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Henry W. Lohrenz and Tabor College

by Paul Toews

I
There are not many Grecian 

buildings on the plains of Kansas. 
Yet in the small village of Hillsboro 
stands a college building, erected by 
rural Mennonites, some fifty years 
removed from the Russian steppes, 
that could stand in Athens. The 
Tabor administration building with 
its urns, modified doric and ionic 
pillars and facade is an impressive 
structure worthy of the style and 
aesthetic taste of the ancient Greeks. 
I t  may have been built by peasants 
one generation removed from the 
sod house, but it was conceived by 
a folk whose imagination was ob
viously large.

Mennonites are a people who his
torically prized the virtues of sim
plicity and humility. Architectural 
ostentatiousness, high culture and 
refined sensibilities hardly seem ap
propriate for a people who have 
wandered over the face of the earth 
in search of a corner where they 
could practice their demanding re
ligious faith.

The Grecian building which re
placed the original administration 
building that burned in 1918, how
ever surprising, becomes compre
hensible when placed within the 
progressive ideal present at the 
founding of the college. The most 
clearly articulated statement about 
the educational philosophy that in
spired the creation of Tabor is a 
1944 address given by Henry W. 
Lohrenz, the founding president of 
Tabor. It was fitting that on his 
last Tabor Day, before his death in 
1945, he would recall the inspiration 
of the early 1900s. The aims were 
threefold: "to make the benefits of 
a liberal education available to the 
youth of our people” ; “to provide
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trained leadership to the churches 
that would support the school” ; and 
“to give preparation for certain vo
cations.”1 Behind those three pri
mary aims was a view of the world 
in which faith and intellect, faith 
and work, and the church and the 
world were linked together. The lib
eral education envisioned is one that 
saw no conflict between the find
ings of scholarship and the truths 
of scripture. An elevated mind, one 
trained in the classics of literature, 
awakened by the findings of science 
could more clearly understand the 
scriptures. Lohrenz’s affirmation of 
the liberal arts was categorical: 
“There is nothing that can substi
tute for a good liberal education . . . 
this enrichment is something that is 
of far greater value than any ma
terial possession. . . . There are no 
earthly goods that a father can 
leave to his child which are of great
er value than an education of the 
right kind.”2 Tabor meant to offer 
the right kind to the youth of the 
church. It would link learning and 
faith together to produce people of 
“nobility and character.”3

The concern to provide trained 
leadership was essentially a hope 
for unity in the churches. Tabor 
would provide a place where the 
leadership of the church could be 
socialized into a similar set of re
ligious and cultural values and ex
pectations. This would maintain 
“unity of aim and spirit in our 
churches.” Without that shared 
training the churches would be hard 
pressed to keep both “the unity of 
the Spirit and the bond of peace.”4 

The concern for vocational prepa
ration linked the emerging academy

and college into the larger world of 
work. Training in the professions— 
teaching, medicine, nursing, busi
ness, expression, home-making and 
many other vocations—was part of 
the work of the church. Lohrenz 
hoped that every student would go 
forth “to occupy a larger sphere of 
service than otherwise would have 
been possible.” His vision of Chris
tian faith included the obligation 
that "every person tend to his busi
ness and work with his own hands.” 
Here is a commitment to a worldly 
activism. Tabor graduates had work 
to do in the world.5

The 1944 statement is, however, 
incomplete. A fourth aim, although 
unstated in 1944, was very much 
present both at the beginning in 
1908 and in subsequent years: Loh
renz hoped that the General Confer
ence of Mennonite Brethren Church
es would own the school. It might 
start as a regional enterprise, but 
the expectation was that the school 
would win the full acceptance and 
thereby support of the churches. 
Lohrenz was committed to the lib
eral arts tradition, but he was also 
a conference loyalist committed to 
building an institution that the con
ference would embrace.6

