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CHAPTER 9

Songs of Belonging
Baptism, Council, and Communion

	Ach, wann ich ja gedenk daran,
	Oh, when I stop to think upon

	Wie viele sund ich hab gethan,
	How many sins that I have done.

	Wie oft ich meinen Gott betrübt,
	How often I my God have grieved,

	Und er mich doch so herzlich liebt.
	And yet He loves me heartily.

	—Eine Unparteiische Liedersammlung (1892/1999)



My hostess has just finished showing me the white-on-white quilts of flowers, birds, and horses that she makes from her own designs. “When I was going through, I was with two girls who were a little wild,” says this active seventy-year-old Amish woman as she begins to tell me about preparing for church membership. We sip tea at her kitchen table. “[The congregation] made us wait an extra two weeks before they would approve us.”1 Joining the church was a promise she made about fifty years ago and one that she has kept diligently since that time. She supports her friends and neighbors, attends worship services, and has raised five children, all of whom have joined the church themselves. But now, reflecting back on her younger years, she smiles at me across the table. “My bonnet did have too many pleats,” she admits, a twinkle in her eye.

Joining church is a ritual of belonging in the lives of young adults who decide that they are ready to take on the responsibilities and commitments of church membership. The next step after deciding is baptism. The baptism service, along with council meetings and communion services, is a special event in the Amish church calendar and underscores the communal nature of Amish worship and life. Singing plays a critical role in each of these services.

Joining Church

Baptism, or “joining church,” is a key step in the life of an Amish young person. The Amish believe that humans are born with a sinful nature and must repent. They base this belief specifically on John 3 and Romans 6:3–4. Since the Amish believe that candidates for baptism must be old enough to understand the seriousness of the commitment they are making, Amish parents do not encourage children and younger youth to seek membership. One of the essential tenets of their faith, which stood in direct contradiction to the infant baptism practiced by the state church during the earliest years of the Anabaptist movement, is adult confessing, also called “believer” baptism.

After the spring communion service, youth preparing to join the church attend eight or nine classes with the ministers, one each week on Sunday afternoons in some fellowships or during the worship hour plus at Sunday school time in others. The baptismal preparation entails studying the eighteen articles from the Dordrecht Confession, written in 1632 by a peace convention of a ministers’ group in Dordrecht, Holland. These articles amount to an Amish catechism that describes the doctrines concerning important issues such as repentance and redemption, Christian marriage, swearing an oath, and maintaining a nonviolent lifestyle. After the ninth time of instruction, the minister may recommend the youth to the members for a vote. Sometimes, they are ready earlier—or later.

A youth whose parents have been contentious may have a harder time being approved for baptism. “Parents’ lives influence their children’s, don’t they?” one Amish person queried.2 The third time the youth goes out for instruction, the ministers ask the assembled district members to observe the candidates to see if they show evidence of “new birth.” Have the youths’ lives shown evidence of a change in their spirits?

For the baptism, parents customarily give their youth new clothes to represent their new birth. Girls joining the church wear fresh white caps and aprons, symbols of purity. Boys receive a mutza coat with a “flapper,” or split-seam pleat, in the back seam, required dress for adult male church members. Church garb for the boys and men is white shirts, although they may wear a variety of blues and purples at other times. Commonality of dress emphasizes unity and their new status as adult members.

By late July or early August, and two weeks after a unanimously favorable vote, those approved are ready for baptism and joining church. At the regular Sunday morning service, the selected scripture passages center on baptism, and both ministers preach on this theme. One New Order group sings four verses of “Ach, wann ich ja” (“O, When I Think of My Many Sins”) from the Liedersammlung as the third song of the service and the last four verses after the actual baptism.3 They use the tune of “Saffron Walden,” also used for “Just As I Am,” composed by Arthur Henry Brown in 18904 (see appendix I, Musical Example A1.18).

After the usual preaching, interspersed with singing, the bishop asks the candidates several questions and the candidates kneel, signifying their choice of committing to God’s guidance and the community’s correction. Each answers four questions, including, “Do you believe that Jesus is the Son of God?” An older woman or “sister” in the gathering removes each girl’s head covering. The bishop holds his hands over the head of each youth and gives a blessing as a minister pours water from a cup through the bishop’s cupped hands—“In the name of the Father,” one splash, “and of the Son,” again, “and of the Holy Ghost,” a third stream of water. As the bishop slowly opens his palms, the water cascades gently over the hair and face of each youth, one by one. The sister replaces the girls’ coverings. The minister or bishop gives the boys a hand to rise and gives each a light kiss of greeting on the lips, welcoming them into the body of believers and fulfilling the instruction attributed to Peter, “Greet one another with a holy kiss.”5 The sister greets the girls similarly. Following several more admonitions to the young members, statements of witness from men in the congregation, and a prayer, the minister announces the Scripture lessons for the following service—two weeks away—expecting that each member will read and study the Scripture to prepare for hearing the Word. The service closes with Ausbund hymn 655, and the group adjourns to eat lunch.

