large black binder with eight-by-ten-inch black-and-white photos.  

Photo courtesy of Community Mennonite Church, Markham, IL
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noted a “militant trend” among students and teachers that foreshadowed 

future difficulties.

183

 Such citywide tensions surfaced in the congregation. 

Some white congregants objected to African Americans’ serving in lead-

ership roles. A few more white members left the congregation because of 

the recurring controversy.

184

 African-American members like Odom and 

Woods nevertheless made the congregation their home, and Voth and 

other white members like Grace and Don Burklow and Jerry and Dolores 

Mares joined them. By the early 1970s, Sunday mornings at Community 

Mennonite countered King’s claim of ecclesiastical segregation.

 As 1971 closed, the legacies of integration at Community and Wood-

lawn contrasted sharply. The congregation at Woodlawn Mennonite no 

longer met. Burrell’s efforts to begin a new congregation known as the 

First Church of MAN (Making a Nation) bore little fruit.

185

 Conference 

officials sold the Woodlawn church building to a Baptist group the fol-

lowing year.

186

 Although no longer in Chicago, Franz brought his Wood-

lawn experience into the federal arena as he represented Mennonites 

in Washington, D. C.

187

 Other white church members who had passed 

through Woodlawn also held influential positions in the denomination.

188

 

By contrast, African-American members from Woodlawn departed the 

church. As already noted, by 1971 Vincent and Rosemarie Harding no 

longer claimed Mennonite membership. Curtis Burrell likewise ended his 

affiliation. Although former Woodlawn member Ed Riddick spoke at a 

cross-cultural consultation sponsored by the Minority Ministries Council 

of the (Old) Mennonite Church in 1973, few other African-American 

members from Woodlawn moved in church leadership circles.

189

 By contrast, Community Mennonite sponsored vibrant ministries and 

launched members to national church positions. Under Voth’s leader-

ship, the congregation founded a sheltered care workshop for mentally 

challenged adults in addition to their ongoing day-care and youth minis-

tries.

190

 Neighborhood residents joined the church in such numbers that 

within four years the church swelled to a ninety-member congregation 

equally divided between African-American and white Mennonites.

191

 

Voth’s influence grew as well. In addition to earning the respect of the 

local Markham community for his record of community outreach, Voth 

served on the church’s national race relations committee and went on 

to direct development at Bethel College in Newton, Kansas.

192

 African-

American members from Community attracted churchwide attention at a 
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later date. For example, in 1977 the congregation supported Ivorie Lowe’s 

candidacy on a national church committee. Her election opened the way 

for others, such as Mertis Odom, to follow.

193

Beloved Communities: Confirmation and Challenge

These narratives of Burrell, Franz, Voth, and their congregations con-

firm and challenge the assumption behind Martin Luther King Jr.’s 1958 

critique of segregated churches. King suggested that integrated worship 

would confront social segregation by motivating the “beloved community” 

to enter the streets.

194

 For a period, Woodlawn embodied that assumption. 

As a result of worshipping across racial lines, Woodlawn members joined 

marches, participated in demonstrations, and supported the civil rights 

movement. Members of Community Mennonite also marched on occa-

sion. Nevertheless, activism at both churches did not endure. Over time, 

the process of maintaining an interracial congregation could as easily work 

against street activism as support it. The practice of integration proved 

more complex, contradictory, and messy than King’s rhetoric suggested.

 King promoted integrated churches for good reason. Relationships, ser-

vice, and doctrine prompted members from both congregations to support 

the movement. From an existential perspective, white and African-Amer-

ican members found meaning at integrated churches. That purpose, often 

renewed in interracial worship, motivated some to seek an integrated soci-

ety through street action. For example, relationships nurtured on Sunday 

mornings led an integrated group from Community, including Larry and 

Jane Voth, to march with King in Chicago.

195

 Service activity radicalized 

others. Delton Franz supported the civil rights movement because he wit-

nessed the effects of poverty and racism while ministering to the North 

Kenwood neighborhood.

196

 Scripture urged yet others into the streets. A 

white member from Woodlawn defended her participation in marches by 

noting that “Jesus provoke[d] . . . Jewish leaders.”

197

 These examples con-

firm King’s assumption. As African-American and white believers wor-

shipped and worked together, they found reason to protest. In this, King 

was correct.

 Other influences, however, mediated against civil rights activism. An 

activist path put Woodlawn members at odds with their sponsoring de-

nomination. As long as a trusted white pastor led the church, denomina-
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tional tensions did not block financial and human resources. When a black 

pastor exercised sole leadership, tensions over activism increased, and ex-

ternal resources dried up. Activism and the church itself then met their 

demise. At Community, Markham’s relatively slower demographic shift 

led to a more stable integration process that, in turn, reduced the urgency 

to join marches. At both churches, African-American and white styles 

often clashed. As a result, the tasks of choosing worship songs, teaching 

Sunday school classes, and holding meetings required careful attention. 

Sometimes little energy remained for marching in the streets because dem-

onstrating in the sanctuary took so much time.

 More than any other factor, service stymied external activism. Admit-

tedly, African-American members joined after visiting Woodlawn’s cof-

feehouse or enrolling their children in Community’s day-care center. In 

this regard, service fueled integration that, in turn, prompted activism. 

Yet that same service ethic created problems. When Burrell requested 

financial resources after the Woodlawn fire, white Mennonites did not 

know how to respond. Rather than money, they offered Mennonite Di-

saster Service.

198

 White Mennonites knew how to serve and volunteer in 

poor and African-American communities. They knew less well how to 

respond to political and social changes that drew white-led service into 

question. Marching was even more foreign. Because both congregations 

relied on denominational support, they needed service more than activ-

ism. Woodlawn never regrouped after white voluntary service workers 

left. Community survived because fewer members challenged white-led 

service. Ironically, the same service that made integration possible made 

activism difficult to sustain.

 The growing presence of the black power movement also hovers over 

the two stories. After the assassinations of Malcolm X and Martin Luther 

King Jr., black power advocates denounced integration. Where black and 

white integrationists saw the promise of vibrant community and engag-

ing fellowship, black power activists saw stifling control and oppressive 

racism. Most fundamental, Stokely Carmichael, Willie Ricks, and other 

black power promoters sought space to “think without constant reference 

to what pleased whites.”

199

 Such intellectual freedom required distance 

from white people. Historic black congregations like the African Method-

ist Episcopal Church had long provided social and cognitive escape to its 

members. Integrated congregations offered no such freedom.
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 Yet historians too often assume that black power advocates stopped 

communicating with white people.

200

 Burrell’s example suggests other-

wise. As this study shows, Burrell found great legitimacy in the move-

ment for black self-determination. His writings and speeches from 1966 

forward bristle with references to black power. Throughout the period of 

his ministry at Woodlawn, precisely when black power rhetoric peppered 

his speeches, Burrell nonetheless remained in regular contact with Men-

nonite leaders. He kept in touch with Voth, for example, at least through 

March of 1972.

201

 In all these interactions, Burrell engaged black power 

from a Mennonite frame. Even when he appeared before the Senate Sub-

committee on Permanent Investigations, Burrell claimed his Mennonite 

identity: “As a minister, and as a Mennonite minister especially, we don’t 

usually turn our backs on anyone needing help.”

202

 Those who promoted 

black power did not always eschew white contact.

 All these factors—pastoral identities, denominational tensions, demo-

graphic shifts, worship styles, service programs, and black power ideol-

ogies—complicated the ideal outcomes sought by King. To clarify one of 

those dynamics, not every congregation dissolved when pastored by an 

African American. As of 1970, African Americans successfully led five 

racially integrated congregations and twelve predominantly African-

American congregations in the Mennonite church.

203

 Local politics and 

personal misjudgment widened the disjuncture between Burrell’s world 

and the world of his conference sponsors. By comparison, leaders from the 

Central District Conference connected to Voth’s service ethic, familiar last 

name, and white identity. Although both pastors made misjudgments and 

pushed their denomination past quietism into the streets, Voth encoun-

tered less backlash in response to his errors and criticism.

204

 When pro-

moting integrated congregations like Community and Woodlawn, King 

failed to consider practical issues such as the racial identity of church pas-

tors.

 The stories of Community and Woodlawn suggest that, in the end, 

King was more right than wrong. As noted above, a less well known pas-

sage follows King’s 1958 statement that Sunday at 11:00 a.m. was the 

“most segregated hour of Christian America.” King also asserted that a 

small number of Protestant congregations were “actually integrating their 

congregations.”

205

 Although he did not emphasize it in this latter state-

ment, King left open the possibility that integrating a congregation intrin-
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sically attacked segregation. Burrell, Franz, Krehbiel, Voth, and their con-

gregants proved that the movement to end segregation inside the church 

demanded as much courage, energy, strategy, and support as any street 

march.

 Those who integrated Community and Woodlawn prepared the way 

for new efforts to address segregation and prejudice throughout the de-

nomination. John Powell and the Minority Ministries Council, the sub-

jects of the next chapter, intensified the inside movement begun in these 

and other integrated Mennonite churches. Most of the leaders of the Mi-

nority Ministries Council came from congregations that welcomed Afri-

can-American and white worshippers. They knew firsthand how much 

energy integration required. The chapter that follows traces the broaden-

ing of the inside movement from the sanctuary to the church at large.
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The Manifesto Movement

We confess that we have accepted a “false kind of integration” in which all power 

remained in the hands of white brothers.

—Minority Ministries Council statement to the church, 1971

Introducing the Black Manifesto

O

n April 26, 1969, black power activist James Forman presented 

the “Black Manifesto to the White Christian Church and the 

Jewish Synagogues in the United States of America and All 

Other Racist Institutions” at the National Black Economic Development 

Conference in Detroit. With the backing of the Detroit conference dele-

gates, Forman demanded an initial payment of $500 million for Christian 

and Jewish participation in slavery and the ongoing oppression of African 

Americans. Although Forman was not the first African American to call 

for reparations, the former Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee 

executive secretary seized the attention of the white community when 

he carried out his threat to disrupt worship services. Within a month of 

releasing his manifesto, Forman marched up the aisle of the Riverside 

Church in Morningside Heights, New York, and took over the pulpit to 

restate his demands. As the national press followed Forman’s ecclesiasti-

cal disruptions, opposition to his actions grew. A Gallup poll revealed that 

only 2 percent of the white community and only 21 percent of African 

Americans supported the Black Manifesto.

1

 With his controversial mani-
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festo, Forman and his colleagues challenged white Christians throughout 

the nation and in the rural communities of southeastern Pennsylvania, 

where many Mennonites worshipped.

 The white Mennonites who paid attention to the Black Manifesto 

belonged to the Lancaster Conference, a regional governing body of the 

(Old) Mennonite denomination that gave oversight to more than three 

hundred Mennonite congregations along the eastern seaboard. More so 

than most other (Old) Mennonite regional members, Lancaster Confer-

ence Mennonites maintained a robust commitment to hierarchy. Despite 

a doctrine that valued collective discernment, a group of powerful bishops 

set and enforced policy for the conference and its members. By the end of 

the 1960s, rural representatives continued to dominate the bishop board. 

Centered in a rural farming community two hours northwest of Phila-

delphia, the Lancaster Conference supported Mennonite pastors in rural 

Pennsylvania towns, like Mount Joy and Menges Mills, who led services 

more likely to be interrupted by roving livestock than reparations require-

ments.

 This chapter chronicles how white rural Mennonites from the Lan-

caster Conference came to have a conversation about the Black Manifesto 

with leaders from the Minority Ministries Council, the most outspoken 

African-American church body in Mennonite history. During the four 

years leading up to the 1969 manifesto, leaders from the Lancaster Con-

ference helped initiate programs to address racial inequities in the church. 

Those programs proved largely ineffective until new leadership emerged 

in 1968 with the birth of the Urban Racial Council. Under the guidance 

of African-American pastor John Powell, the Minority Ministries Coun-

cil emerged from the Urban Racial Council as the preeminent Mennonite 

voice for racial justice in the aftermath of the Black Manifesto. Paul G. 

Landis, a young white bishop from the Lancaster Conference then serv-

ing in the powerful position of conference secretary, shaped much of the 

conference’s response to the manifesto in the ensuing years. Like many 

other leaders of white Christian groups faced with the dramatic prospect 

of congregational takeovers, Landis and his colleagues focused first on the 

manifesto’s assertive methods. As Powell reinterpreted the manifesto in 

Mennonite terms, however, Landis and other white leaders entered into 

intense and previously rare conversations about racism in the Mennonite 

church.

2
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 Those rural Mennonites and their African-American interlocutors offer 

new insight into the history of the civil rights movement. Most historians 

emphasize the growing gap between African Americans and whites by 

the end of the 1960s. Rather than conversation, historical accounts high-

light miscommunication, division, and failure.

3

 Mennonites’ intense ex-

change about the Black Manifesto reveals a different story. The daily dem-

onstrations led by Vincent Harding, Curtis Burrell, Rowena Lark, Fannie 

Swartzentruber, and Gerald and Annabelle Hughes fostered an environ-

ment in which Mennonites talked across racial lines. Although nonviolent 

Mennonites had little apparent reason to be threatened by Black Mani-

festo emissaries and even less reason to engage in dialogue about black na-

tionalism, the topic of reparations and black power galvanized the church. 

Five years after Forman presented his demands in Detroit, Mennonites 

continued their conversation. The evidence of Mennonites’ response to 

the manifesto suggests that people within and without the church held 

interracial discussions for far longer than previously thought.

 This study also reinterprets the Black Manifesto by demonstrating a di-

versity of theologically sophisticated responses within the Christian com-

munity. To begin, the story of Powell and Landis counters the finding that 

white respondents avoided theological questions about reparations. For 

example, an influential legal analyst has claimed that white church leaders 

who responded affirmatively to Forman’s demands either admitted guilt 

or endorsed repentance but did not articulate theological arguments for 

the payment of reparations.

4

 Other scholars have noted that white oppo-

nents tended to focus on the manifesto’s ideology, its apparent support of 

violence, and the methods used to promote it and failed to mount a rigor-

ous theology of refusal.

5

 Yet Mennonite responses to the manifesto reveal 

a different story. White Mennonites presented finely honed theological 

and ethical arguments for both the payment and denial of reparations. For 

historians of the Black Manifesto and the civil rights movement, Menno-

nites thus offer insight into the manner in which one religious community 

employed sacred texts to disparate ends when faced with unequivocal de-

mands.

 This record of Mennonite conversations about reparations furthermore 

reframes civil rights movement historiography by paying more attention 

to unintended consequences than to the success or failure of movement 

initiatives.

6

 Other demands-focused studies have taken up the question of 
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whether the Black Manifesto succeeded or failed in meeting its stated goal 

of black self-determination.

7

 By evaluating success or failure, such treat-

ments often miss the unsought changes stemming from the manifesto. This 

chapter follows the Mennonite response for the two and a half years after 

Forman’s intervention in order to explore the intended and unintended 

consequences that resulted from this uniquely ecclesiastical crisis.

 The historiography of Mennonites during the late 1960s and early 

1970s likewise requires reexamination in light of the Black Manifesto.

Historians tasked with describing the period act as though Mennonites 

had no knowledge of this assertive movement.

8

 In fact, many national bod-

ies, church agencies, regional conferences, and congregations discussed the 

manifesto and took positions on the manner in which Mennonites should 

respond. Individuals in the church also struggled with both the content 

of the manifesto and its method. For the better part of five years, the Mi-

nority Ministries Council, the advocacy program led by John Powell that 

most actively worked to advance manifesto aims within the Mennonite 

community, captured the attention of Mennonites at all levels. Church 

leaders traveled to converse with council staff, individuals corresponded 

with Powell and other council leaders, and congregations hosted coun-

cil speakers despite significant reservations about Minority Ministries’ 

methods and their association with the Black Manifesto. As violence 

and money fused in the aftermath of urban rebellions triggered by Mar-

tin Luther King Jr.’s assassination and the subsequent Black Manifesto, 

these conversations between white and African-American Mennonites 

achieved their highest level of honesty. The previous seven decades since 

African Americans first entered the Mennonite church saw a few periods 

of forthright discussion across racial lines, but none offered as sustained, 

focused, and intense an exchange as that which took place when white 

Mennonites worried that African-American men might disrupt the order 

of their worship services.

Building Black Power

The route to those forthright conversations began at a meeting dominated 

by white men. Bishop Paul G. Landis and the other white Lancaster Con-

ference leaders traveled to Youngstown, Ohio, in early March 1965 to 

take part in the first of two Urban Racial Conferences planned by the 
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Home Missions Committee of the (Old) Mennonite Church’s Board of 

Missions and Charities.

9

 At that time Landis worked as both associate 

director of the Lancaster Conference’s Voluntary Service Program and as 

the conference’s secretary (see figure 7.1). Since working alongside a Ja-

maican pastor in ministry to migrants in Homestead, Florida, in the 1950s, 

Landis had expressed a keen interest in race relations.

10

 Landis brought that interest to his oversight of the Lancaster Con-

ference congregations in New York City. His familiarity with the issues 

faced by racially integrated New York congregations prompted him to join 

a delegation of sixteen leaders from the Lancaster Conference who trav-

eled to Youngstown, Ohio, for the March 4 through 5 meeting.