Henry W. Lohrenz, together with 
P. C. Hiebert and others, was both 
founder of Tabor in 1908 and its 
first president from 1908 to 1931. 
He is as complex and paradoxical a 
person as the contradictory imagery 
of an Athenian Mennonite. Bom of 
immigrant parents he moved in edu
cational, religious and political cir
cles far beyond the boundaries of 
the immigrant world. Tied in his 
youth to the landscape of Reno and 
Marion counties, he felt at home in 
the universities of the nation’s ur
ban centers. Born only fourteen 
years after the divisive split be
tween the Brethren and the Kirch
liche in Russia, he experienced fra
ternity and friendship with the Gen
eral Conference Mennonites, the 
American heirs of the Kirchliche,

and even took refuge at Bethel Col
lege when.Tabor floundered. A re
served man, almost shy, who never 
sought leadership,.he became a lead
er in the Mennonite Brethren as few 
before or after him. His lifelong 
intellectual passions were science 
and religion in an age when the two 
seemed mutually exclusive and 
threatened the stability of many a 
religious college and denomination. 
He possessed a deeply pious and de
vout soul that was hinged to a clas
sical mind. Little did he know in 
1908 that these commitments would 
be severely tested. The liberal arts 
college could be built, but the Gen
eral Conference adoption could not 
be secured during his twenty-three 
years as president. Science and re
ligion, even at Tabor, came to be 
seen with mutual suspicion. The 
spacious and constricted elements of 
his imagination and his people would 
disagree. Much of his presidency 
was an attempt to maintain an 
equilibrium between these varying 
positions. In the end that equilibri
um was lost. But the story of the 
loss is not the story of Lohrenz 
alone. The paradoxes are not per
sonal but are rather part of the 
social biography of his people.

II
The commitment to the liberal 

arts produced very quickly a college 
with a remarkable progressive quali
ty. In the initial year, 1908-1909, 
forty-four different classes were of
fered in fields as diverse as Bible, 
Music, Business, Penmanship, Ger
man, Mathematics, Natural Science, 
English, Literature, History and 
Psychology.7 By 1912 the range of 
courses had expanded to also include 
Greek, Latin, French, Geography, 
Sociology, Political Science, Politi
cal Economy, Accounting, Physics, 
Art, Vocal and Instrumental Music.8

As the curriculum expanded so 
did the student organizations. The 
first was the Olympian Literary So
ciety, founded during the inaugural 
year for the purpose of fostering “a 
desire for good literature and high 
literary achievements.” The Debat
ing Club followed in 1909, The 
YMCA and YWCA were founded in 
1910 and 1911. The Student Volun
teer Movement, more frequently call
ed the Mission Band, began in 1914.
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In addition to these academic and re
ligious organizations, a layer of po
litical associations emerged in the 
early years. The Intercollegiate Pro
hibition Association and the Reform 
League both were part of the young 
college scene by 1912.9

These student organizations like 
other elements of the college point 
to its connectedness with the larger 
cultural, political and religious 
world. While the YMCA, YWCA 
and Student Volunteer Movement 
were clearly devoted to the moral 
and spiritual nurture of their mem
bers, they were also heirs of the 
social activism of the nineteenth 
century American evangelicalism. 
These organizations at the national 
level were part of the crusading 
temperament in American protes- 
tantism at the turn of the century. 
Devoted primarily to world mission 
and evangelization they also worked 
with considerable effort at the re
form and purification of American 
culture. They were a bridge that 
linked the religious conservative 
with the political progressives. This 
was the era when the theological 
liberals and conservatives could still 
agree on the promise of America. 
The ideal common to the American

puritan and evangelical past of 
building a Christian civilization was 
still shared by people of both per
suasions. The war had not yet crush
ed the liberal dream of the “king
dom” and the profanization of 
American culture had not challenged 
the conservative hope for a moral 
order.

Progressivism was the culminat
ing expression of a culture that had 
long understood and defined itself 
by Protestant moralism. The pro
gressives assumed that a previous 
American righteousness could be 
either continued or restored by their 
appeals to conscience and civic mor
ality. Progressivism was the social 
conscience of American Protestant
ism during its most expansive 
time.10

The late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries are full of Prot
estant crusaders liking with the po
litical reform or progressive tradi
tion. Organizations like these stu
dent groups could be orthodox in 
theology yet liberal in their embrace 
of the American national promise.11

These progressive sentiments are 
present elsewhere in the college. The 
first annual issued in 1916 and cov
ering the first eight years of the

school is a revealing document and 
a commentary on, what for Menno- 
nites, seems an interesting and per
haps even strange veneration of cul
tural and political traditions and the 
progressive spirit of the early twen
tieth century. The class members of 
1913 are each characterized by a set 
of terms. Included are these descrip
tions: hopeful optimist; revolution
ary, undecided and skeptical; a vi
vacious, versatile pedagogue; cold, 
haughty and distant; energetic, ac
tive and progressive; doubtfully op
timistic.”12 The class of 1915 is 
characterized by a set of terms that 
are to define the entire class. The 
complete set of terms reads: “Clas
sical, socratic, calm, healthy, con
genial, strong, enthusiastic, tri
umphant, prominent, hospitable, 
benevolent, didactic, liberal, implic
it, humble, amiable, accurate, frank, 
heedful, specific, subjective, unblem
ished, non-resident, modest, pre
mier, joyful, sociable, persever- 
ent.”13