The ritual of “joining church” adds extra time to a worship service. In 2005, because of unusually high temperatures, the preachers shortened the baptismal service in one community—that is, they added only one extra hour, a woman recalls.

Council Meetings

Remembrances of Jesus’s Last Supper occur twice a year for the Amish—in the spring, near Easter, and six months later in the fall, sometime between early September and early October. If regular worship services are vital events of Amish life, communion is an even more heightened one.

Two weeks before communion, the district holds a members-only council meeting following the midday meal where adult members meet to affirm or refine the Ordnung. On these Sundays, nonmembers attend a neighboring fellowship meeting or stay at home. That day’s service might be abbreviated but all parts are included, including sermons and singing. They sing “O Herre Gott in deinem Thron” at this special service. The bishop sermonizes on the Hebrew prophets, leading to an exhortation on the rules of the church. After lunch, members convene to discuss concerns related to the Ordnung, to review the members’ adherence to the rules, and to act on urging backsliders to curtail egregious infractions. If there is disagreement on any proposed new rules or alterations to existing ones, the group must continue to work through to consensus. Staying out of fellowship would not make it possible for them to be ready to commune together. When they all agree, they schedule communion for the Sunday worship two weeks later.

The Amish express compassion for those who fall or break away. Their family prayer book, Christenpflicht, includes prayers for backsliders.6 During the council meeting, a fallen brother or sister may confess and find a welcome from the group. One related Ausbund hymn includes these lyrics:

     All men are guilty

     Of their sins before God,

     If He grants them His favor,

     It happens through grace alone;

     It is not earned by works—

     It is compassion.

     Man shall also take note

     Of the basic and true instruction,

     How he may come back

     To God’s grace and favor.

     So that he may be accepted,

     His debt be forgiven.

     He shall bear great sorrow and grief

     In his heart

     On account of his sins

     Which he has committed.7

For smaller sins, the sinner may talk to God in private. But for more serious transgressions that affect the whole community, the Amish believe that the individual should repent publicly. Also, if the group has excommunicated an individual for repeated disregard of the Ordnung and the person seeks reinstatement, the penitent kneels before the congregation to confess. Anyone who refuses to repent is excluded from communion.8

Communion

Preaching in the communion service focuses on the life of Christ, from the prophecy of his birth through his resurrection. Scripture reading, sermonizing, singing, and prayers abound. These elements are interspersed with the breaking of the bread, sharing of the cup of wine, and footwashing, all of which reenact Christ’s Last Supper.9 Footwashing, practiced by only a few Christian groups these days but emphasized by Jacob Amman, symbolizes mutual surrender, care, and responsibility to other believers. A New Order bishop asserts that anyone who has left the church will not be shunned if he attends a church that has “all the parts of communion,” which means it includes footwashing.

Two often-used communion songs are: “Von Herzen woll’n wir singen” (Musical Example 9.1) and “O Gott Vater ins Himmels Throne” (see appendix I, Musical Example A1.8).

Both of these songs are melismatic, with many notes per syllable, as is apparent in the example above. Melismatic chant allows the singers much time to concentrate on every word; in this particularly somber service, the style matches the weighty content of a time of remembrance. The Amish believe that remembrance of Christ’s work of salvation encourages believers in their faith walk. Striving to be like Christ remains the main message of the communion service.

These special services—baptism, council meeting, and communion—emphasize the sense of responsibility and belonging, which the community nurtures in Amish community members from childhood. Through these, worship combines with maintenance of the community in decision making, confession, restoration of relationships, and celebration of fellowship. As mentioned previously, the Amish also view worship as the human’s natural response to a loving God, who alone is worthy of praise and adoration. The Amish sing the Lobsang, to which we now turn our attention, in every bi-weekly worship service. This song manifests the centrality of praise in Amish life and also provides an excellent example of the continuity of a hymn text and tune in various locations over a long stretch of time.
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Musical Example 9.1. “Von Herzen woll’n wir singen,” Troyer (1997).

Translation: We want to sing from the heart
In peace and unity,
With diligence and earnestness
To press toward perfection,
So that we may please God,
Towards God’s purpose for us,
Note this, all you godly people,
Let it go to your hearts.
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