11

 Only the 

white men’s names appeared on the official delegation list from the Lan-

caster Conference, even though the Reverend James Harris, an African-

American pastor from a Lancaster Conference mission outpost in Ander-

son, North Carolina, was also in attendance.

12

 Indeed, Harris was the only 

African American who spoke from the platform.

13

 Given the gathering’s 

emphasis on “integrating our total denominational life,” Harris’s lone bill-

ing is significant. Although at least two other African Americans were in 

attendance, Landis and his colleagues heard far fewer African-American 

voices than those present at the second conference in the Urban Racial 

series, held in St. Louis a few days later.

14

 The men who gathered at the Youngstown meeting nonetheless envi-

sioned new possibilities even while failing to institute them. Although 

one reporter described a mood of “impending doom” hanging over the 

meeting, the delegates imagined new initiatives.

15

 The Lancaster Confer-

ence delegates, like other white participants, supported a call for new race-

based programs. Their vision for the future included cautious engagement 

with nonviolent civil rights activities, integrated fellowship, housing, em-

ployment, and “an office or agency to work in the area of race relations.”

16

 

In response to this vision, Landis and his colleagues at the Board of Mis-

sions and Charities distributed findings from the meeting throughout the 

Lancaster Conference. They did not, however, act on the suggestion to 

develop a new race relations program. Instead, the Lancaster Conference 

leaders relied on individuals in attendance to take their “improved under-

standings and relationships” into the church as a whole.

17

 At the beginning 

of 1965, Landis and his colleagues balked at committing the finances nec-

essary for a new program initiative.
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 During the next two years, white leaders throughout the church dis-

played a similar hesitancy to support emerging African-American leaders. 

In particular, from 1966 through 1967 white Mennonite writers voiced 

objections to black power ideology. For example, based on two years’ ex-

perience in an African-American community, one white Mennonite vol-

untary service worker declared that the black power movement could not 

succeed because “Negroes simply will not truly commit themselves to an 

all-Negro organization or institution.”

18

 Another argued that black power 

appeals undermined the broad base achieved by civil rights leaders.

19

 

Even those sympathetic to black power initiatives did not call for race-

based programs.

20

 The focus stayed on individual conversion and general 

corporate responses. Money had not yet been put on the table.

 Publications from the Lancaster Conference followed suit. Those who 

Fig. 7.1 Paul G. Landis, Salunga, Pennsylvania, 1964

“Behind the Scenes,” Volunteer 7, no. 7 (July 1964): 4. Photo courtesy of Lancaster Mennonite 

Historical Society, Lancaster, PA
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reported on evangelism, service, and rebellion within the African-Ameri-

can community did not invite specific corporate response.

21

 White writer 

Arden Almquist warned readers in the Lancaster Conference, “Whitey, 

your time is running out.” Almquist called for love and mutual under-

standing to replace “a legacy of suspicion and fear, hesitation and distrust, 

distance, resentment, guilt, doubt, continued segregation and discrimina-

tion.”

22

 Although Almquist explained why African Americans pursued 

self-determination, like most Mennonite writers in 1966 and 1967 he 

stopped short of calling for church programs to support black power.

 As 1968 opened, Bishop Paul Landis supported racial activism in the 

Lancaster Conference and the larger church. For example, the day after he 

returned from April 4–6, 1968, meetings of a national Mennonite mis-

sion board, Landis preached a sermon lamenting King’s death. In front of 

his home congregation, the predominantly white and conservative Mel-

lingers Mennonite, Landis thanked God “for one who had attempted to 

direct the flood tide of deep hurt, hate, and revenge into positive, non-

violent efforts.”

23

 As had been the case between General Conference 

leaders like Peter Ediger and congregational members like Al Levreau at 

Community Mennonite, the gap between Landis and his congregation re-

mained wide. Although members of his congregation objected to his ra-

cial advocacy, Landis continued to bring a racial agenda to the church’s 

attention. By the end of the year, at least twenty-three Mennonite writers 

had joined Landis in raising their lament over King’s assassination.

24

 Hav-

ing met with King to discuss Mennonite nonresistance, Landis felt King’s 

loss keenly and, despite criticism that he preached too often on “race and 

Bible,” joined other Mennonite leaders from across the country in calling 

for increased involvement with civil rights activities.

25

 Few of those who called for civil rights action anticipated what form 

the response would take or who would lead it. At a time when leaders 

in both denominations remained focused on finding ways to restore ra-

cial integrity in the face of conflicted response to the civil rights move-

ment, Landis and other white church officials sympathetic to civil rights 

measures focused on secular race problems. Few white leaders thought 

to direct their energies toward racial inequities inside the church before 

turning their attention to the streets. Nevertheless, a group of twenty-five 

urban pastors who gathered in Elkhart, Indiana, took the discussion in an-

other direction. At meetings on June 3 and 4, 1968, the pastors focused on 



 Gthe manifesto movement H 197

the Mennonite church.

26

 John Powell, an African-American assistant pas-

tor in Detroit, spoke for the first time in the Mennonite press to report on 

the June gathering. Powell called white Mennonites “passivists [rather] 

than pacifists” because he felt that his white co-believers pronounced their 

nonresistance but refused to join the nonviolent civil rights movement.

27

 

Using terms a step more assertive and blunt than had been expressed by 

either Curtis Burrell or Vincent Harding before him, Powell gave notice 

that change had come to the Mennonite church.

 The June meetings heralded a summer during which Landis and other 

leaders from the Lancaster Conference would distance themselves from 

urgent appeals to civil rights action. In the aftermath of King’s assassina-

tion, between June and September 1968 more than forty-five articles in 

the national church press called for legislative and direct street action in 

response to racial unrest.

28

 By contrast, writers in the Lancaster Confer-

ence cautiously advocated for Mennonite service through Fresh Air ex-

change programs, educational initiatives, health care, and youth work.

29

 

Despite Paul Landis’s continued interest in racial justice, he and his col-

leagues waited rather than act upon the agenda articulated by Powell at 

the Elkhart meetings.

 The Lancaster Conference thus played the part of observer at the found-

ing meeting of the group that would come to embody the interests of the 

Black Manifesto in the Mennonite church. Gene Shelly, a white pastor 

from New York under Landis’s authority, attended meetings in Chicago 

on October 4 and 5, 1968, and reported that they marked “a milestone in 

the history of the Mennonite Church in America.”

30

 The urban pastors 

at the Chicago meeting elected five men, four of them African-American, 

to constitute the steering committee of a new advocacy group, the Urban 

Racial Council.

31

 Shelly’s enthusiastic report reflected the influence of the 

black power movement within the steering committee. He wrote, “We 

can neither dictate power nor use [African Americans] as puppets in a ba-

sically white controlled power structure.” In keeping with this emphasis 

on self-determination, the council aimed to give African-American church 

leaders the right to “make decisions which directly involve them.” Shelly 

encouraged the Lancaster Conference leaders to sponsor a similar African 

American–led body in their region.

32

 Landis’s failure to act on Shelly’s suggestion typified a critical shift 

in Mennonite race relations. From the late nineteenth century forward, 
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the Lancaster Conference had led race relations efforts in the Mennonite 

church. They ran the largest Fresh Air exchange program, had more Af-

rican-American congregations, and placed more voluntary service work-

ers in racially integrated communities than any other part of the church. 

Their Colored Workers Committee had brought together white and Af-

rican-American church workers for fellowship and instruction for the 

better part of twenty years. Yet the Lancaster Conference leaders pulled 

back from actively supporting the first minority-led churchwide com-

mittee in any American Mennonite denomination. Serving alongside La-

tino representative John Ventura and vocal white activist and Bethesda 

Mennonite Church pastor Hubert Schwartzentruber, the three African-

American steering committee members—Lee Roy Berry, Gerald Hughes, 

and Powell—hailed from Goshen, Cleveland, Denver, Detroit, and St. 

Louis.

33

 Only one member, Gerald Hughes, had direct connections to the 

Lancaster Conference. Hughes had grown up at the Andrews Bridge con-

gregation in southern Lancaster County. As an adult, however, he worked 

alongside pastor Vern Miller and other members of Lee Heights Commu-

nity Church in Cleveland.

34

 Although the Lancaster Conference counted 

several capable African-American leaders in their number at that time, 

including Macon Gwinn, James Harris, and Richard Pannell, no one in 

the conference’s leadership structure sponsored their membership on the 

council’s executive group. Most notably, then, the Lancaster Conference 

bishops pulled back at the very point when an assertive African-American 

majority committee emerged.

 It thus fell to those outside the bishops’ inner circle to explore new ar-

eas of race relations. Notably, those who publicly addressed racial concerns 

came from a generation not yet represented on the bishop board. Merle 

Good, a young white entrepreneur and dramatist already making waves 

in the Lancaster Conference because of his presentation of the Mennonite 

experience through public theatre, explored racial tensions in fictional 

form in the pages of one national Mennonite weekly in early February 

1969, although he crossed over to a General Conference publication to do 

so.

35

 Closer to home, Leon Stauffer, the youthful director of the Lancaster 

Conference’s Voluntary Service and 1-W programs, enjoined Mennonite 

leaders in March 1969 to leave behind a legacy of paternalism and begin 

to trust African-American “brethren with dollars . . . leadership . . . per-

sonnel. . . organization [and] . . . goal-setting.”

36

 Stauffer’s experience as 
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a voluntary service worker in New York City had convinced him of the 

need to let go of control. Unlike Landis and other bishops who remained 

focused on maintaining control of the conference’s doctrinal and financial 

resources, Stauffer understood that organizational change would require 

significant financial redistribution. Money, in short, mattered.

Forman’s Manifesto

More than any other document at the end of the 1960s, James Forman’s 

Black Manifesto changed the way leaders of the Mennonite church and 

wider Christendom approached racial issues. Ironically, Forman brought 

about that change after disowning the church. Forman came to the Detroit 

meeting of the National Black Economic Development Conference with a 

distinguished record as a civil rights activist. After he left his administra-

tive post with the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, Forman 

marched at Selma and garnered the respect of African-American clergy-

men.

37

 Despite positive relationships with black church leaders, Forman 

had long denounced Christianity for its collusion with slavery and sup-

port of economic inequity. His personal experience in both Protestant and 

Roman Catholic churches and schools had led him to become an atheist 

by his midtwenties.

38

 Forman thus presented his Black Manifesto with all 

the passion of a preacher but none of the belief.

 Nonetheless, Forman focused his reparations demands on Chris-

tian churches. The manifesto presented to the Detroit gathering called 

for $500 million in reparations for Christianity’s and Judaism’s part in 

exploiting the “resources, . . . minds, . . . bodies, [and] . . . labor” of the 

African-American community.

39

 Although he named the Jewish commu-

nity in the document, his subsequent efforts were concentrated on Chris-

tians.

40

 Addressing Catholics and Protestants, Forman pointed to the 

churches’ involvement in racial subordination long after slavery’s demise. 

Contrary to subsequent misinterpretation, Forman demanded reparations 

to African Americans for a history of having been “degraded, brutalized, 

killed and persecuted” that extended well past emancipation.

41

 Forman 

proposed to use reparations to purchase land, develop media outlets, start 

black-led businesses, found a southern black-led university, and organize 

black welfare recipients and laborers. Forman exhorted members of white 

churches and synagogues to send payment to the National Black Economic 
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Development Conference. If Christians did not meet Forman’s demands, 

they risked having their offices seized and worship services interrupted.

 Only after Forman made good his threat to disrupt worship services 

did Mennonites and the rest of the white community pay attention. The 

day after Forman took over the worship service at the interdenominational 

Riverside Church in Morningside Heights, New York, on May 4, 1969, 

Mennonites read of Forman’s intervention on the front page of their lo-

cal newspapers.

42

 They were not presented with the content of the Black 

Manifesto, however; rather, they encountered descriptions of Forman’s 

rush down the sanctuary aisle as he “pushed his way past two elderly ush-

ers.”

43

 More than the monetary demands, the manner of the message re-

ceived the most public attention. As they read the coverage, Mennonites 

began to talk.

 Mennonites in the Lancaster area and along the East Coast continued 

to read about Forman’s activities during the following months. He and his 

colleagues took over worship services, occupied denominational offices, 

and faced backlash from church officials, all of which received prominent 

press coverage.

44

 Reporters emphasized the disruption caused by For-

man and his associates and the forceful responses by white Presbyterian, 

Southern Baptist, United Church of Christ, and United Methodist lead-

ers. Several church officials had not hesitated to call the police, and in at 

least one instance, officers removed a woman who interrupted a Catholic 

service to protest racial discrimination.

45

 Activists in nearby Philadelphia 

took even bolder action and appropriated an electric typewriter from the 

Presbyterian Church headquarters.

46

 Although the activists later returned 

the typewriter, they had demonstrated their ability to disrupt the work-

place as well as the sanctuary.

 The threat of takeovers arrested white Mennonites’ attention and 

opened discussions of reparations. In response to Forman’s demands, Men-

nonite church leaders and program administrators called for increased giv-

ing to denominational urban mission programs, an approach Presbyterians 

and United Methodists also chose when they channeled funds internally 

rather than through Forman’s organization.

47

 In church board meetings, 

congregational gatherings, and Sunday school classes, white Mennonites 

began to talk about the Black Manifesto as they received appeals to increase 

their giving. At this early stage, however, conversations in the Mennonite 

church took place among white people. Although Powell and his allies 
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had begun to lay the organizational groundwork necessary for sustained  

dialogue, they had not yet initiated a conversation about the manifesto.

 Even as national Mennonite organizations struggled to respond to the 

Black Manifesto, Forman intensified his demands. Given that some black 

nationalist leaders criticized Forman for having requested insufficient 

funds, his next move does not surprise.

48

 On June 13 and again on July 

6, Forman raised the reparations demand to $3 billion. He indicated that 

the additional funds would support a southern black college independent 

of white control.

49

 Financial response to the manifesto became even more 

important.

 Mennonites in the Lancaster Conference noted a new threat in the ex-

tensive press coverage and increasing attention to reparations. Never before 

had the prospect that strangers would disrupt worship services seemed so 

immediate. Even during World Wars I and II, when Mennonites’ com-

mitment to their nonviolent doctrine of nonresistance drew public harass-

ment, they experienced little or no disruption when gathered together on 

a Sunday morning.

50

 The simple, unadorned Mennonite meetinghouses 

offered sanctuary from a world that some believers continued to find alien 

and suspect. From the perspective of many white Mennonites, emissar-

ies of that foreign world stood ready to violate the sanctity of their wor-

ship space. White Mennonites in Lancaster Conference expected that the 

threat they feared would come wrapped in dark skin.

Don’t Call the Police

Bishop Paul Landis was ready to talk about the manifesto. Landis felt, 

however, that Lancaster Mennonites had to deal first with the possibil-

ity of violence before discussing reparations. Rather than approach the 

Black Manifesto as a document fundamentally concerned with money, on 

July 10, 1969, Landis and other conference leaders sent a letter to every 

Lancaster Conference minister that focused on the doctrine of nonresis-

tance. As encouraged by the doctrine, many Mennonite young men in the 

Lancaster Conference refused to participate in the military, opting instead 

for alternative service. Nonresistance called its adherents to a greater com-

mitment, however, than the refusal to bear arms. Mennonites also made 

careful distinctions between Christian nonresistance and secular nonvio-

lence. Like theologian Guy F. Hershberger and other traditional Menno-
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nite leaders, Lancaster Conference officials opposed “strikes, boycotts, and 

organized pressures of any kind” because such tactics used coercion rather 

than pacifist testimony to bring about change.

51

 Furthermore, a 1940 non-

resistance statement asserted that “even if the Christian is the victim of in-

justice or crime, he cannot violate Bible principles to avenge himself or to 

punish the wrongdoer.”

52

 By 1969, Lancaster Conference leaders contin-

ued to oppose civil rights tactics, even though some members questioned 

whether church doctrines actually prohibited street marches.

53

 Landis and his colleagues then used the familiar theological language of 

nonresistance to interpret the Black Manifesto. To be certain, they asked 

the more than three hundred pastors in the conference to repent of “ra-

cial prejudice” and to make “financial resources available” where needed.

54

 

Landis did so, however, only after focusing on nonviolence. He and his 

colleagues wrote nearly three times as much about nonviolence as about 

reparations or race relations.

55

 Lancaster Conference leaders asked their 

pastors to “be willing to have our services disrupted” and stressed the 

“way of love.”

56

 Before responding to the Black Manifesto, the Lancaster 

Conference leaders had not even considered that a Mennonite minister 

might contact police to restore order to a worship service. Yet reports pub-

lished in the local papers made evident that some Christian communities 

had called law enforcement officers into their sanctuaries.

57

 Spurred by 

such examples, Landis and his fellow committee members then cautioned 

pastors against “calling the police” or restraining “those who would enter 

our services,” though caution against physical restraint had not previously 

been necessary.

58

 Landis clearly warned pastors not to pummel intruders.

 This surprising fear of violence from ordained leaders of a nonvio-

lent church reveals an eroding commitment to nonresistance within the 

denomination. During World War II, Mennonite men enlisted in the 

military in far greater numbers than hoped for by church leaders. Thirty 

percent of the church members drafted in 1942 chose a form of military 

service. Likewise, from 1940 through 1947, more Mennonite men served 

in the military than in the wartime Civilian Public Service camps. The di-

visions evident in these disparate rates of military service reflected harsh 

disagreements among Mennonites over how best to live a nonresistant 

life.