Students and faculty of Tabor Col
lege, 1915-16. P. C. Hiebert is eighth 
from left and H. W. Lohrentz, 
ninth.
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Both sets of descriptions are the 
language of the early twentieth cen
tury with its faith in itself, its 
skepticism, its irreverence about 
many inherited cultural traditions. 
I t  is also the language of the liberal, 
humane and cultured class. It is 
hardly the language of the Menno- 
nite congregation. Neither is it pro
fane language. It is the language of 
an era that was able to be both cos
mopolitan and Christian, both sac
red and secular, both moralistic and 
pious.

The class predictions of the early 
years further suggest how these 
early Tabor students simultaneous
ly inhabited the worlds of faith and 
national cultures. Peering into the 
future to determine where the mem
bers of a class will eventuate sug
gests the range of the imagination 
when unbounded by reality, the so
cial and professional aspirations of 
the youth looking for productive 
lives. The 1910 college class looking 
towards 1960, fifty years after 
graduation, includes an imaginary 
dialog between two members of the 
class. The conversation turns to the 
recent trip of one who has just re
turned from visiting Europe. A few 
days stop in Northern Germany in
cluded a stay at the home of Ren- 
etta Schulz. Her husband, the Gen
eral Field Marshal August von 
Lohengrin, was a German war hero 
from the last Russo-German war. 
Frau Renetta von Lohengrin 
through her devotion and sacrifices 
to the wounded soldiers had also 
won a place in the heart of the Ger
man people. They were known as 
the "Grand Old Couple” in Berlin 
circles.14 The embrace of the future 
even included the German military.

The class of 1917, appearing in 
1945, includes one who has just fin
ished a distinguished term as Chief 
Justice of the Supreme Court, a sec
ond who as Secretary of the Treas
ury after the close of the great Eur
opean war had so distinguished him
self that he "is admired by the 
whole world.” Another’s poetry had 
won her the honor of poet laureate 
of the twentieth century and an 
artist’s work had "accomplished the 
true art, that is to crystallize emo
tion into thought.”15

The class poem for the 1915 grad
uates even more clearly symbolizes

this engagement with the affairs of 
the world. It is a poem of thirteen 
stanzas written by a member of the 
class. Included are the following 
verses:

‘‘Perhaps there is among our members 
one,

Who by keen arguments in congress 
halls

Will solve hard problems, pining long 
begun

And blot same evil that his land ap
palls.

Or, others with a bleeding heart will 
move

The wicked from their broad destruc
tive way,

Direct their misled thoughts of joys 
alone,

And bring on hearts of winter day of 
May.

Or, some will rule Muses’ mountain 
crest

Word into swinging rime or charming 
prose

Responding feelings nursed by na
ture’s breast 

And wreathe for others many a flush
ing rose.

A warm'farewell we bid to our friends 
all;

The evening dumbs the voices of the 
air;

The world extends to us her pleading 
call

To go for service and make her more 
fair.”16

Politics and poetry did not claim 
most of the early graduates. Rather 
they went into education. Seventy- 
five percent of the graduates of the 
first eight years went on to gradu
ate school. Ninety-four percent of 
the next ten year’s graduates took 
further schooling.17 Renetta Schulz, 
in 1922 could report of the 1910- 
1912 graduates that forty-five per
cent earned Master's degrees and 
sixteen percent had Ph.D’s. Of those 
first three years, eighty-eight per
cent of the graduates were teachers, 
fifty-six percent were college pro
fessors.18 Many went to the nation’s 
finest universities. By 1920 A. A. 
Groening, Henry Schenkofsky and 
Tina Harms were studying at Berk
ley; P. S. Goertz (an earlier Mc
Pherson graduate), Adolf Frantz, 
M. H. Schlichting and A. J. Harms 
were at Yale Divinity School; Gus
tave Nikkei was at Northwestern 
University; A. R. Ebel was at the 
Art Institute of Chicago and the 
Boston Museum of Art; C. C. Janzen

and many others were at the Univer
sity of Kansas. If the educational at
tainments were remarkable, Renetta 
Schulz could also comment of these 
early graduates that 100 percent 
were church members and 88 per
cent were still active in the YMCA 
or YWCA. 19

The progressive spirit nourished 
also a specific identification with 
cultural and national achievements. 
The retention of German culture is 
a frequent theme among the Men- 
nonite immigrants and their first 
generation descendants. While some 
may have argued for the cultural 
continuity on the grounds that Ger
man was the language of the soul 
and of familiar religious discourse,20 
others wished for its preservation 
because of its linkage to a noble 
culture. An unidentified writer in 
the Tabor College Herold (Novem
ber 1916) argued for the mainte
nance of the German language be
cause it would show "weakness of 
character” to "forget that we come 
from the noblest stock in the world. 
What nationality can boast of nobler 
ancestry? The Trustees were a 
strong and healthy race. They were 
pure and honest of heart and had 
the noblest aspirations. After they 
accepted the Christian religion, 
there were no other people more 
true to the faith.”21 The loss of the 
German language, in these odes to 
German culture, seemed to presage 
the loss of cultural and religious vi
tality. The German people had com
bined culture, political and religious 
achievements in a way that suggest
ed the vitality of any one was to be 
found in connection with the pres
ence of the others. The linkage made 
it as easy to applaud the political/ 
eeonomic/cultural achievements as 
it was to praise their religious de
votion.

Lohrenz as early as 1901 in a 
speech to the German Verein at Mc
Pherson college linked the prepetu- 
ation of German culture with the 
retention of religious faith. The 
point of the intersection between 
the two was not that German was 
the language of faith but that it was 
the language of a superior culture. 
American and German culture had 
many elements which were honor
able and could be recommended to 
Mennonite people. German culture
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should be respected because Ameri
can culture “will be almost always 
misunderstood by those who despise 
their own culture, who stir it into 
the dirt and spoil their Christentum 
along with their Deutschtum. There
fore it is the duty of every German 
. . .  to disseminate German ways of 
thinking and true Christianity at 
the same time.”22

The German who had no self
esteem about his own culture would 
be unable to appreciate the noble 
aspects of American culture. But be
yond this affection for cultural de
velopment seems to lie the pervasive 
American belief that religious, cul
tural and political development were 
interrelated. If that were true in a 
general rather than specific way 
then one could applaud either Amer
ican or German developments.

That linkage become more ap
parent with the increasing vener
ation of American culture. Much 
as Germany was exalted because 
of its high culture and religiosity, 
so American society was worthy of 
patriotic affection. In successive is
sues of the Herold, in 1916, J. H. 
Lohrenz and Adolf Franz exhorted 
the college community to be hope
ful of America’s future. For Loh
renz, brother to I-I. W. Lohrenz, 
America was the bulwark of free
dom, prosperity and virtue in the 
world. This prominence had been 
achieved as "true patriots fought 
for the stars and stripes.” This 
birthright of true liberty and jus
tice would be preserved for future 
generations. The article closed with 
the rhetorical flourish: “Today we 
stand at the height of prosperity. 
Shall this Republic continue its 
progress? Shall we protect our na
tion’s life and warrant its stand for 
the future?” The answer was self 
evident. The preservation of morali
ty, civilization and cultural attain
ments were linked.23

Frantz pressed the linkage fur
ther. Christianity by solving the 
social, political and cultural prob
lems of American society would po
sition the nation for bringing the 
gospel to the farthermost corners 
of the earth. The nation had become 
the ark of the covenant, the bearer 
of good tidings. In its hands lay the 
destiny of the world. He would write 
“such then are our opportunities for

the future. Will we dare to grasp 
them? Will we lead the world in the 
things which are noble and just? It 
is ours to dare and do; it is ours 
to neglect and rue. In our hands lie 
the momentous issues of the future. 
We will pay the price, we will dare 
and do.”24

Frantz’s confidence was shared. 
For P. F. Wall, many years mathe
matics instructor at the college and 
interim president after Lohrenz’s de
parture in 1931, Christianity and 
civilization were interwined in ways 
that made the building of American 
society part of one’s contribution to 
the evangelization of the world. 
Those nations that were civilized 
were so because of Christian con
victions. The uncivilized were so be
cause of their unbelief. The logic 
was that since faith and civilization 
were hinged together one was 
obliged to value civilization. It buf
fered the demise of faith.25

Education in this environment 
which linked morality, culture and 
civilization was preparation for ser
vice in the church, community, na
tion and world. G. M. Doerksen, in a

Above, administration building of 
Tabor College under construction; 
below, the fire of 191S.