59

 That members of a nonresistant church would accept violence had 

become a new possibility.

 In light of these internal divisions about nonresistance, Landis and 
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other committee members directed attention even further away from rep-

arations to undergird nonviolence with service. From the mid-twentieth 

century forward, Mennonites across the country had begun to empha-

size selfless service as a core identity. Lancaster Conference leaders did 

the same. In the penultimate paragraph of their statement to conference 

ministers, Landis and his colleagues wrote, “Recently a black member of 

the Mennonite Church stated that the Mennonite Church has much more 

than money to give to the black people in our society.”

60

 They made their 

point clear. Although African Americans in the secular world asked for 

money, African Americans in the Mennonite community asked for love, 

equality, and access to employment. Mennonite ministers knew how to 

respond to these needs. A service-based record of African-American evan-

gelism had prepared the pastors to tend to the disadvantaged on a case-

by-case basis. Tithes from congregations located in one of the “wealthi-

est farming counties in the nation” supported service, poverty relief, and 

evangelism rather than the publishing houses, black-led academies, and 

training centers proposed by Forman.

61

 Landis proposed that, instead of 

responding violently to intruders, the ministers offer selfless service to the 

Black Manifesto emissaries. Through his letter, Landis prepared ministers 

in the Lancaster Conference to talk about the manifesto in terms of the 

doctrine of nonresistance and its supporting service ethic rather than dis-

cuss financial reparations.

 At least one Lancaster Conference member offered an alternative to 

Landis’s nonviolence-focused response. Mahlon Hess, an ordained min-

ister with a long record of evangelism in Alabama, Virginia, and Tang-

anyika, supported reparations.

62

 Hess used his position as editor of the 

conference’s mission magazine to caution his readers against dismissing 

activists who delivered reparations demands in a “provocative way.”

63

 In 

contrast to the many Christian responses that made no mention of scrip-

ture, Hess invoked the biblical precedent in Exodus 12:35–36, where 

Israelites demanded gold and jewelry from the Egyptians before fleeing 

to the desert. Hess had found a theological metaphor that encouraged his 

readers to answer the call to conversation and dialogue at the heart of the 

Black Manifesto. Although he also urged readers to contact legislators, 

develop job-training programs, and enter into equal relationships, Hess 

focused on finances. He wrote that Christians needed to take “the lead 

in making financial resources available” through sacrificial giving.

64

 Even 
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as the Peace Committee’s nonresistance-focused response gained national 

attention, Hess’s editorial sounded a counter call to pay financial repara-

tions.

65

 Three months after Forman’s initial intervention, leaders from the Lan-

caster Conference remained unsettled in their response to the Black Mani-

festo. Landis used the doctrine of nonresistance to discourage Mennonites 

from paying reparations. Hess promoted a financial response based on sa-

cred scripture. Both men started with core Mennonite values but arrived 

at different interpretations. Which perspective would sway the greatest 

number of church members was unclear. The response to their respective 

appeals eventually turned on a common though unexamined aspect of 

their approaches: neither leader had directed his comments to people of 

color within the church. Although Mennonite doctrine gave them terms 

to talk about the Black Manifesto, those beliefs had not encouraged the 

white conference leaders to hear African-American perspectives. Only af-

ter leaders from the African-American community approached Hess and 

Landis would they begin to talk across racial lines.

Money Matters

John Powell was ready to talk about the Black Manifesto. As the twenty-

eight-year-old African-American Mennonite pastor from Detroit strode 

to the podium before an audience of a thousand Mennonites, Powell pre-

pared himself to speak frankly. He came to the 1969 biennial assembly 

of Mennonites in Turner, Oregon, as newly appointed secretary of the 

Urban Racial Council (see figure 7.2).

66

 Although church officials had in-

vited Powell to speak and sent out copies of the Black Manifesto to each 

delegate in advance of his talk, those gathered before him worried that he 

would disrupt the assembly as Forman had upset other denominations’ 

gatherings.

67

 The delegates knew of Powell’s penchant for prophetic cri-

tique. To the surprise of many, by the time he finished speaking, Powell 

and his audience had begun a conversation that would continue for half 

a decade.

 The young up-and-coming preacher brought his black power–in-

fused message to a historic gathering. In addition to the issue of repara-

tions, delegates at the Oregon gathering also witnessed a group of young 

draft resisters confront the church and request support for their version 
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of nonresistant witness. Although at least one delegate was offended by 

the young people’s unkempt appearance, the delegate and the draft re-

sisters eventually clarified their positions and expressed mutual forgive-

ness.

68

 In the midst of the dramatic exchanges, delegates drafted and then 

passed a position in support of the young people. The delegates thus de-

parted from more typically quietist forms of nonresistance witness while 

also reordering church governance and inviting women to take on formal 

decision-making roles. The entire denomination had begun to step out 

Fig. 7.2 John Powell, 1969

“Powell Joins Board Staff,” Gospel Herald 62, no. 45 (November 

18, 1969): 1017. Photo courtesy of Mennonite Publishing 

Network, Scottdale, PA
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of old theological and organizational structures into fresh forms. Few at 

the conference anticipated, however, that this departure would also in-

volve much more intense conversations about racial disparity inside the 

church.

 Powell started the dialogue by plunging forward into controversy. 

The church’s executive secretary later referred to Powell’s speech and the 

resulting discussion as “almost traumatic.”

69

 Another white delegate re-

called that Powell “sent shock waves” through the assembly.

70

 Such col-

lective distress arose more from the tenor of Powell’s comments than from 

the content of his proposal. Powell stated that Mennonites would have 

“tarred and feathered” James Forman if he had addressed the crowd.

71

 

Mennonites found such an accusation particularly irksome because they 

cherished the memory of forebears who had been tarred and feathered for 

their refusal to go to war. Powell’s race also added to the controversy. He 

spoke with pride of his racial identity to an audience that remained un-

comfortable with racial discussions, despite the ongoing efforts of Fresh 

Air children and leaders like Harding.

72

 Rather than a thankful recipient 

of the church’s largesse, Powell came as an outspoken critic of the church’s 

integrity. In response to Powell’s blunt commentary, one white delegate 

stood up in the assembly and pronounced, “If we do what John Powell 

tells us, they’ll have me out of my pulpit and a nigger in there.”

73

 Such vociferous response masks the care Powell took to use audience-

appropriate terms. He and his colleagues on the Urban Racial Council set 

aside Forman’s demands- and disruption-centered rhetoric. Demands did 

not sit well within a church community known for congregational auton-

omy. Rather than demands, Powell presented seventeen “recommenda-

tions,” the first of which called on white Mennonites to confess to “sins 

committed against black people.”

74

 In addition to using terms attuned to 

Mennonite polity and theology, Powell proposed that the executive com-

mittee of the church’s mission board oversee gathered funds. By ceding au-

thority to the denomination’s largest program board, Powell sidestepped 

objections about financial accountability common in other denominations’ 

discussions of the Black Manifesto.

75

 In this moment of high drama, Pow-

ell and his colleagues had chosen language intended to invite conversation 

rather than shut it down.

 Although they had adapted the language of their proposal, Urban Ra-

cial Council leaders had not lost sight of the financial focus of the Black 
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Manifesto. Powell asked the delegates to commit themselves to $500,000 

above an already ambitious $4 million budget.

76

 He explained that the 

Urban Racial Council would use the money to provide African Ameri-

cans and Latinos/as with jobs and education.

77

 In addition to funding em-

powerment projects, the money would serve a second purpose. Before the 

Turner gathering, the council lacked an official budget, a staff, a clear man-

date, and authority over other church bodies. Only the urgency of a roiling 

racial revolution channeled through a few determined African-American 

leaders like Powell opened space for the group in church structures. By 

raising funds independent of existing church structures, Powell and his 

colleagues sought to solidify their position and increase respect. In concert 

with “racial sensitivity” training for white Mennonites, funds given to the 

council would encourage equal, interracial conversation among church 

leaders.

78

 Despite attendees’ initial negative reaction to Powell’s comments, 

white delegates like Landis supported Powell and pushed hard for a posi-

tive vote. After two days of executive negotiation, a six-point motion was 

presented to the delegates for their consideration.

79

 The motion confessed 

racial wrongdoing and called for above-budget giving of $6 per member.

80

 

Although he had pushed members of the Lancaster Conference to avoid 

monetary contributions in response to Forman’s external demands, Bishop 

Landis took a different response to Powell’s internal recommendations. 

The young preacher’s impassioned appeal had moved Landis as much as 

it had riled others. Representing two national committees, Landis sup-

ported Powell’s presentation on Monday, August 18, and moved to accept 

the financial proposal the following day.

81

 The motion carried.

 Initial reaction to the vote seemed positive. The delegates passed a sec-

ond motion to collect an offering in support of “urban and minority cri-

sis projects.”

82

 Delegates contributed $5,000 that evening to the Urban 

Racial Council, a sum that more than quadrupled the previous evening’s 

offering.

83

 Back in the Lancaster Conference, Mahlon Hess penned a Sep-

tember editorial on reparations and published an article in which Powell 

challenged the church to share power and move beyond parochial isola-

tion.

84

 In his new capacity as the executive director of the Urban Racial 

Council, now faced with the prospect of $500 million in funding for each 

of the next five years, Powell enjoined the church to talk frankly about 

race.
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 Delegates from the Lancaster Conference returned home from Turner, 

Oregon, in late August of 1969 uncertain of the gathering’s racial legacy. 

The church had encountered, debated, and then come to support a disrup-

tive emissary of the Black Manifesto message. The very threat that Landis 

and his colleagues feared would materialize in Lancaster County appeared 

on the other side of the country. Powell’s intervention, however, took an 

unexpected form. Powell disrupted the church not by rushing uninvited 

down the center aisle of a somber Mennonite meetinghouse but by point-

ing to inconsistencies in core church doctrines and inviting financial re-

sponse. Members of the Lancaster Conference now faced the threat of 

ongoing internal disruption. Unlike external Black Manifesto emissaries, 

the internal Urban Racial Council members appeared ready to stay and 

talk. The prospect of that dialogue changed the direction of the Lancaster 

Conference leaders. Rather than prepare ministers and congregants to re-

spond nonviolently to forceful pulpit takeovers, Landis and his colleagues 

began to prepare themselves for conversations about racism inside their 

own community. Although they weathered the Oregon intervention, they 

did not know how new conversations would change their service models 

and ways of talking across racial lines.

 As a result of Powell’s intervention, the Urban Racial Council and the 

Lancaster Conference moved closer together. Powell softened Forman’s 

assertive language and proposed internal mechanisms for financial ac-

countability, a process missing in the Black Manifesto. Rather than initi-

ate an independent black-led group, Powell recommended creation of a 

body lodged within a white-led denomination. In so doing, he launched 

a conversation that invited white church leaders and grassroots members 

alike to examine internal racial disparities and fund nonpaternalistic pro-

grams to restore doctrinal integrity. Landis accepted Powell’s invitation to 

self-scrutiny and proclaimed his support for the Urban Racial Council’s 

initiative, even though he had previously turned attention away from rep-

arations demands. With a forthrightness often lacking in prior attempts 

at interracial dialogue, both groups appeared ready to discuss the state of 

Mennonite race relations.

Continuing the Conversation

Members of the Lancaster Conference nonetheless gave the Urban Racial 

Council’s conversational initiative a mixed reception. Despite both groups’ 
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modified positions, Paul Landis and other members of the Lancaster Con-

ference’s Peace Committee discussed the Urban Racial statement at length 

in early October but took no common action.

85

 The Lancaster Confer-

ence’s Colored Workers Committee addressed Black Manifesto themes 

more directly during their November meeting at Bowmansville Menno-

nite Church. Although white men dominated the leadership structures 

and facilitated worship, small groups of African-American and white par-

ticipants discussed how the Bible related to poverty, interracial marriage, 

and Christian unity, topics central to calls for economic reparations and 

black separatism.

86

 Likewise, on January 4, 1970, Tom Skinner, a charis-

matic African-American evangelist from New York City, spoke before a 

crowd of six hundred people at Paradise Mennonite Church, a Lancaster 

Conference congregation. Having read about ongoing racial turmoil in the 

newspapers and heard of Powell’s intervention in Turner, Oregon, local 

Mennonites filled the sanctuary to listen to Skinner comment on a variety 

of racial topics, including the Black Manifesto. During his presentation, 

Skinner stated that the “problem with the Black Manifesto is not James 

Foreman [sic], but the people and the conditions that make a Foreman nec-

essary.”

87

 Although he did not offer a ringing endorsement, Skinner none-

theless supported the manifesto. His large Mennonite audience listened 

with rapt attention. In the five months following Powell’s proposal, lay 

members of the conference seemed more interested than ordained leaders 

in conversation about the manifesto.

 Landis and other Lancaster Conference leaders initially seemed unre-

sponsive to grassroots members’ growing interest in speakers like Skinner 

and others who promoted the Urban Racial Council agenda. In lieu of 

direct support, the conference’s leadership employed the same strategy in 

private that they used when faced with the prospect of worship takeovers: 

they prepared for conversation with potentially hostile outsiders, in this 

case Powell and members of the Urban Racial Council, but gave no money. 

In public, the leaders seemed to have turned their attention elsewhere. 

Rather than discuss how the conference could become involved in the ser-

vice and fund-raising initiatives proposed by the Urban Racial Council, 

Landis and his colleagues used the pages of the conference newsletter to 

interpret church doctrines of nonconformity and submission to author-

ity.

88

 At the end of the 1960s, the same issues—how to maintain and pro-

mote nonconformist doctrine—that had proved so problematic for women 

like Broad Street matron Fannie Swartzentruber back in the 1940s con-



210 Gdaily demonstrators H

tinued to command the attention of clergy and lay leaders alike. Members 

of the bishop board invested far more energy in figuring out how to keep 

women’s hair uncut and covered up than in deciding how to pay for the 

legacy of slavery. Although Landis had backed Powell’s recommendations 

in Turner, Oregon, he generated little interest in Black Manifesto conver-

sation among his fellow bishops and ordained clergy.

 African-American Mennonites quickly grew frustrated with the lack 

of financial support from Landis, other Lancaster Conference leaders, and 

white Mennonites across the country. In March of 1970, Powell reported 

that the newly named Compassion Fund of the Minority Ministries 

Council, successor to the Urban Racial Council, had raised only $38,075, 

far below the $250,000 necessary to reach the $500,000 mark within a 

year.

89

 Despite the early indication of support from delegates at the Or-

egon gathering, congregational members did not follow their representa-

tives’ example. Without a personal connection to Powell or the experience 

of having debated the Urban Racial Council’s proposal, grassroots mem-

bers felt little of the urgency so palpable in Oregon. Powell and his col-

leagues quickly realized that raising the promised funds would take more 

than one speech at a national gathering.

 Members of the council nonetheless remained in conversation with 

the white church. Perhaps in response to the disappointing giving rate, 

Powell made some effort to distance the council’s appeal from the Black 

Manifesto but wrote glowingly about the manifesto just one week later.

90

 

In the wake of diminished giving, exasperation mounted. African-Ameri-

can Mennonite minister and council associate Hubert Brown, for example, 

reported on the “Bullshit” he encountered among white Mennonites “all 

‘decked out’ like gods who come to do ‘blackie’ a favor” in the inner city.

91

 

Yet the frustration itself indicates that Brown, Powell, and their associates 

continued to talk with white church leaders. At this point those conver-

sations took time and energy but seldom led to increased giving. Even as 

they dialogued, they failed to generate the expected funds.

92

 In response to the council members’ notable frustration, Landis and his 

colleagues sought out new conversation partners. Instead of waiting for 

a Minority Ministries Council preacher to show up unannounced, Lan-

caster Conference administrators urged local pastors to invite “minority” 

speakers to preach from their pulpits.

93

 More than a year after Powell’s 

dramatic intervention in Oregon, Lancaster Conference ministers began to 
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invite recognized African-American and Latino/a leaders into their con-

gregations, chosen from a list of pastors who had been noticeably absent 

from the activities of the increasingly bold Minority Ministries Council.

94

 

Rather than choosing outsiders like Powell, over whom the conference 

had no authority, conference leaders brought in trusted converts account-

able to Landis and the other bishops.

 Powell and the Minority Ministries Council, however, wanted more 

from the Lancaster Conference than a list of tame speakers. In early fall of 

1970, council staff approached Landis about setting up a time to discuss 

“racist attitudes among” the Lancaster Conference constituency.

95

 On No-

vember 13, Lynford Hershey, a white Minority Ministries Council staff 

person hired by Powell to educate white Mennonites, met with nine Lan-

caster Conference bishops and staff members. Hershey came to the meet-

ing with close family ties to the Lancaster Conference, a long record of 

civil rights activism, and a strong personal relationship with Powell.

96

 He 

used the meeting to describe the “indirect and direct” ways he encouraged 

white people to move aside so that African Americans could help them-

selves.

97

 Landis and other bishops in attendance told Hershey about their 

forthcoming race relations statement, but little else seemed to emerge from 

the meeting. Longer-term outcomes of the conversation would not appear 

for several months.

 As he traveled from one congregation to another, Hershey found lay 

members willing to talk about racial inequities. In late November he com-

mented on the “almost unbelievable” gap between white rural Menno-

nites, like most Lancaster Conference members, and Mennonites, both 

white and from communities of color, who worshipped and worked in 

the city.