1917 article in the Herold, made a 
series of suggestive comments. 
Those who possessed nobility, char
acter and virtue would participate in 
the moral uplift of humanity. The 
highest expression of that noble 
ideal was the life and example of 
Jesus. Colleges were designed to 
“inspire men and women for this 
great ideal.” But the ideal was one 
that clearly accepted and cherished 
much of the national political and 
cultural order. Doerksen would 
write: “were it not for education, 
happiness, prosperity and all morali
ty would decline. Nations would a- 
gain fall into barbarism. Therefore 
education is one of the brightest 
stars in the world of human happi
ness, prosperity and progress.”26 

Lohrenz of course can hardly be 
held accountable for the expressions 
of his contemporaries. Yet in a
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series of addresses and articles 
stretching- from 1912 to 1944 on the 
nature and function of education, he 
showed his own commitment to 
these progressive sentiments. A 1912 
article on the Sunday schools re
vealed the degree to which pro
gressivist assumptions shaped his 
thinking. 1-Ie was impressed with 
the advances of civilization. Scien
tific investigation and social reform 
had produced a “great reconstruc
tive work in commercial and indus
trial lines.” lie now wished to bring 
these new principles into the life of 
the church and saw the Sunday 
School as the agent for such re
construction.27

Much later, in 1938, Lohrenz de
livered an address, “Contributions 
of American Mennonite Colleges to 
Home and Society”, at the fiftieth 
anniversary of the founding of 
Bethel College. It was an artful 
weaving of the responsibility of the 
Mennonite college to preserve, re
fine and awaken. The preservation 
function included the essential val
ues of faith and Mennonite life. Re
fining involved the purifying of the 
esthetic, literary and musical talents 
of the students. Like his contempo
raries, Lohrenz linked the refine
ment of these sensibilities to the de
velopment of character and to a 
more spacious spirit. The human 
mind and spirit that was cultivated 
could more fully encounter the di
vine. The last contribution of the 
Mennonite college to' society was to 
develop an appreciative patriotism, 
a cosmopolitan citizenship and a re
sponse to world needs.28

I ll
This openness of Mennonite par

ticipation in the larger culture and 
even the assumption of some notions 
of social responsibility may seem 
strange for a people who had his
torically lived by privilegiums which 
sequestered them from participation 
in the larger public order. The early 
Tabor must be seen as part of a 
cultural and intellectual change that 
affected the Mennonites in both 
Russia and America in the latter 
nineteenth and early twentieth cen
turies. Mennonites heretofore lived 
largely on the boundaries of various 
social systems. The forms of political 
consolidation that resulted in the

building of national cultures coupled 
with the industrial and urban revo
lution made this isolation more dif
ficult. The very nature of the immi
gration into the United States with
out its guarantees of Mennonite 
lands or Mennonite territory and 
without political autonomy forced 
the Mennonites (including the 
Brethren) into much more contact 
with the larger world then hereto
fore.29

This generation of Mennonite 
Brethren, as well as other Menno
nites, did not shrink from these con
tacts. They linked their religious 
devotion, moral rectitude, and cul
tural development to more than the 
boundaries of the Mennonite world. 
Theirs was not a sectarian vision 
of the people of God isolated from 
the national culture. They could link 
the path of Christian virtue, dili
gence and discipline to scientific and 
cultured progress and the uplift of 
humanity.

The opening line of the statement 
of. purpose in the Tabor catalog, 
from the first complete English edi
tion of the catalog (1917) and for 
many years to come, stated with 
clarity this progressive assumption. 
“The purpose of the school from the 
beginning has been to benefit hu
manity in general and in particular 
the denomination that erected it 
through the dissemination of gen
eral culture and biblical information 
and the development of character

.” 30

IV
But progressivism was not the 

only current running thru the MB 
world. The nature and style of the 
young college became a matter of 
debate and concern almost as soon 
as the doors opened. The liberal arts 
ideal was tested almost immediately 
and continuously. The third annual 
meeting of the Tabor College Cor
poration in May, 1911 revealed the 
differing mentalities that were to 
persist throughout Lohrenz’s tenure 
as president. The part of the college 
that the corporation could praise 
was the missionary societies, the 
YMCA and YWCA, and the interest 
in missionary activity. The corpor
ation members had two concerns; 
first whether the secular lecture 
course and the Literary Society

should be continued and secondly, 
whether the main purpose of the 
school was “to measure up intellect
ually with other schools” or to teach 
the fundamentals of faith. Distinc
tions were drawn between those ac
tivities that “have only an intellect
ual worth” and those that “serve 
spiritual life.”31 This distinction, 
real in the minds of the corporation 
members, was also present in the 
faculty. In the following year facul
ty members resigned both because 
the new college was intellectually 
too spacious and because it was in
tellectually too constrictive. It was 
simultaneously too pious and too 
worldly.

The 1911-12 school term was 
fraught with conflict between the 
contending positions. In October, 
B. E. Ebel and D. E. Harder, lead
ers of the progressive party, felt 
that there was a “check upon our 
ambitions in the lurking unrest al
ready manifest upon the horizon.” 
Ebel could write that the criticism 
of the previous spring were “mere
ly a pretension and others will be 
found till the real end is gained.”32 
The Literary Society, the focus of 
the criticism, was reigned in. Its 
independence was checked and care
fully controlled by faculty super
vision.

The organization of a chapter of 
the Reform League in January, 1912, 
and a coed social early in the year, 
however, only precipitated another 
crisis. Both were opposed by the 
conservatives. P. C. Hiebert, study
ing in Lawrence at the University 
of Kansas that year, wrote to B. E. 
Ebel, as “the general of the pro
gressive party,” that while the social 
was doubtless a violation of school 
policy, the conservatives had manip
ulated the incident for their own 
benefit.33 The progressives mean
while feared that so long as the 
school was guided by this “guilded 
mockery of conservatism,”34 there 
would be little growth. Tabor stood 
at 95 students that year and Bethel 
had an enrollment of over 200. The 
gap was to be explained in terms 
of Bethel’s more progressive style.

Lohrenz was caught between the 
factions. Some of his faculty pitied 
the position in which he found him
self. What was not to be pitied was 
the tenuous position in which the
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young- school found itself. Lohrenz 
in varying- moods of resignation and 
courage corresponded with Hiebert 
in February and March of 1912. In 
February he wrote that “the future 
is dismal.” By March he more pre
cisely stated the issues that needed 
resolution. The college had been 
founded to operate “in commitment 
to the spirit of our conference.” 
That spirit was now threatened by 
the differing perceptions and con
flict between the board of directors 
and the faculty over what were to be 
the “governing principles” that 
would shape the curriculum and the 
social life of the college.35 By late 
spring a purge of some faculty 
seemed possible, and P. C. Hiebert 
debated returning to the college for 
the next year.36

In the fall of 1912, Lohrenz was 
studying at the University of Kan
sas, and Hiebert was acting Presi
dent. He wrote to Lohrenz on the 
eve of a meeting of church leaders 
in Hillsboro that prospects were not 
good: “The whole affair is so dis
agreeable that I wish I were in Sas
katchewan. . . While there were 
many staunch supporters of the col
lege and he expected “no radical 
anti-college action,” he did assume 
that there would be “a good many 
thunderbolts whizzing about.” His 
consolation to Lohrenz was “well 
brother, don’t worry about this mat
ter either, at least I try to tell my
self every day, just to work on con
scientiously for the good cause re
gardless of what others may do and 
if the thing then fails, I will at least 
have the satisfaction of having done 
what I could.”37

One contemporary observed that 
the root of the misunderstanding 
was that from the outset there were 
those who expected the new college 
to be a Bible school with a restrict
ed curriculum instead of a liberal 
arts college with its expansive offer
ing. Furthermore the students 
sought more liberal forms of social 
activity and engaged in more cos
mopolitan activities than had been 
anticipated. Some supporters had 
been willing to give the college a 
few years to establish the conserva
tive atmosphere. The seeming in
ability or unwillingness to do so 
created such doubt that by 1912 
the leadership questioned the en

during viability of the new ven
ture.38 The fact that the largest per
centage of the students were prepar
ing for teaching or church vocations 
did not mitigate these concerns.