98

 Despite that divide, white lay members welcomed Hershey’s 

efforts to “deal with white racism” more readily than did church leaders.

99

 

At least in terms of Hershey’s experience, those least threatened by calls to 

redistribute power remained most open to discuss race relations.

 Those grassroots conversations came about through a distant and un-

likely source. Given that Hershey received funding from Powell based 

on an appeal prompted by Forman, ultimately it was the Black Manifesto 

that got Mennonites talking about race. The line connecting the National 

Black Economic Development Conference in Detroit to rural Mennonite 

congregations in Lancaster ran through a document often thought to have 

cut off such contact. Rather than stifling conversation, as claimed by pe-
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riod pundits, the Black Manifesto fostered dialogue and contact with an 

intensity white people in the church rarely encountered. Although few 

lay members made the same connection, Powell and his colleagues recog-

nized the antecedent to their efforts and made no subsequent attempt to 

distance themselves from Black Manifesto promoters.

 In the aftermath of the Black Manifesto, conversations at the leader-

ship level continued after a slow start. On July 14, 1971, Leon Stauffer, a 

colleague of Landis, assured Hershey that the conference’s subcommittee 

on race relations was hard at work.

100

 Minority Ministries Council mem-

bers also continued to push forward. The day after Stauffer penned his 

report, Powell and Hubert Brown traveled to Atlanta to meet with Vin-

cent Harding, whom Forman had nominated to serve on the Black Mani-

festo’s steering committee, to discuss “methods . . . to liberate blacks in the 

church.”

101

 Following these meetings, council staff challenged the Lan-

caster Conference leaders to match public statements about racism with 

bold action and to refrain from hiring “non-whites that we have taught 

to act white.”

102

 Lancaster Conference staff responded by recommend-

ing that pastors bring white council staff member Lynford Hershey into 

their congregations.

103

 As they prepared for Hershey’s itinerancy, Landis 

and other leaders from the conference kept on talking about a subject that 

few had anticipated would still hold the church’s attention more than two 

years after Forman spoke in Detroit.

 The Minority Ministries Council built on the ongoing interest by 

holding an annual meeting in October 1971 that marked the apex of their 

influence in the white world. As council members gathered in Detroit, 

where Forman had first presented the Black Manifesto, Powell high-

lighted a host of new activities. Mirroring the practice of other racial mi-

nority caucus groups lodged within majority-white denominations, Pow-

ell and other council members had disbursed more than $75,000 and laid 

plans for disbursing $95,000 more. A new alliance between Latino/a 

and African-American Mennonites had grown. Outspoken council mem-

bers held influential positions within existing church structures.

104

 A few 

white Mennonite executives even expressed support for the council. The 

secretary of information services for a national Mennonite mission agency 

supported the Compassion Fund as a means to “recognize our participa-

tion as white anglo Mennonites in the overall racist and discriminatory 

and insensitive patterns in our society.”

105

 In public, the Minority Min-
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istries Council looked like a healthy, powerful conversation partner with 

church leaders.

 During the meeting, council members demonstrated their interest in 

continuing to talk with white Mennonites by rejecting a statement that 

would have strained relationships within the church. Their decision took 

on additional significance in light of the financial constraints facing the 

council. The Compassion Fund’s first-year receipts reached only $100,000 

of its $500,000 goal. Receipts in the second year dropped to $60,000.

106

 

Powell asserted that denominational officials’ requirement that coun-

cil staff submit more detailed financial reports than other departments, 

a requirement indicative of the church’s distrust of council staff, had, in 

turn, slowed the pace of giving.

107

 As funds failed to materialize, Powell 

tried to achieve self-sufficiency by proposing that the council foster credit 

unions and small businesses in racially oppressed communities.

108

 At the 

same time, council caucuses reviewed a statement that rejected integra-

tion based on Mennonite paternalism and renewed the call for financial 

support of council initiatives.

109

 In light of the already greatly diminished 

financial response, numerous Black Caucus members and even more His-

panic Caucus participants objected to the document because “it may hurt 

the very whites who were friends and were concerned.”

110

 Despite their 

reputation as angry, demanding agitators, council members remained in-

vested in relationships with white Mennonites.

 Such investment bore fruit in the Lancaster Conference. Although 

discussions about a proposed Minority Ministries cross-cultural seminar 

never got beyond the planning stages, Landis and his fellow bishops fos-

tered conversations through a variety of actions in the following years.

111

 In 

1972 the conference published a race relations study guide that, for the first 

time in the group’s history, confessed to racism in the church and lamented 

a lack of support for “housing, education, employment, and leadership” for 

racially oppressed communities.

112

 Building on other themes prominent 

in the Black Manifesto, the statement also called on Mennonites in the 

Lancaster Conference to grant “equal power to racially oppressed people” 

and to distribute “economic resources.”

113

 One year later, the conference 

appointed African-American leaders like Harold Davenport to significant 

leadership positions.

114

 The conversation continued through 1974, a full 

five years after the Black Manifesto was issued, when Raymond Jackson, 

an African-American Mennonite minister from Philadelphia, traveled 
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to Kenya to take part in a conference sponsored by the Minority Minis-

tries Council.

115

 Influenced by Jackson and subsequent reporting, leaders 

and lay members in the conference discussed racial inequities in Forman’s 

terms.

116

 Even as late as 1976, a group of Mennonites and their denomina-

tional cousins gathered in New Jersey to examine racism in the church us-

ing concepts made popular through the Black Manifesto.

117

 Although by 

1976 he received little attention, Forman’s controversial document con-

tinued to influence Mennonites and other white-majority denominations 

through groups like the Minority Ministries Council.

Conversation as Counterdemonstration

The Mennonites who talked about the Black Manifesto complicate the 

traditional timeline of the civil rights movement. At a point where many 

had already written the movement’s eulogy, African-American and white 

Mennonites held their most intense conversations about race. Rather than 

denouement, the discussions among Powell, Landis, and their contempo-

raries appear as climax. At least in many white-majority religious com-

munities, the civil rights movement did not peak during the three-year 

period from 1963 through 1965, when marchers descended on Wash-

ington and congressional representatives passed civil and voting rights 

legislation. The movement culminated, instead, in the period from 1969 

through 1971, as churches distributed funds, examined service programs, 

and discussed racism within their communities. Only by looking beyond 

the streets to the homes and sanctuaries where members of the Minor-

ity Ministries Council and the Lancaster Conference spent so much time 

talking does the story shift forward six years.

 That story also reveals that the Black Manifesto fostered more conver-

sations than it quelled. Because Forman and his emissaries interrupted 

work and worship, white Mennonites and other northern Christian 

groups talked about ecclesiastical racism with African-American leaders. 

Had the manifesto been a one-sided, unresponsive monologue, such di-

rect exchange could not have followed. The frank and sustained interra-

cial discussion also generated new outcomes. Conversation between the 

Minority Ministries Council and the Lancaster Conference exposed ra-

cial inequities, challenged urban missions, and birthed fresh programs. In-

stead of encouraging churchly strife, the radical document invited careful 

conversation and measured change.
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 At the same time, miscommunication and strife hampered these ecclesi-

astical conversations. In the process of tailoring their comments for Chris-

tian—and initially Jewish—audiences, the religious writings of Forman 

and his emissaries invoked countervailing forces. For example, theological 

commitments among Mennonites grounded conversation about the Black 

Manifesto even while fostering misinterpretation. Because Powell and 

Landis held Christian faith and doctrine in common, they had reason to 

talk. The two men shared confessional commitments to “faith and belief,” 

“the Cross,” and “the words of the prophets” as used by Forman in the 

manifesto. At the same time, terms like “revolution,” “demands,” and “col-

onization” fit Powell’s theology but clashed with Landis’s.

118

 Leaders of 

the Lancaster Conference preferred to emphasize “the redemptive love of 

Christ,” while Minority Ministries staff focused instead on “paternalism 

in our churches.”

119

 Even on the most central of Mennonite doctrines, the 

two groups differed. Leaders from the Lancaster Conference eschewed 

any association with the military.

120

 Powell and other council staff used 

military idioms to describe their plans for a “war against prejudice and 

discrimination” in which they would become “the ‘generals’ of our troops” 

and appoint white Mennonites as “foot soldiers.”

121

 As Christian commit-

ment brought the groups together, theological interpretations pulled them 

apart.

 A second often-obscured tension became evident as the two groups 

narrated contrasting racial histories. The white Mennonite community 

in Lancaster thought they had managed race relations rather well. They 

remembered that the first baptism of African-American Mennonites had 

occurred in a Lancaster Conference congregation and felt confident that 

they knew better than civil rights leaders how to improve racial condi-

tions within their church. A Lancaster Conference member claimed, for 

example, that a predominantly white Mennonite church in Harlem of-

fered “potentially greater gains for the claims of Christ than . . . ten civil-

rights marches led by Rev. M. L. King, Jr.”

122

 John Powell and the Minor-

ity Ministries Council told another story. In Powell’s tale, the Lancaster 

Conference leaders, pastors, and lay members—from Paul Landis to el-

derly, covering-clad grandmothers—promoted paternalism. Powell and 

members of the Minority Ministries Council faulted white Mennonites 

in the Lancaster Conference and throughout the church for calling on peo-

ple of color to be more like them than like Christ. Rather than continue to 

participate in a “false kind of integration,” Powell and his associates sought 
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to write a new history in which they developed “indigenous congrega-

tions” and confronted their “white Christian brothers.”

123

 This new his-

tory upended and revised the earlier tale told among the white Lancaster 

Conference Mennonites. The contrasting stories became apparent in the 

conversation generated by the manifesto. Without that conversation, the 

tensions may have led to even greater disruption.

 Contrasting approaches to systemic injustice also intensified interracial 

conversation among Mennonites. Like many evangelical communities in 

the twentieth century, white Mennonites from the Lancaster Conference 

had little experience in responding to systemic inequities. From long prac-

tice and theological preference, they knew how to administer service pro-

grams based on interpersonal relationships.

124

 They knew much less about 

responding to systemwide impersonal forces like those identified in the 

Black Manifesto. Members of the Minority Ministries Council, however, 

initiated new programs that addressed institutional injustice by channel-

ing financial resources to oppressed communities. Both groups stated their 

intention to right racial wrongs, but they disagreed on the most effective 

means to do so. In particular, Mennonites in the Lancaster Conference felt 

threatened by the council’s proposed changes. When Mennonites in the 

Lancaster Conference heard Powell propose shifting relation-based ser-

vice to institution-based advocacy, many felt slighted. Such redirection 

ignored their sacrifice and commitment to interracial ministry. Although 

the two groups kept talking, the conversation became strained as interper-

sonal and institutional visions for service clashed.

 In the end, the conversations collapsed because the money stopped. By 

the time educational resources on racism reached past the church elite to 

congregants, Minority Ministries Council staff were discouraged by ad-

ministrative restrictions placed on promotion of the Compassion Fund, 

their fiduciary lifeline. When the money dried up, so did much of their 

influence. Although council members had once been able to demand 

that functionaries travel to meet with them, Powell and others soon had 

to travel to gain a hearing. Already in 1972, church administrators cut 

funds for Lynford Hershey’s education program.

125

 By September 1973, 

John Powell talked about feeling isolated.

126

 Soon afterward, Mennonite 

church leaders structured the Minority Ministries Council out of exis-

tence.

127

 In its place, African-American and Latino/a leaders gained a 

few leadership posts, but the institution that had once advocated on their 
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behalf no longer functioned. The existing theological, narrative, and pro-

grammatic tensions identified in this chapter proved overwhelming. Less 

than a year later, Powell resigned.

128

 When the money left the table, the 

interracial conversation died.

 Other conversations, however, continued. Within the ethnically spe-

cific caucus groups that developed out of the ashes of the council, African-

American and Latino/a Mennonites continued to talk among themselves. 

Those conversations led to new ways of defining identity based on both 

racial pride and religious affiliation.

129

 Although council members no lon-

ger received the same kind of churchwide attention that they had at the 

end of the 1960s, some stayed within the denomination and eventually 

resurfaced in otherwise white leadership circles. In 1979, for example, 

a group of Black Caucus members, several of whom had been involved 

in the Minority Ministries Council, met with leaders of the Mennonite 

Central Committee, the leading relief and development organization of 

the Mennonite family of churches. The caucus members called the com-

mittee “a racist institution which believes in equality but does not practice 

it” and challenged the organization’s executives to change their policies 

and behaviors.

130

 Like prior exchanges, the conversations remained tense 

but also led to identifiable change.

 As interracial conversations at the leadership level dwindled, so too 

did race-focused action within the white community. Soon after Powell 

resigned, white Mennonite leaders across the church turned their atten-

tion elsewhere. Even before Powell’s resignation, race had fallen from the 

agenda of the Lancaster Conference. During the decade following 1972, 

bishops from the Lancaster Conference discussed its race-related agenda 

twice, once to deny funding for an African-American youth ministry team 

and once to inquire about a local meeting of the Mennonite Church Black 

Caucus.

131

 Without the Minority Ministries Council to initiate dialogue, 

white leaders in the Lancaster Conference focused on other pressing mat-

ters. They turned their attention to structural reorganization, church dis-

cipline, overseas missions, and controversies over charismatic worship.

132

 

In essence, having recognized the disjuncture between their racial self-

assessment and that of people of color, leaders in the Lancaster Conference 

withdrew.

 Before its demise, the five-year dialogue initiated by the Black Mani-

festo nevertheless led to specific, tangible, and at times unexpected out-
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comes. Within the Lancaster Conference, leaders used the occasion of the 

Black Manifesto to strengthen the core doctrine of nonresistance, a move 

that corresponded with unexpected support for young draft resisters and 

increased opposition to the Vietnam War.

133

 Additionally, administrators 

from the conference supported an initiative to hire African-American and 

Latino/a youth from Philadelphia and other urban centers for summer 

service programs in their home neighborhoods.

134

 White rural Mennonite 

youth had formerly dominated summer service ventures. Without Powell 

and others agitating on behalf of such initiatives, urban youth would not 

likely have gained such opportunities. Fresh Air programs also received 

new attention from council members. Lancaster Conference leaders dis-

continued their Fresh Air program in a slow and attenuated process that 

began in 1971. At that time, Powell criticized paternalism in Fresh Air 

ventures and called for “stale-air” exchanges that would bring white Men-

nonite children into African-American urban homes.

135

 Changes, even 

those not sought by promoters of the manifesto, came about because Mi-

nority Ministries Council staff members and Lancaster Conference lead-

ers talked with each other for months on end.

 Those conversations led to three different kinds of counterdemonstra-

tions. First, the conversations between council and conference leaders 

served as a counterdemonstration against black nationalist separatism. By 

talking about the Black Manifesto, Powell, Landis, and their colleagues 

demonstrated that African Americans and whites had something left to 

discuss. They countered the assumption that integrated communities had 

become irrelevant after the ousting of white members from the Student 

Nonviolent Coordinating Committee in 1966. Ironically, a document 

based on black nationalist ideology brought white and black Christians 

into close contact. Second, the conversations led by Powell and Landis 

countered street demonstrations. To be certain, Lancaster Conference 

members had long censured political action. Aware of this history, Powell 

and other council members invited Lancaster Mennonites to discuss inter-

nal issues rather than legislative ones. Those Black Manifesto discussions, 

in turn, brought about change independent of street action. The new urban 

programs and Fresh Air criticism emerging from these conversations ne-

cessitated no marches and thereby encouraged white Mennonite involve-

ment in a dimension of the civil rights movement. In essence, it became 

clear that public demonstrations are not the only route to change. Finally, 
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Black Manifesto conversations stopped because many white Mennonites 

countered daily demonstrators. Although they recognized positive out-

comes from the conversations with white Mennonites, Powell and his 

colleagues also remembered the reluctance, opposition, and outright an-

tagonism shown to them by leaders from the Lancaster Conference and 

the church at large.

136

 Such backlash pushed donors away from the council 

and prompted conversational collapse. In the midst of dialogue, counter-

demonstrators helped bring the exchange to an end.

 Their fizzled conclusion should not detract from the conversations’ sig-

nificance. A conservative, white religious group discussed a divisive, ra-

cial agenda. Leaders examined racial inequities in financial appropriation, 

resource control, and committee appointment. In addition, the conversa-

tion initiated by the Black Manifesto lasted longer within the Mennonite 

church than in most secular settings and, following the ten-year hiatus 

noted above, reemerged. In time, Powell returned to the church and by 

the early 1990s held a leadership post at the denominational level.

137

 As 

part of that appointment, he helped reopen conversation about the Black 

Manifesto’s financial and political themes.

138

 A new generation of lead-

ers in the Lancaster Conference and throughout the church talked about 

racial inequities in their religious community. Although still one of the 

whitest and most conservative bodies within the Mennonite church, the 

Lancaster Conference once again entered a conversation prompted by the 

Black Manifesto.

 The manifesto invoked a remarkable response. Forman opened conver-

sations of surprising longevity among Mennonites and other Christian 

groups. A challenge directed at secular groups would most likely not have 

lasted so long. In the absence of Mennonites’ commitment to repair broken 

relationships, for example, civic leaders might have summarily dismissed 

reparations demands. As a result, a shorter, less intense conversation seems 

almost certain. Yet Forman chose the church. Because of that choice, Men-

nonites and other religious groups like them explored the way racial iden-

tities fostered financial and institutional inequities. At a time when many 

white people assumed that the racial revolution had died with Martin 

Luther King Jr., interracial conversation thrived, and concrete changes co-

alesced.