The next nineteen years of the 
Lohrenz presidency are replete with 
similar tensions between what might 
be termed the progressive and con
servative elements in the college and 
the church. A particular poignant 
encounter is the experience of the 
Yalies who came to teach at Tabor. 
M. H. Schlichting, Adolf Frantz, 
A. J. Harms, graduates of Tabor, 
and P. S. Goertz, an earlier graduate 
of McPherson college, all attended 
Yale Divinity School, earned Bache
lor of Divinity degrees, and return
ed to teach at Tabor during the 
1920’s. They were primarily trained 
of courses in biblical and religious 
studies but all essentially taught in 
other departments. That would not 
be particularly noteworthy if their 
stay did not coincide with the col
lege’s inability to staff the Bible 
Department. Lohrenz in his annual 
report to the board in 1924 noted 
that the “Bible department which is 
to constitute the very core of our 
entire school life does not have the 
necessary strength we need for our 
assignment.”39 H. F. Toews and 
D. E. Harder, both long time mem
bers of the Bible Department, left 
in 1922 and 1923. While Harder re
turned for the 1925-27 period, the 
department lacked a strong and con
tinuing presence from 1923 until 
1935 when Lohrenz returned to the 
new Bible School as full time facul
ty member in the newly reconsti
tuted Tabor. The Yalies were ob
viously not acceptable replacements 
for the previous generation. They 
all exited from Tabor between 1925 
and 1930 because in varying degrees 
they found the general religious, 
cultural and intellectual conserva
tism of the community and school 
too restrictive.'50

Their departure was part of the 
conservative ascendancy at the col
lege during the twenties. The decade 
is noted for its religious controver
sy. Fundamentalist/Modernist quar
rels erupted in many religious com
munities. Denominations fractured 
and denominational schools were 
frequently the center of such con
troversies.'51 The conflict among the

Mennonite Brethren, was not be
tween modernists and fundamental
ists. No charges of modernism were 
leveled at the college during the de
cade. But there were new strains to 
be reckoned with. In the West, 
pentecostalism made inroads into 
Brethren communities. In the North 
a new generation of immigrants ar
rived with a distinct history and a 
strong set of leaders. The experi
ence of the World War introduced 
a peculiar set of tensions for mid- 
western Mennonites in particular. 
The cumulative effect of these ex
periences was to squeeze the pro
gressives and to enhance the position 
of the conservatives. Lohrenz in
creasingly found it difficult to work 
in the situation. He wrote in 1927 
that he had always hoped to “direct 
the school in such a way that a 
thorough academic education with 
deep true piety would go hand in 
hand.”42 There had never been any 
conflict between the two for Lohr
enz, but for others they were seen 
increasingly as separate and per
haps even unrelated.

In this world where commitments 
previously held together were being 
pitted against each other, where the 
equilibrium was distorted, Lohrenz 
seemed to drift towards the conserv
atives. A letter written to his 
brother-in-law in 1927 is sympto
matic of the drift. He wrote about 
various issues dividing the school 
and suggested the time had come 
for a “deep purification which would 
affect the basic motivations and lead 
to the unification of the faculty so 
that one could continue to work 
more in keeping with the position of 
our brotherhood and . . . the word 
of God.”43

By the time Lohrenz resigned in 
1931, P. E, Schellenberg, a fellow 
faculty member and future presi
dent, would define the division as a 
“hopeless separation of what re
mains of faculty and students and 
interest into College and Bible 
School” factions. Behind this divi
sion Schellenberg ventured a con
stituency “that has always looked 
askance at the whole enterprise and 
has now practically lost its faith in 
it.”44

A change from the progressive be
ginnings had indeed occurred, and 
two movements at the outset of the
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thirties symbolized the new mood. 
The 1930 organization of the Bible 
School on a different basis than it 
had previous existed was a clear 
signal that the Bible School move
ment was more than Schellenberg’s 
imagination. The school was a re
sponse to some leaders in the church 
who thought that a Bible and Mis
sion school could train more spe
cifically workers for both foreign 
and home ministries. It operated 
under the supervision of a General 
Conference committee and the Exe
cutive Committee of the Board of 
Foreign Missions.-55

The Bible School movement, gen
erally as it gained strength in the 
larger culture during the 1920s, was 
many things. It was surely a re
sponse to the rift in theological posi
tions. But it was also part of a 
growing estrangement with Ameri
can culture. They expressed cultural 
resistance as well as theological re
sistance. For those who had long re
sisted identification with American 
society, this movement was part of 
the search for disengagement that 
countered the Liberal Arts ideal 
with its cultural connections.-16