 This chapter chronicles daily but reluctant demonstrators. Although 

they ultimately changed the church by conversing with Minority Min-
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istries Council members, many white Mennonites from the Lancaster 

Conference would have preferred to avoid racial conversation. They kept 

talking only because their faith mandated reconciled relationship. They 

wanted to maintain open communication with African-American co-be-

lievers but were offended that former converts now expected equal sta-

tus. Many white members of the Lancaster Conference expressed discom-

fort at taking leadership from those they thought should just be grateful. 

Nonetheless, white Mennonites demonstrated on a daily basis to bring 

an end to segregation in the church. They did so for many reasons—be-

cause they genuinely believed in racial justice, because Fresh Air children 

had made them aware of their prejudices, and because Gerald Hughes, 

Rowena Lark, Vincent Harding, and many others had made themselves 

Mennonites. They also wanted to avoid the public derision that would 

ensue if a Mennonite pastor were to slug a Black Manifesto emissary on a 

Sunday morning.

 The chapter that follows turns to another group of Mennonites who, 

like the reluctant participants from the Lancaster Conference, also dem-

onstrated for a variety of reasons. It provides an ending where this narra-

tive began, with members of Bethesda Mennonite in St. Louis bringing 

together the street and the sanctuary. On the steps of their church, these 

unexamined Mennonites tell a new story of the civil rights movement, one 

that builds on the work of John Powell, Paul Landis, and many other daily 

demonstrators.
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A New Civil Rights Story

The nonviolent movement is telling us, by its philosophy and ritualistic acts, that 

change comes not only by a few external acts but by a great many internal acts.

—Lillian Smith, white southern writer and social critic, 1963

A Sunday Morning Demonstration

M

embers of Bethesda Mennonite gathered for a Sunday morn-

ing demonstration in 1961. Two children offered impish 

grins to an unnamed photographer (see figure 8.1). Perhaps 

they had recently returned from a Fresh Air vacation in the country. The 

other demonstrators from this St. Louis congregation paid no heed to the 

photographer as they conversed after worship. At the top of the steps, two 

women—one white, one black—wore prayer coverings at a church where 

evangelist Rowena Lark once wore hers. Like Lark, they demonstrated 

their claim to church membership through sacred dress. Farther to the left, 

pastor Hubert Schwartzentruber held one of his children while he spoke 

with his wife, June, and another churchgoer. Perhaps they discussed Cur-

tis Burrell, an African-American member of their congregation away at 

seminary. They may have commented on Burrell’s marriage to Lois Head-

ings, a white Mennonite from Hutchinson, Kansas, whom he met through 

church connections. The two men standing below them might have been 

discussing the sermon, local politics, or street marches through the Pruitt-

Igoe Housing development. On this Sunday morning in St. Louis, these 

dozen Mennonites demonstrated while talking after church.
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 The Bethesda members transformed their informal gathering into a 

demonstration by holding interracial conversations. Within a housing 

project segregated from white St. Louis, Bethesda members sent a mes-

sage. They evinced—as had Louis Gray, Rowena Lark, Nettie Taylor, 

June Schwartzentruber, and Susie Smith when they first posed for an 

integrated Sunday school photo in 1957—the possibility of integrated 

worship. They stood on the steps of their church having worshipped to-

gether, now visiting together, and in so doing, they challenged segrega-

tion. At this intersection between home and sanctuary, Bethesda members 

organized yet another daily demonstration of segregation’s demise. Some 

members joined street marches to further challenge the color line. Many 

chose to demonstrate in their living rooms. All took considerable social 

risks to support the goals of the civil rights movement.

 Bethesda’s history speaks of a congregation well prepared to demon-

Fig. 8.1 Bethesda Mennonite Church members, St. Louis, 1961

N. E. Kauffman, “Light Shines Out from the Inner City,” Gospel Herald 54, no. 23 (June 6, 1961): 517. 

Photo courtesy of Mennonite Publishing Network, Scottdale, PA
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strate across racial lines. Church planters Rowena and James Lark came 

to the city in 1956 at the invitation of local church federation leaders 

interested in encouraging “wholesome evangelism” in urban St. Louis.

1

 

The Larks chose to locate their ministry efforts in the Pruitt-Igoe housing 

project, a federally funded development built to stem the spread of sub-

standard housing and so protect downtown property values. The massive 

facility covered more than fifty acres and offered 2,870 apartments for 

up to fifteen thousand inhabitants, a higher density than that in the resi-

dences it replaced. Although originally conceived as a segregated hous-

ing site—planners had designated Pruitt project for African Americans, 

Igoe for whites—the Supreme Court’s Brown v. Board of Education decision 

forced city supervisors to declare the project integrated when it opened in 

1954. By the time the Larks arrived, however, demand for urban housing 

had begun to decline, and de facto segregation followed.

2

 Only African 

Americans lived at Pruitt-Igoe.

 By 1957 a young couple from southern Ontario, Hubert and June 

Schwartzentruber, arrived in St. Louis to take over leadership at Bethesda. 

The couple had been wed only six weeks before their arrival at Bethesda, 

and they brought with them even less ministerial than marital experience. 

By the time they set foot in Pruitt-Igoe, the development already showed 

signs of deterioration from poor construction, inadequate maintenance, 

and bureaucratic neglect. The Schwartzentrubers nonetheless moved into 

a project apartment and, according to a mocking letter sent to them by a 

white resident of the city, became “the first-and-only white tenants” of the 

housing project.

3

 During their fifteen-year tenure at Bethesda, the Schwartzentrubers 

helped build a congregation known for its interracial ministry. Although 

the congregation comprised mostly Pruitt-Igoe residents like Louis Gray, 

Susie Smith, and Nettie Taylor, who appeared in the St. Louis Argus photo 

that opens this volume (figure P.1), the congregation also attracted white 

Mennonite volunteers who moved to St. Louis to join the Schwartzentru-

bers in ministry. Church members supported efforts to address housing, 

education, and employment needs in the Pruitt-Igoe community and, in 

the process, merged demonstrations of the home and sanctuary with those 

in the street.

4

 Hubert, in particular, challenged the church to become more 

active in the cause of racial justice lest blood from the “ghetto . . . flow in 

Menno Simons country, to shoofly-pie village,” a reference to rural and ra-
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cially homogenous Mennonite enclaves.

5

 Under his and June’s leadership, 

the congregation embodied interracial fellowship within and without the 

sanctuary.

 Bethesda members thus represent the primary themes of this book. 

Daily Demonstrators has explored the deep texture of the civil rights move-

ment, the often obscured actions taken by African-American and white 

churchgoers in their homes and sanctuaries. Only by examining the in-

timate spaces where women, children, border straddlers, interracial cou-

ples, integrated congregations, and black power advocates struggled and 

survived do the mechanisms of social change during the Second Recon-

struction become evident. Alongside street marches and mass protests, an-

other kind of demonstration brought an end to de jure segregation. In this 

kind of demonstration, Vincent Harding challenged his co-believers to 

move outside segregated communities, Annabelle Conrad married Gerald 

Hughes, and Larry Voth kept the doors of Community Mennonite open 

to all. If nothing else, Bethesda members and their co-believers manifested 

the integrated future sought by marchers in Birmingham, Chicago, and 

Selma.

 The stories of those who stood on Bethesda’s church steps also confirm, 

challenge, and offer new insight into the civil rights movement. Like other 

evangelical groups, Bethesda congregants favored service and interper-

sonal initiatives over organized political action; they proposed relational 

rather than political solutions to racial inequality.

6

 Nettie Taylor, a found-

ing member and matriarch of Bethesda, underscored this relational senti-

ment when she invited other African Americans from Pruitt-Igoe to “come 

and learn to love white people.”

7

 Leaders from Community and Wood-

lawn likewise discovered that Mennonites would support integrated con-

gregations only as long as they focused on service. Attempts to organize 

political action rarely drew the broader church into the street.

 The Bethesda members featured in figure 8.1 also confirm other his-

torical findings. Note the ratio of seven women to three men. On the steps 

of Bethesda, as in the broader civil rights movement, women played a cen-

tral role in ending segregation.

8

 At Bethesda, Taylor, Smith, Schwartzen-

truber, and their contemporaries—both those who wore plain clothes and 

those who did not—led Sunday school classes, organized integrated social 

activities, and offered sage counsel. In Virginia and elsewhere, Lark ex-

ercised new leadership roles, Broad Street matron Fannie Swartzentru-
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ber protested Jim Crow communion practices, and Fresh Air participant 

Margie Middleton challenged her hosts’ racial prejudices. The stories of 

African-American activist and teacher Rosemarie Harding in Atlanta, of 

white urban missionary Jane Voth in Markham, and of African-American 

church administrator Joy Lovett await exploration. Throughout these sto-

ries, women often led when men hesitated.

 Bethesda’s pastor Hubert Schwartzentruber and the children who 

shared the steps with him furthermore confirm church-based legislative 

advocacy. Schwartzentruber challenged white churchgoers to “support 

legislation that will help to remove some of the causes” of racial injustice.

9

 

In particular, churches lobbied hard for the 1964 Civil Rights Act and 

the Voting Rights Act that became law the following year.

10

 Individual 

church members wrote their senators and representatives for many rea-

sons. The children from Bethesda who stared boldly at the camera repre-

sent one of them. Although the children and their parents focused more 

on obtaining country vacations than politicizing their hosts, they nonethe-

less profoundly affected those who invited them to the country. In a few 

significant instances, Fresh Air participants prompted their hosts to enter 

the political realm by exposing racial prejudice in Mennonite communi-

ties. Because pastors like Schwartzentruber and participants like the two 

children from Bethesda ventured into unknown theological and relational 

territory, Mennonites and other Christian believers helped overturn le-

galized disfranchisement.

 As the Mennonite experience illustrates, organizers staged civil rights 

actions in church sanctuaries. Congregations like Bethesda provided space, 

infrastructural resources, and emotional encouragement for marchers.

11

 

Schwartzentruber offered additional support by joining public demon-

strations. The first time he marched, a bystander called out, “Come and see 

the stupid preacher marching with them today.”

12

 By marching and open-

ing their sanctuaries to organizers, pastors like Schwartzentruber invited 

taunts and physical harassment. Although few Mennonites participated 

in demonstrations, some joined Schwartzentruber in the streets. Minority 

Ministries Council member Lynford Hershey frequently demonstrated, 

as did those who responded to Vincent Harding’s 1963 challenge at Prai-

rie Street Mennonite Church in Elkhart, Indiana. Even in a quietist com-

munity, some congregations supported civil rights activism by sending 

church members to take public action.
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 In addition to confirming evangelical withdrawal, female leadership, 

and congregational activism, the Mennonites featured in this book dem-

onstrate that activists within congregations and homes need to be treated 

as part of the civil rights narrative but on their own terms. The church 

was not just a staging ground for civil rights activity; it was also a site of 

civil rights activity. To be certain, leaders of an organizing effort like the 

Montgomery bus boycott depended heavily on churches to house the mass 

gatherings that offered hope and succor to those who refused to ride seg-

regated public transportation. Yet congregations like Bethesda and other 

integrated worshipping communities fought their own battles against 

segregation inside church walls. Although Bethesda members appeared 

relaxed as they stood on the steps of their church, they struggled to wor-

ship across racial lines. The effort to do so could leave leaders discouraged 

and all too cognizant of the limits of interracial ministry. Reflecting on his 

years in St. Louis that ended in the uncertainty and tumult of black na-

tionalist calls for racial separation, pastor Hubert Schwartzentruber later 

recalled, “We tried integration and of course integration didn’t work.”

13

 Members at Community and Woodlawn also grappled with ecclesi-

astical integration. By trial and error, they tried to master interracial wor-

ship. As they stumbled forward, members of Bethesda, Community, and 

Woodlawn revealed integration’s fault lines. Like leaders of street-based 

demonstrations, pastors of integrated churches did not always succeed. 

Just as civil rights movement historians have studied both the failed Al-

bany campaign and the more successful Birmingham venture, scholars 

have much to learn from the failed Woodlawn and the more successful 

Community Mennonite congregations. Both of the latter sites reveal con-

centrated efforts to overturn sectors of a racially segregated society.

 This story also challenges the primacy of legislative strategies. Al-

though evangelical groups placed relationships before civil rights action, 

they sometimes led where public officials followed. At Bethesda, for ex-

ample, church members welcomed interracial unions. Burrell’s marriage 

to Lois Headings received little comment.

14

 By supporting such unions, 

members from Bethesda, Lee Heights, Woodlawn, and other churches 

forced their co-believers to reexamine racial assumptions. These congrega-

tions fostered intimate contact across racial lines well before the Supreme 

Court’s 1967 Loving ruling overturned antimiscegenation laws. At many 

Mennonite congregations located in African-American neighborhoods, 
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white people came to worship, fell in love with the community, married 

locally , and, like Annabelle Conrad, never left. Although not comparable 

in scope to a national Supreme Court ruling, the interracial relationships 

of all kinds that emerged from congregations like Bethesda were accepted 

by members of those churches in advance of judiciary action. Members 

of interracial churches lived in different neighborhoods, ate with differ-

ent families, spent money at different businesses, and married different 

partners than they would have had they belonged to segregated churches. 

Loving may have changed the law, but integrated churches had long before 

changed people’s lives.

 The histories of Bethesda and other Mennonite churches also call into 

question the idea that black nationalists terminated contact with whites. 

In the main, historians have pointed to the separatist impulse promoted by 

leaders of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee and other less 

well known groups like the Revolutionary Action Movement.

15

 Many of 

those same scholars portray the willingness of a group like the Black Pan-

thers to ally with white radicals as an exception to the historical norm.

16

 

On the contrary, the story told in this volume points to ongoing contact 

between members of the white community and black nationalist groups. 

Rather than end all dialogue, black nationalists kept talking to the very 

people they claimed to disown. Schwartzentruber again provides an ex-

ample. In 1967 “the most militant black power leader” in Pruitt-Igoe asked 

Schwartzentruber for “a meeting place for youth.”

17

 The local leader kept 

talking with Schwartzentruber even though the pastor remained ambiva-

lent about the request. Similarly, Student Nonviolent Coordinating Com-

mittee chairman Stokely Carmichael, his successor H. Rap Brown, and 

Black Panther Eldridge Cleaver frequently spoke before white audiences. 

In the Mennonite church, leaders of the Minority Ministries Council also 

conversed with white people. John Powell and his contemporaries asked 

for reparations and stayed to talk about it. James Forman and his Black 

Manifesto emissaries did the same. Woodlawn pastor Curtis Burrell dia-

logued with white Mennonites well past the point when Mennonite offi-

cials cut ties with him. Rather than voicing a one-sided demand, the black 

power movement looks like a pointed call for conversation.

 Evidence of such sustained contact points to a broader interpretation 

of the civil rights movement. Rather than an increasingly segregated and 

splintered movement that ended in a collapse upon the assassination of 
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Martin Luther King Jr. in 1968, the movement in support of racial justice 

continued to attract white and black members alike. Although the nature 

of the contact had changed, the presence of ongoing conversations, how-

ever strained and contentious, provides evidence of an interracial network 

that had not disintegrated as much as contemporary accounts and later 

historians have suggested.

18

 The beloved community praised by King may 

not have come to fruition in the way he envisioned, but an interracial net-

work nonetheless emerged out of the public purview that fostered contact 

and conversation across racial lines.

 The Mennonites studied in this work also provide new insight into 

the inner workings of the civil rights movement. Children, for example, 

appear more central to civil rights initiatives. The grinning children on 

Bethesda’s steps represent the thousands of Fresh Air participants who 

challenged racism in white homes during the 1950s and ’60s. Because 

they entered foreign territory, they prompted their hosts to take new ac-

tion. Such action, however, came at a cost. For all the courage and deter-

mination displayed by the Fresh Air children, their stories also reveal an 

unsettling strand of paternalism and misuse. Some adults hosted children 

to establish their credentials as racial egalitarians at a time when critics 

labeled them racists. Others forced their relatively powerless charges to 

conform to standards of belief and social practice that did not make sense 

in the children’s home communities. Still other Fresh Air providers as-

sumed the worst of the children and claimed that the white, rural way 

of life was superior to the children’s African-American, urban existence. 

Such actions did significant harm. At the same time, the children found 

creative ways to resist their hosts’ paternalism by acting boisterous, build-

ing friendships, and connecting with their peers from home. The stories 

of Margie Middleton, Albert Potts, Sammy, Jerry Smith, and their con-

temporaries reveal that children brought the movement to communities 

untouched by adult organizers.

 Likewise, Fresh Air hosts, white missionaries, and African-American 

converts maintained strong social networks. June and Hubert Schwartzen-

truber stayed in touch with Curtis Burrell for many years.

19

 A young 

woman who taught Sunday school in Bethesda in St. Louis also worked 

at an integrated mission church in Reading, Pennsylvania.

20

 A volunteer 

from Andrews Bridge in southern Lancaster County later served at Glad 

Tidings in New York City.

21

 As church members nurtured friendships and 
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workers volunteered at multiple mission stations, connections among race 

workers flourished. The missionaries and converts relied on friends and 

acquaintances from this network to challenge racism among Mennonites. 

This informal social network sustained efforts to end segregation in the 

church in the same way that intergenerational contacts between older and 

younger activists supported street action.

22

 In addition to insight into children’s activism and social networks, this 

study of Anabaptists also reveals that church doctrine both undermined 

and supported efforts to end ecclesiastical Jim Crow practices. Hubert 

Schwartzentruber, for example, articulated well the danger of Mennonite 

theology. He noted that anemic interpretations of discipleship repulsed 

African Americans who ventured into the church when “fine words 

about conscientious objection and nonresistance” did not translate into 

tangible action for racial justice.

23

 As a result, he excoriated “the mickey 

mouse stuff” taught by some Mennonite leaders.

24

 Schwartzentruber may 

have been referring to executives from the Lancaster Conference who re-

sponded to the Black Manifesto by steering attention away from repara-

tions. In this instance and elsewhere, the bishops claimed separation from 

the sinful world and thus obscured the church’s participation in worldly 

racism.

 Along with Lancaster bishops, others across the church found their 

integrity reduced by the separatist doctrine of nonconformity. Although 

church leaders from the (Old) Mennonite Church side of the community 

struggled to promote commitments to separatist belief while leaders on the 

General Conference side spent less time defining nonconformity in terms 

of dress and other distinctive practices, members from both denomina-

tions continued to articulate an identity defined by collective separation. 

When that nonconformist perspective combined with racial prejudice, 

many white Mennonites came to view African-American converts with 

intense suspicion. Those who inhabited the pristine terrain of noncon-

formed Christianity from birth viewed those who came from the former 

sinful world as alien and different, an otherness compounded by white 

Mennonites’ unexamined racial prejudice. To say the least, the juxtaposi-

tion of doctrine and racial ideology proved volatile.

 At the same time, many African Americans joined the church because 

of doctrine and, following their entry, confounded white Mennonites’ 

expectations. The Anabaptist vision of social justice and spiritual atone-
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ment attracted Curtis Burrell, Betty Gwinn, Vincent Harding, Gerald 

Hughes, Rowena Lark, Margie Middleton, and other African-American 

converts.

25

 Once in the Mennonite church, they refused to accept sub-

ordinate status. They led, demanded full membership, and claimed both 

black and Mennonite identities. In response, some of their white co-be-

lievers rejected stereotypes that depicted African Americans as inferior, 

second-class believers. Other white Mennonites rejected the challenges 

brought by African-American converts. In 1952 a church member in Chi-

cago rebuffed the Larks’ leadership by claiming that “lassitude, and im-

morality” defined the African-American community.

26

 Three years later 

officials from the Ohio Conference denied ministerial credentials to Ger-

ald Hughes because he had married a white woman.

27

 In the 1970s white 

Mennonites in Atlanta forced African-American pastoral leaders Betty 

and Macon Gwinn to step down from their leadership at Berea Menno-

nite during a time of church growth. The white leaders “of Mennonite 

origin” had registered their complaints with leaders from the sponsoring 

conference body because they felt “there shouldn’t be change.”

28

 Despite 

such evidence of racism in the church, many African-American Menno-

nites continued to promote and claim church doctrine as their own. Oth-

ers found the inconsistencies overwhelming and left. Mennonite church 

doctrine thus both repelled and attracted African Americans.

 Study of the civil rights movement has already shown that Christian 

doctrine could support activism as easily as the status quo. This study 

adds nuance to that insight by directing attention inside the church. 

Other historians have claimed that church doctrine pushed believers into 

the street to either end segregation or support it. Daily Demonstrators ar-

gues that church doctrine also pushed believers into the church to either 

end segregation or support it. Of course, some churchgoers found ways 

to remain active in both the street and the church. Regardless of where 

church members became involved, their actions suggest that church doc-

trine was neither one-directional nor one-dimensional. The faith commit-

ments affirmed by believers pushed and pulled for better and for worse. 

In short, belief balanced. For every doctrinal commitment that attracted 

an African-American convert, another blocked his or her entry. For every 

statement of belief prompting a white Mennonite to welcome a visitor 

regardless of skin color, another encouraged suspicion and cold distance.
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A New Civil Rights Story

Although its focus has been on the Mennonite church, this narrative as-

sumes that most white-majority religious groups during the 1940s, ’50s, 

and ’60s crossed the color line in a similar manner. Like Mennonites, Prot-

estant and Catholic groups also practiced paternalism, struggled to inte-

grate their services, and hesitated to take part in street-based civil rights 

activism. The divide between church leaders who urgently pursued racial 

justice and grassroots members who remained skeptical of such action also 

tied Mennonites to other Christian communities. Although the Menno-

nite story bristles with details often missing from larger and less conten-

tious communities, the story told here parallels other plots.

 This story unearths a number of new insights about the civil rights 

movement. One is that children played a significant part in the daily 

demonstrations for racial justice. The record of Fresh Air children who 

challenged their hosts’ political commitments reveals the young people’s 

frontline activism. Rather than a controversial exception in the annals of 

street action, the children’s march during the 1963 Birmingham cam-

paign becomes a public representation of a common though less dramatic 

exchange between African-American children and white adults. African-

American children also encountered white adults through Sunday school 

programs, widely popular vacation bible schools during the 1950s and 

early 1960s, and recreational summer programs. Although the children 

held significantly less power than the adults with whom they came in 

contact, they nonetheless attracted the attention, time, and resources of 

the white church members simply by attending such programs in large 

numbers. When situated as an essential part of the civil rights movement, 

children emerge as first responders to the paternalism of the white church. 

African-American children encountered—and were frequently damaged 

by—the kind of white, paternalistic action African-American adults 

sought to eradicate.

 The civil rights movement is also revealed as encompassing a greater 

variety of resistance activity than previously thought. No cameras rolled as 

Fannie Swartzentruber marched out of Broad Street Mennonite in 1944 

to protest segregated communion services, but every member of that con-

gregation and those they told about the disturbance paid close attention 

nonetheless. Although reporters failed to cover Faye Mitchell, Ola Mae 
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Smith, and Johnetta Wooden when they integrated Community Menno-

nite Church in 1961, the women influenced those around them as much 

as the Little Rock Nine influenced the students, faculty and staff at Cen-

tral High. Rowena Lark’s long-term commitment to asserting her church 

membership by wearing Mennonite attire also drew little public com-

ment but made a strong impression on members of her church community. 

When Lynford Hershey set up weekend seminars to bring members of 

the Minority Ministries Council into contact with white rural pastors, 

the national press did not send reporters to cover the events; nonetheless, 

the encounters changed lives. In addition to street marches, boycotts, sit-

ins, and picketing, the civil rights movement also involved congregational 

walkouts, integration visitations, distinctive attire, and structured semi-

nars within religious groups.

 In the story told in Daily Demonstrators, the movement was more con-

tradictory and less defined by moral contrasts than is usually suggested. 

Within the Mennonite community, racial oppressors were also racial egal-

itarians: The Mennonites who segregated church sacraments in Virginia 

also integrated an institution of higher education before other colleges in 

the commonwealth.

29

 The Lancaster Conference leaders who baptized the 

first African-American Mennonites segregated their worship services be-

fore their southern counterparts. The mission board that challenged seg-

regation in Gulfport, Mississippi, addressed racial prejudice in their home 

base of Newton, Kansas, with much less enthusiasm. Rather than a story 

defined by faultless street marchers and evil segregationist mobs, this new 

story of the civil rights movement follows individuals and institutions re-

plete with multiple commitments, contradictory impulses, and unpredict-

able allegiances.

 Significantly, the story told in Daily Demonstrators paints a civil rights 

movement less dependent on charismatic heroes than traditional scholar-

ship has suggested. Long before I conceived this project, southern white 

writer and racial progressive Lillian Smith observed that a “great many 

internal acts” changed the racial order.

30

 Those internal acts required 

less dramatic heroism and more quotidian determination. The bravery 

of Medgar Evers, Fannie Lou Hamer, Martin Luther King Jr., and other 

street marchers should not overshadow the courage displayed by Gerald 

Hughes, Rowena Lark, Nettie Taylor, and other internal actors. Although 

the latter group did not endure police brutality, death threats, or mob re-
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prisals, they faced antagonists in the intimate spaces of home and congre-

gation on a recurring basis. Instead of tear gas, nightsticks, and police dogs, 

they faced groping hands, demeaning names, and slammed doors. As Lil-

lian Smith suggested, these daily acts of resistance proved as necessary as 

street mobilization.

 The “internal acts” mentioned by Smith depended on much the same 

kind of character and insight as street action. When Bethesda pastor Hu-

bert Schwartzentruber advised Minority Ministries Council staffer Lyn-

ford Hershey to “absorb the hostility” directed at African Americans and 

other people of color, he pointed to a strategy that required repeated ex-

posure to emotional aggression.

31

 When Vincent Harding and Lancaster 

Conference secretary Paul Landis held frank discussions about their 

working relationship, they disrupted a pattern of paternalism common 

among Mennonites.

32

 As Rosella Regier, a white staffer of Camp Landon 

in Gulfport, Mississippi, and Lizzy Barnett, an African-American resi-

dent from the area, prodded the local bookstore to sell John Howard Gif-

fin’s Black Like Me by organizing residents to request it, they adapted to 

local conditions.

33

 These internal acts required the same kind of long-term 

commitment, relational depth, and strategic creativity displayed in the 

most successful public campaigns of the civil rights movement.

 This new story of the Second Reconstruction flattens out the civil 

rights timeline. The popular narrative of the freedom struggle starts in 

Montgomery with the boycotting of buses, rises to Birmingham with en-

counters with fire hoses, and collapses in Memphis with the killing of 

King. When sanctuaries and living rooms take their place alongside streets 

and sidewalks, the storyline evens out across time. Rowena Lark and Fan-

nie Swartzentruber nourished their friendship from 1937 through 1970. 

Fresh Air children clamored for rural vacations throughout the 1950s 

and 1960s. African-American and white Mennonites kept worshipping 

together long past King’s assassination. The relationships, programs, and 

worship spaces that emerge from study of internal acts appear less vulner-

able to dramatic crescendo and collapse.

 The narratives contained in this volume ultimately reposition the role 

of religion in the civil rights movement. As noted in the preface, much has 

already been made of the Mennonite church’s role in both supporting and 

impeding efforts to overturn segregation and secure civil rights. Schol-

ars have capably demonstrated the ways in which the church provided 



234 Gdaily demonstrators H

motivation, infrastructural resources, and rhetorical power to movement 

participants.

34

 Another body of scholarship documents the church’s role 

in fostering positions opposed to racial justice.

35

 The contribution offered 

through this text notes that religious community in the era of the civil 

rights movement was a part of that movement, not just its ground or a 

means of contributing to it. Racial freedom is incomplete unless it extends 

to religious groups. James Forman recognized the importance of the reli-

gious community to full freedom when he addressed his Black Manifesto 

to sanctuaries and synagogues rather than civic groups and business asso-

ciations. To analyze the period effectively, historians also need to include 

religious actors.

 Finally, the new story explored among Mennonites suggests fruitful 

research opportunities for other religious communities as well. Existing 

studies usually ask how the church became involved in movement sites 

rather than how the church became a site of the movement. Nancy Am-

merman’s treatment of Baptists, John McGreevy’s exploration of north-

ern Catholics, and Peter Murray’s work on the Methodists, while rich 

and worthy of attention on their own merits, nonetheless underempha-

size the centrality of the church as a civil rights arena.

36

 Even David L. 

Chappell, whose masterful text Inside Agitators: White Southerners in the 

Civil Rights Movement reveals the breadth of and divisions within white 

southern thought, focuses on the streets and sidewalks and treats action 

inside sanctuaries as a staging ground for public organizing.

37

 Scholars of 

other religious communities, including Jewish, Islamic, Bahá’í, and other 

groups outside the Protestant majority, can approach their subjects with 

full confidence that they study the very center of the civil rights story.

A New Mennonite Story

This volume tells not only a new story of civil rights but also a new Men-

nonite story. The race relations narrative chronicled within the Menno-

nite community has been typified by a mixture of self-congratulation and 

unease. Leaders from the church have made note of Mennonite involve-

ment in the first written protest against slavery in the British colonies.

38

 

Members of the church community have also pointed to the record of the 

early inclusion of African Americans in Mennonite communities begin-

ning in 1897 in the Lancaster Conference.

39

 Indeed, the community re-
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ceived encomiums from external sources as well. The passage of the 1955 

(Old) Mennonite Church statement, “The Way of Christian Love in Race 

Relations,” drew the praise of other denominational groups for its clar-

ity and grounding in the biblical text.

40

 African-American residents from 

the mountains of southeastern Pennsylvania stated in 1963 that Men-

nonite mission workers were “more helpful than any other single church 

group.”

41

 Members of the 1967 U.S. Congress heard about Mennonites’ 

good works in places like Harlem.

42

 Yet leaders also noted the underside of Mennonite race relations from 

the 1940s forward. Mennonites from the General Conference commu-

nity, like Peace and Social Concerns secretary Leo Driedger, opposed 

their co-believers’ “hesitancy to receive Negroes into our brotherhood” in 

1960.

43

 Already in 1952, Guy Hershberger, the secretary of the Menno-

nite Church’s version of the General Conference’s social issues committee, 

drew attention to Mennonites’ “condescending attitudes” toward African 

Americans.

44

 Those who praised and those who critiqued the church’s 

race relations record treated the problems as anomalies and the successes 

as the norm.

45

 In the main, Mennonites told a story in which racism came 

from the outside world into the church but never the reverse.

 The narrative presented here suggests that the relationship between 

white Mennonites and African Americans within and without the church 

emerged from the church’s core convictions. Racial problems and successes 

both came from within the church community. Social practice and accul-

turation likewise played important roles in shaping how African-Amer-

ican and white Mennonites interacted, but convictions about nonresis-

tance, humility, community, and, most important, nonconformity proved 

central. As noted in chapter 1, the Mennonite commitment to separate 

from a sinful world both attracted and repelled African Americans. Simi-

larly, the belief that the community had successfully separated itself from 

sinful influences made it difficult to uproot racial prejudice. Few white 

Mennonites recognized that their cherished beliefs helped sustain pro-

scribed actions.

 From this perspective, the story of Mennonite race relations requires 

careful retelling. Racial intolerance and overt oppression need to be framed 

as common practice rather than as exceptions. Racial prejudices need to be 

assessed as present within the church, not merely as contagion from out-

side. Historians and theologians alike can gain from reappraising doctrines 
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that were as likely to exclude as include. The church looks different when 

redemptive words are shown to augment exclusionary deeds. Mennonites 

have a story to tell that is no less essential for being filled with as much 

racial animus as egalitarianism.

 More specifically, the evidence presented in this volume suggests that 

the civil rights movement chapter of the Mennonite race relations story 

can no longer be told as a distant and somewhat irrelevant tale. Those same 

living room and sanctuary settings that prove integral to a complete telling 

of the Second Reconstruction also fill in narrative cracks in the Mennonite 

history of that time. The relationship between Rowena Lark and Fannie 

Swartzentruber not only underlines the importance of long-term relation-

ships in the civil rights movement but also shows that Mennonite noncon-

formist symbols like prayer coverings held many more meanings than were 

recognized by church leaders. Vincent Harding’s ability to straddle bor-

ders and the Mennonite response to his activity across region and internal 

division reveal one way that movement leaders changed social segregation. 

The story of John Powell and other members of the Minority Ministries 

Council shows that interracial dialogue about reparations continued far 

longer than suggested by street-based activity and also illustrates how 

Mennonite leaders and grassroots members alike hesitated to support ra-

cially egalitarian commitments with financial resources. The meaning of 

religious symbols, the consistency of racial response, and the integrity of 

verbal commitments constitute the heart, rather than the extremities, of 

Mennonite history.

 Others joined the daily demonstrators who operated within Men-

nonite settings. We already know that Southern Baptists clashed over 

whether to engage in evangelism or activism in the same way Mennonites 

struggled over quietism and public witness.

46

 Like Rowena Lark and Fan-

nie Swartzentruber, women in the Methodist community fought long and 

hard to change their denomination’s discriminatory practices.

47

 Episcopa-

lians, Presbyterians, and Roman Catholics also debated the Black Mani-

festo.

48

 Within their homes and sanctuaries, members of these religious 

communities held many of the same sorts of conversations, developed sim-

ilarly lasting relationships, and participated in programs like Fresh Air 

exchanges that brought African-American and white children and adults 

into intimate contact.

 These stories are integral chapters of the civil rights narrative. Some of 
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those accounts have already been told and need only new frames to place 

them at the center of the Second Reconstruction. Others need fresh at-

tention to bring them out of obscurity. This volume suggests some of the 

more fruitful avenues of research to make that retelling possible. Within 

the Mennonite community, study of interracial marriage has revealed es-

pecially intense discussions of the most intimate of encounters across ra-

cial lines. The records of racial caucuses have surfaced unexpected con-

versations about black nationalism. The evidence from times and locations 

where interracial encounters took place—whether through hosting pro-

grams, urban missions, or integrated congregations—has pointed to stories 

that deepen and enrich our understanding of organized struggles for racial 

justice in the middle of the twentieth century. Only when researchers in 

other religious communities start at similar locations and follow the evi-

dence will a more complete telling of the civil rights story be possible.