The 1931-32 Tabor College Cata
log, the first after Lohrenz had re
signed as president, suggested an
other important change. The state
ment of purpose was substantially 
revised. The previous statement, in 
effect from the first complete Eng
lish edition of the catalog in 1917 
thru 1931, began with the spacious 
statement that "the purpose of the 
school from the beginning has been 
to benefit humanity in general . . 
The new statement of purpose began 
with the concern “to impart genuine 
Christian education that will qualify 
for the general needs of everyday 
life." The scope had narrowed. A 
new addition to the 1931 version 
called the college "to meet the need 
for a fundamentalist College and 
Bible school. This is the need of the 
Christian people in general and the 
churches that sponsor the school in 
particular.” The use of that lan
guage in the context of the funda- 
mentalist/modernist debate signaled 
a different kind of college.47

In 1922 Lohrenz submitted his 
first letter of resignation. Although 
he later rescinded the action, the 
letter reflected the difficult posture

in which he found himself. He re
flected back on the beginnings when 
he "tried to confront two large op
posing forces" when all he had "was 
just a rod." He clearly understood 
the tensions in which he function
ed.45 But they should not be thought 
of only in terms of the progressive 
and conservative forces, or the col
lege and Bible school forces. There 
were personal forces as well. The ad
ministration of the college lacked 
unity. Friction between Lohrenz, the 
president, and P. C. Hiebert, the 
vice-president, persisted during his 
entire presidency.

Beyond the ideological and per
sonal forces that worked with dif
fering impulses, there were other 
opposing forces in the conference 
that provided the larger context in 
which the college functioned. The 
college began with the clear assump
tion that the conference would soon 
adopt the fledging institution. The 
church’s reluctance to own the col
lege was apparent in the General 
Conference sessions of 1915 and per
sisted until the college collapsed in 
the 1930s.49 The beginning of the 
college in 1908 coincided with the 
creation of district conferences as 
regional entities and the meeting of 
the General Conference of Menno- 
nite Brethren churches on a tri
annual rather than annual schedule. 
It was the beginning of a fracturing 
process that made cooperation more 
difficult and estrangement easier.50 
National and regional loyalties in
creasingly made it difficult to co
operate on programs of mission and 
education in North America. The 
district and General Conference re
peated expressions of support for 
the college but offered little tangible 
support. The resolutions to pledge 
fixed amounts on a per member 
basis or to raise substantial annual 
contributions received the delegates’ 
votes but not their checks. The not
able exception to this general pat
tern of insufficient giving was the 
response to the crisis of April 30, 
1918. The burning of the school cre
ated a wave of support, sympathy 
and giving that seemed to indicate 
the deep rootage and acceptance of 
the college in the churches. The 
wave peaked in 1920, and by 1922 
the financial status of the school 
was again doubtful. Even the mag

nificence of the new building and 
the increased enrollment that follow
ed the war could not generate the 
support to insure the school. The 
economics of the depression linked 
to the other strains caused the col
lege to falter.

y
But the college faltered because 

the MB world was fractured. Held 
within the boundaries of a small de
nomination were the contradictions 
of the emerging modern world with 
its cultural, political and theological 
pluralism. The college, existing on 
the boundary between the smaller 
ethno-religious community and the 
larger social order, felt the frac
turing sooner and more intensely 
than did the elements of the church 
yet removed from the boundary. The 
college, with one face directed to
wards the larger world into which 
its graduates would move and the 
other face directed back towards the 
Mennonite village, would always be 
in a tenuous position. Three years 
after Lohrenz left the presidency in 
1931 the college closed for a year. 
The Grecian temple stood closed and 
empty in 1934-35. At stake were 
many issues. The Mennonite Breth
ren have historically been uncertain 
whether they wanted Bible insti
tutes or colleges; whether science 
and faith could be reconciled or not; 
whether intellectualism or ignorance 
was the mother of heresy; whether 
they were progressive or conserv
ative ; whether schools should be 
sponsored by the General Confer
ence, the National Conferences or 
District Conferences.

Lohrenz sought to bridge the dis
tance from the Mennonite village to 
the learned centers of the world. He 
could link an openness to the in
tellectual, cultural and artistic world 
of the twentieth century with a 
commitment to a life of prayer, de
votion and faith. He could personal
ly contain the multiple and frequent
ly contradictory impulses that char
acterized the Mennonite Brethren 
of his era. His people could not re
solve them. But neither could the 
generations that followed. The sub
sequent history of Tabor College, 
Fresno Pacific College, the Menno
nite Brethren Bible College of Win
nipeg and the Mennonite Brethren
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Biblical Seminary of Fresno all con
tain elements of the same story. The 
contradictions are part of the biogra
phy of an ethno-religious immigrant 
people adapting to the requirements 
and possibilities of life in an in
creasingly pluralistic environment.
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