From the City to the Sacred

In 1944 Virginia, African Americans still sat at the back of the bus. In at 

least one instance, so did a white Mennonite. Harry A. Brunk had traveled 

from Harrisonburg, a Mennonite enclave nestled in the Shenandoah Val-

ley, to Staunton, about thirty miles to the southwest. A teacher of history 

at Eastern Mennonite College, which at that point restricted membership 

to white students, Brunk also ran a small farm and wrote Mennonite histo-

ries. He spent the day of July 25 examining probate records in the Augusta 

County clerk’s office. By four o’clock, he had completed his research and 

struck out for the bus station. Evidently, the Staunton-Harrisonburg route 

drew numerous commuters, both white and black. Brunk could find a seat 

only in the “colored apartment” in the “very back seat of the bus.” Reflect-

ing later on his ride home, he commented, “My but it was hot.”

49

 Approximately six years later, another white Mennonite from Virginia 

rode a segregated bus. In the early 1950s, Goldie Hummel boarded a bus 

for Delaware along with two daughters of Roberta Webb, one of the first 

African Americans to become a member at the Gay Street Mission in Har-

risonburg, where Rowena Lark and Fannie Swartzentruber worked to-

gether. Hummel, who would later marry and take the surname Hostetler, 

had served in India with the Mennonite Board of Missions since 1948. 

While studying at Eastern Mennonite College before beginning her ser-
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vice overseas, she and her friend Tillie Yoder had met with college presi-

dent John Stauffer to protest the school’s segregationist policy. Stauffer 

explained that, despite his sympathy for the young women’s position, ob-

jections from local Virginia Mennonites made change impractical.

50

 Yet 

the year after Hummel left for India, administrators at her alma mater de-

fied local custom and admitted Ada Webb. As Hummel and the Webb 

sisters settled in for the bus trip that would take them to summer jobs in 

a seafood restaurant, the three young women brought with them that his-

tory of activism within the Mennonite church. Unlike Professor Brunk, 

they did not sit quietly in the back. Hummel explained, “I could have sat 

on a seat by myself so that white folks could sit by me. Instead I sat with 

one of the girls and the other sat in the seat before me. No one sat by her.” 

She concluded, “We were a little bit ornery. On the way up we sang that 

song ‘There’s Plenty Good Room in my Father’s Kingdom.’ ”

51

 These two stories raise the question, How do we best describe the race 

relations efforts of white and African-American Mennonites? This book 

has used the trope of daily demonstration to describe interracial off-street 

action. But is that description ultimately sufficient? Does it capture the 

full breadth of Mennonite racial exchange during the 1940s, ’50s, and 

’60s? Does it limit Mennonites’ ability to speak beyond sectarian confines? 

Harry Brunk, Goldie Hummel, and the Webb sisters suggest that the daily 

demonstrators label fosters new inquiry into the civil rights movement 

even while limiting analysis of city-country, church-state, and sacred-sec-

ular relationships.

 The two bus sojourns described here—one short, one long—delineate 

the classic signs of racial resistance. Although not an activist by any means, 

Brunk nonetheless opposed the racial order by sitting at the back of the 

bus without complaint. He was discomforted more by the temperature 

than by the racial company. During their much longer trip, Hummel and 

the Webb sisters arranged themselves to point out the contradictions of 

segregated seating. As they sang hymns laced with sacred irony, they chal-

lenged other passengers to recognize that Jim Crow custom alone kept a 

seat unfilled on a crowded bus. All involved knowingly crossed boundar-

ies maintained by the state. All did so in light of their faith commitments. 

Hummel came to know the Webb sisters through her involvement at Gay 

Street. Brunk commented on race relations during the semidevotional act 

of writing diary entries. While they would not have described themselves 
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in those terms at the time, Brunk, Hummel, and the Webb sisters were 

demonstrators of the most daily variety and, like the other Mennonites 

chronicled in this text, acted up in off-street venues.

 At the same time, the label of daily demonstrator may obscure other 

traits of Mennonite action. Most immediately, these and other stories re-

veal previously unexplored connections between city and country. Brunk 

makes the case. He both taught and farmed. Besides setting up classroom 

debates about slavery, he tended produce, coaxed reluctant machinery into 

action, and marketed greenhouse flowers. For him, going to the city meant 

going to Harrisonburg, a town that by 1970 claimed fewer than twenty 

thousand residents. Although he kept track of current events, eventually 

by acquiring a radio, and commented on the passage of the 1964 Civil 

Rights Act, he focused first and foremost on his Mennonite and agrarian 

worlds.

 The observations of this rural scholar were more about cities than about 

color. His diaries mention only a few other encounters with African Amer-

icans. At one point he asked for directions to the Norfolk courthouse from 

a “portly colored man.”

52

 On a long train trip, he bought pictures of Harp-

er’s Ferry from a “colored porter.”

53

 He described such encounters only in 

passing. More typically, trips to urban centers like Norfolk or Staunton re-

ceived more attention. In Brunk’s world, city sojourns trumped daily dem-

onstrations. He spent more time writing about the weather or his purchase 

of a radio than about encounters with African Americans. Brunk was, in 

short, a country man, centered on farm life and sectarian scholarship rather 

than racial agitation on the streets or sidewalks.

 Many of Brunk’s students had similar worldviews. The youthful evan-

gelists who ventured into the African-American section of Harrisonburg 

in the 1930s and ’40s did so under the umbrella of the Young Peoples 

Christian Association’s “City Workers Band.”

54

 Local reports referred to 

the African-American Broad Street congregation and its segregated Chi-

cago Avenue white counterpart as the “City Missions.”

55

 The mission 

workers not only commented about “gross sin and vice” among “colored 

people in Harrisonburg,” they also defined the objects of their evangelism 

in urban terms.

56

 Their reports are filled with references to streets and 

sidewalks, alcoholism, and imprisonment, terms identical to those used by 

urban reformers from the turn of the century forward. In a country that by 

1920 had become more urban than rural, the Mennonites of Virginia—



240 Gdaily demonstrators H

like most of their coreligionists in the period of this study—saw them-

selves as visitors and outsiders to the city. Given the forces that led to the 

Great Migrations of the early twentieth century beginning around 1915, 

many African Americans had begun to see themselves as urban insiders. 

The white Mennonites who evangelized African Americans came as rural 

representatives to a city setting.

 Mennonite debates over street protest arose in part from rural distrust 

of the city. Mennonite bishops approved the involvement of Rowena Lark 

in the Gay Street summer vacation bible school program, but they called 

her “a colored sister of Washington, D.C.,” the biggest city in the area.

57

 

At the time, Rowena, James, and their children lived on a farm in rural 

Pennsylvania; she only worked in the city.

58

 Those who opposed Vincent 

Harding knew that he came from a definitively urban background, having 

grown up in New York City, and that he served the highest-profile urban 

ministry at the time, Woodlawn Mennonite. Throughout their involve-

ment with the Fresh Air programs, Mennonite hosts and promoters used 

labels like “city children” more often than “Negro,” “colored,” or “Spanish” 

to describe their young guests.

59

 Church planters in Chicago, Cleveland, 

New York, and Philadelphia ran afoul of dress and lifestyle dictates that 

originated in rural ecclesiastic power centers. One minister in New York 

City complained to his bishop that plain clothes undermined “the work 

and witness of the church,” since urbanites viewed plain suits, prayer 

veils, and cape dresses as symbols of “a cult.”

60

 As these various references 

suggest, when Mennonites crossed racial lines, they also traversed urban 

and rural boundaries.

 Such a dual crossing of both race and city points to larger questions 

beyond civil rights. The first of those asks whether the city has always 

initiated change. Popular assumptions and many a formal history trace a 

trajectory of innovation starting in the city and moving to the country. 

Breakthroughs in transportation, manufacturing, governance, and enter-

tainment have frequently followed this vector. In the 1940s, ’50s, and 

’60s, however, Mennonites made clear that change could also initiate in 

the country and move toward the city. Fresh Air children demonstrated 

on the front lines of the civil rights movement in white rural homes and 

brought perspectives from their time in the country back to the city. Vin-

cent Harding immersed himself in the theology of peace and nonresistance 

that had been treasured and cared for by rural Mennonites and brought 
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those doctrines to the city. Rural Mennonite pastors feared interruption 

from urban Black Manifesto emissaries, but they also asked their urban 

counterparts to think of the manifesto as a document about nonviolence 

rather than racial reparations. In so doing, they shifted attention from ra-

cial inequities in their own church, but the shift nonetheless began in rural 

Lancaster County and moved on to Philadelphia and New York.

 In short, Mennonites raised questions about the relationship of city and 

country. Although the sheer size and demographic weight of urban com-

plexes favored city dominance, the country also played a role. Rather than 

simply reacting to their urban cousins, the rural Mennonites featured in 

this book initiated substantive changes. From Fresh Air hosts to nonre-

sistant bishops, Mennonites from the country did not wait upon the city 

before acting. When white Kansan Mennonite and General Conference 

Church executive Henry A. Fast personally applauded President Johnson 

for passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act, he lent the support of a rural peo-

ple who championed civil rights legislation in part because they brought 

city children into their rural homes. Rather than waiting for the city to 

creep up to their doorstep, they sought the city on their own terms.

 Fast’s proactive initiative engenders multiple queries. Although com-

plete answers require fuller treatment than this study allows, the ques-

tions themselves deserve attention. The Mennonite story of action in both 

city and country asks, How did rural and urban denizens influence each 

other during the middle three decades of the twentieth century? Which 

metaphors best describe their interaction? Has the city’s size obscured ru-

ral action in the same way that street action has obscured daily demon-

strations? Did rural or urban labels ever mask racial dynamics? Did racial 

labels ever conceal demographic exchange?

 Such questions suggest additional research projects worthy of future 

attention, but a few observations may offer initial insight. During the pe-

riod of this study the city and the country seemed to have depended upon 

mutual innovation and challenge. As Daily Demonstrators has shown, sanc-

tuary-centered action supported street-based agitation. Together, they al-

tered the nation’s racial order. Although street action often prompted liv-

ing room efforts, those who demonstrated in less public locations brought 

civil rights initiatives to otherwise untouched venues. In the same way, 

the city transformed the country by rendering sectarian dress dictates ir-

relevant, by making mass-produced mechanical innovations like the trac-
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tor widely available, and by providing a home—albeit often a hostile and 

aggressive one—to African Americans oppressed in southern segregated 

hamlets and excluded from northern sundown towns. At the same time, 

the country changed the city as it sent its youth to proselytize urban neigh-

borhoods, uprooted tens of thousands of city children each summer for 

two-week stays in rural locales, and provided figures like Harding and 

King with theological grounding for their nonviolent initiatives.

61

 In 

the pockets and places where city and country collided, no one left un-

changed.

 The civil rights movement thus tells an urban and a rural tale. We 

already know that the Southern Christian Leadership Conference con-

ducted high-profile campaigns in the cities of Albany, Birmingham, and 

Chicago. Alongside those urban-centered ventures, Student Nonviolent 

Coordinating Committee workers organized effectively in rural locations 

like Lowndes County, Mississippi. Fannie Lou Hamer hailed from the 

Mississippi delta and, with uncommon courage, registered African-Amer-

ican voters in rural settings. Activists like Septima Clark, Medgar Evers, 

Amzie Moore, and Bob and Dottie Zellner likewise worked primarily in 

rural settings. Mennonites like Curtis Burrell, Lynford Hershey, Gerald 

and Annabelle Hughes, and Orlo Kaufman either came from or worked 

predominantly in the country to change the church’s attitude and actions 

about race relations. Albany, Birmingham, Chicago, and Montgomery may 

have garnered headlines, but Americus, Georgia; Blue Ball, Pennsylvania; 

Goshen, Indiana; and Macon, Mississippi, fostered change. In these lat-

ter, smaller, rural locales, activists took risks equal to those that journalists 

wrote about in urban centers. Klansmen murdered student voter registra-

tion activists James Chaney, Andrew Goodman, and Michael Schwerner 

near the rural town of Philadelphia, Mississippi, not the major urban cen-

ter of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. Rural workers formed the backbone of 

the civil rights movement.

 The stories of white and African-American Mennonites that raise ques-

tions about urban-centered innovation also generate queries into the rela-

tionship of church and state. Popular narratives again provide a starting 

point. School children learn that the United States’ most treasured docu-

ments mandate church-state separation. At the same time, by the 1940s 

politicians—with a few notable exceptions—had accepted that they had 

to evoke religious affiliation to gain office. While state bodies held no au-
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thority over religious communities, membership in a mainline Protestant 

group offered political legitimacy as no civic membership could. Politi-

cians who claimed Jewish, Hindu, Muslim, Bahá’í, or even Catholic af-

filiation, however, saw election bids fizzle. The separation of church and 

state, whether or not one takes Mennonites into account, was, at best, 

complicated.

 Such an involved relationship demands even more thorough analysis 

when viewed from the perspective of the Mennonite story. Mennonites 

witnessed to government officials with new deliberation during World 

War II when they lobbied for conscientious objector status and alternative 

service options on behalf of their young men. In the 1950s and ’60s, Vin-

cent Harding and white allies like Delton Franz, Marie Regier, and Hubert 

Schwartzentruber insisted that their co-believers show integrity by lob-

bying for racial justice as actively as they had pursued conscientious objec-

tor status. As a result of their advocacy, a number of Mennonites from both 

the (Old) and General Conference communities contacted their elected 

representatives in support of civil rights legislation. Although other his-

torians have pointed out the importance of church-based advocacy in the 

passage of the 1964 civil rights bill, few have noted the involvement of a 

sectarian group that had previously refrained from calling its members to 

political action.

62

 The relationship between Mennonites and the state had 

changed.

63

 The question is not whether the change took place but how 

best to describe it.

 One approach posits that Mennonites in the (Old) and General Con-

ference denominations became skeptical observers. Even if they did not 

shift from writing letters to marching in the streets, some monitored state 

action with new attention. Mennonites like historian and farmer Harry A. 

Brunk began to keep closer tabs on the government. The day after Presi-

dent Johnson signed the 1964 Civil Rights Act into law, Brunk noted the 

occasion of its passing and the limits of its reach. Although a “very impor-

tant piece of legislation,” he wrote, it would take “some thing more than 

law” to bring about substantive change.

64

 Perhaps he knew that members 

of Lee Heights Church in Cleveland had already begun to change atti-

tudes in their neighborhood and church by embracing the interracial mar-

riage of Annabelle Conrad and Gerald Hughes long before the legislature 

or judiciary ended miscegenation laws in 1967. His diary confirms that he 

knew African-American Mennonite Roberta Webb. Almost certainly he 
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knew of African-American church planter and preacher Rowena Lark. In 

a close-knit community like Harrisonburg, he also would most likely have 

known of the friendships between Webb, Lark, and Fannie Swartzen-

truber and their common challenge to the church’s segregation practice. 

He had witnessed Eastern Mennonite College open its doors to African-

American students like Webb’s daughter Ada six years before the 1954 

Brown v. Board of Education ruling. As Brunk monitored the government’s 

actions in the 1950s, ’60s, and ’70s, he did so with a skeptical eye, in-

formed by the actions of daily demonstrations all around him.

 The skeptical observer role that Mennonites like Brunk defined for 

themselves calls for new interpretive schemes. Spatial metaphors, those 

that define church-state relationships in terms of distance, prove less help-

ful in illuminating history than do those of content and dynamic. A spatial 

metaphor would suggest that Brunk and his Mennonite contemporaries 

moved closer to the state in the same way that spies creep forward seeking 

unobstructed sight lines or neighbors bend over backyard fences strain-

ing to eavesdrop. By contrast, rather than evaluating the relative distance 

between church and state, interpretive metaphors focus on content and 

dynamic to assess the nature of the relationship.

 For instance, an alternate way to describe Brunk’s relationship to the 

state suggests that, by observing state action, he picked up a new garden-

ing tool, the hoe of observation and advocacy. Such an instrument had long 

been available. Other gardeners outside the Mennonite church regularly 

used such an implement. But by tradition, few Mennonites had. They pre-

ferred to garden by hand, to avoid both observation and advocacy. Only 

after outsiders pointed to the inconsistency in public witness did Menno-

nites seek new tools. By the beginning of the 1970s, some Mennonites had 

begun to use observation and advocacy in earnest. Many would continue 

to use traditional forms, of evangelism and daily demonstration. But some 

Mennonites had chosen advocacy and, in some settings, received church 

blessing for doing so. Although such proactive implements would long 

feel uncomfortable in the hands of many church members, more so among 

(Old) Mennonites than their General Conference cousins, that church 

members had picked them up and not been disowned made future use 

inevitable.

 Thus even as the city and the country intertwine, so too do the church 

and state. Historians of this period need to set aside questions that inter-
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rogate the distance between the two entities. They can instead ask, How 

did already intertwined relationships change? How long did these last? 

Who shaped them? In what order did they develop? How frequently did 

they develop? Such questions change not only the metaphors employed 

to explain the past but also the avenues of inquiry down which histori-

ans travel. In the case of Mennonites, interpersonal exchange at the grass-

roots level again took priority over public action. The full interweaving of 

church and state relationships manifested in the midst of those quotidian 

interactions.

 Finally, this chronicle raises questions about the division between the 

secular and sacred during the middle three decades of the twentieth cen-

tury. In the past, scholars of religion divided religious practice and worldly 

engagement into separate spheres. More recent scholarship, especially in 

studies of the African-American religious experience, has challenged such 

rigid boundary setting. In contemporary studies, religious adherents ap-

pear as highly engaged citizens who connect individual salvation to col-

lective action, bring political leaders into worship spaces, and claim di-

vine prompting in the midst of specific historical stimuli.

65

 More than 

anything, scholars argue that the sacred and the secular interpenetrate.

66

 

This study does not challenge that basic observation but does raise ques-

tions about its applicability across time. In the 1940s, Goldie Hummel 

and the Webb sisters would have had few opportunities to travel from sa-

cred space into the secular world as equals. In the 1950s, they challenged 

secular Jim Crow bus regulations with sacred tools: church hymns and in-

terracial fellowship. By the 1960s, they might have responded differently, 

perhaps by both praying and writing letters to local state representatives. 

The walls between the secular and the sacred may have been exceedingly 

thin; that is not in question. But the manner of their relating across the 

sacred-secular divide changed over time.

 How does this basic observation about diachronic change in the rela-

tionship of the sacred and the secular shape our understanding of the civil 

rights movement? Some have claimed that, as a revival, the movement sur-

passed the Great Awakenings in scope and impact.

67

 Others, that char-

ismatic leaders like King and Ralph Abernathy clothed a political cam-

paign in religious rhetoric but ultimately based their campaign outside the 

church.

68

 This narrative asks whether the fundamental observation be-

neath those claims—that civil rights participants chose between the secu-
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lar and the sacred—assists in the interpretive work of history. Are there 

more effective framing devices than secular-sacred dichotomies? Can 

students of the civil rights movement and U.S. history adopt analytical 

frameworks that acknowledge religious practitioners’ deep engagement 

with all aspects of society and pay attention to how their actions change 

over time? How can historians craft narratives about periods of significant 

change that do not separate the streets and sidewalks from the pulpit, bi-

mah, altar, or prayer rug? Humans practice religion. They appear resolute 

in this pursuit. How can scholars describe religious practice with preci-

sion and nuance without replicating past interpretive errors? This study 

suggests one approach, deliberately setting aside questions of distance be-

tween street and sanctuary, city and country, church and state, and the 

sacred and secular. Other approaches remain to be discovered. By paying 

attention to shifts over time, setting aside clear demarcation between reli-

gious and secular pursuits, and discarding spatial metaphors, clearer more 

definitive understandings of the civil rights movement may yet emerge.

 And so we come back to buses. Civil rights movement narratives have 

frequently featured buses: those that Bayard Rustin and others rode in 

1947 in a failed attempt to enforce integrated interstate travel, those that 

ran empty because of boycotts in Baton Rouge in 1953 and in Montgom-

ery two years later, and those that burned because Freedom Riders in-

tegrated them in 1961. Although the bus that Goldie Hummel and the 

Webb sisters rode to Delaware and the one that carried Harry A. Brunk 

home to Harrisonburg never appeared on the nightly news, they lumber 

through history carrying new insight. These lesser-known buses, like 

those examined by Robin Kelley in his study of working-class commuters 

who protested maltreatment by spitting in the faces of bus drivers, open 

new lines of inquiry into where change came about, how religious com-

mitments and orientations shaped that change, and the manner in which 

both state and church responded.

69

 We understand the civil rights move-

ment better because we now also know of buses on which Goldie Hum-

mel and the Webb sisters acted ornery while singing sacred hymns and 

where Harry A. Brunk willingly wedged himself into the back seat and so 

into integration.
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Heirs of an Inside Movement

 For four days in August 1976 a small group of Mennonites came to-

gether to focus on racism. As participants in a seminar sponsored by a group 

of evangelical Christians committed to putting their faith into action, the 

integrated group joined Baptists, Brethren in Christ, and about two hun-

dred other Christian practitioners in a “last-ditch effort to catalyze action 

to attack racism in church and social institutions.” Planners brought in 

secular speakers like Lerone Bennett, a historian and Ebony senior editor, 

and members of the religious community like Vernon Grounds, president 

of the Conservative Baptist Seminary in Denver. In addition to listen-

ing to plenary talks, seminar participants joined task forces, where they 

laid plans to “confront racism” in local congregations, at church-sponsored 

schools, throughout denominational boards, and in the arts and media.

70

 The group met in Newark, New Jersey. Nine years earlier, that city had 

been the site of a racial uprising triggered by an instance of police brutal-

ity and quelled by even more violent law enforcement action. Soon after 

the violent street activity, more than a thousand African Americans trav-

eled to Newark to participate in the Black Power Conference, the second 

national gathering of African-American politicians and activists focused 

on bringing the black power agenda into the political realm. Although 

the two conferences held little in common other than locale—the 1967 

conference was political, the 1976 group, religious—participants in both 

gatherings planned how to confront racism. Their strategies, however, dif-

fered. The 1967 conference encouraged “economic development, commu-

nity control, armed self-defense, and black identity.”

71

 Eleven years later, 

the church group focused on education of people in the pew. Yet the two 

groups shared an underlying analysis of the problem they sought to over-

come. Participants at both conferences sought ways to end what the later 

group referred to as the “racist system of society.”

72

 At the end of the 1976 meeting, the five Mennonite participants joined 

seven of their religious cousins from the Brethren in Christ and Menno-

nite Brethren communities in drafting a statement. They called on their 

coreligionists to end racist practices in church and society through edu-

cation, relationship building, and institutional transformation. Notably, 

the Anabaptist workshop participants drew on the distinction between 

individual and institutional racism that black nationalist activists Stokely 
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Carmichael and Charles Hamilton had articulated scant months after the 

1967 Newark conference.

73

 In calling their religious community to elimi-

nate “subtly racist practices within structures of the church,” the group 

noted the difference between individual and “corporate/institutional” 

racism.

74

 Although the black nationalists who attended the first conference 

did not concern themselves with majority-white Christian denominations 

as they sought to achieve racial autonomy, echoes of their discussions con-

tinued to reverberate throughout the sectarian meetings held nine years  

later.

 Mennonite participants in the second conference were not, however, 

religious mimics of secular agitators. They brought with them the leg-

acy of decades of daily demonstration. Among the dozen signers of the 

1976 Statement on Racism by Concerned Anabaptists, two individuals 

make the case. The last name listed was Hubert Schwartzentruber. The 

former pastor of Bethesda Mennonite in St. Louis at that point worked 

for a Mennonite mission agency, the Mennonite Board of Congregational 

Ministries. He brought nearly two decades’ experience gained from prod-

ding individuals and organizations to serve African Americans and other 

people of color as well as they served white people. During those years, 

Schwartzentruber had learned to push for racial justice by appealing to 

community values. Rather than simply regurgitating the rhetoric of black 

nationalism, Schwartzentruber and his colleagues called the church to 

“a renewed commitment to nonconformity” to racial prejudices of the 

world.

75

 The practice of talking in vestibules and at dinner tables about 

racism in the church had taught them to ground racial advocacy in eccle-

sial commitments.

 Dwight McFadden also built on daily demonstrators’ actions. McFad-

den, an African-American Mennonite hailing from New Holland, Penn-

sylvania, had been introduced the previous fall as the associate general 

secretary of the Mennonite Church.

76

 McFadden represented the denom-

ination’s newly formed Black Caucus, the group that had risen from the 

ashes of the Minority Ministries Council. As he attended conferences like 

the one in Newark, agitated for change in denominational and parachurch 

organizations, and organized Black Caucus members to ensure fair repre-

sentation on church boards and committees, McFadden followed in the 

footsteps of Minority Ministries Council executive secretary John Pow-

ell, Atlanta service unit leader Vincent Harding, and early church founder 



 Ga new civil rights story H 249

Rowena Lark. McFadden and his colleagues were able to call for an end to 

“subtly racist practices” within the church because Powell, Harding, Lark, 

and others before them had spent years identifying those practices for re-

moval.

77

 The effect of a document like the 1976 Statement on Racism by Con-

cerned Anabaptists remains unclear. Schwartzentruber released the state-

ment through the Mennonite Board of Congregational Ministries, and it 

subsequently appeared in the church press.

78

 The historical record has left 

no overwhelming evidence that church members read the document and 

then began speaking “in a prophetic and redemptive manner.”

79

 We do 

know that through the 1990s, staff from the Mennonite Board of Congre-

gational Ministries continued to call on Mennonites in their homes and 

sanctuaries to resist racism.

80

 Although Schwartzentruber and his cosign-

ers may not have catalyzed as much action “to attack racism” as they had 

hoped, they nonetheless established a foundation that made future action 

possible.

 We also know that in the summer of 1997, Dwight McFadden became 

the first African-American moderator of the (Old) Mennonite Church. 

The Mennonites who supported McFadden’s nomination had been vis-

ited by many a daily demonstrator. Those delegates, like most members of 

religious communities, had also been influenced by street-based agitation. 

The racial order shifted—an African-American Mennonite entered high 

church office—because both sets of civil rights movement actors demon-

strated. Although African-American Mennonites continued to attest to 

the presence of racism within the church well after McFadden’s term 

ended, his installation nonetheless tied together two streams of history.

81

 

On that hot summer day in 1997, the street and the sanctuary merged.

 Such a confluence completes the movement narrative. Church, home, 

street, and sidewalk combine to tell a story that deepens our understand-

ing of the Second Reconstruction. Although every bit as complex as the 

waters that ran together in the nomination of a black man to lead a white 

church, such narratives await further retelling. Once told, stories from the 

sanctuary and living room place Vincent Harding, Rowena Lark, and Fan-

nie Swartzentruber alongside public agitators like Martin Luther King Jr., 

Fannie Lou Hamer, and Anne Braden. In this new, more complete story of 

the civil rights movement, the Mennonites featured here take no minor 

part. Like Dwight McFadden on the dais the day that he accepted his 
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nomination, they stand at the center of the story. By so enriching the civil 

rights narrative, Fresh Air children, interracial couples, and all those who 

took risks outside the public purview finally get their due. Their names 

become known and their internal actions receive validation. The narra-

tives of these actors’ lives in turn reveal an important historical insight. 

From perhaps the most unexpected of religious communities—a quietist, 

white-dominated, marginal group of Mennonites—we learn that mobi-

lized marchers did not walk alone as they overturned de jure segregation. 

Daily demonstrators walked alongside them.



appendix

Interview Subjects

All interviews conducted by author.

Berry, Lee Roy, and Beth Berry, Goshen, Ind. / Evanston, Ill., August 29, 2006; 

60 minutes; phone.

Brock, Thomas W., Harrisonburg, Va. / Evanston, Ill., May 17, 2005; 45 minutes; 

phone.

Burklow, Don, and Grace Burklow, Markham, Ill., April 15, 2005; 60 minutes; in 

person.

Curry, Peggy, Harrisonburg, Va., March 29, 2005; 60 minutes; in person.

Dagan, Paul L., Lancaster, Pa. / Evanston, Ill., March 15, 2003; 60 minutes; 

phone.

Douple, Betty, Long Beach, Miss., May 25, 2005; 75 minutes; in person.

Eby, John, Philadelphia / Evanston, Ill., February 28, 2003; 60 minutes; phone.

Geil, Libby, Gulfport, Miss., May 25, 2005; 60 minutes; in person.

Gwinn, Betty, Atlanta / Evanston, Ill., April 26, 2008; 30 minutes; phone.

Hershey, Lynford, Payette, Id. / Evanston, Ill., March 2, 2003; 90 minutes; 

phone.

———, Payette, Id. / Evanston, Ill., March 6, 2004; 30 minutes; phone.

Horst, Barbara, Ephrata, Pa. / Evanston, Ill., April 22, 2003; 10 minutes; phone.

Horst, Samuel, Harrisonburg, Va., March 31, 2005; 60 minutes; in person.

Hostetler, Goldie, Goshen, Ind. / Lancaster, Pa., March 14, 2002; 30 minutes, 

phone.

Huber, Harold, Harrisonburg, Va. / Evanston, Ill., February 26, 2005; 30 min-

utes; phone.

Huber, Harold, and Vida Huber, Harrisonburg, Va., March 29, 2005; 60 minutes; 

in person.
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Hughes, Annabelle, and Gerald Hughes, Cleveland Heights, Ohio / Evanston, Ill., 

August 29, 2006; 60 minutes; phone.

Kennel, Ron, Goshen, Ind. / Evanston, Ill., February 26, 2004; 20 minutes; 

phone.

Krehbiel, Ronald, Hesston, Kans. / Evanston, Ill., April 25, 2007; 20 minutes; 

phone.

Landis, Paul G., Lancaster, Pa. / Evanston, Ill., March 8, 2003; 70 minutes; 

phone.

———, Lancaster, Pa. / Evanston, Ill., April 28, 2005; 80 minutes; phone.

Mares, Gerald, and Dolores Mares, Markham, Ill., September 17, 2006; 40 min-

utes; in person.

Miller, Oren, and Dorothy Miller, Gulfport, Miss., May 26, 2005; 60 minutes; in 

person.

Moran, Edna, Gulfport, Miss., May 24, 2005; 60 minutes; in person.

Odom, Mertis, Markham, Ill., July 3, 2005; 60 minutes; in person.

Peachey, Paul, and Ellen Peachey, Harrisonburg, Va., April 1, 2005; 75 minutes; 

in person.

Powell, John, Buffalo, New York / Evanston, Ill., March 16, 2003; 60 minutes; 

phone.

Redekop, Calvin, Harrisonburg, Va. / Evanston, Ill., April 27, 2004; 20 minutes; 

phone.

Regier, Harold, and Rosella Wiens Regier, Newton, Kans. / Evanston, Ill., July 12, 

2005; 90 minutes; phone.

Shenk, Michael, Harrisonburg, Va. / Evanston, Ill., March 19, 2003; 20 minutes; 

phone.

Shenk, Norman G., Salunga, Pa. / Evanston, Ill., March 22, 2005; 60 minutes; 

phone.

Stoltzfus, Miriam, Lancaster, Pa. / Evanston, Ill., March 15, 2003; 60 minutes; 

phone.

Swartzentruber, Homer, Shipshewanna, Ind. / Evanston, Ill., May 19, 2005; 60 

minutes; phone.

———, Shipshewanna, Ind. / Evanston, Ill., February 24, 2007; 15 minutes; 

phone.

Vogt, Virgil, Evanston, Ill., May 6, 2004; 20 minutes; phone.

Weaver, Dave, and Sue Weaver, Gulfport, Miss., May 26, 2005; 90 minutes; in 

person.

Weaver, Richard, and Virginia Weaver, Harrisonburg, Va., March 30, 2005, 

2005; 60 minutes; in person.

Williams, Sue, Gulfport, Miss., May 25, 2005; 60 minutes; in person.

Woods, Mary Ann, Markham, Ill., April 29, 2005; 60 minutes; in person.

Zehr, Paul, Lancaster, Pa. / Evanston, Ill., March 1, 2003; 30 minutes; phone.



Notes

Abbreviations

AMC Archives of the Mennonite Church USA, located on the campus of 

Goshen College, Goshen, Indiana

CCM Central Conference Missions, a missions body of the Central Confer-

ence of the General Conference Mennonite Church

CESR Committee on Economic and Social Relations, a national committee of 

the (Old) Mennonite Church

CHM Commission on Home Ministries, the domestic service board of the 

General Conference Mennonite Church

CMC Community Mennonite Church, Markham, Illinois

CPSC Committee on Peace and Social Concerns, a committee of the (Old) 

Mennonite Church

EMBMC Eastern Mennonite Board of Missions and Charities, the Lancaster 

Conference’s mission agency

EMM Eastern Mennonite Missions (www.emm.org), the mission agency of 

the Lancaster Conference of Mennonite Church USA, located in Sa-

lunga, Pennsylvania

EMU Eastern Mennonite University archives, located in Harrisonburg, Vir-

ginia

GC General Conference Mennonite Church denomination

LMHS Lancaster Mennonite Historical Society, located in Lancaster, Pennsyl-

vania

MB Mennonite Brethren denomination

MBM Mennonite Board of Missions, the former mission board of the (Old) 

Mennonite Church

MBMC Mennonite Board of Missions and Charities, an older name of MBM
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MC Mennonite Church denomination; also known as the (Old) Menno-

nite Church

MCA Mennonite Church Archives

MCC Mennonite Central Committee, the relief and development organiza-

tion of the Mennonite family of churches, located in Akron, Pennsyl-

vania

MDS Mennonite Disaster Service, a disaster response organization of the 

Mennonite family of churches

MHLVA Mennonite Historical Library, located on the campus of Eastern Men-

nonite University, Harrisonburg, Virginia

MLA Mennonite Library and Archives of the Mennonite Church USA, lo-

cated on the campus of Bethel College, Newton, Kansas

NCC National Council of Churches

OMC (Old) Mennonite Church denomination (also MC)

PSC Peace and Social Concerns, a shortened form of CPSC

SCCO Study Commission on Church Organization, a committee tasked with 

examining (Old) Mennonite Church organizational issues in the early 

1970s

VAMC Virginia Mennonite Conference Archives, located on the campus of 

Eastern Mennonite University, Harrisonburg, VA

VS Voluntary Service
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